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Skill acquisition entails a slow but permanent 
metamorphosis of the body and the self. In the arts, 
these transformations emerge during and through the 
act of performance, which can obscure the material and 
corporeal qualities of enskilment. By investigating the 
autobiography of the Kwakiutl shaman Quesalid and its 
interpretations from anthropology to critical performance 
theory, this paper will examine the relationships between 
performance and identity while showing how Quesalid’s 
model can inform contemporary artistic practice.

Like many classically trained musicians, I feel a deep and in-
timate connection to my instrument, which is in my case the 
trombone. Over the decades since I first began playing trom-
bone, it has become a seamless part of my body and identity. 
When I walk onstage with a trombone in my hands, I feel ca-
pable of anything, but without it, I can feel naked and alone. 
This feeling is certainly not reserved for musicians, though, 
and similar relationships to objects and places abound in life. 
Beyond my life as a performer, I am also a craftsman, having 
spent years building and designing brass instruments. In this 
case, I feel a similar comfort and connection to the tools of 
the metalworking trade, even as I feel adrift and insecure 
in a woodworking shop, despite the superficial similarities 
between many of their tools and techniques. These varying 
comforts and insecurities raise questions about how our im-
mersion in particular settings dictate how our lives, bodies, 
and personalities evolve over time. What forces shape who 
we become? And how do our interactions with the world 
provoke the emergence of selves that we do not predict or 
choose?

In the past few years I have focused on these questions in 
various artistic research projects. I have focused in particular 
on studying the learning process in music, investigating the 
slow accrual of skills and the context in which that occurs. By 
analysing the progressive development of facility (or enskil-
ment) that generates instrumental technique and virtuosity, 
this research on learning hopes to augment studies on the 
execution of these skills in musical performance. As a musi-
cian, I understand how easy it is to fixate on the execution of 
skills – and particularly difficult skills. Feats of virtuosity cap-
tivate the imagination and can appear completely dissociated 
from the practice rooms in which they are forged. I began 
asking myself questions about how I learn, what guides my 
learning, and how I can consciously and carefully manipulate, 
change, or curate that process. I was particularly interested 
in situations in which we do not always know or control what 
exactly we will learn. It is one thing to identify a skill I want, 
to understand the steps needed to accomplish it, and to then 
work progressively towards its execution. It is an altogether 
different thing to find settings and instruments that challenge 
me in different ways, that can force me to develop skills that 
are responsive rather than pre-planned. The predominant 
trends of music pedagogy in the Western conservatory sys-
tem rarely welcome this type of skill, though, largely because 
so many musicians have already gone through such a long 

period of progressive enskilment with their instruments that 
these situations may never arise. As such, I began to look 
outside of music for models of learning and enskilment that 
could inform this approach in music. Among other sources, 
I turned to the field of critical performance studies, where 
I discovered the story of the Kwakiutl shaman Quesalid. 
Although a real historical person who died less than a century 
ago, Quesalid’s story has acquired an air of mythology as, like 
many mythological characters, his story has inspired a varie-
ty of interpretations across a diverse spectrum of disciplines, 
from anthropology to medicine to the arts.

In broad strokes, the story of Quesalid is one of reluctant 
transformation, of a personal metamorphosis that upended 
not only the author’s basic beliefs, but indeed also his most 
fundamental sense of self. Written in 1925, Quesalid’s auto-
biography comes to us through the dubious hands of Franz 
Boas, by way of George Hunt1, and begins: ‘I desired to learn 
about the shaman, whether it is true or / whether it is made 
up and (whether) they pretend to be shamans.’2 Made famous 
by Claude Lévi-Strauss in his work on shamanism and ritual, 
the steps in Quesalid’s journey to answer this question have 
become famous and well-worn: ‘[H]e undertook training as 
a shaman in order to refute their claims. But, much to his 
amazement, his use of the bizarre procedures […] produced 
cures. And he became the most powerful shaman of all.’3 In 
the end, Quesalid became not only a famous practising sha-
man, but he also worked to expose and unmask other sha-
mans whose techniques were less refined than his own.4 At 
the end of his story, he drifts between acknowledgment of his 
own deceptive sleight-of-hand and belief in a greater sense of 
a real and true shamanism somewhere.

