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Abstract
This professional doctorate is a search for presence using 

autoethnography, multi modal arts-based practice and lyric 
inquiry as methodological approaches.

The thesis comprises seven separate books of varying sizes 
in different voices and styles which include images, prose, 
poetry, and descriptions of the inquiry undertaken by the 
researcher alone and with women ‘around the kitchen table’ 
as both process and product. What began with the mantra 

‘everything is ok in the present’, born of experiences as a foster 
parent and partner to her dying husband, morphed into the 
mantra ‘nothing is ok in the present.’ This change came through 
discovering she was still grieving and led to an exploration of 
death, dying and widow hood. This eventually transformed 
into good-enough-presence. Presence emerged as no simple 
panacea to life’s challenges but rather as a nuanced, multiple, 
layered, and complex experience. And voice in the style of prose 
and poetry was a spacious, open ended method and site for 
research. Lyric inquiry became the methodology to research the 
data emerging from her hand and the texts in her world: songs, 
novels, movies, all portals to deeper places to wonder about 
presence, through curiosity, description and noticing; creating 
new places to focus and be attentive. The books make visible 
what the researcher came to know about presence whilst 
privileging its complex, contextual, layered, and poetic qualities. 
The research itself and women ‘around the kitchen table’ 
held the researcher gently as she came to embrace staying in 
uncertain presences and her own poetic voice.

Keywords: lyric inquiry, arts–based research, autoethnography, 
presence, participatory research, grief, poetry, companioning, 
death, widow, voice
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To my children, Dae, Victoria, Roxi and Sahra

I love you

Thank you for transforming my worldview

Thank you for your patience during the years of 

the project

Thank you for cheering from the sidelines and

Thank you for loving me.

And to Richard whose absence is always present. 

He taught us all so much when he was alive and then we 

discovered we had more to learn in 

his dying, in his death and in the aftermath.

Figure 1 Szydlik, R. (2010). Richard’s drawing; Masters’ project 
unsubmitted [pencil].



Acknowledgements

I would like to acknowledge the traditional custodians 
on whose Countries this work was produced and pay 
my respects to Elders past, present and emerging. I have 
learnt many lessons from the Country, the waterways and 
the people who have shared their knowledge with me.

Heartful thanks to
• the participants, Claudine, Gracie, Shari, and Veronica. 

We spent many hours together creating art, sharing 
stories, thinking, wondering, laughing, crying, and 
strengthening connections as we created meaning 
together.

• Dr Jan Allen and Dr Stacey Bush who have been with 
me since day one of this inquiry project, patiently 
holding our group as we each wondered what story 
our research would tell and encouraging, challenging 
and supporting me as my own discoveries and 
voice emerged. Thanks to Dr Jenni Harris, for her 
empathetic and wise companioning and Dr Nona 
Cameron for her role in healing and holding.

• the Professional Doctorate group, Yarn, Thi, Annie, 
and Jess for artistic offerings and gentle provocations 
as we explored and delved together in the service of 
making the invisible more visible, and to the many 
other co-inquirers at MIECAT prior to and during the 
doctoral process.

• Robi Stalder for his creative eye and design expertise.
• the poets, writers and researchers who helped me 

find my voice.
• my family of origin; resilient, artful adventurers and 

stayers, all.

v



vi

Declaration

This is to certify that:

• except where reference is made in the text, this
work contains no material published elsewhere or
extracted in whole or in part from a work submitted
for the award of any other degree or diploma.

• no other person’s work has been used without due
acknowledgement in the text.

• this work has not been submitted for the award of
any other degree or diploma in any other tertiary
institution.

• permission to use personal communication, or
photos, has been obtained wherever possible.

• this work is 80,000 words in length, exclusive of
artworks, forepapers and endpapers.

Name: Karen Schaller

Signed:

Date: October 2020



A search for presence 
comprises seven books

Book 1     I am a palimpsest: a lyrical exegesis

Book 2     Going in, to come out

Book 3     The season of reading and writing

Book 4     The widow’s shroud

Book 5     around the kitchen table

Book 6     Death and dying running through it

Book 7     The Gold is in the Staying

In all seven books,

poetry and song lyrics 

by known others

are aligned right,

The voices of participants,

MIECAT colleagues and supervisors

are aligned left and italicised

and my poetic writings are indented.

*MIECAT is The MIECAT Institute Inc https://miecat.edu.au/
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I am a palimpsest
a lyrical exegesis

A SEARCH FOR PRESENCE

BOOK 1

KAREN SCHALLER
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Figure 2 Schaller, K. (2015). Into the blue [mixed media] and Schaller, 
K. (2017). Bringing light to the widow’s shroud [digital photograph].

What really matters?  We have to figure 
ourselves out, know why we’re on the 
planet, know what good we might do, and 
learn to be present and aware. We need to 
know our own stories, and be bold about 
learning what they mean… 
(Neilsen Glenn 2008, pp. 104-105)
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I am a damaged palimpsest

This is one book of seven books, all of which are
fusions of exegesis and artefact. Together they make 

up the arts-based doctoral research inquiry A search for 
presence, the working title of which was ‘Finding voice: 
exploring presence through art-making using the MIECAT* 
procedures’. All books are referenced according to APA 7, 
except for aesthetic purposes.

‘I am a palimpsest’ exists to illuminate the “dynamic 
hybrid approach” (Arnold, 2005, p. 37) of my research inquiry 
into ‘presence’ and ‘voice’. I was propelled by two stories 
of the power of presence which made a difference to my 
lived experience as a companion* to the newly born and 
the nearly dead. A muffled whispering trying to be heard, 
drove me to inquire. 

