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Abstract 

This paper reports on the findings of a study examin-
ing how theatre professionals (actors, directors and 
others) make sense of the works of a culturally iconic 
author (William Shakespeare). The study aims to 
address critique of prevailing approaches’ excessive 
focus on active information seeking and searching 
(Julien 1999; Wilson 2000) by developing a more 
holistic approach, one which acknowledges the com-
plexity of sense-making as more than the problem-
solving behaviour of individuals – as an embodied, 
social process, involving emotion as well as rationali-
ty. In doing so it draws on theoretical approaches from 
a range of different disciplines and traditions, includ-
ing Dervin’s Sense-Making, Foucault’s discourse anal-
ysis and Derrida’s deconstructionism. The findings 
of the study are based on interviews with 35 theatre 
professionals in Canada, Finland and the UK.  
 

All the world’s a stage, 
And all the men and women merely players: 
They have their exits and their entrances; 
And one man in his time plays many parts, 
(As You Like It) 

This paper reports on the findings of a study exam-
ining how theatre professionals (actors, directors 
and others) make sense of the works of a culturally 
iconic author (William Shakespeare). The research 

builds on the theoretical and methodological ap-
proaches developed during my doctoral research 
(Olsson 2003). The study aims to address critique of 
prevailing approaches’ excessive focus on active in-
formation seeking and searching (Julien 1999; Wil-
son 2000) by developing a more holistic approach, 
one which acknowledges the complexity of sense-
making as more than the problem-solving behaviour 
of individuals – as an embodied social process, in-
volving emotion as well as rationality. 

In doing so, it draws not only on Dervin’s Sense-
Making but also on a number of concepts from the 
discourse analytic tradition. These include ‘Death of 
the Author’ (Foucault 1972, 1977, 1980; Rabinow 
1984; Barthes 1988) – the notion that meaning is not 
determined by authors but constructed through dis-
course – and the embodiment of knowledge (Coup-
land and Gwyn 2003) – the idea that people’s 
engagement with information involves more than just 
cognitive processing. It therefore aims to further our 
understanding of a variety of phenomena relating to 
knowledge sharing practices, collective sense-making 
and the discursive construction of knowledge. 

Why Shakespeare? 

He was not of an age, but for all time! 
(Jonson, First Folio) 

Shakespeare in performance was chosen as the focal 
author of the research for two key reasons. Firstly, 
despite Shakespeare’s acknowledged role as an im-
portant figure in the cultural heritage of the English-
speaking world, it is a context that has been almost 
entirely ignored by information researchers, Sec-
ondly, I believed that it would be a fruitful context 
in which to explore sense-making in a more holistic 
way than has generally been the case in information 
research – to begin to understand sense-making not 
merely as logical problem-solving but as: 

… embodied in materiality and soaring across 
time-space … a body-mind-heart-spirit living in 
time-space, moving from a past, in a present, to a 
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future, anchored in material conditions; yet at the 
same time with an assumed capacity to sense-
make abstractions, dreams, memories, plans, am-
bitions, fantasies, stories pretences that can both 
transcend time space and last beyond specific 
moments of time space. (Dervin 1999, 730) 

In doing so, the study’s findings have important 
implications for understanding not only the sense-
making processes of theatre professionals but every-
one – from athletes to zoologists. 

Despite the acknowledged importance of theatre – 
and Shakespeare in particular – in the Western world, 
and despite being the object of research in a wide 
variety of other disciplines, there has been very little 
empirical research examining the information be-
haviour of theatre professionals, indeed of artistic 
communities in general. Much of what research 
there has been (e.g. Pilch 1987; Cobbledick 1996; 
Atkins 2001) has focused almost exclusively on 
their need for and/or use of formal information 
sources and services, such as libraries, databases etc. 
A notable exception to this is Davies (2007) which 
examined the role of a text (prompt book) as a tem-
poral boundary object – “abstract or concrete ob-
jects which both inhabit several intersecting social 
worlds and satisfy the informational requirements of 
each of them” (Davies and McKenzie 2004). This 
study suggested that texts play a vital role in the ne-
gotiation and coordination of the disparate under-
standings and expertises of members of a theatre 
company. Examining this question would also play 
an important role in the present study. 