In Lévi-Strauss’s reading, belief takes centre stage. Quesalid’s 
scepticism does not prevent his patients’ true belief from pro-
ducing the cures they seek, and in fact, in his oft-quoted con-
clusion to the story, Lévi-Strauss asserts that it was precisely 
the potency of their belief and social consensus that effected 
Quesalid’s transformation: ‘Quesalid did not become a great 
shaman because he cured his patients; he cured his patients 
because he had become a great shaman.’5 From this vantage 
point, Quesalid’s story is a parable of social transformation 
rather than a personal evolution. Quesalid himself becomes 
a prism through which scepticism and belief are refracted, 
and since Lévi-Strauss’s publication, this framing of the story 
has persisted as Quesalid’s primary valence. Even Richard 
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Schechner’s seminal work on shamanism, ritual, and critical 
performance theory largely retains this framing, although 
the shift from anthropology to performance studies replaces 
questions of belief with examinations of how public or social 
rituals enable the inhabitation, (re)creation, and transforma-
tion of identity.6 In reading Schechner and Lévi-Strauss, I was 
continually struck by the elision of the role that skill acquisi-
tion played in his transformation. His vocational expertise as a 
performing shaman was always a secondary detail, incidental 
to the evolution of his sense of self in a social context. I intend 
this observation not as a critique of these other discourses, 
which are purposeful and deliberate in focusing on perfor-
mance as part of larger-scale social networks, but rather 
merely to indicate that Quesalid’s metamorphosis still has 
much to teach. I will argue that hidden behind the discourse 
of belief, ritual, and performance is a complicated case of per-
sonal metamorphosis, and of the ways in which skill acquisi-
tion transforms one’s relationship to both themself and the 
world. The act of learning is not a static or linear phenomenon 
but an incredibly dynamic vulnerability: it exposes one’s body 
to a complex web of intersecting realities that inevitably and 
indelibly transform it.

Music and skill acquisition

I approached the stories and explanations of Quesalid near 
the end of a long research project on the ways in which mu-
sicians learn complex notations.7 I had been investigating 
how embodied cognition could be used as a conscious and 
effective tool for generating the new technical skills de-
manded of performers by experimental music notations. In 
this context, we can understand embodied cognition as an 
expression of the idea that ‘sensory and motor processes, 
perception and action, are fundamentally inseparable in lived 
cognition.’88This means that, while the brain can still be an 
active agent in parsing and responding to the environment, 
the rest of the body is equally engaged, and the interactive 
entanglement of the body with its environment produces per-
ception-action connections that can at times supersede and 
supplant the brain. Crucially, this is not a view of the body or 
its environment as a support network to the brain, as it could 
be construed in precursors to embodied cognition (such 
as James Gibson’s object affordances theory or Jakob von 
Uexküll’s concept of Umwelt). Rather, this accepts the body 
and the environment as the sites of a radical distribution of 
agency through space and time, describing the ways in which 
the situated activity of the body in its setting can augment the 
brain’s functional dispositions rather than simply enhance 
or inform it. In other words, “our behavior emerges from the 
real-time interplay of task-specific resources distributed 
across the brain, body, and environment, coupled together 
via our perceptual systems.”9

In applying these ideas to music, I sought to show how the 
distribution of cognitive work throughout the body was a 
crucial component in learning music, not only for internaliz-
ing complex rhythmic or harmonic passages by rote, but as 
much or more so for building practice patterns that enable 
performers to effectively learn and execute completely new 
skills and extended techniques in the future. This requires 
building a deep understanding of the perception-action re-
lationships that are already entrained in the musician’s body 
through years of practice and training, and then developing 
ways to shift and restructure those patterns to adapt them to 
new learning situations. 

In examining embodied skill acquisition in music, I became 
convinced that the entrainment of new skills was not a lonely 
act, relying on the performer’s agency by itself, but that this 
work must be distributed across other agencies, such as the 
notation itself or the musical instrument being used. As noted 
above, embodied cognition dissolves not only the border 
around the brain, distributing agency through the body, but dis-
solves also the border of the body itself, thereby embracing the 
role that other bodies and the environment play in the acts of 
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perception and cognition. As Donna Haraway famously noted, 
‘Situated knowledges require that the object of knowledge be 
pictured as an actor and agent, not a screen or a ground or a 
resource, never finally as slave to the master that closes off the 
dialectic in his unique agency and authorship.’10

In approaching music, this entails, among other things, 
reimagining the role of the score and of music notation. 
Notes on the page are not just the outline of a plan to be 
learned and executed, but are now themselves – as ‘objects 
of knowledge’ in Haraway’s sense – engaged agents in dia-
logue with the musician’s body. They are not just guideposts 
in the act of learning, but are actors present and palpable in 
the performance itself. Within this interplay, notation can no 
longer be seen as static. Although fixed to the printed page, 
notation is still engaged in a complex interplay with musical 
instruments, performers’ bodies, and performance spaces, 
collaborating and congealing with these other agencies to 
produce the performance of the music that it prescribes. 
From this perspective, notation becomes one among other 
active players in the performance of music, one body among 
others, reminding us that ‘[w]e should not think of bodies 
as fixed and stable, but as more fluid entities that are con-
stantly constructed and reconstructed into different kinds of 
“task-specific” devices.’11

