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Abstract 

 

‘Mathew and Me’ is a musical performance auto/ethnography which explores embodied 

experiences of same-sex attraction between men within heteronormative sport cultures. The 

performance comprises a layering of original songs, performance poetry, and personal narrative. 

Songwriting is used as a critical arts-based methodology to discover, interrogate and 

communicate fragmentary, sensory and embodied remembrances of lived experience. Alongside 

a textual representation of the performance, reflections are offered on the two methodological 

issues. First, the challenges of sharing music and songs within conventional academic 

publications. Second, the possibilities and nuances of songwriting as a methodology for critical 

qualitative inquiry. 

 

Keywords: critical arts-based research; music; autoethnography; same-sex attraction; song 

writing  
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Introduction 

 

I welcome the increasing attention given in recent years to music and songs as qualitative inquiry 

(e.g., Alexander, 2016; Bresler, 2008; Bartleet & Ellis, 2009; Carless & Douglas, 2010; 

Gouzouasis, 2018; Jenoure, 2002). We hear qualitative researchers incorporating music and song 

within multimedia representations such as film, performance autoethnography or ethnodrama 

(e.g., Blau, 2010; Douglas & Carless, 2018; Spry, 2010; Stephenson Shaffer, 2010). We read 

scholars exploring the significance of a piece of popular music at personal, cultural or political 

levels (e.g., Boylorn, 2016; Callier, 2016; Holman Jones, 2016; McRae, 2010). We experience 

artists and activists creating original music as way of doing or communicating qualitative 

research – to create emotionally rich, visceral understandings of their own or their participants’ 

lives (e.g., Carless & Douglas, 2011; Douglas & Carless, 2005; Patti, 2009; Scott-Hoy, 2009). 

But despite these advances, songwriting remains a feature of relatively few pieces (see, Carless, 

2017, 2018; Carless & Douglas, 2009; Douglas, 2012, 2016, 2017; Douglas & Carless, 2013; 

Haddox, 2018; Luckett, 2016). As a songwriter/qualitative researcher, an important component of 

my voice and practice – my means of understanding myself, other people and society – is 

silenced if original songs are excluded within the literature.  

Here, I share a musical performance autoethnography titled Mathew and Me, created 

through a songwriting methodology (see, Carless & Douglas, 2015). The piece weaves together 

original songs and performance poetry. Pelias and Stephenson-Shaffer (2007) note the discipline 

of performance studies historically excluded musical performance. Until the last decade or so, the 

same could be said of the field of qualitative inquiry. One reason for this might be historical 

divisions between disciplines within the academy, where music is the purview of music 

departments and not usually considered relevant in (for example) the human sciences. Another 
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reason might be the challenges of including original songs within conventional academic 

publications (such as a journal article). According to the songwriter Jimmy Webb (1998), 

Song lyrics are meant to be heard in their entirety and with the music that helped shape 

them. A song is a magical marriage between a lyric (some words) and a melody (some 

notes). It is not a poem. It is not music. It is in this gray area of synthesis between 

language, rhythm and sound that some of the most acute sensors of human emotion lie. (p. 

70)  

While the lyrics of a song can be included in a journal article, the melody, the rhythm and the 

sound are lost. But these components – the noise of music – matter. As Kitrina Douglas (2017) 

observes, much is communicated through the embodied sounds made by people playing or 

singing in their own particular ways. Choosing to share Mathew and Me in textual form I must 

accept these losses, sacrificing the energy, depth and power possible through a live performance 

or a recording. I persevere because writing and performing songs has something unique to offer 

performance autoethnography specifically and qualitative inquiry in general. In the performance 

text that follows, I have attempted to address what is lost by including performance notes which I 

hope conveys some sense of the noise, sounds, and physical presence inherent in a live 

performance.  

  

Mathew and Me 

 

[The audience are seated. The lights in the auditorium dim. A spotlight picks out a man who, 

until that moment, was sat as a member of the audience. He stands. He turns his head, looking 

around at the audience. He smiles and steps into the aisle. He begins to speak, making his way 
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slowly towards the stage which contains an electric guitar, an acoustic guitar, a ukulele and a 

microphone stand...] 

 

10,708 competitors took part in the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing. There was one out gay man. 

Australian diver Matthew Mitcham. I’ve got a bit of a soft spot for Matt. But one out of 10,708? 

Talk about isolation. Talk about alienation. 

Things have changed so much over the past decade for LGBT people.  

Haven’t they?  

