
TUTORIAL 2 – Archival Research 
 
Although many research projects in performance studies involve sites of live 
performance, many students and scholars in the field work with historical or archival 
examples. Even the study of a contemporary, live set of performances will often 
necessitate use of archival materials in order to provide thorough contextualization of 
the analysis. It is therefore crucial for students of performance studies to become 
familiar and comfortable with the use of archives. New York University Professor 
Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s archived syllabus for her Performance Studies Issues 
and Methods course includes a detailed list of links to archives, suggestions for research 
questions, and an extended bibliography on archival research. Especially helpful is her 
Workshop Outline and Links handout.  
 
The idea of the archive and performance is a key critical question in the field of 
performance studies. Scholars have argued about the very nature of performance and 
liveness for decades. Key readings include Peggy Phelan’s essay “The Ontology of 
Performance” favored a definition of performance as ephemeral, as something that 
disappears. Works such as Joseph Roach’s Cities of the Dead: Circum-Atlantic 
Performance (1996) and Diana Taylor’s The Archive and the Repertoire (2003) argue that 
embodied performance relates in a complex way to documentation. Rebecca 
Schneider’s book Performing Remains: Art and War in a Times of Theatrical 
Reenactment (2011) analyzes these and other studies, suggesting that performance may 
offer its own ‘archive.’ 
 
There are many examples of performance studies projects that rely on archival research. 
For some recent examples look at the TDR special issue “Routes of Blackface guest 
edited by Catherine M. Cole and Tracy C. Davis (Summer 2013). For a good introduction 
to archival performance research browse the Routledge Performance Archive. The 
Theatre Historiography website, inspired by editors Henry Bial and Scott Magelssen’s 
book of the same name, provides an excellent resource for theatre and performance 
research topics.  
 
Many archives are now digital; access may be wide open or limited. When you embark 
on a research project that will require archival research, your first job is to identify the 
resources you want to use. If they are online, will you have access to them via your own 
university’s library system? Or will you have to seek permission to access digital 
material? Will you have to travel to a particular library in order to view electronic 
resources? Many historical projects will involve archives that have not yet been 
digitized. It is important therefore to research before you dig into the actual archive. 
Where is the archive you need to conduct research in? How will you get there, and who 
grants access to the material you would like to view? Are the materials rare? Will you 
need to visit and conduct your research without taking digital copies away? How will 
you prepare for your visit?  

http://www.nyu.edu/classes/bkg/methods/
http://www.nyu.edu/classes/bkg/methods/
http://muse.jhu.edu/journals/the_drama_review/toc/tdr.57.2.html
http://www.routledgeperformancearchive.com/
http://www.theater-historiography.org/


 
When you know what archive you will access, it is helpful to set research questions. 
Archival research can be overwhelming, and researchers need to stay focused. How will 
you narrow your topic? What angle will your research investigate? What is most 
important and relevant to your research?  
 
Finally, it can be helpful to keep track of your archival research. Professor Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett has a form research log that you can download and use to help you organize 
your work.  
 
 
 

http://www.nyu.edu/classes/bkg/methods/