As an artistic researcher engaged with especially complex or 
contemporary music notations, the question then became: 
how does one apply this type of embodied learning to a set 
of skills that lacks the scaffolding of long-standing practice? 
As one encounters a music notation that demands a unique 
and hitherto never-executed instrumental skill, how can the 
necessary kinaesthetic information be communicated and 

internalized? There is no template to imi-
tate, nor guidebook to consult, just the 
as-yet-ungenerated form of a new bodily 
configuration and the sound it will pro-
duce. I began to view the notations and 

the musical instruments themselves as 
the guides for this learning, not as textual 
references but as forms of literally corpo-
real, kinaesthetic guidance. 

This strategy proved extremely useful, 
and allowed me to describe and teach a 
style of learning that focused less on the 
complexity of experimental notations 
and more on the collaborative nature of 
skill acquisition that they provoke. I was 
able to learn complex musical notations 
more efficiently and effectively, show-
ing that the skill of how to learn these 
virtuosic techniques was as valuable 
as the individual skills themselves. But 
behind this system lingered a very spe-

cific doubt: how much of this embodied 
skill acquisition still relied on the years 
of traditional instrumental practice that 
most performers have accrued?

The acquisition of new skills typically still 
occurs within a framework of at least some 
more traditional elements of instrumental 
performance. An entire piece comprised 

solely of a new technique is rare (al-
though of course not entirely unknown, 
such as in Vinko Globokar’s Res/As/
Ex/Ins-pirer for brass instrument, in 
which the conceit of playing while 

both exhaling and inhaling occupies the 
entire piece). The bedrock of traditional 

instrumental praxis, then, still provides 
an invaluable foundation for approaching 
and internalizing a subset of new skills.  

And so, even as I described and promoted the idea that no-
tations and instruments could effectively build networks of 
embodied communication that enabled accelerated skill ac-
quisition, I was unable to completely test that hypothesis while 
still performing my own instrument.

And so I embarked on a research project that would address 
these questions. As a trombonist, I decided to learn and per-
form several pieces on a foreign instrument. For this initial 
project, I decided to work with a trumpet, and indeed with a 
slide trumpet, which as a brass instrument of the same family 
as trombone, was a relatively circumspect first step. (Since 
then, I have also worked on similar projects with guitar and 
lap-steel guitar.) While my choice of instrument betrayed a 
slight conservatism (that is, by choosing an instrument close-
ly related to the trombone), I was careful to choose pieces 
that would push beyond the easily translated traditional 
playing techniques of brass instruments. The pieces I chose 
to explore were characterized by extended techniques and 
technical demands outside the purview of normal trumpet 
(or brass) playing, thus rendering my background as a trom-
bonist increasingly irrelevant. I did not want to simply learn a 
few tones on the trumpet and proclaim success, I wanted to 
construct a situation in which I was confronted by skills I did 
not have and would need to entrain.

The trumpet

I structured my research around the following questions: 
could these notations and this instrument in fact teach me 
new skills? Could they communicate to me the necessary set 
of kinaesthetic information to allow me to actually perform 
these pieces on this instrument in public? Could I learn the 
specific skills required for these pieces directly from the no-
tation and the instrument, without the foundation of a proper 
apprenticeship to traditional trumpet technique?

The first step, of course, was to obtain an instrument, and 
this was the second reason why I chose a brass instrument 
so closely related to trombone. Because this project relied 
on building an accelerated physical intimacy with an unfamil-
iar instrument, I decided to rely on my years of experience 
building brass instruments to help facilitate that process. 
Having built countless instruments over almost two decades 
(primarily trombones and French horns), I turned my attention 
to building a slide trumpet (Image 1).

By the time I had finished researching, designing, and build-
ing the instrument, and before I began to play it or learn music 
with it, I had already built up a strong sense of intimacy and 
collaboration with it. We were already acquainted, as it were, 
and I felt a sense of trust holding this little metal megaphone 
that I would not normally have had while holding a trumpet. 
For a non-musician, it is almost impossible to describe the 
importance of this physical relationship to an instrument. 
Instruments are prostheses, and going onstage as a trom-
bonist while holding a trumpet or an oboe or a violin would be 
like asking a wheelchair athlete to compete on a bicycle – no 
amount of proficiency can mask the absolutely paralyzing 
fear of performing with an unfamiliar instrument. As such, 
my attempt to construct a craft-based sense of trust with my 
trumpet – in lieu of a more traditional performative relation-
ship to a musical instrument – was a careful and deliberate 
research strategy designed to avoid any confounding inter-
ference from a lack of trust with the instrument. 

