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Abstract
This article is a contribution to the debate which has been taking place for some years now around the use of artistic 
research methodologies in conservatories in Spain. To be precise, it supports a methodology centered on artistic 
activity, which is not conditioned by the dictates of science and the need to obtain results. Within this current of 
thought, we have developed a new methodology of artistic research, a/r/tography, which is adapted from Fine Arts, 
and is aimed at teachers in music conservatories and makes it possible to simultaneously research, perform and 
teach a piece of music. This methodology is applied to the first movement of Strauss’s oboe concerto, an especially 
complex work from a breathing perspective.
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Uma proposta de pesquisa artística de uma perspectiva A / R / TOGRAPHY: um estudo 
do primeiro movimento do Concerto para Oboé de Strauss

Resumo
Este artigo é uma contribuição para o debate sobre a utilização das metodologias de pesquisa em arte nos conservatórios 
de música. Defendemos uma metodologia centrada na atividade artística, não condicionada pelas regras da ciência 
e pela obtenção de resultados. Por isso, seguindo essa linha de pensamento, desenvolvemos uma nova metodologia 
de pesquisa em arte, adaptada às Belas Artes, à a/r/tografia, dirigida a professores de conservatórios de música, 
possibilitando a realização conjunta da pesquisa, interpretação e educação de uma obra musical.

Palavras-chave:  Pesquisa em arte; Metodologia; A/r/tografia; Conservatórios.

In recent years, there has been a gradual reform taking place of the paradigms for 
research carried out by professional musicians in Spain. It was, to be precise, the Bologna 
Process and the creation of the European Higher Education Area which precipitated a degree of 
concern about new forms of research among music professionals in Conservatories (LÓPEZ-
CANO; SAN CRISTÓBAL, 2014). Even though these Artistic Research methodologies seem 
to be the best-suited to the needs of musicians (giving value to the creative process), these 
methods have certainly not yet found their way into Spanish conservatories.

In practice, these centers continue to favor, for the most part, musicological 
research based on analysis of the life and work of a composer, and work involving the 
harmonic analysis of a piece, which may (or may not) then be played in the final assessment. 
The acceptance of Artistic Research methodologies is entirely different among Spanish 
visual artists, even if in this sphere they bring a different kind of problem (MOLTÓ, 2016; 
BORGDORFF, 2010; LÓPEZ-CANO, 2013). It is a problem whereby the action of creating 
simultaneously employs reflection, critical analysis, the acquisition of conclusions and 
the action itself, all of which together provide a path to understanding how knowledge 
is constructed (MORENO; VALLADARES; MARTÍNEZ, 2017). Although at the outset we 
could argue that this is all equally applicable to the process of creating carried out by 
musical instrumentalists, concerns with solving technical problems and improving the 
performance of a work mean that, as Pace has observed (2015), there is frequently no 
conscious reflection on the artistic practice that is taking place.
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The Dublin Descriptors (2004), who determine the components of official studies within 
the European Higher Education Area framework, established that artistic practice, in order to 
be considered research, must involve a contribution that is not only original but also deliberate. 
The idiosyncrasy of conservatory music studies and the level of resistance towards adopting 
new research methodologies (LÓPEZ-CANO, 2013) are the main reasons why we have 
been moved to develop an Artistic Research proposal for musical instrumentalists. The 
methodology we propose is based on three main facets which are found in any musician 
who teaches in specialized centers, that is: educational, investigative and artistic. To be 
precise, it involves the adaptation from musical research of a methodology which comes 
from Fine Art, a/r/tography, which we will elaborate on through research connected to a 
doctoral thesis undertaken by an oboe teacher in a Higher Conservatory of Music. This 
work – innovative as far as we can see – will help us in our defense of the suitability of this 
method of artistic research in Music Conservatories, since it enables the combined research, 
performance and teaching of a piece of music. In this specific case, the a/r/tographic method 
used in a research work on the first movement of the concerto Richard Strauss’s Concerto 
for oboe and orchestra and the breathing problems caused by the excessively long phrases 
in the first movement. Before explaining the characteristics of this methodology and its 
application and adaptation to the sphere of music, we will provide a brief overview of 
Artistic Research and its presence in Music Conservatories, since, as Luca Chiantore notes, 
this is a subject that dwells within an Intellectual, institutional and artistic debate (LÓPEZ-
CANO; SAN CRISTÓBAL, 2014).