*companioning is central to the MIECAT form of inquiry. It is the equal 
relationship of participants involved in the inquiry as they co-constuct 
meaning. The metaphor of walking side-by-side, attuned, is one that 
depths my understanding of my role in the companioning relationship 
(Lett, 1992). It requires my compassionate attention in the deep 
listening and responding.
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I am a palImpsest - a lyrIcal exegesIs

Presence and voice dangled in front of me like a carrot 
on a stick and I stayed focussed following them where 
they led. I was filled with curiosity. But was there another 
way to know the carrot other than to follow? Anderson 
(2001) told me that “a researcher using embodied writing 
(and no doubt other styles of reflection) knows more 
fully what he or she is studying” (p.13). In this research my 
poetic writings moved from embodied to emboldened/
italicised/centred (Prendergast & Leggo, 2007) (this book 
only), in the pursuit of knowing more fully and to 
highlight the poetic voice. Even in the writing of this fused 
exegesis/artefact I have written myself into new knowing. 
Although it is undoubtably provisional, temporary, and 
impermanent it is all the same presented here, adding a 
newer layer to the palimpsest:
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Senso unico

“Every time I turned around; I ran into myself” 
(Dixie Chicks, 2006, 1:34),
Time and time again
Myself getting in the way of myself.
The senso eventually took me to a fork.
Instead of one choice, I now had two...
binarily optionally bifurcating
This way or that way?
Here or there?
And I took the road less travelled  
(Frost, 1916; Peck, 1978).
But once chosen, it is still only one road,
no matter how little it has been travelled
no matter how few have passed this way.

And what meme did I read just the other day?
‘Just because I am not going the same way as you
it does not mean I am lost.’ (unknown)
But Solnit has written us a field guide in case we 
want to get lost and stray a little.
She says there is an art to getting lost (Solnit, 2017).

When my husband was dying
I searched for field guides for how to be with the 
dying.
I found nothing.
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I am a palImpsest - a lyrIcal exegesIs

Somehow, perhaps from the palliative care team,
perhaps from the pieced together Buddhist   
readings,
a mantra emerged;

‘It is your death you can do it however you want.
No rules.
What you ask for, you can have.
What you want, I will give.
It is your death’.

I reflect on this and wonder, why don’t we say this  
to the living?

‘It is your life you can do it however you want!’
And this makes me so sad.
How very hard this is to give to myself 

‘It is your life’.

How hard it is
To shrug off
To dismantle
To challenge
To disrupt
To eradicate
To dislodge.

‘The dying’ has taken me from the road to a delta.
From the hard, solid surface underfoot
To the watery, fluid, viscous depths of the river
Now to stay afloat…
Options again,

Which distributary shall I take?
If I choose, it is only one way again.
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This book should be read first and ‘The Gold is in the 
Staying’ should be read last. It is my fervent hope that 
each of the other small books is complete in and of itself 
without needing the other books for further context. 
Each book lyrically layers upon the others through 
poetry and prose as I twisted and turned in the pursuit 
of coming to know something of presence in this search. 
However, my preferred order is: I am a palimpsest, Going 
in, to come out, The season of reading and writing, The 
widow’s shroud, around the kitchen table, Death and 
dying running through it and The Gold is in the Staying. 
They offer varied perspectives and together they amplify, 
illuminate, crystallise, depth and uncover thoughts, ideas, 
knowings and not yet knowns lurking in the depths. The 
books show me teetering on the edge, dangerously close 
to a fall or a dive, on a threshold. It was difficult to stay on 
my tippy toes for too long, it was difficult to walk the line 
of giving voice and leaving space for the voice of another, 
and yet that was what I wanted. Arts-based research can 
be demanding to undertake, produce and to read, and it 
needs “to be read, not scanned” to discover the meaning 
(Richardson, 2005, p. 1411). Perhaps presenting this work here 
as small, separate books will allow space and time for the 
reader to pause, just as I needed to pause when immersed 
in (obsessed with) the research project. The following 
piece emerged during the project at a point when the all-
consuming complexities of arts-based research threatened 
to push me off balance as I grappled with holding so much 
and I longed for certainty and some time away from the 
liminal:

SENSO UNICO
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I am a palImpsest - a lyrIcal exegesIs

I longed for the structure and stricture of the   
traditional thesis.
I longed for formation and chapters
and interviews transcribed ready for analysis.
I longed for literature reviews and formality.
I longed for coding the data!
This emergent arts-based inquiry was messing with  
my mind, body, soul.
So many possibilities!
How to proceed?
Chronological? Reflective?
Emergently flowing across the page?
Words and images and thoughts and theories   
conflated.
Readings and writings blew wide open
Converged, diverged
Layer upon layer of…data…
Presence, absence, distraction, abstraction.
How to get those out of me and onto a page?
How do I reveal all this to the reader?

How do I make sense of 
lines and dots, 
colours and tones, 
crayons and collage, 
syllables, sighs, and suggestions?

Meta reading and writing
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How do I express new knowings and learnings,
layering and complexity?
I have learnt something of presence.
I know it in my bones.
I have experienced and thought,
researched and reasoned,
struggled and expressed,
flowed and ebbed into knowingness.

How can I read and review without seeing the data  
 through these new eyes?
These new eyes connected to this new body and new  
brain which knows something differently.
Each reading revealed something afresh 
so that I could barely
see the
beginning.
I could hardly unknow all that I have come to know.
These feminist methodological non-methodologies  
flexed and tested every 
neuron in
my brain.
Rewrite? Reorder? Unframe? Create?

…something new.

But how did I get from there to here
and how do I tell you about the ‘there’ when I am  
now in the

‘here’
and ‘there’ is a distant memory?

The multiple books hold multiple texts, multiple selves 
and multiple voices (Lincoln, 1997); my voices, the voices 
of the women around the kitchen table (see ‘around the 
kitchen table’ in this doctorate), colleagues, theorists, writers, 

META READING AND WRITING
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I am a palImpsest - a lyrIcal exegesIs

dancers, actors and poets. Given the many voices, and 
my desire to embrace this aspect, presenting the work as 
separate books emerged as a creative solution to a crisis 
of representation. This says I am multiple; we are multiple. 
The books document experiences and knowings “… not to 
attempt to explain or to seek the singular truth but rather 
to bring attention to the complexities of lived experiences” 
(Skott-Myhre et al., 2012, p. xv). And they show the emergence 
of a strategy of ‘dropping in’, a process of concentrated 
focus, of dropping into and onto a place of curiosity, 
wonder and sometimes beauty.