Shakespeare is a major cultural icon. His work has 
been the object of centuries of literary and academic 
attention in fields as diverse as literary criticism, 
history, philosophy, cultural anthropology, sociolo-
gy, cultural studies and psychology, as well as per-
formance studies. During this time, Shakespeare and 
his work have been constructed in a myriad of dif-
ferent ways by a plethora of scholarly groups drawing 
on an vast array of different theoretical discourses – 
for example, semiotics, cultural materialism, fem-
inism, Foucauldian discourse analysis, new his-
toricism and Derridan deconstructionism are all 
employed by writers contributing to a single antholo-
gy on Shakespeare in performance (Bulman 1996). 
The history of theatrical productions of his work is 
equally rich and diverse, with major professional 
productions of Shakespeare in Australia in recent 

years, for example, drawing inspiration from sources 
and issues as diverse as Freudian psychology, Japa-
nese kabuki and the indigenous land-rights debate 
(Golder and Madelaine 2001). Productions of 
Shakespeare are a lens through which audiences can 
see reflected society’s constantly changing attitudes 
to love, war, family, jealousy, the supernatural, gen-
der etc – what it means to be human. As a conse-
quence, examining how theatre professionals make 
sense of Shakespeare in order to turn centuries-old 
words into a living production for a contemporary 
audience, was the perfect site to study Barthes and 
Foucault’s concept of ‘death of the author’ – the 
idea that meaning is not determined by authors but 
constructed by readers (and in this case, audiences). 
The study has sought to explore the interplay of how 
these diverse constructions – as well as the some-
times convergent, sometimes divergent interests of 
actors, directors, designers and technicians – interact 
in the cooperative environment of producing a the-
atrical production. 

Prevailing approaches 

And do as adversaries do in law, strive mightily, 
but eat and drink as friends. 
(The Taming of the Shrew) 

The second major reason for undertaking the study 
was the opportunity it afforded to focus on aspects 
of information behaviour that have been largely ne-
glected in prevailing approaches to research in the 
field. The historical antecedents of information be-
haviour research lie in library and information sys-
tem evaluation (Wilson 2000) and it is therefore 
important, as Julien (1999) has pointed out, for us to 
consider the extent to which prevailing ‘user-centred’ 
approaches to information research and models 
of information seeking are based on an implicitly 
systems-centric perspective. If one of the corner-
stones of Dervin and Nilan’s (1986) analysis of tra-
ditional, systems-centred information research was a 
critique of its narrow, focus on systems use, then 
perhaps it is time for us to ask whether the user-
centred paradigm has gone far enough. Indeed, as 
Julien (1999) also pointed out, the continued use of 
the term ‘user’ is significant in this context: it carries 
with it the implication of a silent ‘system’. This im-
plicit systems-focus has influenced the development 
of mainstream contemporary information behaviour 
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research in a number of ways. These include: a theo-
retical and empirical focus on purposive information 
seeking and searching; a focus on information need 
as the primary instigator of information behaviour; 
the prevalence of an individually-focussed, prob-
lem-solving construction of information behaviour; 
and the pre-eminence of cognitivist theoretical and 
methodological approaches. 

Wilson has pointed out that information search 
behaviour is only one aspect of information seeking 
behaviour, which is itself only one aspect of informa-
tion behaviour. Yet, as he also noted, “Models of in-
formation behaviour ... appear to be fewer than 
those devoted to information-seeking behaviour or 
information searching” (2000, 49). This apparent 
discrepancy is clearly one example of the ways in 
which the socio-historical/discursive context of in-
formation behaviour research has influenced the re-
search interests and practices of researchers in the 
field. For while information seeking and searching 
behaviour may only comprise a small percentage of 
the average person’s information behaviour, it re-
mains the aspect that is perceived as being of greatest 
interest to the designers and managers of informa-
tion systems and services. Such a narrow focus, 
however, casts into question the field’s claims to 
have moved beyond systems evaluation to the de-
velopment of so-called general models of informa-
tion behaviour.  

The focus on purposive information seeking may 
be why, since at least the early 1980s, theories and 
models of information seeking/behaviour have in-
formation need as the central focus of theoretical at-
tention, regarding it as the instigator of information 
behaviour. Belkin (1990), for example, argued that 
information seeking behaviour is driven by a person’s 
recognition of an Anomalous State of Knowledge 
(ASK) – that their existing knowledge structures are 
no longer adequate to resolve their current problem-
state. Other influential models of information be-
haviour to position information need and uncertainty 
as central concepts include: Krikelas (1983), Ellis 
(1993), Kuhlthau (1993) and, Wilson (1997). All 
these models follow a common pattern: a recognised 
information need/gap/anomalous state of knowledge 
is seen as instigating active information seeking; 
this active seeking continues until the need is met/ 
gap is filled or the seeker abandons the search.  