The debate around artistic research in music

As Borgdorff (2010) has stated, the debate that has been under way for some years 
around Artistic Research methodologies has barely reached the field of music. Only in the 
last few years have we witnessed a measure of interest in ‘the right of existence’ of new 
forms of research using art rather than talking about art (ZALDÍVAR, 2008) in the sphere 
of music; that is to say, in the possibility of using methodologies which are centered on 
the process of the creation itself of a piece of music. The main obstacle for those applying 
these methodologies (as their detractors highlight) concerns when artistic practice can be 
considered research. To follow a narrow thread, the question could also be expanded to ask 
what we can consider as research. 

In general terms, those who defend the use of Artistic Research in music point 
out that in this kind of research both the questions and problems that need solving, as 
well as the knowledge generated, come directly from artistic experience; these are the very 
elements that artistic practice converts into research and which can only be resolved by 
professionals working within these fields (PACE, 2015). This is the view of Zaldívar (2010), 
López-Cano (2013) and Brown and Sorensen, who in broader terms affirm that “research 
refers to the act of finding out about something and is involved in learning about a topic, 
extending a skill, solving a problem and so on. […] almost all creative practice involves this 
general type of research, and often lots of it” (BROWN; SORENSEN, 2008, p. 153). 

Yet while there is a narrow connection between research and artistic practice, for 
Borgdorff one should not be identified with the other since, as he strongly argues (2010, 
p. 8): “if everything is research, then nothing is research any more”. These are the reasons 
which lead us to position ourselves beside a long list of theorists including Borgdorff (2010; 
2015), Pace (2015), López-Cano (2013) or Sligter (2007), who argue that in order for artistic 
practice to be considered Artistic Research, the researcher-artist must produce a report 
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which shows an awareness of the artistic process and brings together the reasons why they 
take some decisions instead of others. In the words of Sligter (2007, p. 44), “we may speak 
of research if the performer explicitates or shares his practical knowledge and is prepared 
to systematically ask himself which prior concepts have guided his actions.”  To think that 
we can forego such a report is “too utopian” (PACE, 2015, p. 67).

However, as we noted at the start, this question, of the viability of Artistic Research 
in music, and even whether it can be considered as research, is far from being answered. Of 
the negative arguments surrounding Artistic Research, one of the most striking comes from 
John Croft (2015). Referring to the field in which he is an expert, musical composition, he 
argues that “There are, by and large, two kinds of composers in academia today: those who 
labor under the delusion that they are doing a kind of ‘research’, and those who recognize 
the absurdity of this idea” (CROFT, 2015, p. 6). In his opinion, the work carried out in the 
creation of a piece of music offers no response to traditional research questions, and in the 
event that it did, the answer would already be known in advance, which renders it invalid. 
For Croft (2015), a piece of musical research – to be considered as such – is obliged to 
follow the lines marked out by the scientific disciplines and there must be limits placed on 
the value of the process since the only truly important thing is the result, in this case, the 
composition of the piece of music.

Croft’s thinking is not unusual among Spanish academics; indeed, it is present in many 
Higher Conservatories in Spain. Although, as has been shown, there exists more interest in 
different forms of research – owing to these conservatories entering the EHEA (ZALDÍVAR, 2005) 
– the final projects which students must complete to achieve their degrees continue to follow 
these well-recognized and oft-repeated formats consisting of harmonic and/or musical analysis. 
And even when the possibility of carrying out Artistic Research in music is recognized, 
we find the view that, for it to be done properly, it must follow – in its methodological 
development – the empirical sciences, since these can give “algunos significados a este 
terreno necesitado de claridad”1 (PÉREZ-LÓPEZ, 2010). This link with experimental sciences 
would suppose a framework for the Artistic Research elements along the following lines: 
1) an experiment, equipped with a good dose of transparency and rigor; 2) a hypothesis, 
expressed in the clearest terms possible and 3) results, formulated in a way that arrive in 
a way that achieve the greatest possible precision (PÉREZ-LÓPEZ, 2010). Summing up, 
Artistic Research in music “debe ser llevad(a) a cabo con el criterio y el rigor propio de la 
investigación científica” 2 (2010).