These books present the process as product and the 
product as process dancing together, and a writing into 
knowing no matter how fleeting, contingent or ephemeral 
they were at the time. In this lyrical autoethnographic 
arts-based inquiry there was dance, where the stillness 
was as meaningful as the movement, there was song 
where the silence held me as poignantly as the lyrics, 
there were perfectly imperfect paintings and there was 
writing where the empty spaces spoke as voluminously as 
the words on the page.

It seems to me that each medium, each 
form, has within it a slightly different kind 
of thinking, and that this thinking—which 
provides direction for how to proceed 
with representing the knowledge—does 
not become apparent without sustained 
contemplation. (Wiebe, 2014, as cited in 
Faulkner, 2018, p. 211)
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Lense 1
Picture of

presence

Lense 3 
Picture of

complexity

Lense 2
Picture of

absence

Lense 4
Picture of 

whatever you want it to be

Figure 3 Schaller, K. (2015). Lenses [water colour].

META READING AND WRITING
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The battle; running into myself

Whilst this project was called a ‘search’, at times it felt 
more like a battle, a battle with self.

“Every time I turn around, I run into myself” 
(Dixie Chicks, 2006, 1:34)

“Everybody knows I’m just barely getting by” 
(Dixie Chicks, 2006, 3:35)

These lyrics are a most succinct summary of this 
doctorate. They encapsulate the struggle with ‘coming 
to know’ and the emotional undercurrent during the 
doctoral process. I hold an image of defendants in the 
court, voicing their world views, their right to be, their 
truth; shouting to be heard, to drown out the other, for 
this was the strength of past voices when confronted with 
new ones. I did not know when I set out on this search 
that I was in for a battle between my old and my new. I 
did not know the old was so deeply rooted that extraction 
was sometimes necessary and even when extracted, 



12

I am a palImpsest - a lyrIcal exegesIs

the memory of it was lasting. I did not know I would be 
“both the site and subject of these discursive struggles for 
identity and for remaking memory” (Richardson, 2005, p. 962). 

My professional background is strongly rooted in 
education and the arts. As an early childhood educator, 
I was schooled in developmental psychology and 
developmentally appropriate practice. Later in my 
career these practices were challenged by the approach 
from Reggio Emilia (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 1998) and 
theorists like Malaguzzi (Reggio Children, n.d.). Then as a 
lecturer in a teacher educator program with a social 
justice and multiple perspectives focus, the challenge 
came from feminist post structuralism, post modernism 
and anti-bias practices. At the same time, an ‘arts’ thread 
ran through. As an undergraduate student, I majored 
in Dance and Creative Writing, and as a post graduate 
student Dance and Movement. I dabbled in dance therapy 
and then enrolled in creative and experiential arts therapy, 
eventually leading to this doctorate and work as an arts 
therapist.

Juxtapose the professional with the personal; a 
suburban girl in an aspirational family, three different 
continents, adoptive mother, twice a wife and then widow, 
and it is no wonder this doctorate on presence and voice, 
would appear layered and complex. How could it not be 
with so many opposing ontologies and epistemologies; so 
many ways to be in the world that like Neilsen (2008), “I 
have needed to duck under the heavy weight of inherited 
understanding” (p. 105), intertwining the personal with 
the professional (Lincoln and Tierney, 1997, p. ix). When 
‘experience’ hits these paradigms head on, confusion 
ensues. Years of dancing, teaching, reading and arts 
therapy all proffered alternative ways to be in the world; 
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THE BATTLE; RuNNING INTO MYSELF

multiple perspectives, postmodern, feminist and post 
structural philosophies, embodied experiencing in dance 
and art making and yet…they rarely completely drowned 
out the voices from the long ago past…

Past, present, future

This doctoral inquiry into presence and voice has

I was thinking, as I chopped the vegies,

highlighted to me how deeply ingrained and embedded

about being in the present,

are the rules of life that we follow; the deep roots of our

looking into the future and

culturally acquired ‘truths’. I continually sought

journeying or remembering 

reassurance from others, writers, theorists, theories, the

and revisiting the past.

ancestors, the participants, media and strangers; 

Staying in the present served me well during 

looking always for permission, encouragement and

Richard’s dying.

reassurance for how I felt and what I thought, rarely

In the present all was still ok.

sure of my own voice and experience. But really am I

He was still here.

surprised? I lived my life being told how to, what to,

We still had each other
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I am a palImpsest - a lyrIcal exegesIs

when to, why to...how very hard it is to hear our own

We worked to stay in the present.

voices in this cacophony. And “The past is remembered

Which is not to say we didn’t talk about his death or

for wisdom in the present…” (Leggo, 2015, p.153).

acknowledge that he was going to die,

How very difficult it is to shift, change, transform, 

but that we stayed in the present and were true 

obliterate old ways of being even when they are no

to each moment.

longer of service. How difficult it can be to

Now, staying in the present,

accommodate new knowing even when the learning

is not the place I want to be.

is repeated from a diversity of sources, in my case

It is in the future that I find salvation,

multi modally. 

I say that

New knowing can be so slippery.

without really knowing what that means. 

There is the coming to know, 

the knowledge, 

and the acting on the knowledge…

and even the remembering of the knowledge.
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THE BATTLE; RuNNING INTO MYSELF

When I was twenty-nine, I decided that before I reached 
the age of thirty, I would do a parachute jump out of an 
aeroplane. At twenty-nine I had lost direction. A marriage 
had dissolved, a pregnancy had ended in miscarriage, 
I had left my teaching career, I was single, and I was 
exploring alternative therapies like psychodrama and 
breath meditation. I believed that doing something 
frightening would give me the jolt I needed to see my 
direction more clearly; that if I faced a fear and overcame 
it, I would know something differently. Jumping out of 
an aeroplane was the scariest thing I could think of. I see 
now I was seeking a transformative experience that would 
‘show’ me ‘something’.