Frohmann (1992), Talja (1997) and Julien (1999) 
have all critiqued this narrow focus on information 

need. They pointed out that this has led to a con-
struction of the user in which “[t]heir ignorance … 
rather than their knowledge” (Frohmann 1992, 379) 
is their defining characteristic. Similarly Julien ar-
gued that prevailing approaches “conceive of users 
of information systems as ‘children’ or ‘patients’ 
whose symptoms require diagnosis” (Julien 1999, 
586). Talja argued that information users might, 
with at least equal validity, be defined not by their 
lack of knowledge in relation to a given problem 
situation – as “uncertain people who need help” – 
but rather as “knowing subjects, as cultural experts” 
(Talja 1997, 77). The present study has sought to 
acknowledge and gain an understanding of partici-
pants’ cultural expertise, to recognise them as: 

… an expert in her world (e.g. in her body, her 
work, her life) … Sense-Making assumes the actor 
as theorist of her world, with hunches, hypotheses, 
and generalizations about how things connect 
to things and how power flows. (Dervin 1999, 
740)  

The field’s focus on the purposive information 
seeking of individuals has led to an essentially at-
omistic approach to constructing information be-
haviour. A number of factors are likely to have 
contributed to this focus, including the growing in-
fluence of both marketing discourses in the informa-
tion professions (indeed Western society in general), 
and cognitivist theories in information research. 
However, perhaps one reason for the success of such 
‘fairy-tale’ models (like fairy tales, they have a 
clearly defined beginning, middle and an end) is that 
they echo the pattern of many information profes-
sionals’ interactions with their client, such as a ref-
erence interview or a database search i.e. beginning 
with defining a query, proceeding through purposive 
searching and concluding with the client supplied 
with ‘information’. Yet the question we need to ask 
ourselves is: while such models might effectively 
represent the information professionals’ view, are 
they equally effective at representing other people’s 
sense-making processes? Or do they actually rep-
resent a tacitly systems-centred orientation? Are 
they compatible with the field’s stated desire to de-
velop a holistic understanding of people’s relation-
ship with information?  

My own previous research (Olsson 2003, 2005, 
2007) examining information researchers’ con-



244   Michael R. Olsson  

 

structions of a prominent author (Brenda Dervin) 
produced findings in marked contrast to these pre-
vailing atomistic models. Participants’ accounts em-
phasised the ongoing nature of their sense-making 
processes – a journey lasting many years - decades, 
in some cases – with each ‘step’ influencing their 
subsequent understanding and behaviour. They em-
phasised the importance of long term relationships – 
with people and with texts - and demonstrated that 
these relationships were frequently inter-related, ex-
plicitly linking their engagements with texts to their 
interactions with other people. The present study 
would aim to see if the same were true in the very 
different context of the world of theatre profession-
als. Would the transitory nature of theatre, for ex-
ample, lead to a greater focus on the present? To 
what extent would participants’ sense-making be in-
fluenced by an on-going sense of Shakespeare, as 
opposed to, in the words of the great director Peter 
Hall, considering the play “as if that morning it had 
dropped through the letterbox onto the front door-
mat” (Berry 1977, 57). 

Another major attraction of studying theatre pro-
fessionals was the opportunity it afforded to explore 
the role of affect in their sense-making processes. 
Julien has commented that information researchers 
have tended to regard affective factors as “at best 
only an annoying interference with effective ap-
plication of cognitive skills to information retrieval 
but ... , at worst, are the primary barriers to informa-
tion retrieval” (1999, 586). Certainly, it is notable 
that prominent attempts to incorporate affect into 
theories of information behaviour, such as Kuhlthau 
(1993), have focussed on negative emotions such as 
stress and uncertainty. 

By contrast, my own previous research (Olsson 
2003, 2007) showed that, even in the context of 
academic research, affect played an important and 
largely positive role in participants’ sense-making. 
Participants’ friendships, for example, with their col-
leagues and, in many cases, with the author herself, 
meant that they were both better able to understand 
and more likely to trust meanings conveyed to them. 
Successful research collaborations were more likely 
to occur between researchers who liked one another! 

More recent times have seen a growing interest in 
the role of emotion on information behaviour, in-
cluding an edited book on the subject (Nahl and Bilal 
2007). However, much of this research is individually 
focussed and essentialist in its construction of emo-

tion – grounded in a scientific discourse which sees 
affect as fundamentally acultural. The present study 
adopts a different approach, seeking to understand 
the social role of emotion. The study’s theatrical 
context offered a unique opportunity here: whilst 
most Western professional and academic discourses 
operate in a post-Enlightenment paradigm which 
values logic and rationality, the theatre is a context 
where ‘emotional truth’ is recognised as an impor-
tant and legitimate part of the creative process. 

An alternative approach – a new discourse? 

O Brave New World 
(The Tempest) 

The aim of the present study was therefore to de-
velop an approach to information research which 
addressed critique of prevailing approaches to in-
formation behaviour research. In doing so, it draws 
on a range of different theoretical and methodologi-
cal approaches drawn from a range of disciplines.  

