.
: COLLABORATIVE
= EMBODIED
i PERFORMANCE
5 Ecologies of Skill

Edited by Kath Bicknell and
John Sutton

—



Collaborative
Embodied
Performance



Performance and Science: Interdisciplinary Dialogues explores
the interactions between science and performance, providing
readers with a unique guide to current practices and research in
this fast-expanding field. Through shared themes and case studies,
the series offers rigorous vocabularies and methods for empirical
studies of performance, with each volume involving collaboration
between performance scholars, practitioners and scientists. The
series encompasses the modalities of performance to include
drama, dance and music.

SERIES EDITORS
John Lutterbie, Chair of the Department of
Art and of Theatre Arts at
Stony Brook University, USA
Nicola Shaughnessy, Professor of Performance
at the University of Kent, UK

IN THE SAME SERIES
Affective Performance and Cognitive Science
edited by Nicola Shaughnessy
ISBN 978-1-4081-8398-4

An Introduction to Theatre, Performance
and the Cognitive Sciences
by John Lutterbie
ISBN 978-1-4742-5704-6

Performance and the Medical Body
edited by Alex Mermikides and Gianna Bouchard
ISBN 978-1-4725-7078-9

Performance, Medicine and the Human
Alex Mermikides
ISBN 978-1-3500-2215-7



Performing Psychologies
Edited by Nicola Shaughnessy and Philip Barnard
ISBN 978-1-4742-6085-5

Performing Specimens: Contemporary Performance and
Biomedical Display
Gianna Bouchard
ISBN 978-1-3500-3567-6

Performing the Remembered Present: The Cognition of Memory
in Dance, Theatre and Music
Edited by Pil Hansen with Bettina Bldsing
ISBN 978-1-4742-8471-4

Theatre and Cognitive Neuroscience
Edited by Clelia Falletti, Gabriele Sofia and Victor Jacono
ISBN 978-1-4725-8478-6

Theatre, Performance and Cognition: Languages,
Bodies and Ecologies
Edited by Rhonda Blair and Amy Cook
ISBN 978-1-4725-9179-1



iv



Collaborative
Embodied
Performance

Ecologies of Skill

Edited by
Kath Bicknell and John Sutton

methuen | drama
LONDON « NEW YORK » OXFORD » NEW DELHI = SYDNEY



METHUEN DRAMA
Bloomsbury Publishing Plc
50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DR UK
1385 Broadway, New York, NY 10018, USA
29 Earlsfort Terrace, Dublin 2, Ireland

BLOOMSBURY, METHUEN DRAMA and the Methuen Drama logo are
trademarks of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

First published in Great Britain 2022
This edition published 2023

Copyright © Kath Bicknell, John Sutton and contributors, 2022, 2023

Kath Bicknell and John Sutton have asserted their right under the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as Editors of this work.

For legal purposes the Preface and Acknowledgements on pp. xviii—xxiii
constitute an extension of this copyright page.

Series design by Louise Dugdale
Cover image: AURA NOX ANIMA (© Lux Eterna)

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted
in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying,
recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior
permission in writing from the publishers.

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc does not have any control over, or responsibility for,
any third-party websites referred to or in this book. All internet addresses
given in this book were correct at the time of going to press. The author and
publisher regret any inconvenience caused if addresses have changed or sites
have ceased to exist, but can accept no responsibility for any such changes.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Bicknell, Kath, editor of compilation. |
Sutton, John, 1965- editor of compilation.
Title: Collaborative embodied performance : ecologies of skill /
edited by Kath Bicknell and John Sutton.
Description: London ; New York : Methuen Drama, 2022. |
Series: Performance and science: interdisciplinary dialogues |
Includes bibliographical references and index. |
Identifiers: LCCN 2021032676 (print) | LCCN 2021032677 (ebook) |
ISBN 9781350197695 (hardback) | ISBN 9781350197756 (paperback) |
ISBN 9781350197718 (ebook) | ISBN 9781350197701 (epub)
Subjects: LCSH: Movement (Acting) | Movement (Philosophy) | Performance.
Classification: LCC PN2071.M6 C65 2022 (print) | LCC PN2071.M6 (ebook) |
DDC 792.02/8-dc23/eng/20211014
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021032676
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021032677

ISBN: HB: 978-1-3501-9769-5
PB: 978-1-3501-9775-6

ePDF: 978-1-3501-9771-8

eBook: 978-1-3501-9770-1

Series: Performance and Science: Interdisciplinary Dialogues
Typeset by Integra Software Services Pvt. Ltd.