Jumping out of the plane did not reward me with the 
revelation I sought. It took a crisis point in my life, after 
the death of my husband Richard and this research to give 
me the jolt, for as Bochner & Ellis (2016) wrote “…doing 
research focused on human longing, pleasure, pain, loss, 
grief, suffering, or joy ought to require holding authors to 
some standard of vulnerability” (p. 212).

Over the course of the research project voices 
masquerading as truth told me:

The voices of many are more valid than 

the voice of one (or self)

Life is about moving forward

Everybody is an artist

Everything is OK in the present

When someone you love dies you get over it and 

move on. 

My experience is not valid (enough)
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I am a palImpsest - a lyrIcal exegesIs

Life is about jumping in and being involved

Humans do better with a partner

Life is simple

Grieving for too long means there is something wrong

with you.

I, like Kincheloe (2008), wondered “How did I get stuck 
with this body of knowledge and these lenses through 
which to see the world?” (p. 21). I am a human raised in 
an era when science and mathematics were valued more 
highly than the arts. A clever child would be steered 
towards the sciences. The rational, logical and the 
measurable lauded over the creative, the unknown, the 
subjective and the emotional. This voice was very loud in 
my schooling; its echoes were constant. 

I am the host colonised by the thoughts of others as are 
we all. One coloniser after the other…family, education, 
media…layering their rules over us one on top of the 
other. I am a palimpsest; a “multi-layered discourse” 
(Arnold, 2005, p. 37). A palimpsest of other people’s theories 
of what makes a human, in particular a female human, 
in particular a white female human, in particular a white 
middle class female human, in particular a white, middle 
class, educated female human who is a mother and a 
widow. Rules and competing experiences pull at the 
palimpsest, lifting the edges and corners…layer upon layer 
of becoming. So many layers of other people’s rules-of-
being, that the original voice is dulled. I am deaf to my 
own voice…it is muffled and unclear under so many pages. 
I am a palimpsest.

Willingness does not guarantee that new ways of 
knowing come easily. There is the matter of the old ways 
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of knowing. What does one do with those? How do you 
decolonise yourself? How do you shed, rid, destroy, blow 
up and eradicate old ways of knowing and being in the 
world, in order to make room for the new ways? Can 
you? Can I? New ideas layer on top of the old, the old 
sometimes peeping through but always there, whether 
visible or not. The depth grows as each new idea builds on 
the old. Perhaps not all old ideas need eradicating, after all 
not all old ways of knowing are redundant. I said I wanted 
my writing to leave space for the reader, but really, I think 
I wanted to carve out a new space for me.

THE BATTLE; RuNNING INTO MYSELF
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I am a palImpsest - a lyrIcal exegesIs

Figure 4 Yarn. (2018). Add on the layers [pen and digital photograph].
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I’m a post-modern post structural* girl 

I’m a post-modern post structural girl
Trying to find my voice in a contested space
Living in a world of doubt 
Trying to embrace uncertainty
There is no truth
There is no right
There is no one way
Nothing is universal
Nothing is new

My knowings are mine
Mine are situated in me
In my life
They are valid
I want to make them visible,
These partial understandings in this text.
Formed
Shaped into my auto ethnographical   
murmurings. 
I am continually lured back to 
Yvonna Lincoln’s (1997) “realist pretense” with 
the hope that this text 

“will tell the whole story” (p. 38)
No not just a whole story but the whole story

*nod to under erasure Derrida
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I am a palImpsest - a lyrIcal exegesIs

What arrogance I shelter.
A battle with my inner drive to be right,
To see all
To know all
That internal fight of the single identity
The single truth
The single way.
Its clutches are strong.
There is a polyphonic chorus demanding my  
attention.
It will not be silenced.
So many voices to listen to
So many wanting to be heard.
Sometimes my audience is you
Sometimes it is my participants
Sometimes it is me
Sometimes it is him…

In a con-textual dance.
And so, the writer con-text-ually contorts
And from the chorus steps forward the principal
But just for that particular aria.
Singing, poet-icing, whispering, shouting, 
silence
Playing and dancing in textural textual, spaces.

Framing, reframing, unframing.
And yet I am the ultimate chooser.
I choose what to say
And how to say it
What to share
Who to amplify?
Who to quote?
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I have my agenda
I am searching for agreement and support
I am searching for the reflective text
I am searching for my Greek chorus…
So, I must unframe!
Leave a margin for your hastily written notes
A place for thoughts recorded
White space for you
Black space for you
(And everyone else)
Because this IS my agenda
My agenda is to rid the world of only one way
To rid the world of the bland
The flat packed furniture
The academic only
The right way

My agenda is to make space for the different
the colourful
the unique
the multitude of voices.
My agenda is to make space for you,
for your voice
for your presence…
because lord knows
it has been a tremendous effort
to make space for my own.

I’M A POST-MODERN POST STRuCTuRAL GIRL
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I am a palImpsest - a lyrIcal exegesIs

I vehemently stated early in the doctoral research 
project that I did not want this work to be about death 
and dying, however I could not deny that it was a story 
that screamed to be told (Boylorn, 2017). After the death 
of my husband none of my world views and theories on 
ways to be, served me well anymore and this crisis pushed 
me, forced me, encouraged me to find, create, discover 
other ways for me to be; to be present, to be widow, to 
be grief stricken. I went in search of other knowledges 
opening myself to new discourses (Richardson, 2005) and 
interrogating old ones. It was this crisis that reintroduced 
me to knowing and healing through the arts, writing in 
particular, as I prosed and poeted and painted and danced 
through an autoethnographic arts-based research inquiry 
into ‘presence and voice’.

I am learning to embrace them (the cracks in my 
life) as I straddle the complexities of looking like 
a member of the dominant culture and living in a 
world that privileges people who look like me, with 
being and feeling different from everyone else 
because of how we look as a family.

Where is my pond now?