Savolainen (2007) has outlined the emergence of 
a new “umbrella discourse” in information studies – 
‘information practice’ – which has emerged in the 
first decade of the twenty-first century as a critical 
alternative to the ‘information behaviour’ discourse 
which characterises prevailing approaches. Savolai-
nen follows Talja in suggesting that the key char-
acteristic of this new discourse is that it represents 
“a more sociologically and contextually oriented line 
of research” which: 

... shifts the focus away from the behavior, action, 
motives and skills of monological individuals. In-
stead the main attention is directed to them as 
members of various groups and communities that 
constitute the context of their mundane activities. 
(Savolainen 2007, 120) 

My own research as connected to this emerging 
discourse: it is grounded in an understanding that 
participants’ sense-making/s are an essentially social 
process and recognises that they need to develop 
their understanding in the context of a collaborative 
creative process. Both meta-theoretically and meth-
odologically, it is a hybrid, drawing not only on ex-
isting information behaviour research but on a range 
of different ideas and approaches from a variety of 
disciplines in order to develop an alternative ap-
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proach – a different lens with which to explore the 
relationship between people, information and their 
social context. It been strongly influenced by theories 
and techniques derived from the work of post-
structuralist theorists such as Michel Foucault (1972, 
1977, 1980; Rabinow 1984), and Jacques Derrida 
(1992, 1997), as well as the more recent develop-
ments of Dervin’s Sense-Making (1999). Foucault’s 
theories on the discursive construction of power/ 
knowledge have been used by a number of writers 
in an LIS context (e.g. Frohmann 1992; Talja 1997; 
Olsson 1999, 2005, 2009) to problematise and chal-
lenge some of the key assumptions that underpin ex-
isting approaches to information research, especially 
those associated with the influential cognitivist 
school. 

Foucault argued that knowledge is not objective – 
to be measured in terms of its supposed correspon-
dence to an external reality – but rather an inter-
subjective social construct, the product of the shared 
beliefs and interpretive practices (what Foucault 
called the discursive rules) shared by a particular 
community or communities at a particular point in 
space and time. “For Foucault, there is no external 
position of certainty, no universal understanding 
that is beyond history and society” (Rabinow 1984, 
4). Derrida’s deconstructionist approach is grounded 
in a parallel worldview. Derrida argues that since all 
meaning is contextual and based on difference, any 
philosophical or social theory that claims to uncover 
a ‘fundamental’ truth is inherently flawed. His de-
constructionist approach is thus a “method for re-
vealing the radical contextuality of all systems of 
thought” (Dickens and Fontana 1994). 

One important conceptual starting point for my 
research has been Barthes (1988) and Foucault’s 
(1980) notion of ‘Death of the Author’ – that the 
meaning of a text is not prescribed by authors but 
constructed by audiences. Equally significant has 
been Foucault’s notion of pouvoir/savoir – that the 
discursive practices of associated with the “Battle 
for Truth” are both grounded in and the producers of 
power relations. The present study can be seen as a 
micro-sociological exploration of these concepts in 
the context of a collective artistic endeavour. Stud-
ies of Shakespeare in performance talk frequently of 
the advent of a ‘Post-Colonial’ Shakespeare, ‘Aus-
tralian’ Shakespeare, ‘Canadian’ Shakespeare, ‘Afro-
Caribbean’ Shakespeare etc. (Golder and Madelaine 
2001) – that particular national and cultural com-

munities are increasingly finding alternative locally-
appropriate ways to construct the Bard. Through 
working with participants from different countries 
associated with different theatre companies, the 
study aimed to explore how their different social 
contexts shaped their sense-making processes. 

Methodology 

Though this be madness, yet there is method in ‘t. 
(Hamlet) 

The findings of the study are based on interviews 
with 35 theatre professionals in Canada, Finland and 
the UK, including 14 from the Stratford Shake-
speare Festival of Canada, North America’s largest 
and most prestigious classical repertory theatre, and 
12 from Shakespeare’s Globe in London. Other par-
ticipants include actors, writers and directors associ-
ated with the Royal Shakespeare Company, the 
National Theatre and the Central School of Speech 
and Drama in the UK and the Tampereen Työväen 
Teatteri in Finland. Participants included actors, di-
rectors, set and costume designers, voice coaches, 
dramaturges and writers, with some participant hav-
ing experience in more than one such role. 

The interview guide incorporated aspects of the 
‘Life-Line’ techniques developed by Dervin and her 
collaborators (Dervin and Frenette 2001) but was 
also influenced by the less structured, more con-
versational approach advocated by Seidman (1991) 
as a means of empowering the participants and re-
ducing the influence of my own preconceptions. 
Participants were asked to describe the events and 
relationships that have shaped their relationship with 
Shakespeare and his work, as well as Shakespeare’s 
‘place’ – in their own work, in the academy, the 
theatre world, and in contemporary society. 

