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Epilogue: The Making of “The Last Best Place” 

Inspiration 

It was somewhere in the timbre of my interviewees‟ voices that the inspiration for a play 

originated. I listened to those voices in the actual interviews, and again while I transcribed the 

interview recordings. Sometimes I would listen to certain sections three or four times to ensure 

that I had heard, and typed, accurately. I hesitate to admit that I love to transcribe my interviews; 

it is a tedious process. But I love transcribing because I love listening. And I am persistently 

aware that in flattening the audible richness of my participants‟ voices into text, I am sacrificing 

vast, ineffable qualities of their meaning, as well as the visceral power of an actual interview. 

In my field work I was one of the few, if not only person in the valley who had listened to so 

many different people without any agenda except to try to understand their perspectives – and 

graduate. I was compelled by many of these divergent voices, making it impossible to take sides, 

or to reach a tidy answer to the social problems of salmon decline and farmland loss. I was 

vaguely aware that I was compelled not only by an interviewee‟s words, but largely by their 

presence. I often wished that I could invite farmers to listen to interviews with Native 

Americans, or to invite restoration advocates to listen to interviews with farmers. Perhaps if they 

sat, like I did, in each other‟s living rooms or offices and simply listened for an hour or two, they 

would begin to understand how each constructed the problem according to unique premises, and 

thereby begin to see a way through their differences. While my research process fell far short of 

ideal community-based research principles – most notably in that I retained authorial control 

over the project – one participatory goal I still had was to share my results with my various 

research communities in a way that would respond to their own expressed desire to better 

understand each other. I sensed that the embodied aspect of my research experience was an 

important part of the experience to share, and if possible recreate, for this purpose. 

My dissertation would necessarily bring the multiple voices of my interviewees into 

conversation. But in considering creative alternatives to a standard ethnographic text, I realized 

that through theatre I could bring this conversation to life – onstage, as well as in the audience. A 

play, unlike a written dissertation or even documentary film, requires its audience to come 

together in the same room, perhaps for the first time, and to witness and potentially engage in, a 
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conversation that until now only took place inside my head.
1
 A play requires the audience to 

watch, listen, and reflect together. The visceral relationship created between actors and audience 

members in a theater recreates the physical presence of the researcher and research participant in 

an interview. As my playwright collaborator Todd Jefferson Moore observed, it is hard not to 

listen to a warm, breathing person speaking from direct experience. Faced with our common, 

physical existence, it is hard not to find a degree of understanding, and perhaps empathy, for 

each other. Indeed, this is the axiom that underlies the epistemological legitimacy of ethnography 

(Clifford 1986), and I anticipated that this was the impact that staging my dissertation material as 

a play could have among my research participants and other audiences (cf. Gray 2000; Madison 

2005; Gail Mitchell, Jonas-Simpson, and Ivonoffski 2006). Ultimately, the decision to have one 

actor perform the multiple voices of the valley contributed to this participatory, interventionist 

goal. As he transforms himself into characters with radically opposing views, the solitary actor 

comes to represent the idea of a potentially shared humanity, and his metamorphoses our 

malleable identities and positions. 

As the idea to turn my dissertation material into a play took hold, I realized several further 

advantages of theatre as a creative medium. While documentary film may be the more common 

choice for capturing the sensory fullness of a field site, theatre avoids the practical costs, editing 

time and technical expertise that filming or videotaping requires (although in hindsight my 

process may have taken longer than making a film). More importantly, the need to create 

characters and scenes for the stage, even if based on actual transcripts, affords a quality of 

imaginative freedom that shooting and editing footage does not. Unless interviewees play 

themselves, the performance of people and scenes displaces these representations from the 

reality on which they are based by a significant step (cf. Carol Martin 2006). Thus the process of 

creating and performing a play would fictionalize my research participants and material enough 

to allow for a degree of poetic license in their interpretation and representation.  I anticipated that 

there could be several powerful advantages to this freeing effect of theatre.  

One of the most important advantages is that theatre, unlike film, would allow me to protect 

the identity of my research subjects while still preserving their original language and a sense of 

their irreducible, embodied presence. By using pseudonyms, I could request permission to use 

                                                 
1
 Thanks to Julie Brugger for articulating, during the Q&A session after the reading of our first draft script, and in 

reference to her own field experience, how such a conversation among conflicted parties may only take place in the 

anthropologist‟s imagination.  
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excerpts from otherwise confidential interviews. We could further obscure real identities and 

create a simpler narrative and more cohesive cast of characters by creating composite characters 

from the voices of multiple people holding similar points of view.  

In addition, the theatrical displacement of characters from the actual people on which they 

are based has the potential to challenge our stereotypes and assumptions.  Beyond protecting the 

privacy of individual people, fictionalizing research participants may prevent local – i.e. Skagit – 

audience members from bringing suspicions, annoyances, or other complications of past 

relationships to bear on how they judge characters in the play. Rather, it invites the audience to 

listen to their neighbors with fresh ears and to focus their attention on what they are expressing 

in this moment. It allows them to potentially recognize something of themselves in a character 

they may have otherwise dismissed as irretrievably different, or to learn something surprising 

and new about themselves in a character with whom they closely identify. In this way theatre 

brings us closer to the embodied quality of relationships than ethnographic text or film, but at the 

same time maintains a sufficient distance from particular individuals so that we are able to 

reconsider our neighbors, and ourselves, in a different light than before. On the other hand, the 

potential of theatre to challenge stereotypes depends on the performance as well as on the 

audience: as performance studies scholar E. Patrick Johnson observed, a parody may instead 

“reinscribe what it is intended to explode” (personal communication, 2008). Likewise, an early 

reader of this draft chapter observed that it may not be possible to achieve the goals of 

challenging stereotypes or seeing oneself in a new light if all the characters are represented by 

one white, male actor. 

The ancient medium of theatre seduces an audience into inferring universal themes in the 

drama portrayed onstage. A major challenge of documentary theatre is how to productively hold 

the tension between fact and fiction at the place where it leverages the best of ethnography and 

drama. The most powerful, transformative point in this tension is where the “real life” credibility 

of ethnographic material meets the expressive, “larger-than-life” medium of theatre. Thus, 

staging the Skagit conflict invites us to recognize it as something worthy of drama and therefore 

common to the human experience. A play can potentially transpose the local controversy from an 

idiosyncratic “case study” into a variation on the motif of the human condition, held up before 

the local audience, like Alice‟s looking glass, for reflection, consideration, and perhaps 

transformation. This magical, mythologizing effect of theatre is not confined to a specific 
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audience; it is the unique power of drama to transform the local contingency of a place like the 

Skagit Valley into something relevant and appealing for the broader public. In this way a 

theatrical documentary about environmental problems in the Skagit Valley can potentially 

provoke a conversation in more general audiences about the regional, national or even global 

themes that the case study represents, and thus provide an engaging way to communicate its 

broader relevance.  

Finally, unlike a fixed, written dissertation or a documentary film, the final product of 

playwriting is not the script, but the ephemeral performance. To simply read a script, as I have 

learned in this process, does not do it justice; it is akin to silently reading a musical score. To the 

uninitiated, a script might seem disjointed, facile, even boring. But on stage, it comes alive. And 

no two performances are alike: variations depend on who the actors are, how they interpret the 

script, how their day is going perhaps, the timing and location of the performance, the reactions 

of the audience, and a myriad other factors. As actor Montana von Fliss, who participated in our 

first reading, explains, the script is like a living blueprint, to be interpreted and reinterpreted by 

actors in distinct performances, modified according to the needs and circumstances of particular 

times and places (personal communication, 2009). Unlike a dissertation, a script, by serving as 

the guide for the performance, reserves a great deal of interpretive power for the actors and the 

audience.  

Ethnographers are commonly criticized for diluting, if not eclipsing, the agency and 

liveliness of local people in persistent theoretical analysis. My goal was to avoid this problem by 

foregrounding the readiness of my research participants to interpret their own experiences in the 

dramatization of their own stories and arguments, and by creating an actual forum in the space of 

the theatre in which to collectively re-interpret those experiences (cf. J. Sullivan and Lloyd 

2006). For these reasons and others I offer the script in the spirit of open and participatory 

scholarship, a kind of summary of my research results, with the potential to be interpreted and re-

interpreted by my research participants, by actors, and by future audiences. 

Collaboration 

Lofty goals, but how do you actually do your dissertation as a play? I have found that the most 

important thing to do to make such an improbable dream come to fruition is to swallow your 

reservations, fly in the face of imagined or actual denials, and put it out there. Start talking about 
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an idea, and it begins to accumulate clarity and legitimacy. Be persistent, seek supporters, and do 

not let naysayers deter you. I wrote the idea to do a play into my research proposals and research 

statement. I sought out support wherever I could find it, both within and beyond my department. 

At the University of Washington the Institute for the Public Humanities proved to be an 

invaluable resource and source of moral support. I also knew I could not write a play alone. Until 

now I had virtually no experience in drama. I knew I would need at least some advice from an 

expert in the genre. So the luckiest and most important step I took was to seek, and receive, the 

extremely generous mentorship of an exceptionally experienced and respected Seattle-based 

theatre artist, Todd Jefferson Moore. I learned of Moore in 2005 when I attended a community 

forum hosted by the Intiman Theatre in Seattle to discuss how environmental themes raised in 

their ongoing production of The Grapes of Wrath were related, albeit loosely, to the local issue 

of salmon recovery. I jumped at this serendipitous opportunity to observe how others would 

connect salmon recovery to theatre, and afterwards I approached the host, the Intiman‟s artistic 

director, with my idea to turn my dissertation interviews into a play. She simply directed me to 

Todd Moore. Moore had accomplished a similar goal to great acclaim in his one-man 

documentary drama, In the Heart of the Wood, a portrayal of regional controversies over old-

growth logging in the 1990s.  