At this point, though, with an instrument in hand, I finally had 
to confront the pieces that I’d chosen to initiate myself into 
the world of trumpet, Richard Barrett’s calyx and Sehyung 
Kim’s Sijo_170213. Barrett’s calyx was written explicitly for 
slide trumpet, an instrument itself quite foreign and uncom-
fortable to many trumpet players, which, allied to its extreme 
technical demands and unconventional tablature notation, 
rendered the piece almost unplayable and rarely attempted. 
It requires a near superhuman endurance, as it proceeds with Image 1: Slide trumpet constructed by the author.
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Image 2: Richard Barrett: calyx (2014), mm. 1-4. The upper stave provides precise technical information for the trumpet player, namely the slide position and the numbered harmonic 
series (translated into performance as degree of embouchure tension) for each note. The lower staff provides a rough translation of the above tablaturized physical notation, allowing 
the performer to follow the more traditional pitch notation as a reference. 

Image 3: Richard Barrett: calyx (2014), m. 24. A typical excerpt from the first half of the piece, in which the technical demands of the opening measures unfold with ever greater 
virtuosity.

Image 4: Richard Barrett: calyx (2014), mm. 40-43. A typical excerpt from the second half of the piece, showing mid to low register lip multiphonics followed by a more virtuosic 
tablaturized passage.

Image 5: Sehyung Kim: Sijo_170213 (2013), mm. 11-15. The tablature notation indicated, from top to bottom, the valve combination (or slide position), the use of a wa-wa mute with 
the left hand, the occasional use of flutter tongue (between the staves in blue), and the sounding pitches (played pitches notated in black with lip multiphonics marked; sung multi-
phonics notated in red.
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almost no rest for four minutes, most of which are spent in 
the extreme high register. The piece’s one brief foray into 
the more comfortable middle register provides little respite, 
though, consisting almost entirely of lip multiphonics (an ex-
tended technique difficult to master and, though quite com-
mon within the specialized world of experimental music, often 
never attempted by traditional trumpet players). Essentially, 
the piece begins with a flurry of activity in the extreme high 
range and never lets up from there (Images 2-4).

By contrast, Kim’s Sijo_170213 is a delicate miniature, com-
prising three lines of music that take less than two minutes 
to play, almost one quarter of which is silence. This simplicity 
belies the complexity of the technique, though. For almost the 
entirety of its short duration, it demands the performer to play 
both lip and sung multiphonics simultaneously. (Though sung 
multiphonics are much more common than lip multiphonics, 
the two techniques are quite difficult to perform simultane-
ously, as evidenced in part by the extreme rarity of this effect 
even in experimental music.) The short, soft delicacy of this 
piece masks a turmoil of technical difficulty (Image 5).

And so, I began. Having never played trumpet, I commenced 
learning by starting with the very first measure of calyx and 
daily pushing myself through the passages and skills required 
by these pieces. In the interest of this project, I was not at-
tempting to actually learn to play the trumpet. I was attempting 
to learn to play calyx and Sijo_170213; no more and no less. I did 
not practise scales or other fundamental etudes and I did not 
practise the extended techniques (sung and lip multiphonics) 
outside of the forms in which they appeared in these pieces. I 
attempted to learn really and truly through and from these two 
pieces, using the notations and the instrument as a technical 
education with no other guidance or foundation.

Skill acquisition and the shaman

Let me return to Quesalid, as his story provided me with the 
model for my work with the trumpet. As previously noted, Lévi-
Strauss’s influential reading of Quesalid’s personal metamor-
phosis is centred firmly around his reputation as a successful, 
practising shaman within his community. From that perspec-
tive, its primary lenses for analysis are the concepts of belief 
and scepticism, specifically as experienced by both Quesalid 
personally and his wider community. This reduces Quesalid’s 
journey to a two-dimensional, static template, though, with a 
clear before (sceptical) and after (believing). But to show how 
this particular interpretation of Quesalid emerges, I will briefly 
relay the outline of his story as retold by Lévi-Strauss and in the 
form that it is most frequently repeated.

In order to determine the validity of the shamans’ methods, 
Quesalid seeks out and eventually joins a group of shamans. 
Once among them, he begins to learn their methods, ‘a cu-
rious mixture of pantomime, prestidigitation, and empirical 
knowledge’, which relied on ‘“dreamers”, that is, spies who […] 
secretly convey to the shaman […] the origins and symptoms 
of the ills’ and culminated in their ‘ars magna’, whereby the 
Shamans masticate eagle down in their cheek before appear-
ing to dramatically suck it from the sick person’s body, reveal-
ing the extracted, wormlike sickness in hand.12 He earns his 
shamanic name, Quesalid, after his first attempt at healing, 
when he is called urgently to attend to a sick person who had 
dreamed of him as their healer; he is astounded to discover 
that the tricks he had learned from the shamans actually heal 
the patient.13 After experiencing the success of this method, 
though, Quesalid is shocked when he encounters a shaman 
from a native tribe who attempts to heal a patient with a 
vastly less sophisticated sickness-sucking performance. 
He promptly challenges his counterpart and humiliates him 
by successfully healing the patient with his own more elab-
orate ritual.14 This pattern continues, as Quesalid continues 
to practise his own bloody-masticated-eagle-down method 
while occasionally challenging, exposing, and debunking 
other shamans. As Lévi-Strauss relates, Quesalid, 