One major challenge of the present study was that 
many of the participants, especially actors and direc-
tors, were very used to being interviewed – talking 
to the press being part of their job. This had both 
positive and negative aspects. On the one hand, 
these participants were confident and comfortable in 
talking about themselves, with a ready supply of 
amusing anecdotes to hand. However, this meant 
that it was important to develop strategies that probed 
below the polished surface of these oft-told stories, 
to have participants reflect on what events and re-
lationships were important – and why. 
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Overall, the research was successful in achieving 
this – even the briefest interview (cut short by the 
participant’s time constraints) lasted just over an 
hour, with many running more than two or even 
three hours. A number of participants commented 
that they found the interviews a revealing process, 
offering them an opportunity to reflect on their pro-
fessional life in a way they had not done before. The 
interviews were digitally audio-recorded and profes-
sionally transcribed prior to analysis.  

The study used an inductive approach to analysis, 
derived in part from the ‘constant comparison’ ap-
proach pioneered by Glaser and Strauss (1967). Al-
though inductive, the analysis was clearly informed 
by the researcher’s engagement with the theoretical 
literatures and traditions, as outlined above. This 
process included both a detailed micro-analysis of the 
interview transcripts, aided by the use of NVIVO 
software, as well as the broader thematic writing 
techniques advocated by Glaser and Strauss (1967) 
to explore emergent trends, concepts and theories. 
Participants played an active role in the analysis 
process through follow-up interviews, email cor-
respondence, etc. 

Findings  
 

Social sense-making 

When shall we three meet again in thunder, 
lightning, or in rain?  
(Macbeth) 

As in my previous research (Olsson 2005, 2007), a 
strong feature of the findings is the relative lack of 
importance participants attached to purposive in-
formation seeking, especially of formal information 
sources or systems, with only a minority (6 – two 
dramaturges, one writer, one voice coach and two 
actors) reporting it as a significant part of their sense-
making. Indeed, many participants regarded most of 
the published Shakespearean literature – whether 
literary criticism or performance studies as not use-
ful: 

When I read most of what’s written, I just roll my 
eyes! I find myself thinking “Have they ever seen 
the play?” They’re off in their own world and I 
don’t think it has much to do with what I do ... 
(Hero, Actor) 

Well, let’s face it, most of them [perfor- 
mance studies academics] think they know better 
than us – secretly think they could do better than 
us – but they can’t! If they could they’d be doing 
it ... (Mercutio, Director) 

Indeed, this suspicion of the academy was a strong 
discourse in many participants’ accounts: it was 
characterised not only by a belief that academic 
writing on the subject was obscure and irrelevant 
but a suspicion that academics look down on theatre 
professionals. One interesting consequence of this 
was that many participants were much happier talk-
ing to me once they ascertained that I wasn’t ‘one of 
them’ – that I was not a Shakespeare or performance 
studies researcher. This discourse was closely re-
lated to another (discussed below): that theatre pro-
fessionals are the true custodians of Shakespeare. 

Instead of searching for information, the events 
that participants described as having the greatest in-
fluence on their understanding of Shakespeare were 
‘social’ interactions: informal conversations with 
their colleagues or mentors, interactions at rehears-
als – social activities associated with their role/s as 
actors, directors etc.: 

You learn the most just being in the rehearsal room 
with other actors ... not that you try and copy 
them but just seeing how they work, what the 
process is ... when I understudied for Julia, it was 
like following her tracks in the snow ... you know, 
I could see where I should put my feet ... (Portia, 
actor) 

Really, it’s only when you talk to the director, get 
a sense of what his vision for the production is, 
that I can really start to think about my designs. 
Then I can start coming up with ideas ... see what 
he thinks ... (Sebastian, designer) 

Participants in the study frequently explicitly 
linked their engagements with texts to their interac-
tions with other people: 

Obviously I’d read the play, done background re-
search, seen it on stage but it wasn’t ‘til I got into 
the rehearsal room, starting working with Iago [the 
director] and the other actors that I really started 
to feel I understood it … that’s usually how it 
goes. (Timon, actor) 
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When I start out on a new production, I work a lot 
with our dramaturge. We discuss the text ... I rely 
on her expertise. And then very often, she’ll go 
out and do some research, based on what we’ve 
talked about and come back to me. (Iago, direc-
tor) 

In two companies, the dramaturge was seen, both 
by him/herself and by other members of the com-
pany, as having an ‘information professional’ role – 
seeking out useful literature on behalf of actors and 
directors: 

Part of what I do is find out what will help them. 
One actor might want to know all about the actual 
kings and queens of England, another might want 
to know about how such and such a metaphor 
comes from hawking, so they want to know about 
that. Others want to know about what people 
thought about ghosts at the time ... (Andromache, 
dramaturge) 

We have a wonderful dramaturge [Andromache] 
and she’s always coming in with a wonderful 
range of books and articles, which she leaves in 
the rehearsal room and that you can take away 
with you ... (Cressida, Actor) 

It was clear from participants’ accounts that their 
sense-making was seldom a linear process: 