At the time, Moore was playing the part of the preacher in The Grapes of Wrath. So I went to 

the play and caught him in the lobby afterwards. He was surrounded by family and fans and I 

had only a few seconds to grab his attention. I hurriedly introduced myself, my research topic, 

and my interest in doing a play and handed him my card. He seemed mildly interested and 

understandably distracted. Frankly, I did not expect anything to come of it. But about a year 

later, by which time I had almost given up on the idea, Moore emailed me out of the blue saying 

he finally had some free time and did I want to follow up on the play about salmon?  We 

scheduled our first meeting and took things from there. It is truly Moore, his motivation and 

persistence, not to mention expertise, who made doing my dissertation as a play possible. 

My first few meetings with Moore were roundabout conversations lasting several hours. But 

my social circle in graduate school having narrowed to a small enclave of academics, talking 

with an artist was refreshing. Collaborating with Moore was a welcome relief to the typical 

isolation of working on a dissertation; Moore offered rare camaraderie in the process of 

attempting to make sense of my research material. Through his curious, compassionate 



Unpublished dissertation: please do not copy or distribute. 
6 

 

 

engagement with the interview transcripts, Moore not only helped bring my research subjects to 

life, he showed me how I could have a more personal and emotional relationship with my work 

as well. Moore saw the issues and people of my field work through new eyes. He reacted with 

emotion to the interview excerpts I shared with him – in joy, sadness, wonder. He seemed 

genuinely exasperated by the intractability of the problems. He did not immediately analyze, 

categorize, or critique the interviews as an academic might. He did not immediately connect 

what he learned about the Skagit to the latest theoretical trends in anthropology. Moore reacted 

to the interviews as direct commentaries on his own region, and they therefore took on a special, 

personal significance for him.  

In contrast, I noticed that my impulse was to think systematically and theoretically about my 

research material. Although I found certain interview segments moving, funny, or exasperating, I 

had a hard time not privileging theoretically interesting passages over emotionally powerful or 

personally meaningful ones. Despite my original artistic and humanistic reasons for doing the 

play, I had been steeped long enough in academic, anthropological training that my analytical 

tendencies overpowered my ability to react emotionally to the transcripts. Even in the charged 

atmosphere of the actual interviews, layers of expectations and interpretations had burdened my 

reactions. In fact, almost none of my experiences in the Skagit were unmediated by the conscious 

sense that I was a researcher – an observer – and that the place and the people were my research 

subjects – those that I observed. This distancing gaze was established even before research 

began. Projecting  how the research experience would take place in grant proposals, packaging 

and repackaging the experience in reports, and anticipating the interpretation and analysis I 

would need to do in order to write my dissertation were ever-present. It was impossible for me to 

react to the interviews on a purely personal, emotional level. I wished that I could. I longed to 

relax into full emotional participation in my new community and place. But being an observer 

prevented me from being a full participant and contributed to the sense of loneliness and 

otherness that I experienced in my field site (cf. J. L. Jones 1996).  

This sense of isolation was compacted by the expectation, of myself and also from my 

research participants, that I should maintain a neutral position on the issues that I was studying. 

Tellingly, this constant expectation and attempt to be neutral had literally made me neutral. It 

was as if, in order to not take sides I needed to not care as much, and the range of passions 

expressed by my interviewees had canceled themselves out in me. It was not until I was faced 
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with Moore‟s genuine emotional reactions to my interview transcripts that I became consciously 

aware of just how much the research process had constructed me, not just figuratively, as a rather 

cold observer. This critical self-reflection was one of the first consequences provoked by my 

collaboration with an artist. Ironically, although my original goal was to become more artistic 

myself, my collaboration with an actual artist not only threw into relief how much I had in fact 

become a researcher, it had the tendency to reify that identity and role even more. 

Indeed, as a researcher my inclination was to approach the process of creating the script 

systematically. I made lists and created categories. I went so far as to start coding certain 

passages as “DRAMATIC” using the computer program Atlas.ti. Moore watched this, and 

suggested a more intuitive approach, explaining that the drama-worthy excerpts would likely be 

those that I remembered: they had already made an impression on me for some reason. So I tried 

to pull out memorable scenes, but again, some of these were impressive to me because they 

illustrated some subtle or not so subtle theoretical point. Moore read these and said, try again. 

Over the course of several more multi-hour meetings Moore described again and again, each 

time in somewhat different words, the kinds of scenes a play would need. I took my handwritten 

notes from these meetings, typed them up, and gleaned from them a list of “criteria” for selecting 

passages for the play: 

1. Keep the audience with you and prevent them from falling asleep! (Our main goal). 

2. Find anecdotes that have drama in them, e.g. that show the passions, empathies, mistrusts and 

individual realities inherent in the conflict, or that show blunders involved in trying to get something 

done. 

3. Share in the joy of each character: Who are they? What are their major points of view? What do they 

value? Why do I care about them? How do place-based experiences create this character? How do they 

feel moving through space? 

4. Let people tell their own stories and explain their own wants and needs, rather than talking about 

others. When a person is speaking from true experience, it‟s hard not to listen to that. 

5. Show how each group has something surprising that challenges our idea of who they are. Look for 

things that will confuse our audience and make them question their prejudices, things that show each 

group‟s uniqueness and individuality.  Defray obvious knee-jerk reactions in the audience. 

6. Find excerpts that have multiple meanings and multiple qualities. Allow the voice of the play to come 

through in a less than linear way. 

7. Pare down the details so you can infer more than what‟s on the page. Let the audience figure things 

out. 

8. Show the dilemma in a simplified form that everyone can understand. (This became our major 

challenge). 
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9. Avoid passages that analyze the problem diplomatically or play into stereotypes. 

These essentially constituted the principles by which I initially analyzed my field material – not 

only for the play, but also for my dissertation. Over the summer of 2007 I pored over hundreds of 

pages of transcripts, looking for the most drama-worthy passages I could find. My effort resulted 

in about 100 pages of potential excerpts from about 25 interviews. It was now time to start 

parsing and piecing these excerpts together into a script. 

It was at about this time that I began to sense the enormous risk I was taking in attempting a 

play. Until this point I had not allowed the possibility that my dream would actually materialize. 

I had assumed that I might create a script, but it seemed too far-fetched to expect it to be 

performed. Moore completely transcended those expectations. He had done this before, and as an 

actor he was – not surprisingly – steering our project firmly and expertly toward the goal of a 

performance. In contrast, having never written a dissertation or a play, I anticipated that I could 

easily fail at both. I became acutely aware that while a dissertation can safely gather dust in a 

remote corner of a library, a play, if performed, is instantaneously out there, in the public eye – 

and the “public” I imagined as my audience included my research subjects, anthropologists, 

scientists, friends, family, and potential employers. I anticipated how, in one evening, I would be 

risking my reputation with all of them. So began a long period of stage fright.   

We had scheduled a public reading of our first draft in three months and I started to panic. 

What will people think? How will my research participants feel about being represented in a 

play? How can I select passages that convey the major, thorny contours of the conflict, including 

issues of race and racism, and perceptions of Native Americans and rural farmers, without 

offending individual interviewees? Am I dealing with the tribes and their legal matters in a 

sensitive and responsible way? What if I cannot get the consent I need in order to use excerpts 

from confidential interviews? Forgetting my original artistic vision, my overriding concern now 

was how will the play reflect on my abilities as a researcher? I was beginning to experience 

firsthand the apparent incompatibilities between art and scholarship. To succeed as art the play 

needed to pack high stakes, recognizable issues, and a dramatic storyline into less than two 

hours. I had been envisioning the play as something of an artistic rendering of my dissertation, or 

even part of my dissertation, but with these criteria the play could not tolerate theoretical 

musings, caveats, or even strict logic and accuracy. And yet the play would nevertheless reflect 

on the quality of my research – and would do so very publicly before I had proved myself worthy 
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of a degree with a written dissertation. Considerably daunted by this dilemma, I made a first 

attempt to develop the script. 

In a flurry I printed out all of my potential excerpts and started selecting, cutting and taping 

them into a first draft. My vision was of a braided river, its two channels representing two major 

perspectives on the riverine landscape that emerged from my interview notes: engineered and 

wild. It started with the upper tributary voices of Tarheel loggers, the Sauk-Suiattle Tribe, and 

the dams that produce electricity for Seattle. It flowed through the upriver dairy farmers and 

Upper Skagit Tribe, then spread out among the delta crop farmers, duck hunters, and the 

Swinomish Tribe on the coast. The play would be structured like the river itself. I shared this 

draft with Moore with much trepidation. We met. He patted the pile of papers he had printed out 

and said something diplomatically like, “Tell me what you were trying to do here.” I explained 

my vision of the braided river – the engineered landscape intertwined with a wild landscape. He 

said, “Ah – that helps it make sense: in other words, you‟re dealing in stereotypes.” This was a 

pivotal moment – a bump into the boundary between the conventions of art and scholarship. I 

had not intended to convey stereotypes – in fact quite the opposite – but my academic tendency 

to construct and compare abstract categories came across as dichotomous stereotyping to Moore.  

Moore suggested: Bite off smaller chunks. Work with one group of people at a time. Try to 

find their voice. Don‟t allow others to cut them off or disagree before they‟ve had a chance to 

have their say. Build compassion for each character in the audience, despite their flaws. Allow 

them to come through as full people. In this moment it began to dawn on me that actors also 

know a great deal about people. While ethnographers pride themselves on their interpersonal 

research method, acting is arguably an even more intimate, embodied, and humanistic form of 

studying people requiring a phenomenological mimeses. In bringing a character to life on stage 

an actor must internalize and express her essence with his own voice and body. He must find 

within his own experience a way to relate emotionally to her needs and desires, and capture the 

quirks and flaws that make her believably human. Her words become a palette for interpretation: 

in reading, memorizing, and performing them, an actor not only articulates their original intent, 

but in varying his cadence and intonation he can express a much wider range of potential 

meaning. An actor anticipating a performance is perhaps more motivated to explore the ineffable 

spirit of an individual character than an ethnographer anticipating her theoretical and analytical 

chapters, not to mention a review by the university‟s Human Subjects Division. In this way 
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Moore and methods of acting would help preserve the humanity of my research subjects as they 

were represented in the play.  