To find out more about our authors and books visit www.bloomsbury.com
and sign up for our newsletters.


https://lccn.loc.gov/2021032676
https://lccn.loc.gov/2021032677
http://www.bloomsbury.com

CONTENTS

List of Figures x
List of Contributors xi
Preface and Acknowledgements xviii

Introduction: The situated intelligence of collaborative

skills 1
Jobn Sutton and Kath Bicknell

Part 1 Complex ecologies of embodied collaboration

1

Dropping like flies: Skilled coordination and Front-
of-House at Shakespeare’s Globe 21
Evelyn B. Tribble

On the edge of undoing: Ecologies of agency in
Body Weather 35
Sarah Pini

A conversation on collaborative embodied
engagement in making art and architecture: Going
beyond the divide between ‘lower’ and ‘higher’
cognition 53

Janno Martens, Ronald Rietveld and Erik Rietveld

Commentary: Redirecting our telescope 69
Amy Cook



viii CONTENTS

Part 2 Learning, collaboration and socially scaffolded
cognition

4 “No elephants today!” Recurrent experiences of

failure while learning a movement practice 77
Kath Bicknell and Kristina Briimmer

5 Not breathing together: The collaborative
development of expert apnoea 93
Greg Downey

6 Cultivating one’s skills through the experienced
other in aikido 109
Susanne Ravn

7 Musical agency and collaboration in the digital
age 125
Tom Roberts and Joel Krueger
Commentary: Embodied learning within embodied
communities 141
Emily S. Cross

Part 3 Symmetry and synergy in embodied
coordination

8 Symmetries of social performance-environment
systems 153
Rachel W. Kallen, Margaret Catherine Macpherson,
Lynden K. Miles and Michael |. Richardson

9 Sing’s trap: Staging low-commitment strategizing in
muay thai 171
Sara Kim Hjortborg



CONTENTS X

10 Intercorporeal synergy practices — perspectives from
expert interaction 187
Michael Kimmel and Stefan Schneider

Commentary: Mixing methods in the study of human
action 207

Anthony Chemero

Afterwords

Commentary: Ecologies of acting and enacting 215
Catherine |. Stevens

Commentary: Betwixt and between 223
lan Maxwell

Index 230



FIGURES

A snapshot from HD digital video, AURA NOX
ANIMA. © Lux Eterna 40

RAAAF | Atelier de Lyon — Deltawerk // (2018).
Photo by Jan Kempenaers. © RAAAF 59
RAAAF - Still Life (2019). Photo by Jan
Kempenaers. © RAAAF 60

RAAAF | Atelier de Lyon — Sandblock (2019).

© RAAAF 61

RAAAF | Atelier de Lyon — Trusted Strangers |
New Amsterdam Park (N.A.P.). © RAAAF 63
Sensei practising the technique kotagaishi with
Ito-san in Reishin Dojo. Photo by famenext
(@famenext) 113

Illustration of Ecological Dynamics Approach,
Symmetry Principles and Group Theory. © Michael
Richardson 155

Acroyoga counterbalance (a) aligned ‘stacking’;
(b) opening a triangle with a pull connection.
Photos by M. Kimmel 192

Push-hands: (a) 1-4 ‘push-yield’, (b) 5-7 ‘retreat-
pluck’. Photos courtesy of Loni Liebermann and
Hella Ebel 197

10 Contact Improvisation lift. Photos by

M. Kimmel 200



CONTRIBUTORS

Kath Bicknell’s research investigates the relations between thinking,
doing, performance and training. She is endlessly curious about how
people make sense of skilful experiences as they happen, especially
in time-sensitive scenarios like racing bikes down rock gardens in
the jungle or performing at height on the trapeze. With research and
teaching experience in Performance Studies (University of Sydney
and the National Institute of Dramatic Art, Australia), Cognitive
Science (Macquarie University, Australia) and Anthropology
(Macquarie University) her work bridges the humanities and the
sciences. Kath has worked as a freelance media professional since
2008 and is internationally recognized for her multiplatform work
on cycling.

