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ATLAS: MATRIX*: A COLLABORATIVE PRACTICE, 2017 
workshop in Lisbon
Heléna Elias, EBANO Collective, FBA Faculty of Fine Arts – University of Lisbon 
and Francesca De Luca, Member of EBANO Collective, Institute of Social Sciences 
– University of Lisbon

* Latin mātrīx (dam, womb), māter (mother)
This was a collaboration that resulted in an open-ended installation/dispositive that 
called for ulterior collaboration. Spectators could play with the elements at same 
time as they generated reflection on the collaborative endeavour itself.
Atlas: MATRIX* emerged out of two individual research paths: reflective practice 
generated by ceramic pieces (Elias), and a genealogy of childbirth pain (De Luca). 
These were conjoined in an inquiry on the colonial legacy of the Tropical Garden 
and its surrounding and elaborated at the first #colleex international workshop.
Heléna brought previous research on public art and urban design in the Portuguese 
World Exhibition (1940) and on the Belém riverside. Francesca enquired into the 
colonial imprint on childbirth in Portuguese obstetrics. The matrix - an object or 
concept from where something originates - was our common ground. 
Matrix was the name given to the uterus until the 19th century in midwifery; the 
fragments from which ceramic objects take shape; a geological structure, but also 
an architectonic model that served as a paradigm for replications (as the ecclesia 
matrix, the “mother church”)… 
All these connotations of (re)production. Francesca. We meet to explore the 
Tropical Garden together. In 1940, it hosted the Colonial Section of the Exposition 
of the Portuguese World. Debris of the Exposition are scattered all over the place. 
Heléna. We set up the installation with wooden tables that we found abandoned in 
one of the buildings. We display ceramic sculptures and plaster casts of pregnant 
bellies. Although the installation was bound to our experience, we were able to 
design a set of procedures that might be used by other researchers. There is a 
formula.

Handnotes, 2019 workshop in Cyeszin
Ofri Lapid

Handnotes denote annotations to text that are devised to be handled, touched, 
unfolded and set in motion. Similar to footnotes, they appear numerically within 
the body of the text and refer the reader to additional information, sources or 
commentaries written by the author. Whereas footnotes are contained neatly 
in the bottom fringes of the page and demand of the reader to swiftly glimpse 
downward, handnotes send the reader far beyond the page’s limits. Handnotes 
extend the hand to the physicality of forms distributed in the room and advise 
the reader to act and activate the full range of sensory possibilities and readable 
material at hand. 

In a public reading or in a lecture format Handnotes can be presented as objects, 
images or set of instructions. They function as adjacent to the text in question, 
but are not exactly the subject matter itself, nor illustrations exhibited along the 
oral presentation. Handnotes could inform us about the surface of the paper we 
are holding or the cloths the person next to us is wearing. As sort of discursive 
hybrids, erected from the leftovers of material research, the assortment of field-
notes and the environment to which they are being displaced, Handnotes attempt 
to decompose the integrity of the lecture and decompress research into its various 
components.

Re-enactment for Nothing, 2017 workshop in Lisbon 
Judith Igelsböck, Technical University of Munich

As part of research into contemporary reorganizations of industries, our team was 
exploring ‘first encounters’ with industrial actors. For first meetings with potential 
future collaborators are complex situations that classical methods books scarcely 
address. ‘Re-enactment for nothing’ is a recipe for the exploration of possible (re-)
designs of such situations, done without wanting to educate or discipline. 

We wanted to re-enact such situations in the hope of finding a technique for 
exploring the ‘social lives’ of our first encounters: sharing them with peers, playing 
with, living through, fictionalizing and reimagining them. I was interested in 
witnessing our first encounters re-enacted by others. I wanted to understand how 
it feels, what it brings about – without drawing conclusions. 