Interpretation 

In the fall we continued to pore over our interview selections, exchanging notes about the drama-

worthiness of particular characters, anecdotes, arguments, or bits of language, and iteratively 

honing in on the “best of the best.” We marveled at the intractability of the problem the 

interviews collectively described and became enamored with certain wonderful characters and 

improbable stories. We discussed ideas for structuring the play: we could build from the place, 

its history, and the characters to a problem or question; we could take one issue and play up 

various viewpoints about it – a theatrical symposium of different views on a topic; we could 

spiral in on a central event or problem that everyone ends up talking, fighting and worrying 

about, such as buffers, the Chinook recovery plan, or flooding. It was difficult to decide which 

direction to go. 

After a few false starts, Moore suggested we start by weaving passages together into portraits 

of each community: Tarheels, farmers, tribal members, scientists, restorationists. I presented 

some of these draft scenes to my family members, friends, and colleagues for feedback, while 

Moore relied frequently on the listening ear of his wife. Reactions were generally enthusiastic – 

the characters were good and their stories were funny – but our initial reviewers tended to pose a 

similar question: what holds these people, their experiences, and this place together? What is the 

common thread? What‟s the story? As a professor observed, although a play is an innovative 

way to present research material, the process of creating the script may still be analogous to 

writing a book, or a dissertation: the structure will likely emerge from the nature of the central 

argument. 

Indeed, although we had been working on the project off and on for over a year, by the 

middle of December and six weeks before the scheduled reading, we still had not figured out 

what the play was actually about. This was particularly distressing since it reflected the current 

status of my dissertation thesis, even three years after starting field work. Moore kept asking: 

what‟s the problem? But I was at a loss to suggest a clear narrative for the play. The timing of 

our project was such that I was attempting to develop a play based on my research material 

before I had conducted a conventional academic analysis of it. In fact, developing the script had 
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become a form of analysis (and in the play my character portrays me in the midst of this 

process). Turning my dissertation work turned into a script, I presumed, felt more discomfiting 

than having one‟s book turned into a movie; it felt, rather, like having one‟s unorganized 

research material and nascent ideas turned into a movie – and we were now on deadline. It was a 

confusing and vulnerable predicament to be in. 

It is one thing to choose and construct a nuanced thesis for a dissertation, pulling in prime 

quotes when necessary for evidence; it is perhaps harder to construct a theatrical plot entirely 

from the raw, drama-worthy excerpts of wide-ranging interview transcripts. I felt sheepish and 

deflated: my open-ended research method had produced a mountain of gibberish. I chided 

myself: I should have narrowed my topic, asked more focused questions, held to a clearer 

hypothesis. But there had been a reason for maintaining such an open-ended approach: as 

someone new to the Skagit Valley, I felt it would be premature to presume a problem or 

hypothesis before listening carefully to the people who lived and worked there. An ethnographer, 

like any author, is forced by the conventions of narrative to begin and end somewhere. Yet 

before I wielded that kind of interpretive power, and in the spirit of participatory research, I 

wanted my interviewees to suggest the nature and the scope of the situation as they saw it.  

And so, rather than collectively weaving a story about an obvious problem, let alone solution, 

each of my interviews encapsulated a unique collection of insights, worries, stories, characters, 

and places. Starting with the general topic of salmon habitat restoration, interviews spun off in 

all directions – complaints about rip-rap and flooding; stories about gillnetting and fly-fishing; 

perceptions of Indians, farmers, and scientists; laments about economic constraints and political 

realities; tales of killing cougars, hunting elk, gathering berries, and what the eccentric neighbors 

did last night. Would the play be about a particular problem, and if so, which one? Would it be 

about the Skagit Valley as a place? A multi-faceted community? Would it be about relationships 

with the river? Could a play be about all of these things and still prevent the audience from 

falling asleep? The complexity of the Skagit situation had entangled us in its web just like it had 

entangled everyone else who had come close.  

However, we still needed to find a story. So at the beginning of winter break I sat down to 

figure it out. My earlier attempts to poetically splice together raw quotes had made my head spin 

so I decided to try a more familiar approach: to think about an overview of possible narratives in 

a more abstract and systematic way. I reviewed all the interview selections and the stories they 
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seemed to tell, drawing up multiple lists and categories. Farmers lamented the loss of farmland; 

restorationists the loss of habitat; and tribal fishermen the loss of fish. Restoration and 

environmental regulations; agricultural practices; and the legacy of settlement and colonialism, 

respectively, were to blame. My interviewees differed according to what the problem was, their 

senses of history and place, the kinds of knowledge they drew on, and perceptions of each other. 

They debated, they litigated, and despite the odds, even with multiple failed attempts, they also 

attempted to negotiate and cooperate. And yet, whether people were fighting or collaborating, the 

fish and the farmland were still dwindling away. There: it would be a tragedy. The problem of 

the Skagit, I started to realize with excitement, was that everybody was telling a different story, 

and everybody wanted to be the protagonist of their own story. The play would show that the 

human need to make sense out of the confusing complexity of our lives through telling stories in 

which we are the central character – as I am doing here – stymies our ability to understand each 

other, and thereby collectively solve shared, multi-faceted problems. I had finally identified a 

potential thesis for my dissertation; I was less sure this argument would carry the dramatic power 

needed for a play. 

In the meantime, on vacation in Mexico, Moore pursued his own inklings for a story. He cut 

up our selected excerpts into pieces and spread them out on a large, wooden table. He then 

proceeded to perform something of a miracle and three weeks before our scheduled reading 

returned to Seattle with a script in which each section resonated poetically and dramatically with 

the others without a hint of formulaic method. The characters came alive as full, empathetic, 

flawed people with intractably different opinions. Yet Moore‟s play clearly revolved around the 

fish and their habitat.  

I became worried. By choosing the fish as the problem would farmers feel the play privileged 

the concerns of restoration advocates over their own concerns about farmland preservation? And 

the related question was: how would telling a one-sided story impact my relationship with my 

research subjects? It had taken me months if not years to build delicate relationships of trust with 

multiple communities in conflict, and the story told by the play could either reinforce or 

jeopardize that trust. My own idea for the script had been shaped by a negotiation between the 

need for drama and my need as an anthropologist to maintain a relative position of neutrality in 

my conflict-ridden field site. In hindsight, this moment of tension marked the first obvious 

challenge of collaborating with a theatre artist. In a public rendition of the play our professional 
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reputations would be evaluated according to different variables: for me, to what degree I abided 

by the scholarly ethics of accuracy and informed consent and to what degree I avoided 

reproducing myths and stereotypes that scholars were actively debunking; and for Moore, to 

what degree he made compelling drama, no matter how much artistic license that required.  

At the same time, an old friend of Moore‟s, Thomas, was working on a series of videos that 

were intended to serve as visual accompaniment to the play. One week before the reading, 

Moore and I watched a preview of the video. In one scene, Thomas had paired pans of my photos 

of Skagit farmland with clanking industrial sounds. In a small square frame near the bottom left 

hand corner he had overlain footage of a small wild songbird twittering on a branch. To my 

consternation it seemed that Thomas was attempting to convey the sense that an innocent wild 

bird and its habitat were endangered by the evils of industrial farming. I feared such potentially 

overt judgment could further undermine the legitimacy of the play with Skagit farmers. In 

response, Thomas clarified that he was a spiritual observer of nature and approached his artistic 

work as a form of personal expression. In this role he felt it was his responsibility to represent 

the voices of the creatures which did not get a speaking part in the play. I was also concerned 

about his use of Native American images and music in the video, and the degree to which this 

was a form of cultural appropriation. Thomas protested that his personal relationships with these 

elements justified their inclusion in his artwork. 

I was starting to feel like I was losing control over the hard-earned results of my research. 

Who was the author here, anyway?! I began to worry that Moore‟s and Thomas‟s interpretations 

might spin the material in a way that would further divide my research communities rather than 

create a constructive conversation. Furthermore, I was alarmed that Moore and Thomas had 

presumed the right to interpret my research material in the first place. It felt like a fundamental if 

unwritten rule of scholarship had been violated: as the researcher, I assumed I would be making 

the decisions on how to represent my own work. Instead, my research had suddenly become a 

box of paints for the artists‟ personal expression. 

This was an instructive tension: collaboration of any kind requires a degree of letting go, 

perhaps a special challenge for artists and academics, who each consider themselves the primary 

interpreters of the world. I was learning firsthand the principle of my own script idea: that there 

was no “correct” story to tell about the Skagit Valley. We each took from it our own “truths,” our 

own “stories,” according to our own experiences and goals. Indeed, in our joint effort we had re-
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produced the problem of multiple conflicting stories that entangled the politics of salmon habitat 

restoration in the Skagit Valley. I was learning directly if somewhat painfully about the problem 

of multiple realities and knowledges which I had observed in my field site. But I was also 

learning why anthropologists nevertheless need to be the primary interpreters of our 

ethnographic material: our interpretations represent the culmination of the relationships of trust 

we have built with our research subjects. 

Research 

My mounting anxiety was fueled significantly by the fact that three weeks leading up to the 

reading the most important thing I needed to do was to request, and obtain, consent to use quotes 

from those people with whom I had conducted confidential interviews, as well as from members 

of the Swinomish Tribe. I was acutely aware of three things: that the drama of the play depended 

on the voices of these characters; that I had little time for obtaining consent; and that securing 

consent was not certain. It would take me much of a morning to work up the nerve required to 

make each call.  

