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This is a publication on the role of place in participatory theatre practice for theatre 
artists who are newly engaging with the relationship between their work and place. 
Artists who are working in other artforms may also find relevance in what I write for 
their own practices.

The publication is founded through my personal practice in participatory arts over 
the last twelve years, and a research project lasting six months deeply interrogating 
of the role of place in participatory performance and my own practice in that sector. 

The intentions of this publication are to set a foundation for deeper consideration 
of place by sharing the application of theory as a tool for the creative practice I 
undertook. I hope that this may support participatory project design and processes 
that result in more meaningful engagements with the people who live in these 
places. 

My own experience since 2020 has shaped the drive for this work. I was working 
as a participatory theatre maker nationally and internationally who very rarely 
worked in the places I am from or lived in at the time of the first UK lockdown. With 
the lockdowns, I, like many others, were forced to engage with a very immediate 
sense of place to continue practicing. As the travel restrictions ease, rather than 
simply return to the old ways of working I am interested in how the practices I 
developed may retain their value. 

Following the pandemic, as well as current social and political movements, my 
conversations with practicing artists reveal we are looking towards the next decade 
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SAMPLEand seeking to establish greater purpose in our artmaking that can bring forward 
change. So, how can place help us find a deeper meaning and relevance for 
participatory projects in peoples’ lives? For me, it is found in how we apply our art 
in relationship with place, people, and power. 

There are three sections in this publication: place, people, and power. Each of 
these sections considers the role of place in participatory practice in a specific way 
and build a case for each other. 

The first section details the theories of place as a tool for enhancing the creative 
practice of making theatre with people. I am not proposing new theories here, 
rather offering a foundation from which we can build a shared understanding 
towards its practical application in our work. If Doreen Massey’s theories of place 
are familiar to you, then focus on the later sections. 

Next is a section about how people and place interact for the purpose of 
participatory projects. It is a section about the applications of the theory in 
practical terms to help consider place and how it may feature in the processes 
of practitioners who work creatively with people. 

Finally, there is a section on how place might lay a foundation for thinking about 
power: who has it, how we wield it as artists, and how our power might affect 
the places engaged in our work. This relies strongly on the theories of place 
established in section one. 

ABOUT THE ARTIST
My practice is as a theatre maker who works with professional and non-
professional artists, usually creating character- and narrative-based performance 
in partnership. For over a decade I have led, designed, and managed arts projects 
that build connections between people and help them feel their own power. 
My practice blurs artforms, flattens working hierarchies, and creates spaces to 
exchange ideas, histories, and aspirations through performance. I was born in 
Essex and have lived in Scotland since 2013 when I began my BA in Acting at the 
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland. I completed my MA in Art and Social Practice from 
the University of the Highlands and Islands in 2022, for which this project is my 
final submission. 

www.nicholasbw.co.uk

contact@nicholasbw.co.uk

@nicholasbw
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SAMPLEAfter the impact of the pandemic, where so many artists 
and organisations turned to place due to travel restrictions 
and following Brexit which held certain arguments of tighter 
control of British borders and who can cross them, we have 
grown a heightened sense of place and its boundaries.

We can think of places as areas on a map with 
lines around them, deciding where places start 
and end but by drawing boundaries around 
places, we can unwittingly decide who is 
included or excluded, flare insecurities around 
belonging, and we risk an insular way of 
working. At the extremes of thinking of places 
as bounded and fixed, we risk perpetuating 
conflict-based myths that 
“can so easily be yet another way of 
constructing a counterposition between 
'us' and 'them’” (Massey, 1991: 27).
We will explore this concept in the next chapter.

As theatre artists, there are many ways to work with place. Some practices are 
very conscious; deliberately working creatively to explore the place and its links 
with people. Some are unconscious, as the presence of place quietly impacts 
the rhythms of the project and how we deliver it instinctively. As place becomes 
“invariably and inevitably entangled within debates about belongingness, 
national identity, and even autochthony”, it is imperative we think carefully 
about place, it’s possible meanings and its role in our creative work (Cooper, 2020: 619).

I believe a reframed understanding of how we think, speak 
and write about place is fundamentally about challenging 
hierarchies and honing the purpose of creating art with 
people and place in participation as fit for the next decade. 