While the ‘original’ first encounters usually took place in the winter-gardens of 
the university, the ‘re-enactments’ were performed in Lisbon’s Tropical Botanic 
Garden. One is a grey conference room in a faceless industrial city of the European 
north. The other is a colourful and lively, yet seemingly neglected, manifestation 
of colonial realities in a touristic and gentrified place of the European south. I 
welcomed the potential irritations and ambiguities of relocating from the winter-
garden to the ‘tropical’ one.

The re-enactors in Lisbon were passionate, improvising without hesitation. 
Unsurprisingly for social scientists, post-performance discussions mostly remained 
within the familiar frames of peer review. Each improvisation ended diplomatically, 
social scientists and industrial actors all agreeing on future collaborations. This 
was not forced. In the scripts we had actually put people in disharmonious and 
tricky situations. Yet they negotiated collaboration agreements. Why would this be 
achieved in the re-enactments?

For us social scientists studying industries, ‘re-enactment for nothing’ reveals the 
impressible dynamics of our field work devices and makes us question the effort 
often put into measures for controlling a research situation. It’s not changed our 
realities, but it has offered different ones. 

Epistemic love letters, 2017 workshop in Lisbon
Andrea Gaspar, Universidade de Coimbra

The analogy between anthropology (or ethnography) and love is what I attempted 
to explore through ‘epistemic love letters’. Could love work as a vocabulary to talk 
about ethnographic relationships?

Corsín Jiménez has made the point that anthropological traps “are good to fall 
in (love with)”. But what is a trap? Alfred Gell’s interest in traps is well known: a 
trap is an automaton, an extension of the creator and simultaneously a (working) 
model of the creator and the victim: it anticipates and subverts the behaviour of 
the victim. For Corsín Jiménez, a trap “allies with Law and Evelyn’s … notion of 
devices that create their own heterogeneous arrangements for relating, with the 
difference that it is a sensibility-engendering rather than an analytic device.” 

So traps are designed. I imagined an ‘infrastructure’, basic and rudimentary, 
composed of a call, a letter box, wire and clips and a poem by Fernando Pessoa (“All 
love letters are ridiculous”). The call acted as an invitation to think ethnography by 
analogy to love and for #colleex to write ‘epistemic love letters’ rather than papers. 

In Lisbon’s Jardim Botânico Tropical I provided a letter-box with the inscription 
“love letters” only. My intention (failed) had been to open the possibility that 
passers-by in the garden might leave letters.

I received four. One was a photograph, one an e-mail. Only two were handwritten 
letters (interesting and creative in their own right, and certainly worth attention 

– see transcriptions). 

Further, some people interpreted it as being about about love/sex in 
the field. This left me in an impasse. I should have invested more 

in the design. So check out what I did afterwards by reading 
my full-length text on the #colleex blog.

Postcards and Ethnography, 2017 workshop in Lisbon
Mascha Gugganig, Technical University Munich

Letters like postcards are central forms of material culture that provide an (often 
historical) window into the everyday life of people and places, of relations and 
reflections, realities and visions. Letter correspondences are by now recognized as 
crucial forms of knowledge production that provide ‘indexes’ for comprehending 
people’s works, thoughts and lives, such as the exchange between Arendt and 
Heidegger. In the 1960s and 70s, Mail or Post art artists rethought letters, postcards 
and packages as participatory, democratizing interventions into art: everyone can 
create and send art to everyone. In recent years, artists, writers and designers have 
reinvented the meaning, mode and impact particularly of postcards, as in the case 
of Warren’s PostSecret or Lupi  & Posavec’s Dear Data project (references in full 
text).
In the early 20th century, postcards served as information sources, say, of a 
visited town or country, but I muse on what meanings might they have in times 
of emails, skype and whatsapp. As Emerson, Fretz & Shaw point out in Writing 
Ethnographic Fieldnotes, members’ terms are significant because they convey 
different meanings of the same thing: among inmates and staff at a cottage for 
delinquent girls, “buzzes” are illegally smuggled letters, but they are also “love 
letters” or for guards a form of gang relation in need of regulation.
In this experimental project, postcards become part of doing and rethinking 
ethnography. Similar to Cerwonka and Malkki, who reconfigure fieldwork email 
exchanges into a book (2007), I pose what postcards can do as ethnographic tool: 
What is their role as mode of communication, research dissemination, formation 
of relationships, fieldwork reflection, material artefact, knowledge infrastructure, 
and/or fieldnotes (Gugganig & Schor)?
I invite ethnographers, artists, researchers and related experimentalists to write 
postcards to a friend, colleague, student, etc., to explore and expand the openness 
of this seemingly outdated communication tool.
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Instructions for Becoming a Writer-turned-Translator-
turned-Ethnographer: Create a Hypertext1, Translate 
Metonymically2, and Write Ekphrasticall3,, 2019 workshop 
in Cyeszin
Elisa Ayerza Taber