I first called the tribal lawyer. My interviews with members of the Swinomish Tribe were 

mediated by a five-page legal agreement stipulating that the Office of Tribal Attorney would 

need to approve who I interviewed, the content of the interviews to be used, and the venues in 

which it was presented. Obtaining tribal permission for interviews was one of the most complex 

bureaucratic processes I had confronted during my field work. It had taken the large part of a 

year to work through the details of both the Tribe‟s and the University of Washington‟s research 

protocols, and their collective inconsistencies. Thankfully, the tribal attorney recognized the 

opportunity and urgency inherent in my request to use excerpts of Swinomish interviews in the 

play, and agreed to a meeting two days hence, coinciding with the January meeting of the 

Swinomish Tribal Senate.  

Thus, two and a half weeks before the reading I drove up to the reservation, copies of 

selected interview excerpts in hand, and a lump in my throat. The lawyer asked me to wait in the 

lobby while she reviewed our agreement. In the meantime the senate meeting was breaking for 

lunch. Steaming platters of smoked salmon wrapped in tinfoil were being carried through the 

front doors into the back senate chamber, along with bowls of potato salad, green salad, and 

rolls. It smelled delicious. A friendly staff member invited me to join the meal, and I ate 
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gratefully and quickly, too full of anticipation to make conversation, and went back to waiting. 

Eventually the lawyer emerged – with bad news. According to the agreement I needed approval 

not only from the Office of Tribal Attorney, I would need approval in the form of a resolution 

from the Tribal Senate itself. And they were currently heading into the second half of their 

monthly meeting agenda, which was already full.  

Heart sinking, I imagined having to tell Moore that we would not be able include the Native 

American characters in the play – voices essential to its emotional power and storyline. The 

lawyer told me to wait a minute; she would see if there was anything else she could do. A few 

interminable minutes later she emerged again. She announced I had been saved: the Senate was 

planning an emergency meeting to address some hunting issues next week and she would try to 

squeeze me in then. I would need to prepare for this meeting by identifying all of the tribal 

interview selections that I would want to use in the play as well as in my dissertation or for any 

other future presentations or publications in less than a week. Nonetheless, I thanked her, 

breathed a huge, hopeful sigh of relief, and drove to my next appointment with two farmers. 

I met Jon and his wife Susan (pseudonyms) in their farm office, a converted trailer in which 

they made room for me by moving some papers off of a metal folding chair in the corner. I 

brushed off some bits of grass and soil before sitting down, to no avail: several large dogs 

bounded in and out of the door, jumping up on my meeting-with-a-lawyer clothes with muddy 

feet and slobbery greetings. Jon was finishing up a conversation in Spanglish with a farm 

manager, so addressing Susan, I launched into the rationale for the play that I had rehearsed the 

night before. I did not get very far. She was immediately enthusiastic: she and her husband saw 

shows at the Seattle REP all the time – they loved plays. But Jon seemed reluctant. Finished with 

the manager, he sat down with the excerpts and consent form attached to a clipboard. The 

problem was he was a Scandinavian farm boy, he explained: he gets shy saying things in public. 

He skimmed over his excerpt, laughing a little at his own words, then looked up at me with a 

serious expression. “Yes – it‟s complicated,” he said. “The problem is, salmon recovery is 

complicated, and restoration is simple. And my biggest fear is that while we‟re worrying about 

restoration my family farm will go away, and my grandchildren still won‟t have fish.” I 

recognized these as words from his original interview that we had not – yet – included in the 

script. I left with Jon‟s signed consent form and a note to myself to make his fear of losing his 

farm figure more prominently in the play‟s stakes.  
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Later that week I returned to the Swinomish Reservation for the evening celebration of 

Treaty Day, which the tribal attorney had encouraged me to attend. Another UW graduate 

student and I drove to the smokehouse, a large-scale version of a traditional longhouse. As we 

climbed out of the car in the dark and rain we heard powerful rhythmic drumming coming from 

inside the huge wooden building. We had no idea what to expect or how long the event would 

last. With some trepidation we entered and quickly found a place in the corner of the bleachers, 

among children playing and grandmothers wrapped in blankets. The room was lit by two large 

bonfires blazing on the floor. In the warm light we could see that people filled bleachers on each 

side, yet were still dwarfed by the building‟s enormous central pillars. Over the next hour or so, 

elders, leaders, and honored members of the community made speeches on the floor. A number 

of them addressed ongoing problems with “the white man” and several referred prominently to 

salmon recovery and other wildlife matters. Then the drumming intensified and dancers began to 

circulate one by one on the floor. The dances involved the musicians, other dancers and audience 

members in a complex choreography. My colleague and I had no insight into its meaning.  

Nevertheless, the drumming, dancing, fire, and murmurs of the audience created a powerful 

atmosphere in the great hall. The drums became extremely loud and persistent. The huge pillars 

holding up the roof reminded me of the old-growth forest that had once stood here, and the 

feathers and shells of the dancers‟ costumes conjured the birds and the sea. As I relaxed into the 

reverberations of drumbeats, I sensed something wash over me – an uncanny feeling that 

overwhelmed even the anthropological urge to deconstruct it as my own romantic projections – a 

tremendously old, deep, authoritative presence. It flooded into the smokehouse, silent and 

unstoppable. With a certain sense of recognition, I guessed that this was the power – the spirit, 

perhaps – of this place; this place of salmon, cedars, berries, mists, and ravens that I have long 

called home. For a few moments the “white man‟s world” beyond the smokehouse walls – the 

farms, the cities, the roads, the malls, the espresso stands, the laws – disappeared, and I could 

vividly imagine the landscape surrounding us as it once was. Rather than a sense of sadness and 

loss, the moment instilled in me a powerful sense of hope mixed with foreboding. I sensed how 

the power of the place would outlive all of us: volcanoes, earthquakes, fogs, mildew, moss, and 

the increasing carcasses of spawning and dying fish would eventually reclaim this land. 

Regardless of my personal interpretations, the smokehouse celebrations also clearly 
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demonstrated the powerful resurgence of Native cultural traditions, evoking pride and hope for 

the future of the Swinomish people. 

The next morning my boyfriend, Danny (a pseudonym), and I drove back to the reservation 

for the “Native Experience in Film” festival. We listened to a panel of Native American directors 

and actors discuss the motivations and challenges of their careers, including the persistent 

problem of having non-Native actors representing Native people in film and on stage. Overall, 

the event evoked a sense of rising pride that Native people were finally eroding media 

stereotypes and taking charge of their own representations. This was in stark contrast to the fact 

that so far in my play a white actor would yet again be representing Native American characters 

– something which did not seem to concern my collaborator (cf. Kondo 2000). But my unease at 

the possibility of reproducing a problem only deepened when the organizer of the festival told 

me excitedly that the announcement of our upcoming reading had spread like wildfire through 

several local Native email list-serves. 

The need to revisit my interviewees and my research site to ask for consents had re-immersed 

me briefly in the swirl of people, places, events, ideas, and emotions that constituted my field 

experience. It only deepened my sense of urgency to craft the script according to the specialness 

of the place and the mix of hopes and anxieties that I had inferred from my recent visits there. 

Yet this was an experience and an urgency that my collaborator did not share. My persistent wish 

to respond iteratively to the issues that were raised by people in my field site contradicted the 

conventional assumption of artists – as well as many researchers – that it is their right, even 

responsibility, to produce work only according to the standards of their professional talent and 

expertise. 

*** 

In addition to obtaining consent, the other thing I had set out to do in the two weeks before 

the reading was to look into some facts about the Skagit River and its fish. In his draft script 

Moore had included a few scenes called “Data” and “News Reports” that would, in quantitative 

terms, quickly introduce the ecological problems facing “The Last Best Place.” Not surprisingly, 

given the Endangered Species Act listing and the amount of energy and resources going into 

salmon recovery in the Skagit Valley, Moore assumed that A, the Skagit was an extremely 

important river for salmon recovery, and B, the fish were in critical condition. Therefore, based 
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on some information he had gleaned from the internet, one such “data” paragraph read as 

follows:  

In 1999 stocks of Puget Sound Chinook and coho salmon along with steelhead trout were listed as 

“threatened” under the Endangered Species Act. The listing galvanized efforts by federal, state and tribal 

agencies to restore the fish‟s freshwater habitat. Government scientists project that in the last 25 years, the 

salmon population in Puget Sound rivers has dropped... 

Moore had asked me to find the number that would fill in the “…” of the last sentence. At this 

point, having given up on my abilities as a playwright and overwrought with ethical concerns, I 

welcomed such a concrete, scientific task – so much so that I diligently decided to double-check 

the other “facts” contained in the “data” paragraphs.  

I decided to go straight to the source: fisheries scientists. I would call the scientists I had 

interviewed at governmental and tribal agencies to fill in those dots and triple-check all the 

scientific facts in our script. I did not want the play as a whole to lose credibility with scientists 

working in salmon recovery – a major potential audience – because of a few glaring errors in our 

“data.” As a former biology student, I knew how sensitive scientists were to accuracy of 

information. So, home again, I called my first expert on the matter. I explained that I was seeking 

a figure that would indicate how much salmon had declined in the Puget Sound over the last 

twenty five years and that I would be using this figure in a play to be performed for the general 

public. 