We agree with Pérez-López that in order to build a research culture in musical and 
artistic spheres and reinforce the role of musicians in cultural life, it can be interesting to 
know different methodological tools, though we disagree openly with the view that thanks 
to these, one can produce research into artistic and musical territory with greater coherence   
(2010).  The knowledge of different methodologies and research structures does not ensure 
their unquestioning acceptance, as we cannot follow a process of investigation “como quien 
sigue unas instrucciones de montaje”3 (MORENO; VALLADARES; MARTÍNEZ, 2017, p. 32). 
The problem, in our opinion, arises the moment that one considers that the only form of 
research belongs to the sciences as this would then mean, as Habermas (1986) and Lyotard 
(1987) both point out, that the only way of understanding reality comes from the sciences 
too. In this sense, Hernández (2008) pointed out how, after the crisis in the assumptions 
of positivism and scientism, the concept of research and the way in which it is carried out 
have advanced, breaking the stereotypes of dualist thinking which have defined us for 
three hundred years in the West and which regarded as inevitable the separation between 
the subject who observes and the subject who researches.
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In addition, we cannot forget that this positioning in favor of science leads us 
towards a dangerous “methodological essentialism” (REEVES, 2015). To defend the 
scientific paradigm is not only reductionist but can prove extremely damaging since it 
does not only place a question mark beside artistic or performative research but does the 
same of all research into the Humanities with its different branches of knowledge. There 
are many forms of research and their borders do not have to be defined by the dictates 
of science (SLIGTER, 2007). Nor does the objective have to be purely results-based. The 
method adopted for research should be determined by reflection (although this in itself 
can also condition it) but it should never become such a central element that it reaches the 
point of misshaping projects by trying to incorporate them into structures taken from other 
spheres, for which they are not a natural fit (MORENO; VALLADARES; MARTÍNEZ, 2017, 
p. 29)4.

These debates over what is and what isn’t research and the great variety of forms 
of Artistic Research undertaken in the area of music (LÓPEZ-CANO, 2013) have produced 
many doubts which arise among those who opt for this methodological approach. Also, in 
our opinion, it means that this approach is not developing as smoothly as it has done, for 
example, in the visual arts. These are the reasons that led us to make an Artistic Research 
music proposal which, though coming from a Fine Arts methodology, is not constrained 
by it. It is not presented as a watertight compartment but as something we offer as one 
possibility among many.  The main thing, in our opinion, is that this proposed methodology 
does not distance music specialists from their own creative and interpretative practice 
something which, as we concur with Zaldívar (2008), must be a priority for Conservatory 
teachers.

A/r/tography as an Artistic Research proposal

This methodology is innovative for its use of musical practice. It was applied to a 
research project undertaken on the Concerto for oboe and small orchestra in D major, Op.144 
(trV 292) by Richard Strauss (1947, 1948). When he wrote the Concerto for Oboe, Strauss 
was 81 years old and it was the first time he had sought to give this instrument prominence 
with a soloist and orchestra. This Concerto is one of the last four works he composed, 
representing the final output of his career as a composer. The idea for this choice of work 
came from the problems with breathing caused by the first movement – problems  faced by 
four final-year students from the undergraduate program. The enormous challenges which, 
because of its difficulty, this work presented when used in a teaching context, led us to 
employ this artistic and investigative experience in the process of teaching-learning; that 
is to say, to count on the close collaboration of the roles which converge and interact in 
conservatory music: investigative-artistic-educational. As Marín Viadel notes, in this sense, 
“en lugar de dislocar cada una de estas tres perspectivas en sus respectivas actividades 
profesionales ¿por qué no reunirlas bajo un misma unidad conceptual y vital?” (2011, p. 
226)5. It is precisely from this that a/r/tography takes its name, and it explains its first three 
letters: Artist, Researcher and Teacher, which together also form the word ‘art’.

This research method, developed at the University of British Columbia (Canada) 
and conceived for Fine Arts, originated with Rita L. Irwin. For this researcher (IRWIN et al, 
2006), a/r/tography is intrinsic to oneself – as is the role of artist/researcher/teacher – and it 
involves self-inquiry. Within the research group that Irwin leads, Peter Gouzouasis (2006) 
represents the current music-centered methodology; in particular, his work establishes the 
relationship – on a theoretical level – between methodological concepts of a/r/tography 
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(contiguity, living inquiry, metaphor and metonomy, opening reverberations and excess) 
and different aspects and functions of music.

It proved complex for us to adopt this method for a music research project, especially 
given our chosen requirements that each of the different roles feed off each other and that 
the students participate in the process from the very start. Yet what, at the outset,  appeared 
as potentially an added difficulty – given we could find no references to the use of these 
methods among conservatory teachers – became a positive for us in the end as it obliged us 
to reflect on the process and to take nothing for granted. 

On the process

In general terms, the a/r/tographic research undertaken led us to a deep understanding 
of the breathing process in Strauss’s Concerto for oboe (1947). The information, in general, 
came from different sources; aside from the existing bibliography and discography –
together with video recordings– the a/r/tographer made use of their own performative 
experience as an oboist of some prestige and of that of different professional musicians who 
were interviewed with practical questions about their performances. They even produced 
different analyses of that piece which focused on the study of different ways of breathing. 
The objective of all the knowledge acquired was to help students on the Higher Music 
Studies course to better understand the work. They were not just privy to the knowledge 
that we gathered throughout the research process, but they also collaborated in acquiring 
it through their own practicing of the piece, and reflections on it. Keeping in mind all 
the information obtained, the pupils took their own decisions over the interpretation of 
fundamental questions like breathing, phrasing or tempo.