1 A Multi-Sequentially Read Text.
2 Substitute an absent whole with a part. Use typography to distinguish yet merge 
multiple translations, the parts, that gesture toward the original, the whole.
3 Substitute a moving image with a text. Write a speculative fiction based on a 
thirty-second video you took and link the descriptive elements of the first to the 

latter. Instructions for Metonymic Translation

(A Word/A Word) = Substitute. Literal proceeds literary translation.

A Word = Addition. Literal precedes literary translation.

A Word = Un-translated Guaraní word.

 A Word1 = Expounded meaning

In Amerindian literature the figure of the writer-turned-translator-turned-
ethnographer challenges the conception of authorship and literature related to 
verbally organized and inherited lyric materials. The term literature must be refuted 
because it reduces these verbally organized materials to a variant further developed 
by chirographic cultures. The term authorship must shift from an individual to a 
communal definition, because these poems do not belong to those that recite 
them. They only author a version.  Only if these conceptions are challenged can 
the literature canon be broadened to include indigenous fiction. Otherwise, these 
narrative materials will continue to circulate orally as common, not marginal, 
knowledge but without the elevation to literary, rather than folkloric, value. I 
propose a hypertextual collection of metonymic tran lations and ekphrastic fictions 
executed by a writer-turned-translator-turned-ethnographer, for the rendition of 
oral literature in an indigenous language into chirographic (written) literature in 
English. I have translated collections from indigenous languages. I was inspired to 
create a hypertext by Barthes’ theory of the text as a hyphology and the Paraguayan 
embroidery technique, Ñandutí. Hyphos is the tissue of a spider’s web. I invoke the 
task of the anthropologist as an interpretive one. I cannot help but lead theory back 
to practice. Ñandutí means spider’s web in Guaraní. Threads are extracted from a 
fabric with a geometric pattern drawn on it. I imitate this practice by un-editing my 
translations. The omitted literal translation and annotated cultural connotation are 
included alongside the literary translation.

CLEENIK - Clinic of anthropological ethnographic 
experiments, 2017 workshop in Lisbon
CLEENIK is produced by #xcol  

The CLEENIK is a meeting methodology for devising spaces to share and learn 
ethnographic experimentation in fieldwork. Drawing on practices of care, it is 
addressed to anthropologist and ethnographers, particularly in the early stage of 
their careers. It requires 1-2 hours and a small group of participants and a formatted 
clinical report (see CLEENIK website).

Researchers may suffer Excess of Engagement Stress (EES), DDID Dissociative 
Disciplinary Identity Disorder or even positionalitis. Seeking to diagnose such 
issues, the CLEENIK helps anthropologists suffering from multiple syndromes in 
consequence of experimentation during fieldwork. It is what we call a fieldwork 
apprenticeship format, a pedagogical venue designed to host, share and debate 
vulnerable and fragile investigations. It offers a protected space to those vulnerable 
investigators experiencing anxiety, uncertainty and doubts about the validity of 
their ethnographic practice.