The scientist directed me to a 200-page Appendix of a report I could find on the website of a 

government agency. This would account for coho numbers. As for Chinook, he would send me 

an excel spreadsheet of some of his own data on adult spawners. He encouraged me to play 

around with the numbers myself using different subpopulations, but warned me of missing data 

and uncertainties. He pointed out that the tables would suggest numbers have actually been going 

up since the early 1990s, but to note that according to the Chinook Recovery Plan, the fish would 

not be considered “recovered” until numbers reach over 20 thousand. Finally, he observed, his 

numbers dated only to 1952. Pre-1950 salmon populations were projected from the number of 

pounds of fish that were processed for canning, but these estimates were unreliable. However, 

hope in establishing historic fish numbers lay in a new method of analysis: coring old-growth 

trees near streams and deducing from their varying ring widths the fluctuating levels of marine-

derived nutrients that salmon bring into a terrestrial ecosystem over time. But this method had 

not yet been applied to the Skagit basin.  
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Feeling very much edified, but also confused and not yet willing to perform my own 

statistical analyses, I called expert number two, asking him for a straightforward number 

representing salmon decline, as well as his comments on the other “facts” in our data paragraphs. 

First, he clarified that the ESA listing refers only to wild salmon. Right, that would be easy to 

add. Then he explained that it is hard to get an estimate of the total adult run size which is 

harvest plus escapement. We know that harvest numbers have dropped precipitously since the 

1930s until now, but harvest does not accurately reflect total population. Furthermore, remember 

salmon are not listed as threatened by species: they are listed according to Evolutionarily 

Significant Units (ESUs), a genetic and geographic category, such as the Puget Sound ESU, of 

which Skagit salmon are a part. In fact, if Skagit salmon were their own ESU they probably 

would not be listed, but because of bigger problems in other watersheds to the north and south, 

the Puget Sound ESU as a whole is considered threatened. Finally, some may see the inclusion of 

steelhead in the category of salmon as a political statement: they would prefer that steelhead 

remain a separate biological genus from Pacific salmon (Oncorhynchus). There is a lot of politics 

buried in what is a salmon, he concluded. No doubt, I thought, and it sounded like a fascinating 

topic for further anthropological inquiry, but I was currently in search of some basic quantitative 

information. 

I called expert number three. It is profoundly more complicated than one would expect, he 

said, of my request for a simple number indicating the status of Puget Sound salmon. Yes: this, at 

least, was something I had by now deduced. He continued: the only accurate, consistent, 

quantitative information we have dates to 1965. But the major declines occurred before that. In 

other words, while fish populations might appear to be growing now, they are only increasing 

within a range of variability that itself represents a mere fraction of historic run sizes. We know 

that because historic records tell us that early settlers used to pitchfork the salmon out of streams. 

Historic runs were raped and pillaged by the cannery industry and populations collapsed as early 

as the late 1800s. It was a tragedy of the commons until the first fishing regulations were 

implemented. He continued for another forty-five minutes about the various subsequent effects 

of over-fishing, logging, farming, road-building, multi-decadal cycles in the ocean, and the way 

that different species of salmon influence each other. There is some evidence, for example, that a 

high number of pinks corresponds with a low number of Chinook salmon in the North Pacific, he 

continued. Perhaps the pink salmon eat the Chinooks‟ food? And then there is the geographic 
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variation: chums are doing very well in the Puget Sound as a whole, for example, but for some 

reason not as well in the Skagit River. And maybe the chum are doing well because of global 

warming, which favors jellyfish, and chum eat jellyfish. All this, combined with the distinct 

variations in the behavior and life-histories of species and sub-populations, conspire to make 

counting fish an extremely convoluted and uncertain enterprise. (No kidding). The question is: 

how much of this variation is caused by human impacts? The answer is: a lot of variation would 

still exist for natural reasons, but human effects will make what was a bad year a lot worse. This 

is important. It is not black and white, but human impacts push fish populations farther to the 

edge of collapsing. This is why it is hard to convince a farmer to flood his land for fish 

protection: he wants a damn good reason for doing that but all we can offer are shades of grey. 

(Indeed). The habitat restoration people have addressed this problem by estimating the number of 

salmon a watershed might potentially support by estimating potential habitat, based on historical 

maps and models. They focus on Chinook habitat because that is the listed species. So, he 

concluded, finally, if I looked into the scientific literature specific to the Skagit Valley I could, 

with some degree of accuracy, state in my play that, “Chinook rearing habitat has declined from 

x percent to x percent over the last x number of years.” 

The experts were at least reminding me of one my original motivations for doing my research 

as well as the play: to make the complexities of environmental conservation, typically obscured 

in reams of techno-scientific data and jargon, accessible to the general public. These 

environmental scientists were, as usual, trapped in a public relations nightmare. Their credibility 

as scientists depended on the expression of scientific accuracy, and yet the subtleties and 

uncertainties that are the hallmark of legitimate scientific conclusions precluded the high-stakes 

slogans necessary for galvanizing citizens to care about conservation issues.  

And I was now faced with the same dilemma: I now had more accurate information, but it 

was so nuanced that, like my initial thesis, I doubted it would carry the dramatic power necessary 

to keep an audience awake, let alone inspire them to care about a place that was supposedly last, 

and best. Would a general audience be particularly worried about how much Chinook rearing 

habitat had declined in the Skagit delta? I imagined not. Rather, they would likely want some 

confirmation for their engagement in the regional, if not national, hand-wringing over the plight 

of salmon in the Pacific Northwest in general. Puget Sound Chinook and coho had been listed as 

threatened, after all, with unprecedented consequences for human activities! If it took more than 
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three collective hours for scientists to explain to me, someone with a college degree in biology, 

why it was impossible to describe the decline of salmon in a straightforward way, how was the 

federal government justifying the ESA listing to the general public? I thought about this for a 

few minutes. There must be another source. The Puget Sound Chinook Recovery Plan, a massive 

document outlining actions necessary for recovering our regional salmon runs, was finally 

complete and posted on the internet. I predicted it would contain at least a few words that 

justified its own existence. A quick google, click, and scroll to the executive summary, led me to 

the following quote: “Currently, Puget Sound Chinook salmon are at only 10% of historic 

numbers.” A simple number, right there on the first page of the plan! But there was no reference. 

What was the figure of ten percent based on? Looking for evidence of the historic numbers, I dug 

more deeply into the document, clicked on “Chapter 2: Puget Sound Chinook”, scrolled under 

multiple subheadings and came across an intriguing passage – with an even more intriguing 

footnote:  

The historical presence of early Chinook runs is supported by anthropological reports from the early 20th 

century, which noted that local tribes fished for salmon almost year-round, moving throughout Puget Sound 

to take advantage of the run timing on different river systems. As steelhead fishing wound down in the late 

winter, tribal fishers would look forward to the early Chinook runs in the large rivers (Gunther, 1927). 

[NMFS 2006a, 45-46] 

I was stunned: “anthropological reports” were prominently cited as evidence for the decline of 

Chinook populations, particularly early Spring runs. And these reports had been compiled by 

Erna Gunther, one of the earliest and most famous chairs of my own Department of 

Anthropology, in a 1927 volume titled “Klallam Ethnography” – a copy of which was sitting on 

my bookshelf. Despite the unsettling sense of being trapped inside the construction of my own 

reality, I felt refreshingly validated as an anthropologist. 

I wondered why the scientists I had listened to for hours had not mentioned this 

anthropological evidence. For that matter, I wondered why anthropological reports were not 

currently being collected to help fill in some of those gaps and unreliable estimates of historic 

fish populations. Systematic, comprehensive oral history interviews with elderly people living 

near rivers, retired commercial fishermen, and life-long recreational fishermen could, through 

triangulation, yield valuable information about the changing conditions of salmon runs in the 

region over the last seven to eight decades. I was given an answer to my puzzlement when I 

called expert number two for his thoughts on using the ten percent figure in the play: “Well, you 
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could use that,” he said. “At least you have the recovery plan document to back you up. But it‟s 

based on wild conjectures as to what the historic numbers were.” Only mildly deflated by this 

perhaps unwitting but nonetheless unflattering assessment of my chosen profession, I revised our 

data paragraphs, re-reading the many pages of notes I had accumulated to ensure the highest 

degree of accuracy, and meanwhile pondered the title of a future research project: “The 

Anthropology of Counting Fish.”  

Feeling like I had finally contributed something useful to the script, I sent the updated and 

more nuanced data paragraphs to Moore. The next morning he called me in consternation: the 

“new” facts made the river seem less important and would therefore undermine the dramatic 

impact of the play! And if the river isn‟t so important – if it isn‟t really the Last Best Place – then 

why were we doing the play anyway?! My head spun. Despite my best efforts I had wandered 

into some kind of no-man‟s land between anthropology, fisheries science and drama. I back-

pedaled rapidly, and ended up defending myself as a relentless scientist: no, I wasn‟t trying to 

undermine the play, I explained apologetically, I was just narrowly pursuing scientific accuracy. 

At the same time I realized, with some surprise and misgiving, that Moore‟s distress was real: he 

was not only upset that my new facts would undermine the river for the audience; they also 

shook his own personal motivation for doing the play. In contrast, I had been so taken in by the 

intellectually satisfying ironies inherent in the complexities of counting fish that I had barely 

stopped to consider whether the Skagit Valley was actually important for salmon. Was it? Well, 

yes, of course: it contributes a third of the freshwater and most of the anadromous fish to Puget 

Sound. There are several good reasons to consider it the last best place for protecting Puget 

Sound salmon. Yet these plainly dramatic stakes had gotten lost in my conversations with 

scientists.  

Representation 

One week before the reading I witnessed the first rehearsal of the play. Two actors sat in the 

intimacy of my living room. Moore would be playing the various characters of my interviewees, 

and Montana von Fliss, a young graduate student from the UW drama department, would be 

playing – me. Earlier that fall I had tried out excerpts from the play on a roomful of 

undergraduate students. They had liked them, but had suggested using the anthropologist as a 

narrator, and Moore had taken to this idea. According to Moore‟s dramatic sense, introducing the 
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anthropologist as a character was just the through-line that the narrative, and the audience, 

needed.
 