Where is the pond of widows raising four children 
of different races born of others? Middle class and 
privileged in the core, marginalised by events 
and circumstance, but faking it, walking amongst 
others ‘as if ’; ‘passing’. With this difference comes 
knowledge and responsibility. (Appendix 1 in “The season 
of reading and writing,” Book 3 in this doctorate)
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Ellis et al. (2011) say that auto ethnographers often write 
about “events after which life does not seem quite the 
same” (p.3), and Richard’s death, dying, and loss landed 
squarely in this claim. My response to this event brought 
forth a voice I didn’t know I had, a connection to other 
humans and some knowings, which I did not invite; now 
I knew deep sadness, I knew loneliness and I knew grief. 
My status changed. Life did not just seem not quite the 
same. Life was not the same.

In 2016 Ellis wrote, “There is no ending to a person’s 
life other than death, but the story of a person’s life goes 
on after s/he dies” (p. 139). When I wrote about Richard it 
was as though he was here alongside, a companion once 
more. The more descriptive the writing, the more alive he 
felt. Description, another MIECAT procedure invited me 
into the detail, removed the urge to analyse and judge. It 
is a learned skill that has brought richness and depth to 
my writing, and richness and depth to my every day. It has 
brought me into sensing.

But there was more than the evocative story of death 
and dying and the shifting identity from wife to widow in 
this thesis. There was the emergence of the new identities 
of writer/poet/researcher and lyric inquirer. All this was 
underscored by the slowly revealed story of the battle 
between the old, the new, the not yet known and the 
unknowable. My engagement with the world provided the 
data, like in the lyrics from a song shared by my young 
children, “I tried to scream but my head was underwater” 
(Eilish-O’Connell, 2019,1:53), or a night with the television on 
nearby.

 

I’M A POST-MODERN POST STRuCTuRAL GIRL
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I am procrastinating.
I should be spending this time working on my 
doctorate. 
Dishes drying to my right,
TV on,
Pen in hand,
Sudoku resolving yet still unresolved.
Mandy Patinkin as father figure is dying.
I can hear the dialogue
I am half paying attention…
I let bits in
I have tears coming but I am still only half paying 
attention.
Kate Hudson is his daughter in law
His son is the guy from ‘scrubs’.
It looks wacky but touching.
I am becoming more aware of the dialogue.
He is moments from dying.

Watching Mandy Patinkin die 
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I like Mandy Patinkin as an actor.
I wonder if I should honour this well acted dying 
scene 
With more of my attention.
He says to his adult sons

“If there is another life, I will do better next time.”

I put the pen down.
Turn my attention to the box in the corner and 
watch him go.
I feel so sad for his sons.
I watch them and I wonder
Will I ever get over Richard’s death
Or will scenes like this always pull me up?
And I wonder does anyone ever get over the death of 
a loved one.
I suppose I thought I would (Braff, 2014).

WATCHING MANDY PATINKIN DIE
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Everything became data, my thoughts, my poetry, my 
paintings, my movements, my walks down the street, the 
songs on the radio, conversations with friends and family, 
posts on Facebook, the movies on Netflix. My life became 
data for my research, generated and then gathered 
from the ordinary and the extraordinary, theorists and 
academics, creators of popular culture, my children, the 
women around the kitchen table, death and dying and 
from my experiencing.

When I said I wanted to research and inquire into 
presence and voice, I had no inkling that voice would 
emerge from the project lyrically, as poetry. And although 
this poetic, lyric voice grew louder and stronger across 
the life of the research project (and hopefully beyond) it is 
important for me to remember that it was in the reading 
of poetry before the writing, that I found solace, comfort, 
resonance, challenge and inspiration. It was in reading 
poetry, and all the space that that allowed for me to layer 
and weave my own story and experiences over, in, around, 

Figure 5 Schaller, K. (2019).’Exegese’ this; everything is data 
[digital photograph].
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through and under the words of the poet; that I found a 
place for me and my experience. When reading poetry, 
lyricism snuck under any barriers I had created, the 
words softened my anger, the spaces on the page created 
room for me, the emotional content seeped in, passing by 
my critical gate keeper.

When writing I could be obtuse and abstract to include 
delicate material. When reading my poetry to participants 
I could be vulnerable. Poetry was itself a liminal space 
of in-betweenness, as I slid between making choices of 
which words to use, to where to place them on the page, 
as I slipped from decisions about punctuation and lower 
case letters across to capturing voice and heart, the edges 
blurred and I found myself in this other world, a world 
where choice and no choice, decision and no decision, 
head and heart all sat comfortably together. I dropped 
in and out of these literary spaces, memory, thought, 
dream, fact, reverie, …in that middle kingdom. As I cut 
and changed, reduced, amplified and repeated...as I 
deliberately alliterated, and edited for effect, as I selected 
one word over the other, one story over another, the focus 
required, the ethical choices, the attention to the minutiae 
took me with it…I was swept along to somewhere new. 
But I do not think I chose poetry. I think poetry chose me.

A comment from a participant from the sessions ‘around 
the kitchen table’ tripped me up. ‘Oh you put that in?’ 
she said. Did she want me to take it out? Then I found 
sentences I thought too intimate. Ellis (2016) cautions us 

“to think of the greater good” (p. 311) and that the greater 
good has to be more than for “our good” (p. 311). I returned 
all the writings from ‘around the kitchen table’ to the 
women, because “friendship as method requires radical 
reciprocity” (Tillman as cited in Ellis, 2007, p.14). ‘Please read 

WATCHING MANDY PATINKIN DIE
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it and let me know if you want anything changed’. It was 
curious that what I thought was intimate remained, where 
other words were deleted at their request.