pursued his career, exposing impostors and full of con-
tempt for the profession. […] The radical negativism of 
the free thinker has given way to more moderate feelings. 
Real shamans do exist [he believes]. And what about him? 
At the end of the narrative we cannot tell […] He seems 
to have completely lost sight of the fallaciousness of the 
technique which he had so disparaged at the beginning.15

This version of the story relies on Quesalid’s repeated 
defence of his own shamanistic method and exposures of 
others’ frauds to support the claim that he has lost sight of 
his scepticism and become mired in faith. However, neither 
Quesalid’s initial scepticism nor his later ambiguity are quite 
as pronounced as Lévi-Strauss makes out. Quesalid’s own 
narrative begins more circumspectly (‘I desired to learn 
about the shaman’)16 and ends similarly open-ended. Having 
unmasked many inferior shamans, his final account is of a 
female shaman he encounters and seeks to expose, only to 
learn the story of pain and loss by which she herself was initi-
ated in shamanism. He quotes her story, in which she goes to 
an old shaman to be healed, only to find that he not only cures 
her but pronounces her his successor, as well. ‘“O friend, go 
home, and go into / your body. Then immediately sing the sa-
cred song sung by my / shaman who set you right again. Now 
you will be a shaman and you will have mercy / and cure your 
people. Now I pass my name Xû’ngwid / over to you.”17 She 
repeats his song and, in so doing, takes over his shamanic 
role, singing: “and all sang after me as I sang my sacred song. 
Now I was a shaman / after that.” Now it is ended.’18

Because Quesalid neither confirms nor denies her validity, it 
is interesting how Quesalid’s ambiguity about these matters 
transforms in Lévi-Strauss’s interpretation. Rather than ac-
cepting that perhaps truth or belief might mean something 
different to Quesalid, Lévi-Strauss holds this ambiguity up as 
proof of a free thinker wandered astray. What is lost in all of 
this focus on belief and scepticism are the tools of Quesalid’s 
trade. All of the crucibles of his transformation emerge not 
from provocations of belief, but rather from the specific meth-
od and its materials. His initial success with the eagle down 
method does not instantly make him believe, nor does it make 
him doubt the believer he has healed. Rather, he is impressed 
primarily by the efficacy of the method and the tool, and is 
proud of the talent he has gained in the pantomime and pres-
tidigitation of his acquired skill. Similarly, his first unmasking 
of an impostor revolves not around the other shamans’ du-
plicity, but is instigated primarily by Quesalid’s quite personal 
offense at the crudeness of the craft in comparison to his own 
skilfulness. He does not attack other shamans as a shining 
knight of scepticism or free thinking, he exposes them as a 
matter of professional pride.

None of these events are radical, singular, transformative mo-
ments. They are all embedded in Quesalid’s slow metamor-
phosis by way of his apprenticeship in a school of craft-based, 
tool-driven shamanistic performance. He did not unmask 
other shamans out of a virtuous religious scepticism, but out 
of a professional disgust at their technique. Quesalid’s trans-
formation is not a conversion to belief or to shamanism. It is, 
instead, a radical personal transformation precipitated by his 
intimacy with a specific set of materials and his acquisition of 
dexterous virtuosity in their usage.

Shamanism and performance

As noted in the introduction, Quesalid suggested to me a tem-
plate for how one can truly learn from materials and the con-
text of their usage. Materials and their situatedness form a 
network that enables learning and skill acquisition. Although 
we often think of mastering instruments or skills, the idea that 
one actually collaborates with or learns from these exterior 
materials and situations can be a far simpler process than the 
concept of mastery suggests. In this conception, a skill is not 
just contextualized by the objects and settings that afford it, 
but is the product of a dialogue and interplay with these other 
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actors. The leap here is to avoid seeing external objects as 
inherently related to the body that uses them. Skill acquisi-
tion can easily be viewed through the lens of augmentation 
or prosthesis, incorporating the objects or relationships that 
the performer gains facility with as parts of their network. 
Indeed, research in embodied cognition often views the fu-
sion of performers with their tools and their environment in 
precisely this way, namely, as progressively more complex 
scales of cognitive organization.19