The biggest complexity we found in designing and carrying out this work was the 
task of interweaving the different phases of the process. We did not want the students to 
simply be given the research results and then have the job of taking them on board and 
assuming the a/r/tographer’s decision as their own; rather, they had a leading role and 
had to decide on questions of interpretation. To paraphrase Irwin et al (2006), this was 
about transforming abstract systems of theory and practice into spaces for exchange and 
reflexivity and relationality within a state of constant movement.

As researcher

In the role of researcher, the a/r/tographer investigated the features that set apart 
Richard Strauss – in his style as a composer – as one of the most important figures in music 
in the 19th and 20th centuries. They studied his instrumental work with the aim of being 
able to place the composition of the Concerto for oboe within the quite unconventional 
circumstances which led to its creation. The fact is that he decided to compose this concerto 
in response to a request he received from a US soldier from the Allied forces (and oboist), 
John de Lancie, who visited him in May 1945 at the Strauss family residence in Bavaria. 
To start with – as de Lancie himself related – the composer refused categorically: “I asked 
him whether he ever thought of writing a concerto for oboe. His answer was a plain ‘No!’. 
That was about the most I could get out of him, so I assumed the whole subject was either 
of no interest at all, or of no further interest to him.” (BROSCHE, 1992, p.180)6 However, 
the composer changed his mind on the matter, as revealed by a letter he wrote to his friend 
Schuh a short while later, on 6 July 1945: “In the studio of my old age, a concerto for oboe 
and small orchestra is being ‘concocted.’ The idea for this [work] was suggested to me by an 
oboe player from Chicago.” (BROSCHE, 1992, p.180)
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In this research role, it was essential to look into the characteristics and difficulties 
encountered in performing this piece since its composition. The main problems are found 
in the first movement of the concerto in which Strauss wrote 55 successive bars wherein 
the only opportunity to breathe comes from taking advantage from two quaver rests. These 
extensive phrases cause oboists real problems with their breathing. In the event of failing 
to devise an adequate strategy for their respiration when performing the work, the oboist 
can find themselves suffering from a lack of oxygen, which affects their physical state and, 
in turn, their mental state.

The end product of all this was to understand better the origin of the breathing 
problems from which oboists suffer and the solutions that have been adopted to counter 
them, which are: changes to the articulation, and to the tempo in the phrasing, the creation 
of aerophor7, the use of circular breathing, and the elimination and transcription of musical 
material, among others. With regards to this last-mentioned option, de Lance himself, when 
performing this work, would transfer parts written for the oboe to other instruments in the 
orchestra in order to gain some moments where he could rest. (BLOOM, 2005).

 In addition, we had to acquire concrete information on the characteristics of 
composition and of performance in the work. With this goal in mind, we carried out, on 
the one hand, a formal analysis of the Concerto, and, on the other, a review of the different 
interpretative decisions taken by important oboists. To this end, we also interviewed 
musicians who had performed the piece, and watched, with great attention, numerous live 
recordings of the Concerto which were available on video8. Drawing on all of this information 
and the experiences of oboists, there were spaces created for breathing throughout the 
whole first movement. We include the following example:

Oboe score for the Concerto for oboe and orchestra in D major Op. 144 (TRV 292) by Richard Strauss. First movement

	 Color green: indicates breath mark 
	 Color blue: indicates new ligatures
	 Color red: indicates different phrases 
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One of the problems that arose was whether this research phase should precede 
the performative and educational phases or whether it should coincide with them, taking 
place at the same time. In the end we agreed that, although all the information we would 
draw would be needed to take on, with confidence, the performing of the piece – and such 
a complex piece as this – it would be interesting, especially for the students, to approach 
it without the knowledge and to be slowly discovering the work and its interpretative 
possibilities as the research project progressed. In following through this idea, the students 
were able to face up to the task of performing the Concerto from the first moment and they 
modified and revised their opinions as their research progressed9. We think that this form 
of action could be especially interesting to instill in the students a passion for research and 
to make them understand how important it is when taking decisions that they draw on their 
reflections and do not just seek a technical solution. 