... it’s hard to describe, you’re reading, you’re 
talking to the director, working with the other ac-
tors, doing sessions with the voice coaches, the 
movement coaches – and all of this is part of your 
process as you’re working out who your character 
is. (Portia, actor) 

 

Ongoing relationships 

Sir, my good friend; I’ll change that name with you 
(Hamlet) 

Participants frequently described the significant in-
fluences on their constructions in terms of long-term 
relationships – with other people and with the writ-
ten work of authors. Long term relationships with 
colleagues were highly valued and seen as greatly 
facilitating information exchange: 

I’ve worked with Iago before ... I love working 
with him... You develop a sense of what he wants 
.... you don’t have the worry “Is this what he 
means?” (Timon, actor) 

Unsurprisingly, long term relationships were par-
ticularly strong in repertory companies and/or com-
panies like Stratford, where it is common for many 
theatre professionals to have been associated with 
the company for many seasons. The corollary of this, 
however, may be that it may be more difficult 
for ‘outsiders’ to find a place in these tight-knit 
worlds: 

I was watching ‘Othello’ and I realised that every-
one except Othello had come through the Acade-
my ... worked together. Then again, perhaps that 
works for him – Othello is the outsider in the 
play ... (Portia, actor) 

I think there is a ‘Stratford way’ of doing things 
and sometimes when a new director comes in and 
wants to do something different, there can be 
some resistance. (Sebastian, designer) 

Rather than a series of isolated encounters with 
information sources, participants spoke of the on-
going nature of their relationships. Each individual 
encounter (whether with a person or a text) built on 
the participant’s previous experience, enriching their 
constructions of both Shakespeare and their infor-
mants. 

Constructing Shakespeare 

Why, man, he doth bestride the narrow world 
Like a Colossus …   
(Julius Caesar) 

Of course, for all participants the longest and most 
significant relationship was with Shakespeare: 

I’ve been performing Shakespeare for more than 
four decades now. On the one hand, he’s like an 
old friend but I’m always finding something new. 
You bring your experience, your craft, your sense 
of what Shakespeare is, to each production. It 
forms your approach – but then you always find 
something unexpected – a new insight, something 
unexpected ... amazing. (Rosencrantz, actor)  



248   Michael R. Olsson  

 

All of the participants reported being introduced 
to Shakespeare in childhood. Interestingly, while al-
most all participants described studying Shake-
speare at school, for 34 of the 35 participants, it was 
seeing his work performed, either on stage or in the 
cinema, that they regarded as being the crucial start-
ing point for their professional engagement with his 
work: 

I came here … as a schoolchild …. A while ago I 
was standing on the main stage here with Marga-
ret and we were wondering how many of us had 
had that experience … (Andromache, dramaturge) 

My mother took me to see ‘Romeo and Juliet’ 
when I was about seven. I felt so smart! I was “Of 
course I understand it, Mother!” … I knew then 
that’s what I wanted to do … (Imogen, actor and 
director) 

A ‘Shakespeare as Genius’ discourse was a nota-
ble feature of all participants’ accounts: 

They are so well written … Shakespeare’s lan-
guage is like no one else’s (Rosencrantz, actor) 

I just think his characters are so well-rounded …. 
The stories still speak to us all these centuries 
later … (Mistress Overdone, actor) 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, this discourse was par-
ticularly strong at Stratford and the Globe, where 
Shakespeare is central to the company’s identity but 
was present, albeit in somewhat muted form, even in 
the accounts of the Finnish participants: 

For us perhaps, he is not so central, but he is like 
the Greeks, the Russians – Chekhov – or Moliere 
… he is a major writer for western civilization. 
(Nerissa, dramaturge) 

Yet all participants’ relationship with Shakespeare 
were grounded in two essentially contradictory dis-
courses: one of which, allied to the ‘Shakespeare as 
Genius’ discourse, valued authenticity, saw the thea-
tre professionals as the true custodians of Shake-
speare’s work:  

You know, I don’t think you can really understand 
Shakespeare, until you perform it ... the plays were 

written to be performed, not read. (Ned Poins, ac-
tor) 

It’s kind of amazing to think of yourself as being 
part of a tradition that goes back through the cen-
turies ... to Shakespeare and the Globe. And I 
think you feel a responsibility to carry on that tra-
dition, to honour it. (Seyton, actor) 

This discourse leads theatre professionals to read 
Shakespeare in a particular way – to seek out its 
‘true’ meaning, clues to authorial intent. This is a 
discourse that seeks to deny that meaning is some-
thing created by the reader, even as they are en-
gaged in exactly this process. Adverse comments 
about post-modern academic approaches to studying 
Shakespeare, evident in six participants’ accounts, 
may be partially attributable to this discourse. 