“Seeing through another’s eyes—From where they 
stand and Attending to what they attend to—Serves to 
shift our vision from the one-dimensional to A more 
multidimensional view”(Sousanis, 2015, p. 39). I do not think I 
chose poetry. I think poetry chose me.
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Sometimes
I resist sitting down to write
I call this resistance ‘thinking time’
Or ‘dwelling time’
Or ‘pondering time’
Or “incubation” 
(Moustakas, 1990, as cited in Wall, 2006, p.150)

And I make it ok by giving it these names…
By naming it up as preparation time.
But this is not the whole truth.
I resist because I don’t want to go there...
Because when I get there
In that place where the words flow 
and the day disappears,
it is all consuming.
I don’t always want to be consumed.
To be present to this is to not be present to that!
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2020)

I love it and I hate it
I want it and I resist it.
After I have been there,
I feel much more a part of this world
Much more secure

Reflections on the edge of things
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Much more whole
But I resist the place where I lose myself 
to find myself.

“Poems are like dreams: in them you put what you 
 don’t know you know” (Rich, 2001, p.13).

But there is also the NOT putting in 
What you do know you know.
My colleague/friend/participant/collaborators
The women ‘around the kitchen table’
Generously shared their stories of 
Love and loss with me
Generously gifted their work to me,
As data for this research into presence and voice.
Trusting me with their stories.

Rereading the words 
I’d chosen for the final submission.
I wondered about the sensitivity
I wondered about these intimate others.
I returned the work to the collaborators.

“Researcher and friendship roles should weave to-
gether, Expand and deepen the other” 
(Ellis, 2007, p. 13).

‘Take a line out here’, ‘Change this word to that,’
‘Yes, you can use my first name’, 
‘Yes, you can print my work.’
But these are the oral permissions of living 
collaborators, Dead collaborators have no voice 
(Ellis, 2007).

The MIECAT procedure of bracketing out 
Helped in this process.
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REFLECTIONS ON THE EDGE OF THINGS

I stepped relationally and ethically 
Into the brackets and took with me 
All that needed no public viewing.
I cut and edited and rewrote, lovingly
Respectfully, carefully, knowingly.

“We act as best we can at a particular time, 
guided by certain stories that speak to that time”, 
(Frank, 2004, as cited in Ellis, 2007, p.23).

But this is not my first time with relational ethics.
Long before this research project
I stood with the beautifully written diaries 
Of my dead husband.
Reading his poetic words depthed my loss.
What should I do 
With these pages of stories and secrets?
Should I keep them for his children?
What would I want done with 
My stumbled upon secrets?

I remember the day I stood over the rubbish bin
One diary after the other tossed into the bin
Protecting his secrets forever and
Robbing me of the chance to ever read him again.

“seek the good” (Ellis, 2007, p. 23),
But still there was guilt that I had disposed of him
And certainly, his words, in those books,
Are now nowhere to be found.
Instead, there is my memory of his words.

I wish he was here to read my words.
I think he would be supportive and proud
Of the development of my writer’s voice.
He would cheer me on,
As he always had with the words
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‘Karen, it is your story, your version, 
Your perspective’
This was our “implicit trust provision” 
(Ellis, 2007, p. 25),
I feel certain he would uphold my right to tell 
My story,
But I was always more traditional than he
And I chose to protect as well.
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Lyric inquiry: The body never lies

From the beginning I held the belief born of experience 
that the arts can be a dynamic and powerful way to see 

something differently and to transform old paradigms into 
new ones i.e. I trusted the process. No longer happy with 
the position of merely consuming knowledge, art, and 
learning from others, I wanted to discover and create new 
ways of knowing. 

I took my research question with me everywhere. 
What is presence? What is my voice? I inquired into the 
questions through painting, drawing, photography, music, 
dancing, and writing; prose and poetry (Mc Niff, 2018). Arts-
based methods produced the expressive data, and helped 
me to pay attention, to inquire, to wonder, to analyse and 
come to know differently. Arts-based approaches released 
me from being didactic, after a lifetime of institutions, 
teaching, and pedagogical discourse. It reined in any 
possibility of reverting to preaching and posturing. It 
allowed for multiple truths; and besides “the truths of 
autoethnography exist between story teller and story 
reader” (Ellis and Bochner 2017, p. vii). It kept me honest 
and discouraged cliché. It was vigorous (Leavy, 2018), 
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and allowed for the unexpected; concentrated earnest 
reading one minute, a tear spilling down my cheek the 
next, then creating my own piece of art for another way to 
understand (CohenMiller*, 2018).

The construct of embodiment emerged during the 
enquiry; organically. It teased me, pushed me back to 
the site of expression; embodied writing, embodied 
singing, embodied reading, embodied dancing, called me 
to attention (Snowber, 2018). I trusted the body. “The body 
never lies. It is a barometer telling the state of the soul’s 
weather to all who can read it” (Graham, 2009, as cited in 
Snowber, 2018, p. 249).

Writing was a sensory, full bodied opening up to the 
“richness and complexity of the observed world” (Cahnman, 
2003, as cited in Tracey, 2008, p. 178) and the experienced 
and felt world. As someone who frequently glossed over, 
skimmed the surface, and focused on the big picture, 
writing, and poetry, required a description of the details. 
It made me want to look again in order to experience fully, 
it opened my senses to see the details, feel the details, 
smell the details, taste the details and hear the details. It 
woke me up. Perhaps this was like the heightened state of 
being with the dying and the newly born, attuned, with all 
my senses to be with and for and besides and under and 
over. Perhaps that is the real gift of poetry…waking me 
up. “Poetry embodies experience to show truths that are 
not usually evident … our deeply ingrained ideas…, the 
seemingly natural ways of being are easier to unravel in 
verse” (Faulkner, 2018, p. 211). Inquiring through poetry is 

“method and product”, what Faulkner (2018) calls “as/in/
for inquiry” (p. 210), expression, reflection, wonderment, 
and revelation.