So, sometime in the fall, Moore had interviewed me. It was the first time in my seven 

years of field work that the microphone had been turned the other direction. I noticed during the 

interview, and ever since, that Moore had become ever so slightly more deliberate in our 

interactions, more – observant. He had begun to observe me as a character for the play. 

For the first time during the rehearsal I heard the passages that Moore had selected from our 

recorded interview. On the whole, I was pleased with how well they articulated my views. But 

for my very last scene, Moore had composed a passage based on some things he had apparently 

heard me say during several of our informal unrecorded conversations. As I listened to von Fliss 

read this passage my apartment suddenly did not seem to contain enough oxygen.  

My new boyfriend? The biologist? He wants to quit and look for a new career. He‟s so frustrated. The fish 

aren‟t coming back. The numbers aren‟t good. And so he‟s looking for another job. But on the other hand, 

the tribes and the farmers ... they‟re sharing meals together. The tribe brings the fish, and the farmers bring 

the vegetables. Jason says, "It‟s just to break bread." But maybe something will come of it. So, the reality 

is, wild salmon in the Skagit may never come back. They may go extinct. Really. But there are other 

problems to be solved. Clean water, climate change, population growth, feeding the world. So, are the 

salmon sacrificing themselves to bring the people together? So they can deal with these other problems? 

Maybe there‟s a bigger goal they see that we don‟t.  God, that‟s overly romantic. 

No matter that I would not typically introduce my romantic life into a professional context; or 

that my new “boyfriend” and I had not yet clearly defined our relationship in such terms; or that 

we were trying hard to keep our relationship secret in the gossip-prone Skagit Valley; or that he 

did not want people to know he was thinking of quitting; or that wild salmon were in fact still 

returning to the Skagit River and probably were not going to go extinct in the near future – what 

I was most immediately upset about was that the scene had me suggesting that “population 

growth” was a general global problem. I would not be caught dead rehearsing the misanthropic 

discourse of overpopulation to a theater full of cultural anthropologists. I may have suggested 

that Skagitonians might strategically unite to address issues of population growth and 

development threatening their specific valley. But I would never have articulated it in such 

global terms. I tried to explain this to Moore. 

“But you said that!” he complained, clearly at the limit of his patience. He was outraged that 

in attempting to edit my character‟s lines I would be undermining the personal quality of my 

character and therefore the dramatic power of the play – which he had worked hard to create. I 

was stunned. I was not aware that anything I happened to say in the privacy of my living room 

was fair game for my character. And he had clearly misinterpreted my words according to his 
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own ideas about the world. I dug in my heels. He argued, “Imagine if your interviewees just took 

out certain things they didn‟t want you to have their characters say?” I thought: but that‟s exactly 

what the consent process is for! This was not the same situation.  

Or was it? What about those snippets of conversation that I would overhear in hallways 

during my fieldwork, that I would scribble down later in the bathroom, and that would emerge, 

albeit anonymously, as an anecdote in a conference presentation? And then it hit me: this is what 

it feels like to be represented! This is the risk our research subjects take! And this recognition 

suddenly made the shock of being misrepresented worthwhile. This was the ultimate 

anthropological moment – the ultimate act of participant-observation: to participate in the 

distortion of being represented. This, at least, was the anthropological story I would now tell 

myself in order to make sense of the chaos I was now living through. The play had taken on a 

life of its own, and I had become entangled in its path. I was suddenly, viscerally experiencing 

the raw power of the play to transform – for better or worse. And I now had acute insight into 

how my research participants might feel about their words, their issues, and their place being 

represented and transformed, too. The sense of responsibility was almost too much to bear. Is 

this right? I wondered. But with the reading coming up in less than a week there was a train that 

was going to leave the station whether I was on it or not. Events were transpiring faster than I 

could make sense of them, and I was terrified. 

Performance 

The reading was held in Seattle‟s Capitol Hill Arts Center‟s literally underground “Lounge” 

theater.
2
 In an email invitation to my friends, family and colleagues, I described the venue as 

“gritty”: the ceilings are low, the plumbing is exposed, the chairs are plain and unmatched. The 

theater exudes the stale, smoky, greasy feel of a place whose content is privileged against its 

class. The stage is a low unfinished wooden platform, the ends of the planks jutting out unevenly 

towards the audience. Through a door in the back there is a cramped bar and several aging red 

velvet booths. It was perfect.  

The reading had been advertised in the local weeklies and distributed across various email 

list-serves. Nevertheless, as I handed out programs I recognized the large proportion of the 

people coming in from the cold and snow. Besides the fact that it would expose my work of the 

                                                 
2
 Thanks to Moore for making all arrangements for the venue and press release. 
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last seven years, the extreme anxiety induced by the imminent reading was due in part to the fact 

that it would bring together more members of my own communities than I had ever seen in one 

place: nearly all of my friends and most of my extended family in the Seattle area, and all of my 

university colleagues who had taken an interest in the play, including my advisor, five other 

professors and numerous graduate students. Just as a social experience, it was overwhelming.  

When we were ready to start, many audience members having provisioned themselves from 

the bar, I ensconced myself between a thick pillar in the second row of seats on my right, and my 

boyfriend on my left. I had envisioned myself shaking so badly that I would fall off my chair. In 

fact, I shivered throughout the performance, although the theater was not cold, but I managed to 

stay seated. 

The reading began with Thomas‟ video images of a moon rising over the statue of a Coast 

Salish figure, stars twinkling, and salmon swimming, accompanied by the mwaang-mwoong of 

abstract electronic sounds and eventual drumbeats. Before these faded away we heard Moore as 

ERNEST: “Them years when I was young my career was out in the islands. And I’ve seen fish — 

unbelievable...”  As ERNEST‟s passage ended, the lights came on, and Moore had transformed 

himself with a change of voice and posture and the addition of a beer in one hand, into KARL. It 

was the first time that I saw Moore in the element of his talent, and I was mesmerized. I had 

given him the audio recordings of our selected interview clips only two days before. In less than 

48 hours he had trained his voice, body language, and spirit to vary in ways that conjured 

distinguishable, believable characters, and to add subtle innuendos at points that made otherwise 

serious passages uproariously funny. It was magical.  

Now that the lights were on we saw that von Fliss was also on stage. Moore and von Fliss 

stood before two music stands, a table of simple props behind them. On an easel to the left was a 

flip chart announcing the title of the play, subsequent scenes, and the names of characters. Von 

Fliss flipped the pages accordingly. As SARAH, she made short, but personal introductions to 

each character, and also performed the excerpts Moore had selected from my transcript. Despite 

the play‟s flaws, Moore and von Fliss were not only keeping the audience awake; they were 

keeping them captivated and laughing. At the intermission, the audience buzzed. Friends, 

relatives, and professors surrounded me in exuberance, and I breathed a huge sigh of relief.  

*** 
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One of the remarkable things about the performance was that von Fliss managed to evoke 

something through her gestures and voice that everyone who knew me in the audience 

recognized as “Sara.” People were amazed by her ability to be me. And yet von Fliss and I had 

only met twice, once during the rehearsal a week earlier, and again an hour or so before the 

reading started, when we went to get a rushed dinner with Moore and his wife. In other words, 

we had never met so that she could purposefully study me as a character, and she had never 

listened to the recording of my interview with Moore.  

In a later conversation von Fliss explained that it was not actually her intention to imitate me. 

In reading over the script she felt that the issues and characters of the Skagit Valley were the 

most important aspects of the play, and she knew that the character of SARAH could easily 

upstage them. As an audience we are meant to see the situation through SARAH‟s eyes, so we 

are already willing to give her much of our attention. Von Fliss‟s goal therefore was to suggest 

some subtle aspects of my character, without overpowering the other characters in the play. She 

accessed and evoked the general nature of my character by relying on her own experience as an 

overwhelmed graduate student, but consciously used only two or three specifically “Sara”-like 

intonations and actions. But she was not surprised that the audience inferred an entirely 

convincing “Sara” from these few cues.  

Von Fliss explained that in her performance she used the Stanislavski method, an acting 

technique derived from Chekov, in which the actor substitutes embodied memories of her own 

experiences in order to express those of her character, asking, “If I were this person in these 

circumstances, how would I feel? Who am I? What do I want? What are the circumstances, and 

what are the obstacles?” She commented, instructively, “In acting you learn so much from doing. 

It‟s why we‟re constantly doing and don‟t write papers.” Von Fliss said she did not need to think 

too much in order to relate to my character and my circumstances: she only had to remember the 

overwhelming feeling of working on a recent thesis project in which she had set herself the task 

of writing, creating, performing and directing a solo show about her father‟s death from cancer 

that led her to re-live in an accelerated manner the major emotional transition of her entire life. 

She, too, had wished that someone had told her “It‟s too big!” (This project later became Cancer: 

The Musical, a solo play produced and performed by von Fliss at Seattle‟s Washington Ensemble 

Theatre.) 
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Von Fliss explained that the power of theatre lies in the willingness of the audience to over-

interpret simple clues and then imagine the fullness of a character, a setting, or a situation. In 

fact, she explained, it is beyond the actors‟ power to control the audience‟s interpretation, and it 

is best not to try: drama works best when the audience has to do much of the creative work. Von 

Fliss related her experience in a drama class exercise. Her director gave a student a few simple 

cues: “Sit down. Cross your legs. Look at your wrist. Look left.”  He then asked the audience of 

drama students, “What did you see?” Each student had seen a different story in the actor‟s simple 

actions: a person waiting for a bus; a patient in a dentist‟s office. Despite the fact that the director 

had no premeditated storyline, the audience members nonetheless inferred unique stories from 

the scene. Von Fliss demonstrated this principle for me. She looked at me. She made a smooth 

horizontal motion with her arm and said, “We‟re in the arctic…” She hugged herself and 

shivered, slightly. And although we were sitting in a warm coffeeshop, I was transported into a 

freezing expanse of snow. Von Fliss‟s insight into the happy willingness of an audience to 

convince themselves of a character, setting, or story given a very limited set of information gave 

me pause: if people do this in a theater, to what degree do they do it when hearing bits and pieces 

about a very complex problem such as salmon habitat restoration in the Skagit River Valley? 