 

Shakespeare as director 

Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to 
you, trippingly on the tongue  
(Hamlet) 

A highly sophisticated set of practices for reading 
Shakespeare, have developed among classically 
trained actors, directly related to this ‘authenticity’ 
discourse: 

Shakespeare actually tells you how to speak the 
lines! If you look at the blank verse, it shows you 
when to pause, what to give emphasis to ... He 
does the work for you ... (Rosencrantz, actor) 

This ‘Shakespeare as Director’ discourse, essen-
tially argues that instructions on how to perform 
Shakespeare are integral to the structure of the text – 
the blank verse, the use of punctuation in the First 
Folio etc. Seven participants, all classically trained 
actors, had a particularly sophisticated engagement 
with this discursive practice. 

At the same time, all participants’ accounts also 
draw on another, quite contradictory discourse, one 
which values creativity – bringing something “new 
and fresh” to a production: 

We wanted to do something very new with this 
production – very political ... (Puck, actor) 
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I don’t like to see other productions or watch films 
because I want to come up with my own interpre-
tation, not just copy what they’ve done. (Viola, 
actor) 

You need to find new settings, new approaches to 
the design ... get away from ‘pumpkin pants’ 
Shakespeare! (Sebastian, designer) 

Allied to this discourse, is a concern with mak-
ing the plays relevant to a contemporary, local audi-
ence: 

One of the best productions I’ve seen was a Romeo 
and Juliet from Quebec... the Capulets were Fran-
cophone and the Montagues were Anglophone ... 
(Rosalind, voice coach) 

An actor once said to me “How do I be a Canadian 
Prince of Denmark?” And really that’s what it’s 
all about ... making a modern audience believe he 
IS Hamlet !...how do you get across the idea of 
what royalty means to a modern audience? (Rosa-
lind, voice coach) 

These two discourses are frequently in opposition 
in participants’ accounts, with the one being used to 
critique the other: 

You know, in many ways I envy my overseas col-
leagues who get to work with Shakespeare in 
translation, because they don’t have to worry 
about the problems of archaic language that audi-
ences can’t understand ... but we’re all “You can’t 
change it, it’s SHAKESPEARE!” (Andromache, 
dramaturge) 

Well we have a director now, he’s very focussed 
on the look of the thing, making a big spectacle, 
but to me that’s going against what Shakespeare 
is about – the characters, the language ... (Antony, 
Actor) 

Clearly, any production of Shakespeare is in-
fluenced by both these discourses, as the theatre 
professionals involved, both individually and collec-
tively, seek to reconcile the precepts of these two 
powerful, yet contradictory discourses. It may well 
be that this discursive contradiction actually en-
hances and energises the creative process. 

Affective discourse 

I will wear him  
in my heart’s core, ay, in my heart of heart, 
(Hamlet) 

In contrast to prevailing approaches, which either 
ignore affect or construct it as a barrier to effective 
information seeking, in the current study, partici-
pants tended to describe emotion as a positive part 
of their sense-making. Theatre professionals in gen-
eral, and actors in particular, demonstrated a strong 
awareness of the importance of emotion for their 
sense-making: 

As an actor, you need to do more than understand 
the play in an academic way… you need that 
emotional connection to the character and to the 
story. I need to FEEL it! (Imogen, Actor) 

Furthermore, affective sense-making – ‘emotional 
truth’ – played an acknowledged role in theatre pro-
fessionals’ interactions with one another, especially 
amongst actors and directors: 

Some directors are more interested in the specta-
cle … treat you like a puppet – “Go down stage 
and stop here.” But the really good directors, what 
I call ‘actor’s directors’, who really help you find 
the character, talk a lot about what you character 
should be feeling at that point in the play. (An-
tony, Actor)  

I was having trouble with one scene, so I went 
and talked to another member of the company, 
who I knew had played the part before ... I asked 
him “What should I be feeling at this point?” 
(Timon, Actor)  

Thus, amongst theatre professionals, ‘emotional 
truth’ is both the subject and the generator of dis-
course, a socially-validated practice and an ac-
knowledged source of authority. This may be a 
contributing factor in many participants’ tendency to 
regard academic writing on Shakespeare, with its 
conspicuous lack of an affective component, as 
“dry”, “sucking the life out of it.”  

Theatre professionals’ acknowledgement of the 
importance of affect for their sense-making, also 
meant that they were attuned to recognising its sig-
nificance, in other contexts: 
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I went to the university library with my husband’s 
card and got out everything they had on As You 
Like It. And I was reading one … it made me so 
angry I threw it across the room! And then I went 
“Wait – anger’s good. It means you must know 
something. Why does it make you angry?” And 
that was a really big breakthrough for me. (Portia, 
actor) 

This particularly striking example of an apparently 
‘negative’ emotion playing a positive role in a par-
ticipants’ sense-making also suggests that we should 
question the utility of viewing affect in this way. Af-
fect, it seems clear, plays a much more complex role 
in people’s individual and collective sense-making 
than most information researchers have hitherto ac-
knowledged. 