*correct spelling 
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This heartful arts-based research requires engagement 
and commitment, professional and personal, from the 
reader, even when that reader was me as revealed in this 
reflection below written after reading my own stories and 
poetry:

Hours and hours of rereading and editing 
the previously written materials has had an 
unexpected effect on me. I am feeling depleted, sad, 
deeply sad. I am sunk. I am surprised. My premise 
has been that in the writing I found presence and 
a reenergised self and willingness to be present; 
that I wrote myself out of a pained present into a 
more tolerable presence (Ellis & Bochner, 2017). But 
this is not true of reading the lyrical material on 
death and dying. Reading story after story, poem 
after poem, of a place I was in, put me back to that 
painful place. 
What then of an audience and the effect on them? I 
had always imagined as I wrote and thought, that 
somehow my inquiry and resulting thesis would be 
of value to someone.
Now I feel exhausted by reading poem after poem 
and story after story of my misery. Heidegger says 

“The poem...[is] a vortex that snatches us away. Not 
gradually, but...suddenly... We are forcefully drawn 
into a conversation” (n.d., para. 2).”
This is not what I want for the reader. This is not 
what I want for myself.

“Autoethnographies show people in the process of 
figuring out what to do, how to live, and what their 
struggles mean” (Bochner & Ellis, 2006, as cited in Ellis, 2006, p.26). 
There are more stories that I left out than stories I told. 
I struggled. Would I write about our last dance, his last 

LYRIC INquIRY: THE BODY NEVER LIES
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breath, our first date? What are the stories only I could 
tell? I hold his stories now, as well as mine. I am privy to 
intimate details, I am privy to intimate words, I am privy 
to stories never to be told again. I told the stories from 
my perspective. The relational ‘us’ portrayed for all to 
see. Has my lyrical approach achieved sensitivity? (Leavy, 
2020, p.7). If I attended to “relational ethics” (Leavy, 2020, p6; 
Ellis, 2007) I could nurture the relationships with the living 
participants, but how to nurture my relationship with 
the dead? Attig (as cited in Ellis, 2016) reminded me “As we 
cherish memories, we…feel the warmth of their love for 
us” (p. 192). I had my poetic voice as nurturer.

The reading of the writing brought me closer to Richard, 
but it also reminded me of my loss. It wrote me into my 
new identity as widow, fully able to wear the widow’s 
shroud, it reminded me of my absence at the family 
hearth. So hidden was my pain that one day when I read 
some of my poems to my mother and sister, my sister said 
through tear filled eyes, ‘I thought I was the only one who 
missed Richard.’ I had written from the heart and mind, I 
had written of our bond and now I was using the poetry to 
initiate conversations (Ellis, 2007).

I am unashamedly seeking connection through my 
writing “…based on a conviction that using expressive and 
poetic functions of language creates the possibility of a 
resonant, ethical, and engaged relationship between the 
knower and the known” (Neilsen, 2008, p. 94) and between 
reader and writer. 

But which known?

Which knower?

Whose knowing?

How would the reader come to know
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Me

Him

Us.

Is my poetic, prose-etic stye soft enough, 

Removed enough

For the reader to step into gently?

Who is the protagonist, the die-er or the left behind?

Have I made 

“language adequate to the experience”?

(Bochner & Herrmann, 2020, p. 290).

This was an intimate relationship

Deserving of tender holding

And loving retelling.

I write as if to remind myself that we were a ‘we’

As if to announce we really existed

As if to reassure myself 

The depth of loss is warranted.

Ellis (2007) said, 

“Loss is a prevalent topic of autoethnography (p.14).

LYRIC INquIRY: THE BODY NEVER LIES
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Words.
Lots of words.
Mine
Theirs
Written
Spoken
Presented
Thought
Read
Crafted.

To see the words as a dance.
Dancing on the page
Solo, partnered, group piece.
Fast
Slow
Dramatic
Gentle
Words dancing through the thesis.
Words dancing across the cover,
Onto the pages around the images

Writing the thesis (excerpt)
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Dancing into the reader
Conjuring up new words in the reader’s mind
Dancing together for a moment.
Your words and my words 
Holding each other aloft in lyric harmony
In, out, around, up down
Words dancing into and out of a thesis.
Leaping off the page
Settling back down
Your words hold my words, and my words hold 
yours
And the writing reading dance now is out of my 
hands and
Beyond my control
Keeping connected
And I wonder if this whole project, this whole thesis, 
this whole inquiry into presence, has been about 
keeping me safe. Keeping me connected to others; 
through MIECAT, through the group of women 
around the kitchen table, through the unknown 
reader, through the focus on presence and the 
struggles to be present.
Keeping me connected to the world.
Did all this create a safe place for me to be

…during this period of vulnerability and 
transformation?

WRITING THE THESIS (EXCERPT)
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This desire to squeeze through the bars of the cages 
of past theories and rules plus the drive to create an 
original piece of research, meant a strong distaste with 
naming methodologies or even locating myself in known 
methodologies no matter how progressive or open. I toyed 
with words like unframing, and rallied against fitting in, 
wanting something unique and new to heartfully embrace  
(Neilsen Glenn, 2008). 

But eventually when the fighting stopped and I had 
written myself into a more expansive understanding and 
into a new way of being, I found places to rest, unfenced, 
uncaged, in autoethnographic arts-based research or 
multimethod arts-based research and particularly lyric 
inquiry (Neilsen Glenn, 2008). Whilst poetry as inquiry rightly 
situates itself in the paradigm of arts-based research 
(Faulkner, 2018), lyric inquiry, as described by Neilsen Glenn 
wraps its arms around poetry, narrative, fiction, painting, 
dance and drawing in a welcoming loving embrace. I 
love it for “its slipperiness and ambiguity, its precision 
and distinctiveness” (Faulkner, 2018, p. 209) for its love of 
“metaphor, recursiveness, silence, sensory immersion, and 
resonance” (Neilsen Glenn, 2008, p. 108).

Now I sit comfortably with lyric inquiry as “a 
phenomenological process and practice… creating forms 
of writing that may become art or may simply create an 
aesthetic experience that fundamentally changes the 
writer’s perspective on the world” (Neilsen Glenn, 2008, p. 
108).

It emerged that I wanted to disrupt the current narrative 
that says being present to one’s every moment is a way to 
peace, authenticity, calmness, and a way to find meaning. 
This challenge to the dominant discourse feels important 
in a time when there is a desire to ‘fix’ and ‘remedy’ the 
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pain experienced by many. My research suggests that for 
some, this is neither possible, nor advisable, that for some 
to be in the moment, to be present is to re-experience 
trauma and is to become incapable of functioning in the 
day to day.