Working towards a different format of getting together, it opens up space to discuss 
the complexity of fieldwork situations. Drawing inspiration from self-help groups, 
the CLEENIK proposes a therapeutic space. The therapeutic rhetoric is a playful 
and parodic gesture highlighting the relevance of caring for our modes of inquiry.
The CLEENIK is an adaptation of Klinika, a methodology from ColaBoraBora 
(colaborabora.org), a cultural and artistic collective we have worked with and 
learned from. It builds on our own experience of engagement in our field, an 
ethnographic modality closer to experimentation than participant observation. The 
figure of the clinic invokes care as key. Theoretically this draws on Maria Puig de la 
Bellacasa’s discussion of an ethics of care that speculates with forms of living, and 
resonates with Natalie Jeremijenko’s artistic project for an Environmental Health 
Clinic. It is a modest attempt to devise appropriate apprenticeship venues under 
contemporary conditions for ethnography.
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Formats to share and think together should be 
part and parcel of a discussion on ethnographic 
experimentation. In our work at #colleex we have 
been experimenting with meeting venues using the 
term open formats. 
What are they? 

Our Colleex Zine #1 shows excerpts of attempts at 
answering this question, bringing for discussion 
the relevance of exploring meetings as pedagogical 
spaces for the apprenticeship of ethnographic 
experimentation. We argue for the need to document 
these ‘experiments in meeting’ so that they may 
travel, be learnt and reproduced elsewhere.
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we do it, drawing inspiration from one another to attempt new ways, play a 
fundamental role. Of course any attempt at articulating this is likely to be somewhat 
hesitant, always contingent and probably relational. It’s not reform so much as 
a recognition of already productive work and thinking that’s needed. This won’t 
be easy in the university’s profit-oriented institutional set-up, but a drive to push 
along these lines is definitely there. In places it’s already possible to work without 
reducing ethnographic insight to text or things like ‘key performance indicators’, 
plus it’s clear that the extremely serious can easily and productively dovetail with 
the playful. We believe we need a lively, possibly provisional, documentation format 
that can travel and contribute to pedagogy.

RATIONALE | The Lab is not 
Blah. Academic encounters, 
venues to re-train ourselves
Eeva Berglund, Adolfo Estalella, Anna Lisa Ramella and Tomás Sánchez Criado

1. Academic encounters, venues to re-train ourselves
We meet to share knowledge and learn: at large conferences or intimate workshops, 
in the classroom with students or in seminars with colleagues. A screen, somebody 
standing, a series of slides over 10, 20… even 30 minutes! Sometimes the speaker 
sits rather than stands. Questions at the end. This arrangement applies to most 
meetings over our academic career. We meet to learn, but perhaps, and this is our 
point, we should learn to meet. 

Meetings, together with papers and books, are quintessential in the circulation 
of academic knowledge. Despite this, we usually resort to the most conventional 
formats: panels of paper presentations and round tables, where we mostly share 
what we have come to know before the meeting. #colleex, or Collaboratory for 
Ethnographic Experimentation, is exploring new ways to get together.  Meetings are 
extended bureaucratic forms, organisational techniques and forms of relationality. 
Delimited in space and time, they always point to a larger context, as Brown, Reed 

and Yarrow (2017) argue. Thus their relevance has to do with the effects they 
produce beyond: “[meetings] contain and animate social worlds outside 

the spatially and temporally demarcated arenas through which they take 
place” (Brown et al. 2017: 12).

There is always something at stake beyond then: interests, 
contexts and agendas that shape a meeting and will be 

affected by it. Marilyn Strathern has argued that meetings 
constitute miniaturised versions of the collectives in 

which they are embedded: “meetings mimic larger 
apprehensions of a scaled-up object” (2017: 

197). In a period of transformation that 

We agree that heterodox and improvisational formats also generate academic value. 
They could and should be supported further through documentation. We thank 
EASA for its efforts to break out of old constraints through, for instance, ‘labs’. 
EASA has been trying to raise awareness and give relevance to such encounters. To 
us, labs are not just ‘blah’, not a mere playful format, but rather fundamental sites 
where the renewal of learning and ethnographic fieldwork might be attempted in a 
miniaturised time and space. Labs matter. 