So, can a deeper awareness, 
understanding, and appreciation 
of place and its role in projects 
support artists and organisations 
with (re)growing and strengthening 
their relationships with the people 
and places we work? 

How can place help us 
find a deeper meaning 
and relevance for 
participatory projects 
in peoples’ lives?
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IMAGINING
PLACE

Imagine a stream of water bubbling 
away at your feet. 

Step into the water. 
Feel it race over your feet.

I invite you now to imagine that this water 
just around your feet is the place where your 

creative practice occurs. 
The currents of this place race over your feet.

Imagine now that your feet are that creative project 
you’re engaged with. The currents of exchanges 

racing through, over, around the creative project. 

The image you have created in your mind is 
how your creative practice engages with 
place.

Instead of walking past 
the stream, by stopping 
and interacting with it we may 
discover a new relationship with 
the water.

II



SAMPLEIt is important to remember that due to the relational aspect of place, 
"any study of place would need to examine both the make-up of 
those social relations and the location at which they intersect”, 
however, “one cannot study everything, and there are always 
multiple ways of seeing a place” (Kalandides, 2020: 39; Allen, et al., 1998: 17).

Handling the theory is half the work: 
it is the application of that theory 
that is most important to us. 
So, with some theory in our tool kit, 
let’s move forward…

SECTION 
TWO:
PEOPLE

This is useful to us in 
an artform that relies 
on multiplicity and 
collective articulation 
of experiences.



SAMPLERELATIONSHIPS 
WITH PLACE, 
PRACTICE, 
AND PROJECTS

As artists, we are very well-meaning. We want 
to understand how we can work together 
and how our art can meaningfully engage 
with places. As we saw, the definitions of 
place can be complex, and throughout my 
conversations with practitioners across 
the work leading to the creation of this 
publication I have heard these terms used 
in conversations where both parties meant 
something completely different. 

So, what is the 
relationship 

between place 
and your project?I



SAMPLEI propose some terminology to help more clearly reflect the intentions 
of working in a relationship with people and place. This glossary may 
be used to support call outs, descriptions of practice, or for discussions 
with partners about planned projects. As we have said place is not 
static, think of walking through a stream instead: the water will be 
different with each interaction, but generally behave in expected ways. 
The complexity of place and how we engage with it may emerge as 
you read: there are overlaps between the descriptions, and some might 
identify with a handful of these terms or be transitioning between, 
which is allowed as practices and projects are rarely neatly contained. 

IN-place
This can be thought of being a continuous 
creative resource for the people who 
engage with this place. The creative 
activity and the artist are embedded here 
and have built a number of relationships 
over time through creative activity and 
find themselves entangled in the mesh 
relational lines in this place (Ingold, 2007). An 
example of this practice might be the 
sustained engaged practice of The Stove 
Network in Dumfries over a decade.

FROM-place
Imagine the idea or artist being pulled from the soil in this place. 
Both idea and artist may have started as a seed and have grown 
here over time, bottom-up, and been shaped by this particular place 
and relied heavily on the expertise of place they and others hold. 
There is an embodied understanding of the place, and practice and 
project is unconsciously influenced by it. This contains a strong 
element of memory and expectation involved with the place (Singh & Rana, 2020). 
This may interfere with finding place in the present as described 
by Massey (1991; 1992). There is also the potential for an artists multiple, 
sometimes conflicting, identities being entangled with the place which 
must be navigated through the project (Edensor, et al., 2020). An example of this 
way of relating to place might be the artist who trained in or is returning 
to the place where they were raised, or a project that was inspired from 
a change in the place, like the cutting of services. 

OF-place
This is similar to from-place, however, it can be slightly less embedded 
in the soil of the place. The artist may have been engaged in this place 
for some time and hold a very good sense of place, but they did not 
start here so are engaged in the long process of fostering “a mastery 
of both tacit and codified knowledge” of this place (Amin & Roberts, 2008: 359). 
Of-place projects might also be growing their sense of uniqueness 
to the place based on developing social connections, partnerships, 
and intentions to be meaningfully beneficial for the people and place. 
The complication of handling multiple identities in this place, as in 
from-place relationships, may appear in practices and projects that 
are of-place too.