While I acknowledge and welcome this idea of extension and 
fusion, I also want to examine these external elements as 
more powerful agents in their own right. In viewing Quesalid’s 
vocational relationship with the eagle down and its healing 
ritual, I am curious about how the eagle down influences the 
development of this fusion. Rather than seeing it as a tool or 
prosthesis subsumed into the orbit of the performing sha-
man, I want to appreciate how the eagle down – or other tools 
of the trade – guide and influence the training shaman, and in 
so doing subsume this human performer into their own field 
of influence. In reassessing the version of Quesalid’s story 
that Lévi-Strauss uses to analyse human theatres of ritual 
and belief, I am continually fixated on his surprise at his own 
initial success. This is not a classic rendition of tool mastery, 
although Quesalid’s learned dexterity with the eagle down 
does enable his success. The moment of transformation oc-
curs not through this dexterity, though, but rather through the 
unexpected gravity that the tools, the ritual, and the setting 
exert on an unsuspecting Quesalid, teaching him not only a 
new skill, but also completely altering his relationship to him-
self, his community, and his vocational practice. In this sense, 
I am using the concept of transformation to distinguish be-
tween a person who has mastered the application of a new 
tool or skill in a task they can already execute and a person 
who has been taught a new skill by the tool itself – who has, 
in some way, been inducted into a new capacity by the skills 
inherent to the situation in which they are embedded. 

This transformative approach is not unique to Quesalid (or 
for that matter, to my own experiments with learning music). 

There are, of course, other precedents for this strategy, such 
as method acting, in which situated prompts are utilized to ma-
nipulate the performer and their body into a particular transfor-
mation. For example, in David Levine’s Bauerntheater, a piece 
of performance art that experiments with method acting, this 
mode of transformation is tested in a unique and unexpected 
way. In the piece, American method actor David Barlow trains 
intensively to perform the character of a Brandenburg potato 
farmer in a Heiner Müller play, only to be whisked away from 
rehearsals at the final stage and transported to a potato farm 
in Brandenburg, where he spends two weeks farming fourteen 
hours a day, producing a half ton of potatoes.20 In Levine’s 
piece, the traditional progression of method acting is inverted. 
Rather than inhabiting a real-life space in order to later act a 
role in performance, Barlow entrains a performance before 
then inhabiting that role in real life. The entire ordeal is an 
exercise investigating how performance methodologies can 
undergird ‘accelerated knowledge acquisition’.21

By building replica Brandenburg potato fields in a Brooklyn 
rehearsal space, Levine was able to use the material con-
straints of the potato farm to provoke the actor’s acquisition 
of a specific set of embodied skills (in this case, pertaining 
to farming). To achieve this, Barlow’s performance relied on 
what Richard Schechner refers to as ‘“restored behavior”, 
“twice-behaved behavior”, behavior that can be repeated, 
that is, rehearsed.’22 The skills are performative, their twice-
ness a reflection of their inherent mimesis. Schechner in fact 
includes both theatre performance and shamanistic rituals 
in this analysis, considering both to exemplify performative 
scenarios in which the actors undergo ‘transportation’. This 
transportation entails the embodiment of the role and all its 
requisite skill (whether potato farming, eagle down chewing, 
or playing the trumpet), but is reached by a series of ‘warmup’ 
preparations and is followed by a ‘cooldown’ process in which 
the character recedes and the performer returns to their 
former self.23 For Schechner, the difference in shamanistic 
ritual (as opposed to theatre) is that, by virtue of repetition,its 
transportations can ultimately become true transformations 
(Image 6).

Image 6: Schechner, Richard. “Performers and Spectators Transported and Transformed.” The Kenyon Review 3, no. 4, 1981, p. 91.
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The transformations in question, though, do not come about 
simply by dint of repetition. The progression from transported 
performer to transformed individual demands more than just 
the confirmation of a repeated ritual or theatre. Schechner 
analyses events that occur within performative situations 
and in the context of social networks. The transformation he 
describes is in large part a transformation of identity, both 
self-identity and social function. He describes the method 
actor’s ambiguous transported identity as ‘the “not me – not 
not me.” The character actor in flow is not himself but he is 
not not himself at the same time.’ For this reason, a method 
actor who has studied potato farming just enough to perform 
a Heiner Müller play might be subject to repeated trans-
portations but not any indelible transformation. In contrast 
to these momentary situations, Schechner describes the 
transformative effects of ‘initiation rites, whose very purpose 
it is to transform people from one status or social identity to 
another.”24 In this sense, as the actor David Barlow leaves be-
hind the Heiner Müller play to take on a new and literal social 
function in a Brandenburg potato field, he embarks on a more 
radical transformation beyond the arena of method acting 
and its transportations. 