 

Embodiment  

… can this cockpit hold  
The vasty fields of France? or may we cram 
Within this wooden O the very casques 
That did affright the air at Agincourt?  
(Henry V) 

The influence of cognitivist approaches modelled on 
Brookes’ (1980) fundamental equation has led in-
formation researchers to conceive of information as 
anything which modifies an individual’s knowledge 
structures. Yet the findings of this study suggest that 
such a “mentalist” approach (Frohmann, 1992) is 
too limited to capture the complexity of partici-
pants’ sense-making. Discourse analytic approaches, 
which their emphasis on knowledge as a social con-
struct embedded in power relations, go some way in 
addressing this limitation, yet it may be that their 
emphasis on language may also leave important as-
pects of sense-making unconsidered. 

For theatre professionals, understanding Shake-
speare involved much more than a cerebral process: 
their professional lives are based on the ability to 
embody their knowledge: they need to manifest their 
understanding in the physical world as physical ac-
tions in physical space. Designers need to do this 
through set and costume designs, directors through 
‘blocking’ the movements of their actors, construct-
ing the action to suit the confines and challenges of 
a particular physical space: 

As I’m going through the text, I need to con-
stantly think about how I’m going to make this 
work ... especially in this theatre with its long 
thrust stage and audience on three sides ... some-
times an actor is going to have to be acting with 
his back. (Iago, director) 

They therefore read the text of Shakespeare’s 
plays through the lens of their material concerns. At 
the same time, their physical environment can shape 
their understanding of the text: 

We’ve learned so much working here at the Globe. 
You realise that Shakespeare was actually writing 
for this stage. For example, I’ve found that many 
of the big speeches, the soliloquies, give actors ex-
actly enough time to get from the balcony above to 
the main stage. (Horatio, actor and voice coach) 

Wilson (1997) has highlighted that information 
researchers’ focus on information seeking has led 
them to neglect information use. However, while 
‘information use’ implies an interaction between 
two discrete entities (person and information), ‘em-
bodiment’, in my view, provides a richer under-
standing of the process by which new sense is 
incorporated into the participants’ practices. 

Embodied sense-making  

Then imitate the action of the tiger: 
Stiffen the sinews, summon up the blood.  
(Henry V) 

For actors, embodiment is a much more literal pro-
cess: they need to physically become their character 
(at least for a few hours’ traffic upon the stage):  

I need to find the character’s voice ... the way they 
move. That’s where the voice and movement 
coaches can be so helpful. (Portia, actor) 

A bunch of the young actors, we formed ‘Medie-
val Fight Club’ ... we’d get in one of the big re-
hearsal rooms and really go at it! Because it’s no 
good coming across as a bunch of actors playing 
about with prop swords, you need to look like you 
know what you’re doing. ... at the same time, it 
gave me a real insight into the character ... as a 
warrior. (Timon, actor) 
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Actors accounts make it very clear that for them 
to make sense of a character involves not only intel-
lectual and affective elements but also physical 
ones: how the character walks, talks, laughs etc. – it 
is this embodied knowledge that is the basis of their 
performance. 

Embodiment is not a concept that information be-
haviour researchers have hitherto engaged with, and 
work focussing on it is also rare in the other social 
sciences (Coupland and Gwyn 2003). It is, however, 
a concept that might usefully be applied to the 
sense-making of many other groups and professions, 
and is therefore an area that warrants significant fur-
ther research. 

 

Conclusion  

At least we’ll die with harness on our back. 
(Macbeth) 

In bringing together theoretical and methodological 
approaches from a range of different disciplines and 
traditions, the study has aimed to highlight the im-
portance of aspects of people’s information prac-
tices that have been largely unconsidered in existing 
research in the field, such as affect as a discursive 
construct and the embodiment of knowledge. Its aim 
in doing so has been to develop a new approach 
which allows us a greater understanding of the com-
plexity of people’s individual and collective sense-
making. 

The author hopes that some of the concepts and 
issues the study raises may be applied and adapted 
by other information/knowledge researchers and 
practitioners – that a study of a traditional Western 
cultural icon may make a contribution to the emer-
gence of a new kind of information research in the 
21st century. In a world that increasingly recognises 
the limitations of western thought’s post-Enlighten-
ment privileging of objectivist rationality, informa-
tion researchers need to adopt a more holistic 
approach to understanding how people make sense, 
one which acknowledges its affective as well as its 
rationalist components. Equally, the time may be 
ripe for information researchers to look beyond a 
Cartesian model of knowledge-as-cognition: to con-
sider what the study’s participants already know: 
that knowing can be a matter for bodies, as well as 
for minds.  
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