SAMPLETHROUGH-place
The frequent appearance and disappearance of an artist or project in 
this place defines this term. It is the idea that practices and projects 
meaningfully engage with a place for short periods and move to 
the next. Practitioners only engage in this place when undertaking 
their creative practice or projects and are “drawn to the creative 
expression of what it means to move-through-place” (Cooper, 2020: 616). 
They offer an important ‘outside perspective’ to the place. 
Artists and projects working through-place may have difficulty in 
maintaining connection with the place compared to the previously 
described practices. Through-place can be thought of easiest as 
asking if the people in this place might bump into the artist or project 
on the way to the shops between activity’s scheduled running.

ON-place
Artists instigating top-down projects in a 
place which they have not heard the call 
for this work from those with expertise 
of this place could be considered as 
working on-place (Harding, 2004). 
There may be little place-specific 
relevance between the intended activity 
and the people who are engage with 
this place. An example might be a 
creative project delivering a circus 
when the place is asking for a flagpole. 
Sometimes acting on-place might be a 
first step to making an offer to this place.

ABOUT-place
This tends to be about projects that have an artistic outcome 
that has been disconnected from the people who engage with 
this place. It might be an artwork that features a fictionalised 
version of the place, or a depiction of place from a singlular 
perspective. This may be important in presenting this place 
from an unrepresented perspective of an artist who has now 
found a position of power. They rely on some generalised 
sense of place, or a “heritage romanticism” based in static 
conceptions of place (Gilmore, 2013: 93). It could be argued that 
projects or practices about-place risk commodifying the place; 
where the sense of place becomes a cliché, pre-packaged for 
consumption (Dovey, 2020). Examples might include cultural tourism 
events to raise competitiveness of the place, or a play that 
features elements of a real place selected by a single artist.

BETWEEN-place
Thinking back to Massey’s global sense of place, 
imagine all the social links between two places, both 
on and offline and over deep history (1991). When working 
between-place, we incorporate those relational links 
between the places, binding them together into a 
cohesive practice or project. The outcome might be a 
festival of work revolving around a partnership between 
the places, or it might be a fusion of practice with 
origins that follow these relational links. 



SAMPLEAGAINST-place
This is a project or 
artist that looks to 
fundamentally alter the 
place and how people 
experience it. This 
might be considered 
emancipatory of regimes 
or power structures, 
such as the creative 
political concerts of 
Optor! in Serbia from 
1998, or it could be 
considered destructive 
like the intended 
demolition of the Red 
Road flats for Glasgow’s 
2014 Commonwealth 
Games opening 
ceremony to erase 
cultures, histories, and 
values of what places 
should offer the people 
who live there (Popović, 2015; 

Mooney, 2014).
This is a way of working 
that Helguera may 
describe as activity that 
contains “antisocial 
or antagonistic social 
action” qualities (2011: 59).

DIS-place
The idea of artists or 
projects losing their 
connections to a place. 
They may have been 
forced to leave due to 
“change threatening 
to overwhelm 
stability” 
or the place no longer 
existing in ways that 
welcome this activity or 
artistry (Brown & Perkins, 1992: 290). 
This may be due to 
war, natural disaster, 
colonisation, urban 
renewal, or ideological 
or policy changes. The 
practice or projects 
begin seeking a new 
place to which to 
engage with, and often 
this means rebuilding 
connections or relying 
much more heavily on 
transitional or nomadic 
forms of engagement; 
possibly with through-
place or of-place forms 
of activity emerging. Let me be explicit; there is no hierarchy here 

and a strong contextual validity for each of 
these practices. I implore commissioners to 
be more specific about the relationship they 
want between the place, projects, and the 
artists, recognising that each offers 
something unique. 

Artists, please use this to describe your 
relationship with a place more specifically 
so everyone related to the work knows your 
intention. It is my hope that this specificity 
aids longer-term conversation about the role 
of creative work once we culminate projects. 

I personally feel I fit most neatly with a 
through-place practice as I tend to work as 
an outsider regularly over time in one place, 
such as four years in Inverclyde. In Glasgow, 
and generally Scotland, I feel I am working 
of-place as I have lived and worked here nine 
years. I feel I work with a dis-placed but from-
place position in East Anglia. As you can see 
the scales of place and the definitions of our 
creative relationships can elide.

Understanding and articulating our 
relationship with a place helps us in the 
opening and closing of creative projects 
because we can communicate our intentions.
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