Drama 

After a break of several months, Moore and I began meeting again to decide how to proceed with 

the play. The stakes were now higher for me: it had become obvious that the playwriting genre, 

while valuable in its own right, could not accommodate the detail and subtle argumentation I felt 

necessary to explain the complexity of my research subject, so my advisor and I agreed that I 

needed to produce a more conventional thesis. But this meant that time spent on the play was 

now time not spent on my dissertation, and therefore time which would only delay a degree 

already nine years in the making – and I was more than impatient to get on with my life. In 

addition, to support myself while working on both the dissertation and the play I had secured a 

part-time position with a planning project led by Skagit County staff involving numerous 

stakeholders and delicate political negotiations. I now had not only the integrity of my research 

subjects and my professional reputation to protect, I also needed to account for how the play, by 

association through me, could influence the reputation of the County-led project. In fact, it 
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became evident that the security of my job would hinge to a certain degree on how accurately 

and diplomatically the play represented the people and issues I worked with. 

In the meantime, to secure funding for himself Moore had interested the Seattle Repertory 

Theatre to support his work on the script and a second reading. If all went well, the Theatre 

would then get the first right produce the play. This turn of events presented a major dilemma for 

me. On the one hand Moore and the play needed funding, and it was remarkable that the largest 

theatre in Seattle had taken an interest in our play, if only because of Moore‟s stellar artistic 

reputation. On the other hand, a production at the Seattle Rep was a far cry from the 

participatory, community event I had originally envisioned. Like Augusto Boal‟s Theatre of the 

Oppressed (1992), my intended use for theatre was as a method for local engagement: to engage 

my research community in the results of their collective participation in the project. From my 

perspective, this was the obvious way that theatre and anthropology could work together. Moore, 

I later realized, had started with a different vision. He had hoped that the play would challenge a 

well-heeled Seattle audience to rethink their complacent urban lifestyles, and begin to see how 

they were connected to the real, and limited, resources in their hinterlands. Not surprisingly, as a 

professional theatre artist, he also hoped the play would gain local if not broader attention as an 

innovative work of drama. These are not unworthy goals, but they were quite different from 

mine. And as novice in the world of theatre, I was completely unaware of the differences and 

major tensions between community-based theatre and professional theatre. For example, I did 

not realize that for a professional theatre artist such as Moore, community-based theatre 

essentially meant inferior artistic standards, regardless of its social and political intentions (Nagel 

2007). As one professional theatre artist put it later, “You can‟t write a play by committee.” I 

was beginning to recognize the all-too familiar signs of territorial conceptual boundaries 

surrounding not only theatre as a discipline, but the sub-fields within it. I eventually tried to 

reframe the project of making the play for what it was: an interdisciplinary experiment requiring 

the reconsideration of conventions on both sides – but to little avail.  

Meanwhile, the more immediate problem confronting me was that the theatre contract I 

found myself reading named Moore as the sole author of the play, while I was mentioned later as 

a collaborator. In the world of academia this would be unthinkable: to not recognize the main 

researcher as the author of anything resulting from the research would be cause to suspect foul 

play. The cognitive dissonance made me doubt myself. Was this a normal approach to 
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collaboration in the theatre world, or was this the coldblooded theft of my intellectual property?  

Even more troubling was the fact that the contract clearly stated that only the named author 

would be able to have any oversight over a resulting production, which meant I would have no 

control over how the largest theatre in the city interpreted and represented not only my research, 

but also me as the researcher, since I was both a character in the play and because the whole 

production could reflect on my professional credentials – which were not yet validated with a 

degree. On the advice of my advisor, I asked Moore to request that the Theatre name me as a co-

author in a revised contract. The answer came back: “No.” I could be listed as a collaborator. 

Moore suggested that this was customary when a play is being “adapted” from a book, or, for 

example, a dissertation.  

Troubled by the strange turn of events, I desperately began researching issues of authorship, 

copyright, and collaboration in playwriting by consulting books, any friend or acquaintance 

working in drama, and legal experts in intellectual property rights. In the process, I learned that 

“adaptation” has a specific meaning in theatre. It means a playwright obtains rights to adapt an 

original work for a theatrical script, rights which grant them full artistic license and deny the 

original author any control over the resulting play (Singer 1997). I also learned that in the world 

of theatre, a “researcher” is someone who collects information for the playwright. Neither 

definition accounted for my effort and creative role in producing the research material on which 

the play was based, nor did they recognize my ethical responsibilities to my research subjects, 

nor allow me the oversight over my research material that I would need in order to protect my 

research subjects, as well as the integrity of my field site, my job, and increasingly, it seemed, 

my entire career in anthropology. Without me, the interview excerpts included in the play would 

become completely untethered from the messy, nuanced context of the field in which they were 

produced – that multitude of sensory experiences and interpersonal communications which led 

me to make certain intuitive interpretive decisions about the play that theatre artists working only 

with the script inside the black box of a theatre could have no conception of. At the same time, 

the University‟s Human Subjects Division declined to assist me in sorting out this dilemma since 

according to their definitions a “play” was not considered “research” and thus not within their 

purview. 

I had now ventured into some no-man‟s land between art and academia. I wasn‟t in the 

university anymore; I had dreamed myself into a game of high-stakes commercial theatre, and 
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the rules were all different. This is when doubts began to get the better of me. I imagined gross 

misrepresentations of my research subjects, my field site, and my character splashed on the 

largest stage in Seattle under bright spotlights. I started waking up in the middle of the night, 

shaking, sobbing, and terrified by the variation on the proverbial nightmare of appearing naked 

and speechless on stage that promised to soon become my living reality. Having fallen into some 

bizarre trap between professional worlds, the making of the play had become one of the loneliest, 

scariest and most stressful periods of my life.   

I explained to Moore that beyond authorship, I had professional and ethical obligations to 

maintain control over my research material and the representations of my research subjects. 

Perhaps the Seattle Repertory Theatre was not the best venue for our play, I ventured; the 

director must not understand the innovative, interdisciplinary nature of our project. Moore 

responded, severely frustrated, and stressed out by the economic recession, that he needed to be 

paid for his work. I recognized this as another dilemma: refusing the theatre‟s offer could 

jeopardize an available source of income and an attractive professional opportunity for Moore, a 

freelance artist who had already volunteered a large amount of time, effort, and dedication to the 

project – which I had initiated.  

I wanted to make the Seattle Rep reading possible, so I finally convinced Moore and the 

Theatre to name me as a co-author by hinting that not recognizing an original author could be a 

legal issue. Furthermore, according to the intellectual property lawyers with whom I had 

consulted, I lacked the commercial and publicity rights to the interviews that would be necessary 

for a commercial production – and, as I pointed out, I was obviously the only one who would be 

able to obtain them. Legal documents inherently represent the likelihood for mistrust – with 

absolute trust we would not need them: the original contract and the startling implications 

conveyed by its many pages of legalese coupled with the omission of my name had caused me to 

consult several lawyers and propose my own legal arguments. Unfortunately, it was this 

negotiation through legal contracts and arguments, rather than through other means, such as the 

help of someone who could translate the norms of our professional worlds for each other, which 

I believe eroded much of the enthusiasm and good will with which Moore and I had begun our 

collaboration. 

Nevertheless, with the contract settled, Moore and I needed to work again on the script. 

Needless to say, the play was now consuming all of what would otherwise have been 
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dissertation-writing time, but I made it a single-minded focus to not lose control of it. Moore had 

made his artistic freedom a condition of our collaboration; he needed it in order to write a good 

play. From my research into playwriting, I understood this need, but I made my condition veto 

power in order to maintain my professional integrity. Moore emailed me his first revisions. He 

had tried to develop the stakes for SARAH as an anthropologist, and thus I read: 

 SARAH: In picking a field of study, especially for one‟s doctoral thesis, normally an anthropologist would 

chose one specific place, a narrowly defined area with a clear boundary. For instance, Margaret Meade 

picked Borneo, an island.  Or you‟d pick a tribe in a remote part of the Philippines or Africa. Some place 

somewhat isolated from other influences. Hi, I‟m Sara. I picked a river. 

After recovering from wincing shock at this archaic characterization of the discipline of 

anthropology, I crossed this out and suggested that we could achieve similar dramatic effect by 

comparing my choice of field site to those I had considered. In Moore‟s version this became:  

SARAH: I was thinking about studying water conflicts in the Middle East – Egypt. You know, kind of 

exotic. 

I crossed out the word “exotic,” which I had not used, and explained in a comment, “We don‟t 

call people or places „exotic‟ anymore. That is an outdated term.” Mark wrote back, “But … this 

is not just what you say you feel, but what you actually feel … remember you are not talking to 

anthropologists. Pick a layman and try to communicate so they understand how you feel, not 

what is appropriate.” There were multiple problems with this interaction, but one of the more 

disturbing ones was how it reflected a growing instability in the relationship between me and my 

character. Was the character in the play me? A representation of me? Or was it a character based 

on me? I had added an “h” to my character‟s name for my own psychological need to make a 

distinction. But was Moore really asking me to produce opinions I would not normally have for 

the sake of my character? Was my fictitious character now somehow influencing the real me? 

Reading words put into my mouth in the character of SARAH made me feel violated, even 

nauseous. It became a huge emotional strain to negotiate the part of  “SARAH” in the script. 