Kristina Briimmer is a Research Assistant at the Institute of Sport
Science at the Carl von Ossietzky University of Oldenburg, where
she obtained her PhD in 2014, and currently acts as a Substitute
Professor for the Social Sciences of Sport at the Goethe University
of Frankfurt/Main. Drawing on sociological practice theories,
theories of the body and concepts of tacit knowledge, her research
studies processes of subjectivation and team coordination in high-
performance youth sport by means of qualitative research methods,
especially ethnography, videography and interviews.

Anthony Chemero is Distinguished Research Professor of
Philosophy and Psychology at the University of Cincinnati, USA.
He is the author of more than 100 articles and the books Radical
Embodied Cognitive Science (2009) and, with Stephan Kaufer,
Phenomenology: An Introduction (2015; 2nd edition, 2021).

Amy Cook is an Associate Dean for Research and Innovation and
Professor of English at Stony Brook University, USA. She specializes
in the intersection of cognitive science and theories of performance



x11 CONTRIBUTORS

with particular attention to Shakespeare. She has published
Shakespearean Futures: Casting the Bodies of Tomorrow on
Shakespeare’s Stages Today (2020), Building Character: The Art and
Science of Casting (2018),Shakespearean Neuroplay: Reinvigorating
the Study of Dramatic Texts and Performance Through Cognitive
Science (2010) and co-edited Theatre, Performance and Cognition:
Languages, Bodies and Ecologies (2016).

Emily S. Cross holds positions as a Professor of Human Neuroscience
within the Department of Cognitive Science at Macquarie
University, Australia, and as a Professor of Social Robotics within
the Institute of Neuroscience and Psychology at the University of
Glasgow, Scotland. Her background in performing arts has shaped
her interest in action learning, neuroaesthetics and social robotics.
Through her research, she uses a variety of methods (including
brain-imaging techniques, action training paradigms and human-
robot interaction) to explore how experience-dependent plasticity
and expertise is manifest across brain and behaviour.

Greg Downey is Professor of Anthropology in the Macquarie School
of Social Sciences at Macquarie University, Australia. He is author
of Learning Capoeira: Lessons in Cunning from an Afro-Brazilian
Art (2005) and editor with Daniel Lende of The Encultured Brain:
An Introduction to Neuroanthropology (2012). Greg has done
ethnographic research primarily in Brazil, Australia and the United
States, and is currently the Executive Editor of Ethos, the journal of
the Society for Psychological Anthropology.

Sara Kim Hjortborg is a PhD candidate in the Department of
Cognitive Science, Macquarie University, Australia. She holds
a Master’s degree in Sports and Health from the Department of
Sports Science and Clinical Biomechanics, University of Southern
Denmark. Her research interests span martial arts, ethnography, skill
and expertise, distributed cognition, enactivism, phenomenology
and bodily self-awareness.

Rachel Kallen is an Associate Professor in the Department of
Psychology at Macquarie University, Australia. Her research utilizes
a framework of complex systems to investigate a range of social
behaviours and systems. Bridging both basic and applied science,
she has expertise in many areas of social psychology (i.e. stigma,
intergroup relations, the science of diversity) as well as in cognitive



CONTRIBUTORS X111

science (social interaction, multiagent coordination and dynamical
modelling).

Michael Kimmel is a researcher at the University of Vienna, Austria,
with a focus on embodied, enactive, embedded and extended
cognitive science. His range of topics includes interaction and
joint improvisation, co-creation, embodied decision-making, skill
theory and movement expertise, as well as expertise for complexity
regulation. In addition to some biomechanical work, he has
developed micro-genetic interview tools for reconstructing tacit and
embodied knowledge (empirical phenomenology, stimulated recall,
experimental workshops). Application fields include various forms
of improvisational partner dance, martial arts, somatic therapy
and partner acrobatics. Until 2013 he also worked on metaphor,
imagery, sociocultural embodiment and narrative within a cognitive
linguistics context, the field in which he took his PhD in 2002.