The transformation undergone by Quesalid combines 
elements of these two different types, melding his per-
formative suspension of self-identity with an initiation 
process that indelibly altered his status and social identity. 
Nonetheless, his transformation also has notable differ-
ences from these two templates identified by Schechner, 
and those differences are instructive. Unlike the method 
actor’s suspension of self-identity, Quesalid’s immersion 
in his new performative role is continuous – although he 
approaches his first public display of shamanic power as 
a non-believer or imposter of sorts, his immersion in the 
craft practice of this shamanism serves as a parallel entry 
point to true belief. He hasn’t engaged as a sceptic; in fact, 
he has engaged as a kind of ‘true believer’ after all, only 
his commitment is to an immersion in his manual craft 
rather than to a system of magic or religion. And similarly, 
his transformation differs from an initiation rite precisely 
because of this relationship to craft. His actual initiation is 
not into a human social network, but rather into a relation-
ship to a certain set of materials and tools that have guided 
him and imbued him with this transformative potential. 
Although he has also achieved a different social status in 
his community, that shift occurred as a result of this other, 
personal transformation in relation to his tools and his craft 
practice. In other words, his transformation was material 
– a corporeal transformation produced by skill acquisition 
rather than the attainment of social status.

Quesalid and the trumpet

I took the story of Quesalid as a mental model for my trum-
pet project because he embodied the narrow-focused zeal 
of learning through embedding in a dynamic, performative 
process. His metamorphosis exemplified a form of interplay 
with the environment and its tools, and it showed how immer-
sion in performance can provide a scaffolding for embodied 
knowledge production. I aimed to cultivate my own version 
of this transformation, albeit on a much smaller scale. With 
Quesalid’s progression in mind, I did not want this project to 
culminate in a single performance just to prove that it could 
be done. Even though I’d set out to learn specifically calyx 
and Sijo_170213 – rather than the complete praxis of how to 
play the trumpet – I still wanted to learn them both fully and 
replicably, as part of an artistic practice that could continue 
to grow and evolve after this project had ended. I did not want 
to be transported once, warming up into a performance and 
cooling back down into my former self; I wanted to learn them 
and to be transformed by them. And so, while acknowledging 
the modest scale of my transformation into a trumpet player 
in comparison to Quesalid’s transformation into a shaman, 
I turned to his model to help structure my own learning 
strategies.

Quesalid’s relationship to shamanism evolved and survived 
through the situated materiality of his performative craft, 
specifically the eagle down itself and the method for ma-
nipulating it that he championed. His entire conception of 
shamanism as a religious or healing method was inextri-
cably linked to the very mundane material elements of his 
vocation. I hoped to approach my trumpet in the same way. 
Although I was in fact attempting two very difficult pieces, 
I approached them as quotidian tasks, neither complicated 
nor easy, but simply sets of actions to be executed with the 
instrument I had to hand, much as I would approach learning 
a craft task with a basic tool like a file or an awl. Rather than 
regarding them as pieces of music, I focused on using them 
primarily as a means to entrain my dexterity with and to en-
hance my kinaesthetic relationship to my instrument.

As previously mentioned, in striving to allow the instrument 
and the music notations themselves to guide the learning 
process, I avoided pedagogical aids such as scales, drills, 
and etudes. Because I sought to learn a highly specific 
set of contextualized skills, I distanced myself from such 
traditional studies. Learning from repertoire and context 
is by no means a new idea in music, and in fact there is a 
long tradition of ‘deep learning’, in which musicians are 
trained not through drills but through ‘methods which are 
almost always structured as a collection of graded piec-
es.’25 However, while these studies do embrace contextual, 
situated learning rather than isolated skill acquisition, they 
still rely on gradation. In place of a slow accrual of varied 
and variable skills (gradated practice), the methods I have 
described here rely instead on immersion in highly specific 
and context-dependent tasks.

David Levine’s Bauerntheater demonstrates this most ex-
plicitly, as the entire experiment is quite literally embedded 
in actual soil. The half a ton of potatoes yielded foregrounds 
this incredibly well. The actor is immersed in the full expe-
rience and site-specific demands of his particular task, and 
through his relationship to the soil, to his tools, and to the 
crops, he can be transformed into something approximating 
a Brandenburg potato farmer. This reliance on specificity 
over gradation is less clear in the case of Quesalid, as it can 
be presumed that he probably did practise certain elements 
of the shamanic craft in isolation or in gradations of com-
plexity. Nonetheless, in his story, and in particular during his 
first – unplanned but ultimately transformative – shamanic 
ritual, those situated tools and rituals enacted something 
upon Quesalid that superseded his previous training. This 
type of enskilment eschews reliance on the slow accumula-
tion of related, gradated skills. Instead, it immerses itself in 
highly specific tasks wherein the surrounding materials and 
contexts guide the learning process and effect changes on 
the performer beyond the performer’s conscious curation of 
their own practice.