We were now toying with the idea of “breaking the fourth wall”; of bringing the making of 

the play into the play itself. So, in considerable frustration, I put my exchange with Moore into 

my next revision: 

SARAH: I was thinking about studying water conflicts in the Middle East – Egypt. You know, kind of 

exotic… Wait – WHAT?? (Turns to actor) You can‟t have me saying that! We don‟t call places “exotic” 

anymore! 
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Moore vetoed the “meta” part and instead turned this into:  

Egypt. Places one might call more “exotic” but since I‟m an anthropologist and far beyond such Euro-

centric terms, let‟s just call them, “adventurous”? 

“Yo,” I wrote in the margin, “How many ways do I have to just say no to „exotic‟? Using this 

word undoes thirty years of anthropologists trying to get over a negative stereotype of being 

exoticizing colonialists.” This is just one example of the many detailed negotiations that co-

authorship required, playing out in the digital marginalia and tracked changes of dozens of drafts 

sent back and forth over email. We had similar exchanges regarding how farmers, tribal 

members and scientists would be represented in the script.  

In a later workshop, the Theatre‟s artistic director felt SARAH‟s character still needed 

development. “What‟s her conflict? What at stake for her?” he asked. The curious thing was that 

he was addressing these questions not to me, the actual Sara, but rather to Moore and the 

dramaturge. “Maybe we need to fictionalize SARAH,” he said, “Have her take a stand.” 

 “If you want to know what my conflict is, it’s trying to make this play with artists who don’t 

understand anthropology!” I interjected, alarmed at their total ignorance of my stakes, let alone 

my presence. “This play is about my current work. People will think my character represents me. 

If you have me take a stand it could jeopardize my research relationships. That is what is at stake 

for me.” The artistic director looked doubtful. The dramaturge was conciliatory: perhaps writing 

her dissertation, the stress she places on herself can be SARAH‟s conflict. That‟s probably 

enough.  

Since the theatre artists were clearly taking my character more seriously than me, in my next 

revision I poured out my mounting fears and frustrations about the play into the part of SARAH. 

I made the drama surrounding the making of the play my character‟s conflict, paralleling that of 

the people in my field site: as anthropologist and artist our perceptions of reality and our stakes 

were entirely different; I doubted we could ever fully understand each other, and yet the effort to 

collaborate had required us to take significant risks and extend considerable trust – a trust which 

was now severely undermined. In response to the idea for SARAH to expose her “real feelings” I 

wrote, hoping it might influence my theatre colleagues, “What I really feel is that everyone 

deserves to be listened to, and in listening to them what I really feel changes.” For good measure 

I added a silly scene from my romantic life in the field, hoping it would divert attention away 



Unpublished dissertation: please do not copy or distribute. 
33 

 

 

from the fact that SARAH still had not taken a political stance. Moore kept the “sex scene” but 

deleted most of my other suggestions for “making a play within a play” a few days later. 

Soon after, friends, family members, colleagues, theatre people, and about half of the play‟s 

characters, who had driven down to Seattle from the Skagit Valley for the evening, filed into a 

small rehearsal space at the Theatre. The reading began. My hard-won role as “playwright” was 

now over: according to the conventions of theatre – and the terms of the contract – the visual, 

performative interpretation of our script was now in the hands of the director and the actors.  

*** 

A week later the Theatre informed me that they were not interested in producing our play. “A 

play needs a story with a clear beginning, middle, and end,” the artistic director and dramaturge 

explained patiently, “A central protagonist who is transformed by her experience. This is what 

our audience expects from the very architecture of our theatre. SARAH needs to expose her 

vulnerabilities, her personal opinions.” I explained yet again the problem with being forced to 

publicly and fictitiously take a stand while needing to maintain research relationships with 

people in conflict. They agreed this was a dilemma. “You may need to choose whether you want 

to be an anthropologist or a playwright,” the dramaturge mused, suggesting that the requirements 

of anthropological research ethics and artistic quality were incompatible. They assured me the 

project had been a good effort and pledged to support the play in all ways but a production – but 

on one condition: Moore and I would need to achieve common ground in our working 

relationship. They said this apparently oblivious to how the Theatre, as the most powerful player, 

had seriously damaged that relationship. I had one last question. Explaining that I would like to 

write up my experience of making the play in collaboration with artists, I asked, “Are you okay 

with me representing what you‟ve said here for a conference paper?”  

On Arts-Based Collaboration 

The idea to make a play started as a vision of being more creative in my academic work and 

more directly engaged with my research community. Instead, it led me on an adventure which I 

never imagined. And yet this adventure – or misadventure – nevertheless made me a better 

anthropologist. In hindsight, it was an invaluable if unwanted chance to experience what it feels 

like to have your life and work and stakes represented, and misrepresented, by people who come 

from a very different cultural background from yourself and who have taken it as their 
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professional prerogative to produce their own narratives about your experience for the world. In 

other words, it was a chance to experience being on the other end of the anthropological lens. I 

gained acute insight into what it may feel like to become a research subject, and I found it 

terrifying. I fought for the ability to regain control of my authorial power, which I was 

accustomed to having. But many anthropological subjects, including my own, do not necessarily 

have the same ability to chase after their own representations. They are just trusting us and 

hoping we get it right. This is something which should, and does, give anthropologists pause. But 

it is one thing to write about the problem of unequal access to the power of representation; it is 

another to experience it directly for yourself. Anthropologists, like most academic researchers 

and authors and playwrights, still exercise the privilege of having the final say. For me, the 

experience underscored the need to carefully consider when authorial control is appropriate and 

when such control should be shared with others using a participatory approach so that it is not 

deliberately or unintentionally abused. Above all, it exposed how fraught the whole enterprise of 

anthropology is and that there are no simple solutions to these problems.  

In addition to provoking critical reflections on my own discipline, the experience challenged 

my preconceived romantic notions about art and the potential for academic-arts collaborations. 

The misadventure did not make me want to give up on working with artists but it dispelled any 

idealism and forced me to think about how I would approach an arts-based collaboration 

differently. I had imagined that artists were freer than academics to evoke ideas, emotions and 

experience. Academics are generally bound by requirements for empirical evidence and logical 

reason, and are restricted to expressing their ideas in written text according to the discursive 

conventions of their respective disciplines. But my foray into the art world taught me that artists 

are similarly restricted by the conventions of their fields and the limitations of their media. What 

I learned is that academic-arts collaboration is not unlike interdisciplinary collaboration: it takes 

a sophisticated understanding and respect for the strengths and weakness of your own field as 

well as that of the other to recognize how they might best be paired. It also requires being willing 

to venture outside the comfort zone of your professional conventions in order to truly create 

something new together. 

I have long wanted to join the conceptual rigor of scholarly inquiry with the expressive 

power of art. This is not a new idea. In an earlier era of Western inquiry, art and science were 

appreciated for their complementary capacities to produce meaningful knowledge, and in many 
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cases both approaches came together in one person or endeavor, such as the paintings of John 

James Audubon and Frederick Jackson Turner. As academic disciplines were professionalized, 

however, artistic expression was rejected in favor of the discursive norms of science: in biology, 

for example, paintings became schematics; poetic description became dry analysis (Blum 1993). 

Now specialized into discrete academic disciplines and fields of art, joining forces takes 

considerable effort. The most common approach is for an arts-interested academic to incorporate 

artistic expression in their own work, entailing extra time, special skill, and the suspicion of their 

colleagues (Trinh T. Minh-ha, personal communication). Nevertheless, these artist-scholars are 

able to work through any conceptual and ethical dissonances between their academic and artistic 

work in their own head. What is much rarer, for reasons I experienced directly, is for an 

academic to collaborate with an artist. In this case, the two, or more, people must negotiate their 

respective conceptual, ethical, and aesthetic conventions in dialogue, rather than intuitively. This 

requires considerable patience, learning, respect, clear communication, and above all the interest 

and commitment to produce something which actually represents the convergence of the two 

fields, and not simply the appropriation of another‟s results or skills according to the conventions 

of one‟s own field. Since embarking on my own experiment I have, unfortunately, heard of more 

failures than successes in attempting this kind of collaboration, due to disagreements about 

authorship, accuracy, representation, and aesthetics. 

 As any fiction writer knows, the larger, compelling “truth” of human experience is not 

necessarily best captured or conveyed through academic research (Victoria Brown, personal 

communication), expression can evoke emotional, sensory, and intuitive knowledge that operates 

through the whole body, offering a holistic grasp of phenomena that gets lost in the typically 

reductionistic analysis of academic scholarship. If we accept Kay Milton‟s (Milton 2002) 

argument that emotion underpins rationality, this kind of embodied comprehension is not only 

complementary to academic knowledge; it is a prerequisite for it. However, as a scholar I also 

believe that the phenomenological experience produced through art could be more productively 

informed by the rigorous and critical conceptual work of academia. In other words, I have 

concluded that the fact that actors, for example, primarily learn their skills by doing – i.e. by 

acting – is not actually sufficient to fully employ the power of their art. By reading – i.e. by 

learning about the social, political and biophysical world that their art ultimately represents – 

they would make it that much more relevant and transformative. 
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In hindsight, there are things I could have and should have done differently. At several 

junctures I could have decided not to make a play at all and avoided much distress. Or I could 

have taken a class in play-writing and attempted to write the play myself, although it probably 

would never have made it to the stage. I should have learned more about the world of theatre 

before I began and made more informed and strategic decisions about how to proceed. I should 

have insisted on a “collaboration agreement” with my collaborator, a legal document which 

establishes goals, roles, financial compensation, and other issues such as how the resulting work 

may be used. And finally, I should have maintained authority over the project by trusting my 

periodic outrage and being more assertive with the various senior male artists that I found myself 

contending with. Instead, I had an idea, a willing collaborator, and a taste for adventure, and 

despite suffering the consequences I ended up learning a great deal about anthropology, art, and 

academia. 

*** 

Several of the interviewee-characters who came to the second reading have since expressed 

interest in supporting a third reading of the play as part of their public outreach efforts in the 

Skagit Valley. The reading is tentatively scheduled to take place in March, 2011.  

 