The easiest place to be is planning for the future.
The most painful is this present without Richard
with the knowledge that
Richard
is not coming home.

The past, immediate and long ago past, are painful.
When I revisit our time over the past 20 years,
like driving past our old flat,
back before kids,
I am so sad when I remember and re-feel the hope
we had for our future together.
These are my ordinary significant moments…

I wanted to privilege experiencing, the gift of time, and 
spaciousness, to reveal ways to drop in, go in, to come 
out again. I wanted to relish, promote and celebrate 
complexity, confusion and unknowing (University of Notre 
Dame, 2012; Vukovic, 2018 ) for they bring such a generative 
opportunity for growth and creativity, but more, it is 
these states from which we often flee not recognising 
their potential; we think they indicate unwellness, rather 
than preparation, pause and the birth of something 
new. Vygotsky (1997, p.2) said “It is easier to assimilate a 
thousand new facts in any field than to assimilate a new 
point of view of a few already known facts.”
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I am wondering now, in a different way
about the ‘going in’ the ‘dropping in,’
the detail.
The focusing on something inside; within.
I was pressing the button on the remote control for 
the external sunshade,
Watching the automatic shade come in,
From fully opened to closed.
And with the slow movement and whir of 
‘machination’,
I was reminded of my idea to have an installation.
One of the installations… a video screen;
multiple images of going in, into art pieces,
pieces created by the participants.
Stopping at the point that becomes the ‘presence 
cards’(see ‘around the kitchen table’ in this doctorate)

Image and quote together.

All this flew past as I watched the blind slowly coil 
onto itself,
with the gentle hum,

Machinations
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And I wondered about this focussing on the detail.

I had just written, ‘there is something in the detail’
as I transcribed my notes.
There is something in the detail.
Yes, there has been.
But only now do I wonder…

‘Have I been focussing on the detail,
the going in,
because to focus on the whole would have been too 
overwhelming?’
Did I focus on the detail because it was all I could 
manage?
And now I am thinking about the very beginning of 
this method.
The genesis: the whole was ugly!
But within I could find points of beauty.
Is this because my life, (the whole), my existence, 
was unbearable at the time?
I took my camera and searched each expression to 
find points of beauty,
bits I liked.

Was it a coincidence, then, that I finally 
produced a painting
which went on the wall
in its entirety?

MACHINATIONS
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A whole painting,
no close-ups
no dropping in.
What came first the change and then the art
or the art and then the change (transformation)?

In the making of this painting I stayed 
with the process…
all the way through…
I did not focus on the outcome…
I used key words* and metaphor…
Does the art represent the transformation?
Does the making of the art lead to transformation?
Lead to presence ...
or did the ‘arting’ make the pain more bearable...  
(Anderson, 2001)

Or was it far more complex?

A dance…

* key words: the process of naming up words of ignificance, is a 
procedural term at MIECAT
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MACHINATIONS

Bochner and Herrmann (2020, p. 289) wrote about tools 
arising through autoethnographic research. The MIECAT 
procedures of key words, bracketing in, description and 
amplification gave me tools and theories to navigate 
challenging terrain and old beliefs, and they have also 
led me to stumble on new strategies. From the inquiry 
emerged ‘going in to come out’ a natural progression 
of amplifying places of curiosity. A strategy of focus. 
Presence cards as a tool emerged from here, and then 
later my own version of kintsugi with the call to curiously 
wonder what the gold was that held all the fragments of 
me together.
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Figure 6 Schaller, K. (2015). Dropping in it’s complicated [water colour 
and pen].

“If I could change the way that you see yourself”
(Eilish-O’Connell, 2019,1:36)

This research was not just about ways to find voice and 
ways to be present. This was about ways to be a widow, 
ways to be human and ways to frankly be me. I battled 
with old ways of being in the world and like Anderson 
(2001) I valued experiencing and I too...

found sanctuary in my kinaesthetically-
based understandings to ground and sort 
through everything I read or heard. I found 
it difficult, if not impossible, to agree with 
anything that I didn’t know in my own 
experience regardless of an authority’s 
eminence or expertise. (p. 15)
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Dismantling and deconstructing redundant systems 
and paradigms, and dissecting discourses of truths (after 
Foucault’s regimes of truth [Lorenzini, 2015]) in an endeavour 
to hear myself think and make myself heard, was 
exhausting, challenging and at times confronting and 
confusing. It influenced my willingness to embrace 
known methodologies in the service of coming to know 
something of presence.

The dance-battle between old worldviews and new 
worldviews was never more evident than in my continual 
surprise and delight at the capacity of arts-based 
practices for heurism, for epistemological and ontological 
transformation and for generating empathetic connection 
and hope. 

I am a damaged palimpsest, imperfect and infinite…
This is A Search for Presence.

MACHINATIONS
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After the full stop

This afternoon after hours of reading, rereading, 
editing, cutting, rewriting, reducing, 
and fusing this exegesis,
I hopped into the shower.
The warm water ran down my back.
I noticed that I was rocking
from side to side,
very gently.

But it was in ‘the drying’ that I knew I was changed.
I stood firmly but lightly on the bathmat
Two feet planted.
I wrapped the towel around myself
And with both hands I gradually 
brought the towel to my face,
I closed my eyes, 
covering them with the towel and my hands,
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and let them stay a while.
All this happened at a snail’s pace,
like a dream.
I took the towel away from my face and gently
very gently, wiped the water from my arms.
I could feel the coarseness of the strands of the towel
against my skin…
And a thought...
I have never dried myself like this before.
Ever.
I have never dried myself so slowly and gently.
Drying myself after a shower has never been 
an event.
It has always been a place to transition through 
on my way to being
somewhere else,
It was never a place to be.
It was to be hurried through, rapidly undertaken.
I have done it a million times –
I don’t have to think about it.
But today it was an event to relish
It was a place to be.
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