In the London 2012 Olympics there were 3 out gay or bisexual men. In Rio 2016, there 

were 11.  

0.2%.  

We are visible.  

But we are marginal.  

And don’t even start on football! Not a single professional soccer player has come out in 

the UK since Justin Fashanu in 1990. He died by suicide eight years later. 

So, what might it be like for a young man who’s attracted to other men, growing up and 

living in this kind of world? Walking the walk, talking the talk – in the gym, the changing room, 

the bus journeys, at the bar.  

I have something to say about all this. But it isn’t a tale I can tell you straight… 

 

Scene 1 

 

[Nimbly, the performer jumps onto the stage. He picks up the blood red, sharp-horned, 

aggressive looking electric guitar. The auditorium lights fade to black, leaving him lit by a single 
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spotlight. He squares up to the audience, with nothing more than the microphone stand and 

guitar for protection. Mouth close to the mic, his voice is close and intimate but unrelenting…] 

 

Matt lives among the silvered machines 

The plates, the bars, the dumbbells, the steel 

The crunch and the clang  

Gasp! Muted scream! 

It’s a procession of bodies 

It’s a daily routine 

 

Matt’s pleased with his reflection, he likes what he sees 

Pectorals that curve beneath the close cloth of his vest 

Deltoids rounded yet cut shimmer with sweat 

Matt grabs a hold of his biceps, he gives them a squeeze 

 

Pumped for an hour, almost ready to leave 

Matt walks around the lat pull down machine 

Then BANG! 

… it happens … 

Everybody freeze! 

 

The music goes silent, bodies vanish from sight 

Matt’s focus is narrowed, the thought he had disappeared 

Stood three feet away from this shaved-headed guy 
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Who’s looking at Matt … right in the eye 

 

Fight? … or … Flight? 

Or is there another option the physiologists missed? 

The guy searches Matt’s eyes for a clue, a reveal 

Together for a moment they’re too scared to steal 

 

Matt looks away at the wall, the guy looks down at his watch 

Shoulders twist sideways, dance around the machine 

But in one of many mirrors Matt watches him still 

Desire and attraction … the fear, the thrill 

 

[As the poem ends, the performer begins to play an ascending figure, in a minor key, on the 

electric guitar’s bass strings. The sound is distorted. It breaks up but remains warm and 

expansive. The music sounds threatening, slightly claustrophobic, as if something ominous is 

advancing upon us. He repeats the figure four times, over 8 bars, before using his fingernail to 

slice out a bold, dark B minor chord, which hangs in the air. After a second, he begins to sing the 

song ‘Mosquito’…] 

 

It feels real 

when I’m screaming and shouting 

a drunk man out on the tiles 

dreaming of love with fear in my mind 

 



Mathew and Me 7 

Long enough 

watching and waiting 

While you’re flying around my head 

full of my blood, breathing my air 

 

Is it good enough to hope? 

Am I strong enough to know? 

 

Stand up 

no more cheating, deceiving 

Let’s move it outside these walls 

open me up – whatever the cost 

 

Is it good enough to hope? 

Am I strong enough to know? 

 

[The song concludes over the ascending figure, this time repeated over 16 bars, supporting a 

mournful vocal part comprising no discernible words at all. He mutes the ringing strings and 

places the guitar on the stand to his side before beginning the next poem…]   

 

Scene 2 

 

Laughing joking shouting slamming 

A changing room crowded with men  
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in various stages of undress 

Ripped bodies soft bodies hairy bodies smooth 

 

Matt turns the key in the lock and hauls out his bag 

searches for a spare space to hang up his clothes 

He peels off his vest, kicks his shoes under the bench 

pulls out a white towel and turns round to sit 

 

And he is opposite now the shaved-head guy 

right across the room eyes fixed straight ahead 

Perfectly clear and in focus amongst a blur of  

M    e     n 

 

His face: chiselled smooth unreadable 

but looking at Matt 

His body: lean, muscled, wrapped in a blue towel 

walking now into the showers 

 

Matt pulls off his shorts, wraps his towel round his waist 

Ba-boom    Ba-boom    Ba-boom 

and walks the few steps through the bodies into the showers 

Ba-boom   Ba-boom  Ba-boom 

Hangs his towel next to the blue one which is already there 

BA-BOOM BA-BOOM BA-BOOM 
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Shower and shampoo under warm running water stood side by side 

Matt, unable to look, fixes his eyes on a tile 

He wants to turn to this stranger, he’s desperate to speak 

 

But something much bigger – unspoken, unknown 

Seems to have frozen them both – their bodies, their tongues 

No words, no action, no connection at all 

Just a resistance to risk, the fear of a fall 

 

By the time they’re both dressed all that remains 

is a dull sense of frustration, another chance gone astray 

Why? 