Joel Krueger is a Senior Lecturer in Philosophy at the University
of Exeter, UK. He is part of the Mind, Body and Culture research
group. He works primarily in phenomenology, philosophy of
mind and philosophy of cognitive science: specifically, issues in
4E (embodied, embedded, enacted, extended) cognition, including
emotions, social cognition and psychopathology. Sometimes he also
writes about comparative philosophy and philosophy of music.
Recent publications explore emotions online, as well as autism and
the politics of everyday spaces.

Margaret Catherine Macpherson is a second-year PhD student in
the School of Psychological Science at the University of Western
Australia, currently working under the supervision of Dr Lynden
Miles. Her doctoral work focuses on exploring the mechanisms
underlying the relationship between interpersonal coordination
and mental health. Her other research interests include applying
dynamical systems approaches to the study of social interaction and
examining the influence of synchronous action on prosocial and
functional outcomes such as group rapport and productivity.

Janno Martens studied philosophy and architectural history at
the University of Amsterdam, Netherlands. He is currently a PhD
candidate at KU Leuven, Belgium, with a grant from the Research
Foundation Flanders (FWO), investigating how technological and
psychological notions of environment shaped architecture and



X1V CONTRIBUTORS

urbanism in North America between 1965 and 1980. Before joining
KU Leuven, Janno worked as research assistant for Erik Rietveld,
partner at Rietveld Architecture-Art-Affordances (RAAAF), with
whom he has co-authored several articles about the relation between
architecture and ecological psychology. In 2018-19, he served as
coordinator of the Jaap Bakema Study Centre in Rotterdam, which
links the National Collection for Dutch Architecture and Urban
Planning to the research agenda of the Architecture Department at
TU Delft.

Ian Maxwell is currently Head of the School of Literature, Art, and
Media in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at the University of
Sydney, Australia. His current research interests include the health
implications of actors’ lives, the history of romantic modernism in
Australian theatre and phenomenologies of performance. His past
work has included studies of youth cultures — particularly hip-hop
practices in Australia — and the phenomenology of ritual practices.
Prior to his academic career, lan trained as a theatre director at
the Victorian College of the Arts, Melbourne. His most recent
theatre work was Prince Bettliegend — A cabaret from Terezin,
which was based upon survivor testimony and various musical
and textual traces from the ghetto city under Nazi occupation. The
script created through that process, along with a series of essays
by various collaborators in the project, is to be published in 2021,
titled Staging Trauma, Staging Pleasure.

Lynden K. Miles is an experimental social psychologist in the School
of Psychological Science at the University of Western Australia.
He obtained his PhD from the University of Canterbury and
has previously held academic positions in New Zealand and the
UK. His research lies at the intersection of social psychology and
complexity science, and spans both intra- and interpersonal aspects
of social behaviour. An overarching theme of Lynden’s research
concerns the application of theory and methods consistent with an
embodied-embedded approach to the study of social interaction,
with a particular focus on interpersonal coordination.

Sarah Pini is Assistant Professor of Dance and Performance at the
University of Southern Denmark, working across anthropology,
phenomenology, performing arts, dance and cognition in skilled
performance. Her research addresses notions of presence,



CONTRIBUTORS XV

embodiment and agency in different performance practices and
cultural contexts. Alongside her academic research, Sarah’s artistic
practice investigates interconnections of movement, emotion
and environment and how their dynamical relationships shape
embodied narratives and sense making. Sarah’s work has received
several acknowledgements and has been showcased internationally.
Her research appears in The Oxford Handbook of Contemporary
Ballet, Performance Research, Frontiers in Psychology, and The
Journal of Embodied Research, among other publications.

Susanne Ravnis Professor and Head of the Research Unit, Movement,
Culture and Society at the Department of Sports Science and
Biomechanics, University of Southern Denmark. She has published
widely on the integration of phenomenology and qualitative
research methodologies. She has been the leading investigator
on several funded research projects focusing on dance practices,
skilled performance in sport and health issues. Her research spans
contributions to contemporary philosophical phenomenological
discussions and more direct impact on cultural and societal issues.
Philosophy of Improvisation, which she co-edited with Simon
Heoffding and James McGuirk, was published in 2021.