In that sense, and putting open formats centre-stage, perhaps we should outline 
some different modes in which they happen: (a) meetings in which we convey 
knowledge through open formats; (b) meetings in which we generate knowledge 
through open formats; or (c) meetings in which we show experimental fieldwork 
devices through open formats. Of course, they aren’t totally distinct from each other, 
but we need to disentangle their different moments: (a) knowledge-production 
happening before the format takes place, (b) knowledge being simultaneous or 
reciprocal with regards to the format, and (c) knowledge being derived from the 
open format. 

Meetings of academic content combine these by sharing knowledge from the 
field and generating more knowledge in the meeting. To draw an analogy with 
paper presentations that are developed into articles or fully written-up papers, what 
would be the most finished form of an open format? How can we translate this 
step of the process of integrating knowledge into open formats? How could we 
generate the situational knowledge we could to take beyond it, and how could 
that be shared? What role would documentation play in this? Also, what kinds and 
forms of documentation are we talking about?

We recognise a need for more adequate accounts of fieldwork than tropes that build 
on ‘participant observation.’ We want to verbalise or articulate in more-than-textual 
terms but also to embody the formats and devices through which we encounter 
and engage the world. We also recognise the need to give some structure, even 
a little order, to the space we as #colleex occupy, and which we hope enables 
further developments in heterodox forms of research. There are multiple voices 
and divergent projects in this space, not just across the wider network, but among 
ourselves as convenors. 

But if we are to practice new ethnographic modes and have them valued, we do 
need to take a position on what experimental fieldwork might constructively be 
guided towards and why. This is where documenting and discussing the ways 

seems to call to experiment with new forms of producing knowledge, we would 
say that we need to mimic in our meeting methods this experimental impulse.

In this network we are trying to open up venues to rethink ethnography, and more 
specifically, the ways in which we do and narrate fieldwork. Since starting out, 
we have foregrounded social and material interventions, devices and the spaces, 
discourses and the practices, through which forms of fieldwork beyond canonic 
participant observation could be examined in closer detail.

Seeking to explore alternative meeting formats, we organised our first workshop in 
Lisbon in 2017. We devoted half of the programme to exploring situation-based, art-
oriented, multi-sensory, spatial and audio-visual and other work that we called 
‘open formats’. In this alternative to the regular paper presentation, we didn’t just 
experiment with fieldwork or with how to learn to do it differently. We allowed open 
formats to become reflexive situations where what it might mean to experiment 
could be centre-staged, highlighted, examined, and debated. But our interest in 
‘open formats’ goes beyond mere playful exploration in a workshop. This is why we 
are suggesting we collaborate today to learn how to meet in many different ways: 
Meeting to learn how to do fieldwork otherwise, to appreciate what it means to 
experiment in fieldwork and what that brings. In fact, we want to devote time and 
space to understanding open formats as interesting learning and fieldwork devices, 
and to making them relevant for teaching and research…

One source of inspiration has been the realisation, captured by Michael J. Fischer, 
that “life is outrunning the pedagogies in which we have been trained” (2003: 37). 
Put differently, it means that engaging with forms of ethnographic experimentation 
has made us realise that conventional ethnographic training–or, to be more 
specific, the canon found in many handbooks and manuals–is not adequate to 
the challenges fieldwork poses today. A second source would be our own very 
ethnographic engagement: some of us at #colleex have learnt alternative ways to 
come together from our epistemic partners in the field, such as artists and activists. 
This doesn’t just mean that they have shown us specific meeting formats, rather we 
have learned to inhabit sophisticated ‘how-to’ meeting cultures: ones that mobilise 
an ecology of practices whose key goal is to get us together to do joint research. 