… is it always like this? 

 

The guy walks from the room with a brief parting glance 

No smile, no phone number, no coffee, no chance 

Not even the barest flicker 

of hope 

for 

love? 
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[Swiftly, the performer pulls the ukulele to his chest, cradling it close to the microphone. He 

begins to fingerpick a delicate descending chord progression, moving from major though minor. 

The sound is spacious but blue. He sings the song ‘Holehearted’…] 

 

I got a hole where a heart should be 

a hole where a little care might be 

a hole where some love could be 

Woe is me, shame on we 

 

I’ve been watching you from a distance 

Don’t want to let you slip away 

But my mind is locked, my body frozen 

Won’t you help to mend my ways? 

 

I got a hole where a heart should be 

a hole where a little care might be 

a hole where some love could be 

Woe is me, shame on we 

 

If you’re out there, if you’re listening 

If your heart’s not wild or free 

Will you open the door and take a journey? 

Roll the dice and walk with me… 
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[After an 8 bar play out, the performer places the ukulele down and grabs the microphone in 

both hands like a rock’n’roll singer. He takes a couple of steps towards the audience. The mic 

stand leans over and drags behind him. Eyes intense and voice urgent, he performs the final 

poem…] 

 

Scene 3 

 

It’s the story you see that maketh the man 

Without a plot line, a template, a very rough plan 

How can Matt ever build a self that feels like it fits? 

It’s by connecting to others that identity exists 

 

Not the roles of Kenneth Williams or John Inman1 

You know: the joke, the alone, the effeminate ham 

Growing up in the 80’s, the 90’s, were these the roles 

for gays, for bisexuals, for every queer man? 

 

Well, they didn’t fit Matt 

and they didn’t fit me 

 

Now there are new identities outside sport and within 

Try, if you’re looking for a place to begin: 

Gareth Thomas 

Stephen Davies 
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Robbie Rogers 

Michael Sam 

Tom Daley 

… and the gorgeous Matthew Mitcham 

 

All of these sportsmen have taken the brave step 

That in 1990 football showed it couldn’t accept 

Justin Fashanu died and we all shoulder the blame 

I want to do what I can to contribute to change 

 

[The performer straps on the acoustic guitar. Powerfully, he begins strum. Sound bursts forth in 

the form of rich ringing chords across all six strings. The music sounds exciting, dynamic. The 

chord changes come fast, locked tightly into a 3:4 time signature. The audience will have to work 

to keep up. He performs the song ‘Something Between Us’…] 

 

My goal is to let go of myself 

I want to fly with an open mind 

So clear, yet so far from here 

I am swallowed, I am blind 

 

Is there something between us now? 

Just a moment, a second’s allowed 

Is there something between us now? 
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Is it enough for the sensitive kind 

Just a second in a lifetime 

If I’m wrong, then I’m right 

I could have sworn I caught your eye 

 

[The audience join in for on two repetitions of chorus, offering community and advocacy through 

their participation…] 

 

Is there something between us now? 

Just a moment, a second’s allowed 

Is there something between us now? 

 

As I lie in your arms 

I want to save all of this time 

Put today into the dream 

of a future memory 

 

[The final chord dies along with the last word of the song. Lighting fades to black] 

 

Some Reflections on Songwriting Methodology 

 

Lori Nielsen (2008) wrote, “The challenge in arts-informed inquiry has always been 

epistemological: How do we come to know and how do we express that knowing? What does it 

mean to know?” (p. 385). I return to these questions whenever I write songs as qualitative 
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research. Since I began writing songs, more that 30 years ago, I have been curious about the 

process, never arriving at a clear understanding, never finding a satisfactory answer. I often begin 

a song without knowing what I am writing about. It is as if I must find the theme of the song 

through writing it. On those occasions I have tried to write to an explicit theme or meaning, the 

song doesn’t seem to work, it hides from me, remains unsingable. I am not alone in my un-

knowing. The songwriter Perfume Genius (2017) has said: 

You never really know what the themes are until you’re done. Then you see what words 

you repeated over and over in your lyrics. I think I say ‘body’ ninety times – so there’s 

some body stuff, whatever that means. I don’t really know – that’s why I keep writing 

about it, to try to figure it out ... Its transcending, trying to break through the limits of 

your brain and body or reach some other unknown plane, trying to unlock stuff.  