Michael Richardson is Professor of Psychology at Macquarie
University, Australia. He is an experimental psychologist and
cognitive scientist, with expertise in embodied cognition, social
and perception-action psychology, complex systems, nonlinear
dynamics, interactive virtual reality, human-machine interaction
and Al His research is directed towards identifying and modelling
the dynamical processes that underlie human and multiagent
perception, action and cognition, and the degree to which human-
inspired dynamical and computational models can be employed to
develop robust human-machine and human—AlI systems.

Erik Rietveld is a Socrates Professor in Philosophy at the University
of Twente and the University of Amsterdam (Amsterdam UMC, Dept
of Psychiatry/Philosophy), Netherlands. Earlier he was a Fellow in
Philosophy at Harvard University. He works on the philosophy of
skilled action, change-ability and ecological psychology. Rietveld
has been awarded an ERC Starting Grant and VENI, VIDI and VICI
grants by the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research
(NWO). Together with his brother Ronald Rietveld he founded the



XVi CONTRIBUTORS

multidisciplinary collective for visual art, experimental architecture
and philosophy RAAAF in 2006. They were responsible for Vacant
NL, the successful Dutch contribution to the Venice Architecture
Biennale 2010. He is a member of The Society of Arts of The Royal
Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW).

Ronald Rietveld graduated in 2004 cum laude at the Amsterdam
Academy of Arts. His working period during Prix de Rome 2006
at the Rijksakademie of Visual Arts in Amsterdam was the early
beginning of RAAAF. After winning the golden medal he founded
this multidisciplinary and experimental studio together with his
brother and Socrates Professor in Philosophy, Erik Rietveld. RAAAF
works at the intersection of visual art, architecture and philosophy.
RAAAF’s work has been published worldwide and exhibited at
leading contemporary art and architecture biennales such as those
of Sao Paulo, Istanbul, Chicago and Venice. Ronald is a member of
the Society of Arts of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and
Sciences (KNAW).

Tom Roberts is a lecturer in philosophy at the University of
Exeter, UK, where he is a member of the Mind, Body and Culture
research group. He works principally in the Philosophy of Mind
and Psychology, on issues surrounding perception, emotion and
their overlap. Recent topics on which he has published include
how absences are encountered in emotions such as loneliness, how
to understand the perceptual experience of awful noises and how
aesthetic engagement with objects might be mediated by the sense
of haptic touch.

Stefan Schneider is a cognitive scientist interested in embodied
cognition,neuromotor pedagogy and movement practices. Currently,
he is part of a research project on intercorporeal synergies (PI:
Michael Kimmel). His PhD project at the University of Osnabriick,
Germany, focuses on the role of body awareness for movement
learning across somatic practices such as tai chi, Feldenkrais, gaga
dance and ideokinesis. Stefan also holds a degree in fine arts and is
a certified tai chi teacher.

Catherine (Kate) Stevens, a cognitive scientist, is Director of the
MARCS Institute for Brain, Behaviour & Development at Western
Sydney University, Australia. She holds BA (Hons) and PhD degrees
from the University of Sydney. Kate conducts basic and applied



CONTRIBUTORS xvil

research into the learning, perception, creation and cognition
of complex actions. She also applies methods from experimental
psychology to investigate human—machine interaction (e.g. design of
auditory warnings, human-avatar and human-robot interaction).
Kate is author of more than 200 peer-reviewed papers. She is
Editor-in-Chief, Music Perception, Professor in Psychology and Pro
Vice-Chancellor STEM at Western Sydney University.

John Sutton’s research addresses memory and skill, across the
cognitive sciences and the humanities. He is the author of Philosophy
and Memory Traces: Descartes to Connectionism (1998), and he
has coedited three previous books — Descartes’ Natural Philosophy,
Embodied Cognition in Shakespeare’s Theatre and Collaborative
Remembering. He seeks to integrate conceptual, experimental and
ethnographic methods, and has published on memory and skill not
only in philosophy and cognitive science, but also in archaeology,
film, history, linguistics, literature, music, psychology and sport
science. He is a Fellow of the Australian Academy of Humanities,
and past President of the Australasian Society for Philosophy and
Psychology.