As an artist

From the role of performer, we used the feelings noted by the researcher in the 
process of building the performance. The interpretation dealt with 1) the interpretative 
decisions taken by the oboists interviewed, 2) the conclusions drawn after the performance 
of the Concerto delivered live by different experienced musicians, and 3) the different types 
of analysis carried out on the work (analytical, formal, phraseological). The objective was 
to detect the difficulties, which could arise when using different responses to the question 
of breathing. This information was collected by the a/r/tographer in videos in which they 
explored different possibilities and pointed out what they considered the advantages and 
inconveniences of each one of them. According to this research method, we tried at every 
moment to weave together theory and practice so that these become one and the same 
question.

As a teacher

As we have shown, the position that we adopted from the start of our work with the 
Concerto – one taken from a/r/tography in Fine Arts – was the conjunction and superposition 
of time with the three roles. In accordance with this, and although we are addressing in 
third place the role of teacher, it must be noted that this phase began together with the 
previous two. Four oboe students took part, each with different qualities and abilities, both 
technical and musical. As we have already shown, their participation was recorded in a 
video diary created specifically for this purpose. In it, the students experimented with 
different interpretative solutions related to breathing (combination of circular breathing 
and natural breathing, creating small rallentandi so that the spaces become wider and it is 
possible to breathe more comfortably, etc.) and to musical expression, which they tried out 
for themselves while also taking into consideration the teacher’s research and artistic work.

This required the artist-researcher-teacher to make their students participants in 
the process from the start and to encourage them to develop their own interpretation of 
the work, at the same time as he was doing the same with his own performance. It was a 
continuous endeavor with these students over a whole semester, one based on observing 
their maturing process and which comprised debates – in which they revealed their 
concerns, the solutions found and principal difficulties – various performances and an 
end-of-course recital, all of which were recorded on video. 
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Conclusions

We believe strongly that it is necessary to make changes to the style of research 
in a large number of Spanish conservatories which are too obsessed with dressing up as 
scientism the artistic activities they carry out, while remaining unaware that the marking 
out of what is (or is not) science and what is (or is not) art is not a matter of divine dogma 
but social constructions (GUTIÉRREZ, 2014). We started from this premise when we set out 
to carry out this research, and it led us to consider different methodological options and 
to seek out those which enabled us to contemplate the artistic process in its complexity. 
We wanted to explore the interpretative possibilities which the oboe concerto offered us 
without renouncing an analysis of its main characteristics – inevitable due to the enormous 
complexity and difficulty the work presents – and we also wanted these results to yield 
benefits for the students. And this was how we arrived at this a/r/tographic method and to 
our proposal to adapt Artistic Research to music.

Perhaps the most interesting element of the process that we developed, and also that 
which proved most complicated to draw together in a report, was the full realization of the 
crumbling of the frontiers so strongly established between the subject who researches and 
the object researched. Our research process escaped this linearity, which, in our opinion, 
is simply not present in the professional practice of a conservatory teacher who undertakes 
simultaneously an investigative, artistic and teaching role. This last-mentioned role, when 
combining the other two, produced several benefits that we had not fully foreseen. It did 
not only serve to introduce the students to the research process (one of our objectives), but 
also encouraged them to not be afraid to explore different interpretative possibilities and to 
develop their own artistic judgment, which was based more on their own reflections than 
on the decision of a teacher.

There is no doubt that methodological changes are slow and involve   substantial 
changes in the mentality of communities of practice yet it is a priority that in the research 
carried out by musicians who are also teachers we should properly value the complexity of 
their own professional work and that we acknowledge that a musician’s teaching involves 
research (GUTIÉRREZ, 2014). We believe that the a/r/tographic method has much to say in 
this respect.

Notes

1 …‘some meaning to a field that reqtuires clarity’

2 ‘must be carried out with the discernment and rigor worthy of scientific research’

3  …‘as someone would follow a set of assembly instructions’

4 …‘from their own creative and interpretative practice’.

5  …‘rather than have three separate perspectives, each confined to their respective professional activities, why not 
bring them together in one strong, conceptual unity?’

6 These words were written by de Lancie on the back of the photograph he had taken with the composer

7 This device sought to revolutionize musical interpretative practice in wind instruments. It involved a system of 
air production invented and patented in 1912 by the musician Bernhard Samuels. It consisted of an air hose located 
beside the foot of the musician which reached up to the mouthpiece of the instrument, in this case as far as the reed 
of the oboe. When the musician pressed the pedal with their foot, it generated a current of air which seemed to help 
them sustain o which seemed to help them avoid overstraining on the long phrases. 

8 See bibliography.

9 This whole process was recorded on video, right from the start of our research, and it included class auditions – 
with and without an audience – and an end-of-course concert, debates and seminars.
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