As I spend time with a song, a theme might begin to become clear, I gain some kind of 

understanding. In short, I learn. The song seems to teach me. This may occur during the writing 

process, it may take place in the early days of playing or recording the song, or it may only occur 

several years later, perhaps when I revisit a song by listening to a recording after a period of 

separation. But how can the creative act of writing a song teach us about ourselves, our 

experience, other people, or the social world? 

Perfume Genius talks of “breaking through,” “trying to it unlock stuff.” Other songwriters 

talk about moving beyond the conscious rational mind to access or express the subconscious. I 

have previously suggested that songwriting requires throughness: a connectivity or “flow of 

energy between the conscious and the unconscious mind” (Carless, 2018, p. 230). Common to 

many writers’ accounts of their creative process (see Zollo, 2003), is a sense that their best songs 

‘speak’ from beyond their conscious mind, communicating something they were not previously 

aware of, something they did not know they knew. 
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This has been the case with the songs that comprise Mathew and Me. The events 

portrayed in the spoken sections are closely tied to events that I remember experiencing or 

witnessing. These sections draw on relatively coherent narrative memories of events I recall in 

detail. In the performance, these sections assume a narrative structure too. This is not the case, 

though, for the songs. The songs are more abstract, open, unresolved. I do not have coherent 

narrative memories to underpin the songs. Instead, the songs draw on more chaotic, fragmentary, 

sensory remembrances. Through writing and singing the songs, emotions I wasn’t aware of 

feeling began to surface – were revealed to me – to be felt, experienced, examined. The 

(narrative) form of the poetic sections parallels the (narrative) form of my memories of the 

moments the poems portray. And the (non-narrative) form of the songs parallels the form of my 

memories of the experiences the songs portray. The form of each shapes the content that can be 

included. This difference seems important to qualitative researchers, particularly those of us who 

utilise autoethnographic, narrative, or arts-based methodologies.   

By engaging in therapy and studying literature on body-based psychotherapy, I have 

become interested in the ways that songwriting (and other forms of artistic creativity) might offer 

us a means of connecting to ‘memories’ or ‘insights’ held by our bodies. Peter Levine (2010) 

talks of ‘body memories’ (p. 52). Bessel van der Kolk (2015) writes, “the imprints of traumatic 

experiences are organized not as coherent logical narratives but in fragmented sensory and 

emotional traces: images, sounds, and physical sensations” (p. 176). A yoga practitioner may talk 

of the pelvis as the emotional centre of the body while a therapist might work to allow a 

traumatized client’s body to ‘speak’ (see Etherington, 2003). Levine (2010) describes an example 

of his body-based therapeutic work with a female client:  

I guide her away from interpreting what she is feeling because I do not want the meaning 

to come from a mental place. The body needs to tell what’s on its “mind” first in order for 
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new perceptions to arise in present time (p. 177) … The consequence of “premature 

cognition” is to take the person out of his or her sensate experience before it completes 

and has the opportunity to generate new perceptions and new meanings. (p. 181) 

While the purposes of therapy and songwriting differ of course, this account describes quite well 

how I must work if I am to write a song. ‘Premature cognition’ – thinking too much, too soon – 

can diminish or destroy a developing song. Instead, I must remain attuned to some other ‘voice’ – 

perhaps my sensate experience? – for a song to form. I must hold off interpretation during the 

writing process.  

How might this impact the methodologies of qualitative inquiry? How might it affect the 

development of our understandings – knowledge – of the social world? How might it be 

important for us as critical researchers, for the participants in our research, and others in their 

communities? According to van der Kolk (2015), “In order to find our voice, we have to be in our 

bodies – able to breathe fully and able to access our inner sensations. This is the opposite of 

dissociation, of being “out of body” and making yourself disappear” (p. 331). It seems to me that 

many of us, within the global community of qualitative researchers, work to find and represent 

our voice, and the voices of the participants in our research too. We strive to be present in our 

work – to be visible, reflexive, to draw on and incorporate emotion, to embody our texts and 

performances. Dissociation, disappearance and being “out of body” is just about the last thing 

needed of critical qualitative researchers at this moment in time. 
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1 As a child, I was familiar with Kenneth Williams and John Inman who were high profile actors 

on British television during the 1970’s and 1980’s. Both were known for their ‘camp’ 

performances laden with innuendo and suggestive of homosexuality as an ‘open secret.’ 