Evelyn Tribble is Professor of English and Associate Dean at the
University of Connecticut, USA, where she has been employed
since 2018. From 2003 to 2018 she was Professor of English at the
University of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand. Her books include
Cognition in the Globe: Attention and Memory in Shakespeare’s
Theatre (2011) and Early Modern Actors and Shakespeare’s
Theatre: Thinking with the Body (2017). She is currently working
on the Arden 4 edition of Merry Wives of Windsor.



PREFACE AND
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Kath Bicknell and John Sutton

This book is about joint intelligence in action. In performance
and the arts — dance, theatre, music, architecture — small groups
of expert practitioners work together in rich, dynamic settings. In
sport and martial arts, skilled individuals with distinct capacities
coordinate or compete, constantly meshing with or responding to
each other’s movements. In collaborative performance, people act
together — sometimes, for a time — as if of one mind.

How does tightly knit collaboration, in challenging skill worlds,
work? How do some skilled performers enact their craft under
tight time pressures, while giving the impression they have all the
time in the world? How do some people seem to know in advance
what to do together — how to move or respond in just the right
ways even in volatile, stressful or rapidly changing environments? If
these questions interest you, or prompt you to ask related questions
about your own areas of interest, this book is for you.

In bringing authors together to write ten chapters on collaborative
embodied skills, we hope to attract readers who are performers and
fans, teachers and coaches, practitioners and critics, students and
researchers. The book assumes no specific background in any one
academic discipline, but draws on and seeks to contribute to many.
Studying complex ecologies of skilled practice across distinctive,
culturally unique environments and tapping the experience of
highly trained specialists, our contributors examine the nature and
mechanisms of collaborative performance in context.

Research groups too form their own unique cognitive ecologies.
Individuals work together on projects which unfold over time in
unpredictable ways, in changing and often challenging circumstances.
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Any thoroughly interdisciplinary group, like the one we’ve been part
of over the years, develops in unexpected directions as institutional,
intellectual and interpersonal constraints shift. The hard, on-the-
ground work of boundary-spanning research requires persistence,
tolerance and slow-brewing trust. It requires enormous luck in
finding the right collaborators, people who can cope and flourish
even when, as they say, outside their comfort zone. We have had
much of that luck. Integrative, sustained interdisciplinary research
is much more difficult — more time-consuming, more draining, more
resource-intensive, more fragile — than is acknowledged in glib
management or policy documents about dissolving silo mentalities.
But when it does go well it brings pleasure and surprise on many
fronts.

Thisbook presents diverse but coherent new work on collaborative
embodied performance from a thoroughly international and
interdisciplinary cohort of fellow travellers, of many different
backgrounds and career stages. We and our contributors — seventeen
authors of ten chapters, plus five commentators — are participants
in distinctive ongoing conversations about collaborative embodied
skills. We very much hope that you, as readers, will feel welcome
to join these conversations and be inspired to contest or expand
on the case studies showcased here. Our authors’ affiliations span
anthropology, architecture, cognitive science, dance, literature,
neuroscience, performance studies, philosophy, psychology,
sociology and sport science, but they are driven by their topics
rather than any one tradition. We took to referring to this book
project as ‘stuff we like by people we like’, which reveals the fun we
have had bringing it to fruition.

John began research on movement skills in individual expertise,
with Doris Mcllwain, in 2004. Our early and ongoing debates and
collaborative projects with Wayne Christensen (about cognitive
control and automaticity), Greg Downey (about neuroanthropology
and culture), Andrew Geeves (about music, emotions and
performers’ experiences) and Lyn Tribble (about skills in history)
helped hugely as our group developed a theoretical focus on the
idea of meshed control in performance, and a set of mixed methods
to fuel what we called ‘experience-near’ case studies on skill in
sport, yoga, dance and music.