From our partners we’ve learnt about ambiences for discussion, spatial layouts, 
technologies for record keeping and documentation, practices of care: That is, 
practices that render ethnography an art of learning to relate–meet, tell, forge 
relations–in order to relate–that is, to keep on meeting, telling, and forging relations… 

Reflecting on how and why to do this is integral to our work on ethnographic 
experimentation as a specific ethnographic modality beyond participant observation. 
But beyond just talking about it or giving it value, the challenge ethnographic 
experimentation poses is that it requires different forms of training.

 This argument links to a debate on fieldwork in the contemporary and the need 
to re-equip our discipline (Rees 2008). Paul Rabinow (2011), Chris Kelty (2009) and 
Kim Fortun (2009) for instance have explored other forms of learning with their 
research teams. George Marcus and James Faubion’s edited volume, Fieldwork is 
not what it used to be (2009), is exemplary of this. It makes a strong case for the 
need to renew pedagogies if anthropologists want to measure up to the challenges 
of the contemporary. 

Specifically, the PhD is an exceptional learning moment or space to experiment 
with the possibilities, as Marcus (2009) has argued: a threshold where the limits 
of the norm and form of fieldwork are negotiated. Formats can be borrowed from 
other fields, such as the ethnocharrette or the design or art studio. In a similar vein, 
Paul Rabinow has explored what he designates labminar, a space of academic 
exchange that remediated–changed from one media form to another–the meetings 
of the laboratories he studied.  In these spaces, together with his students, Rabinow 
explored the possibility of “new forms of inquiry through ways collaborative guided 
by an ethic of care” (2011: 142).
 

Documenting novel forms of ethnographic learning
If ethnography is moving beyond the solitary to the collaborative, and shifting 
from the visual to the multi-sensory, being captured not just textually but in 

other mediums, how are these conveyed? Can and should they be captured 
and re-moved to other locations? Perhaps we need to reflect on how to 

document, how to tell, how to narrate all these experiences, beyond the 
actual situations in which they happen… How to make them travel? 

And how can the multi-sensory experiences be documented or 
made relatable at all? For instance, open formats in mode (c) 

as introduced earlier – as meetings where the production 
of knowledge derives from the very format itself – entail 

a particular form of documentation. Documenting 
fieldwork encounters and experiments is different 

from documenting those open formats with 

which we either seek to produce knowledge (b) or to just transmit knowledge (a).
What if we gathered the documentation of open formats into something like a 
collection? Would this help to discern different approaches to ethnographic 
experimentation? Serve as inspiration to practice more experimental forms of 
ethnography? Assuming this is desirable, and that documentation should be easily 
accessible, what should we call this thing? Not a handbook… An inventory or 
list, taxonomy even? An archive? A library of how-to manuals or toolkits, even a 
protocol? A recipe collection or a cookbook? There are implications in calling it an 
inventory or a cookbook. These terms connect to different powerful imaginaries 
and aesthetics that could have a potential impact on the output: some more open 
and tolerant, others more rigid and colonising, bringing to mind an imaginary of 
knowledge as taxonomy and logistics. Is that the connotation that we want? If we’re 
talking about a gathering of open formats, their very openness suggests more the 
idea of recipes people can alter, transform, adapt. Here openness doesn’t just refer 
to types of meetings, but also the types of documentation being attempted, not to 
speak of the openness of their subsequent uses.

Metaphors and words do matter. Still, one of the key motivations for documenting 
any research is to share experiences and inspire further adaptation. We are calling 
for ways of expanding our imagination. At the same time, some people might be 
reading documents just to get going, in which case a step-by-step set of instructions 
might be handy. Documentation as a way of giving an account (whether as a story 
or financially) is also simply an invitation to engage and respond, to continue. In the 
case of #colleex, it’s a kind of reconstructed epistemic practice we’re looking for, 
that cares for the ethnographic in all its dimensions: as interpersonal engagement, 
fieldwork, description, theory and combinations of them all.

In this spirit, we want to share our first attempts to document. We invite you to 
imagine and discuss further how – in what appropriate genres, archival modes, 
styles – to document the inventiveness of open formats, and to debate them further. 
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