With this in mind, I set out not so much to practise trumpet 
as to subject myself to the experience of trying to play these 
two pieces with the trumpet I had built. I wanted the experi-
ence to wash over me, to allow the instrument and the music 
notations to present their own demands of this process and 
to guide my body in developing the requisite coordination 
and stamina. I immersed myself in these specific pieces 
without appealing to any gradated drills, etudes, or other 
pieces for trumpet, treating them like elements of Levine’s 
Bauerntheater – as the soil in which my particular crop could 
grow. And as with Quesalid, I built up to a specific perfor-
mance, hoping that the reality of that ordeal would help 
crystallize my relationship to this instrument and to these 
pieces, transforming my struggles with them from sheer 
stubbornness into genuine skill.

Practically speaking, this meant that my approach to the 
trumpet was to practise specifically these two pieces and 
nothing more. When I finished building the trumpet (about 
six months in advance of what I hoped would be the first per-
formance), I could only play the first few bars of each piece 
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once or twice a day, and even that with only very limited 
success. But slowly I began to build the type of kinaesthetic 
relationship that I needed. For example, as calyx begins with 
very delicate, controlled gestures in the high register of the 
instrument, those notes and that control became my founda-
tion on the instrument. In fact, I sound better playing those 
notes than trying to play the so-called easy pitches in the 
middle register, those with which a ten-year-old beginner 
would start their first trumpet lesson. It would be a stretch to 
call these notes comfortable, but nonetheless, they became 
a very clearly defined base camp for my musculature as they 
warmed up into the piece every day. Although building up 
the endurance to attempt progressively longer passages of 
the piece was still quite difficult (and probably quite unen-
joyable for my neighbours), by laying the foundation of my 
kinaesthetic relationship to the instrument in the technical 
demands that saturated the piece, it allowed me to slowly 
and effectively expand the comfort and security of that foun-
dation until I could actually perform calyx.

I underwent a similar transformation with Sijo_170213. As 
previously described, the piece is soft, delicate, and short, but 
every tiny passage contains a uniquely difficult superposition 
of multiphonic effects. And so I began with the first elements 
in the piece. I never properly practised lip or sung multiphon-
ics alone, but carefully worked every day a little bit more on 
the specific patterns and superpositions that appeared in 
Sijo_170213. As with calyx, my initial attempts were distinctly 
disappointing, but slowly, day by day, these passages became 
more and more a part of my technical capacity with the in-
strument. They became playable and replicable, a part of my 
limited but carefully grounded trumpet praxis.

Performing these pieces allowed me to prove that this ap-
proach to learning could yield results. Although there is no 
way to compare this approach to what might have been possi-
ble with a more traditional method, the resulting performance 
can nonetheless demonstrate a few things unequivocally. In 
short, I was able to build a performative relationship to the 
instrument I constructed, and my reliance on this instrument 
and the notation did allow a highly specialized set of trum-
pet-playing skills to emerge. I successfully avoided gradated 
trumpet skill, and can say with confidence that I am both 
incapable of walking into an orchestra and impersonating a 
professional classical music trumpeter, as well as capable of 
performing these two highly difficult and specialized trum-
pet pieces accurately and consistently. In this sense, I have 
been transformed into a trumpeter of sorts, and my body now 
retains a set of highly specific embodied skills that allow me 
to perform in this capacity in the future (as I have done with 
these pieces since this initial performance).

Unfortunately, the concert in question was scheduled short-
ly after the first broad lockdown for Covid-19. After months 
of work and preparation, I had to settle for recording the 
pieces in my apartment as part of a concert programme that 
was only ever disseminated online. In a way, though, that 
arbitrary limitation placed on the final documentation of this 
research project reflected one of its most important princi-
ples. Performing the pieces alone in a small room allowed 
them to come to fruition in the same nexus of bodies and 
agencies that had produced this performance practice: my 
own body alongside the notations and the instrument that 
had helped to (re)shape it. It was as though Quesalid’s first 
cure were of himself, sucking the bloodied pulp of eagle 
feathers from his own flesh, birthing his shamanism in his 
own private ritual. As Walter Benjamin wrote, ‘Method is 
a digression […] Tirelessly the process of thinking makes 
new beginnings, returning in a roundabout way to its orig-
inal object.’26 In this case, so too does the performing body 
flow from the instruments and materials that surround it. 
The metamorphosis of the self is a metabolism, as the body 
digests and is digested by its environment. As we interact 
with the tools and instruments that find us, our selves are 
transported and, eventually, transformed.
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