Kath Bicknell joined our group in 2013, adding further expertise
in ethnography and performance studies to the interdisciplinary
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mix. She forged her own pathway into this interdisciplinary world,
strongly shaped by staff and students in the University of Sydney’s
Department of Theatre and Performance Studies where she studied
and worked between 2003 and 2012. Paul Dwyer and Kate
Rossmanith ignited a lifelong passion for ethnography. J. Lowell
Lewis’s provocative seminars on embodiment fuelled a thirst for
exploring an often-felt disconnect between lived experiences
and theoretical debates. Ian Maxwell’s encouragement towards
curiosity-driven research, and interdisciplinary approaches to doing
it, continues in this volume’s afterword. Working closely with John
and what we now call the Cognitive Ecologies Lab at Macquarie
University has provided fun and fertile ground from which to explore
cognitive and performance theory through embodied practice,
ongoing collaboration and the many joyful, excited discussions that
come with being part of a deeply engaged, interdisciplinary team.

After many attempts and the usual bewildered frustration, as an
evolving and growing group we were awarded funding for work
on skilled performance from the Australian Research Council
(ARC). We were lucky in that philosophy and the cognitive sciences
alike had seen dramatic expansions in interest in expertise and
skilled performance, with increasing integration of conceptual,
experimental and ethnographic approaches. Our search for and
exploration of rich middle ground between over-intellectualist
and more ‘mindless’ approaches to individual skill was joined by
more and more theorists. For more than fifteen years, Macquarie
University provided solid support for our interdisciplinary research,
both institutionally through the Department of Cognitive Science —
Max Coltheart’s glorious experiment — and CEPET, the University
Research Centre for Elite Performance, Expertise, and Training,
and collegially over many years of collaborations, joint activities
and lively debates with our friends right across campus. Many
students and visitors made vital contributions to challenge and to
help sharpen our ideas. Our networks of allies, fellow travellers
and critics continued to expand across disciplines and geographical
locations. Despite other significant differences, we found many
researchers sharing a fascinated commitment to thick, experience-
near, immersive, practice-oriented, case-study-based approaches to
performance.

It was becoming clear at this point that we needed to cast our
net wider, to focus also on collaborative skills. The independent
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development of 4E (embodied, embedded, enactive and extended)
approaches to cognition had provided encouragement and tools
for studying social and ecological dimensions of performance, but
had been mainly applied to other cognitive domains like memory,
decision-making, emotion, language, navigation or tool use. The
essays in this book expand the ‘cognitive ecologies’ framework
to address skilled performance, with this specific extra focus on
collaboration and joint action.

A number of our contributors gave talks at a workshop on
collaborative embodied skills which John organized at Senate
House in London in 2017, during a fellowship at the Institute of
Philosophy. We were lucky to win a further ARC grant on this
topic for 2018-21. The concrete plan for this book took shape in
enjoyable conversations we had at, and after, the 2019 Cognitive
Futures in the Arts and Humanities conference in Mainz, Germany.
It was delightfully quick and easy to sign up our contributors. Indeed
we soon realized how naturally and directly a second volume might
follow: we warmly invite readers to let us know of other directions
and ideas that might fuel that next step.

It has been a pleasure throughout to work with Methuen Drama,
and we are thrilled to publish this book in the Performance and
Science series. In offering both enthusiastic encouragement and
well-informed critical input, series editors John Lutterbie and Nicola
Shaughnessy have helped us greatly from the start. Lara Bateman,
Mark Dudgeon, Ella Wilson and all at Methuen Drama have made
the publishing processes smooth throughout. Our thanks also to
Dharanivel Baskar and the production team at Integra. We are very
grateful for all this assistance. Many thanks too to Lux Eterna for
the evocative cover photo (for more about the related film, AURA
NOX ANIMA (2016), see Chapter 2, by Sarah Pini).

The initial chapter drafts were written as we all endured lockdown
in 2020. We ran three online workshops in August 2020 at which
contributors presented work in progress across distinct time zones,
generating feedback and cross-fertilization. At the next stage, each
chapter draft was reviewed by two peers, in many cases by one
other contributor and one external expert. Our five commentators —
well-established skill researchers in theatre, robotics, philosophy,
performance studies and psychology — played significant roles in
these phases of project development, helping to sharpen all the
chapters before completing the commentaries on resulting themes
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which you will read in the book. We have been pretty hands-on
editors, engaging in iterative discussions with the contributors as
each chapter went through multiple versions. It is our hope that
despite the diversity of theories, concepts and approaches in the
volume, this close interaction between editors, chapter authors and
commentators has generated a genuine, and unusual, coherence of
method and framework across diverse domains.

Our work on this book has been supported by ARC Discovery
Project grants DP130100756 ‘Mindful Bodies in Action’ and DP
180100107 “The Cognitive Ecologies of Collaborative Embodied
Skills’, for which we are very grateful. Such support for insistently
interdisciplinary research is rare and precious. Doris Mcllwain died
in 2015, but her influence on this book is immense: we wish she
could have participated. We are deeply appreciative of our entire
team of authors and commentators, whose patience, commitment
and sheer brio saw us through some challenging times and brought
us the deep, long-term buzz and pleasure of real collaborative
action. We want to single out Wayne Christensen, Andrew Geeves
and McArthur Mingon for their help, their support and their
vision at different stages of this research — thank you. Special
thanks too to Greg Downey and Lyn Tribble for comments on our
editors’ introduction. We are also very grateful to the following
other friends, colleagues, students, referees and reviewers, critics
and collaborators who have directly encouraged and inspired,
facilitated and contributed to our projects on skill along the way:
Bruce Abernethy, Lucas Bietti, Max Cappuccio, Amanda Card,
Andy Clark, J. M. Coetzee, Giovanna Colombetti, Ed Cooke,
Rochelle Cox, Robin Dixon, Paul Dwyer, Matthew Elton, Regina
Fabry, Damian Farrow, Ellen Fridland, Rasmus Gahrn-Andersen,
Shaun Gallagher, Petra Gemeinboeck, Elle Geraghty, Celia Harris,
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Introduction:
The situated intelligence of
collaborative skills

John Sutton and Kath Bicknell

The topic: Thinking with our feet

People move together, and do things together, all the time. We play
and work and talk and suffer together, finding ease or joy, sharing
pleasure or grief. We discover challenge, thrill and risk.

Joint actions may involve physical, manual or technical skill,
and may rely on tools, technologies and ordinary old objects.
Collaborative actions also involve situated intelligence, a dynamic,
lively and social form of cognition. This book is a celebration and
exploration of these things: the dizzying variety of remarkable ways
that people move and think together, in unique places and settings,
at a time and over time.

In initial orientation to the book’ topics, we introduce in
turn the five key concepts which animate it: performance, body,
collaboration, cognition and ecology. We briefly describe the
domains of performance in question here, its bodily or ‘embodied’
nature, the forms of collaboration addressed, the role of intelligence
or ‘cognition’ in expert movement and the notion of ‘ecologies

of skill’.



2 COLLABORATIVE EMBODIED PERFORMANCE

Performance

For practitioners and researchers in performance studies, we aim
to do justice to the lived complexity of emotion, awareness and
thought in skilled, coordinated action. What makes performance,
sometimes, so precise, adaptable and marvellous? The collaborative
activities we address span the full spectrum of performance,
embodied practices and ecologies of skill: from aesthetic contexts
such as theatre, architecture and music to sport and martial arts.
Our primary focus is on specialist domains, in which skills must be
laboriously acquired, and expertise is a gradual, fragile, wonderful
outcome. We examine skilled tasks and activities operating at a
range of nested and interacting timescales: from incredibly fast
decision-making under severe pressure, to long-term shared histories
of collaboration in rich cultures and subcultures.

Embodiment

Our contributors offer lively, animated accounts of the bodily and
emotional nature of skilled performance, with many developing
ethnographic or ‘experience-near’ case studies. Where theoretical
work on ‘embodied cognition’ can be a little thin or abstract,
here are vivid descriptions of striking bodily experiences as skills
are honed and exercised. We find pain and visceral agony, and
the screaming of muscles, as bodily capacities are stretched and
remoulded in particular patterns of use. There is surprise and delight
as experts and novices find new ways to move or coordinate. In
concrete descriptions and analyses of diverse and specific bodily and
emotional experiences, our contributors illuminate with precision
the flexible intelligence that dancers, divers, fighters, composers,
film directors and dedicated Front-of-House volunteers reveal in,
and through, action.

Collaboration

In some cases, the forms of collaboration studied are dyadic,
involving pairs of skilled actors — either cooperative or, as in
martial arts, antagonistic. In other cases, collaboration is at the
level of small groups or larger organizations. These are social



