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Abstract 

 

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines ‘ontology’ as ‘the state of being’. It is generally 

understood as the way a person is seen in their present state. For this thesis, the term refers 

more to the inner thinking and deeper state of an individual than their external appearance. 

This research explores the lived experience of the ‘states of being’ of four young people 

through their narratives; their voices are represented in visual form. This research project 

employs the medium of film using visual ‘experiments’ that explore creative and alternate 

ways of presenting an artwork. Featuring unusual angles, disruption to the timeline, 

impromptu backstage director’s instructions, and voice overs, the filmic outcome of this 

research, Ontology: An Intimate Look into Lived Experiences, is an auteur-driven, self-

reflective essay film. 

 

Ontology synergistically collated acting, theatre and stage direction, photography, text, 

music, fashion and interviews into an auteur self-reflective project delivered through film. It 

is hypothesised that this alternative technique of presentation, also referred to as 

‘experiments’ (by the auteur), will be effective in reaching its intended audience: adolescents 

and young people. It is hoped that Ontology may be a starting point in prompting community 

discussions about, as well as promoting awareness on, mental illness. The methodology used 

combined various approaches, but specifically utilised the response of the auteur to a social 

issue around the topic of mental health concerns affecting young people. The auteur also used 

self-reflection as a response to the grief of the loss of a loved one, and reflected on her 

experience with this process as a method to answer the research question. 

Ontology explores the use of creative expressive therapies as a medium for healing and 

proving therapeutic benefits to participants through the process of art making.  

 

 

The overriding message of Ontology is:  

ACCEPT, ALLOW and BE (present)  

Choose hope, compassion and believe… 
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Ontology is a tribute to young people struggling with mental health issues;  

 

to their courage, bravery and persistence to prevail. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Playback Theatre says: 

 

 “You deserve to be heard.” 

“You count.” 

“We are each unique, yet all the same.” 

“You’re not alone.” 

“We can overcome deep differences.” 

“You can heal.” 

“Magic can happen when we work as a team.” 

“Come play!” 

 

—True Story Theater (Ellinger 2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



vii 

 

 

INVITATION TO AN ENCOUNTER 

 

A meeting of two: 

eye to eye, face to face. 

And when you are near I will tear your eyes out 

and place them instead of mine, 

and you will tear my eyes out 

and will place them instead of yours, 

then I will look at you with your eyes 

and you will 

look at me with mine… 

Jacob Lev 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedicated to the memory of: 

 

 

 Thomas Hutchison Menzies 
 (1929–2011) 

 

 

 …a unique individual 

 

  a loving father…
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

1.1 Background and Inspiration 

My training is in education (teaching) and mental health (counselling). My teacher educator 

training was in middle and secondary visual arts, drama, film and media studies areas. I also 

received specialist training in guidance and school counselling. I have worked as a telephone 

counsellor on a helpline for young people, and as a special education teacher and school 

guidance counsellor. At present, I am a student counsellor in a university setting. In these 

roles, I have witnessed the struggles that many young people face and their stories of pain, 

hurt, courage, bravery and resilience. In my work, I notice a disconnect between the external 

image projected by students (portrayed of norm: happiness) and the internal struggles (mental 

health concerns) that many of them cope with. 

 

Creating art has always been my passion; specifically, making films and using art as a 

medium through which to highlight a message. I particularly enjoy creating work with an 

alternate edge by using experimental techniques. Throughout my artistic career, I have felt a 

particular compulsion to create artworks that relay a social message. Therefore, the signature 

aspects of my work are being different, exploring new and unusual ways to send a message, 

and to state an opinion about something that is important to me. It is with this intention and 

direction that the foundation structure of my Master of Visual Arts (MVA) project was 

formed, as an essay film titled Ontology: An Intimate Look into Lived Experience. The 

Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines ‘ontology’ as “the state of being”. It is generally 

understood as the way a person is seen in their present state. In this thesis, the term refers 

more to the inner thinking and deeper state of an individual than their viewed external 

appearance. This research explores the narratives of the ‘lived experience’ of four young 

people, and provides the audience a privileged ‘deeper look’ through visual representation of 

an experimental theatre performance edited into an essay film (Rascaroli 2008; Tracy et al. 

2015). 

 

Ontology was inspired by privately reflecting on my daily experience of commuting by train 

to art college. I noticed a lack of engagement among people on their train journey. According 

to Thevathasan and Balachandran’s (2008) study of Melbourne train commuters (2008), the 
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majority felt a sense of dissatisfaction on their train journeys, citing fare rates, safety issues 

and service delivery as strongest areas of discontent. 

 

I contemplated the appearance of my fellow commuters, whose external visual presentation 

seemed contradictory to the upbeat tunes I listened to on my head phones during my journey 

to college. On a particular day, I was listening to Jimmy Cliff’s happy celebratory song 

“Wonderful World, Beautiful People” while looking at the faces of people who were either 

engaging with technology (their mobile phones/tablets) or reading papers. The vision I saw 

seemed to be a disconnect with the words of the song resonating in my ears. I associated this 

experience with a similar reflection I had relating to the students I used to see regularly as a 

student counsellor in a P-12 school. In this context, I was witness to much internal pain; 

while students might present externally with smiling faces, it was evident from their stories 

that many of them were undergoing struggles and pain. The question of this duality bothered 

me. It led me to contemplate the duality between internal conflicts and external appearances 

and to expand on it in relation to my work with young people. I wanted to find a way to 

highlight the stories that remained unheard, and validate the real stress and struggles of young 

people in high school. A number of high school students, especially those in years 11 and 12, 

develop some sort of mental health concerns (Schulte-Körne 2016).  

 

Statistics report that serious mental health diagnosis heightens the risk of suicide (Mindframe 

2016). Deaths by suicide in Australia have reached a 10-year peak; there is a consistently 

higher proportion of deaths around young people. In 2015, 33.9% of the deaths of those in the 

15–24 age group and 27.7% in the 25–34 age group were caused by suicide (ABS 2015). 

Mental health concerns and their effects have consequences in many areas of society. The 

impact lies not only in the lives of young people, but also flows on to financial situations, 

family structure, employment, ideologies, as well as the structure of society. However, the 

impact is most intensely felt in the suffering of young people, the loss of young lives, and the 

loss of belief in hope and the attainment of happiness (Patel et al. 2007). 

 

Ontology is an intimate exploration of the mental health concerns of young people from the 

personal perspective of an auteur film-maker. I am interested in Ontology being a vehicle for 

reflecting the lived experiences of young people with mental health challenges. Through 

Ontology, I explore specific areas of mental health; namely, suicide, self-harm, depression, 

and other associative issues such as bipolar disorder. Studies show that these issues have a 
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compounding effect on the lives of young people and they face significant barriers to both 

gaining and maintaining employment (Bassett, Lloyd, and Bassett 2001). Young people may 

also have to live with stigma and labels such as ‘crazy’ and many have challenges with 

sustaining and maintaining stable relationships with family and friends. 

 

While self-harm can be a precursor to suicide, many teens and young people self-harm as a 

way of coping and expressing anger, frustration and sadness. Australian hospitalisation data 

provide statistics showing that about 40% of those admitted for self-harm are aged 25–44 

years and 24% are aged 15–24 years (Pointer 2013). Research also suggests that 10% of 

adolescents report having self-harmed with the intent of committing suicide (Hawton, 

Saunders, and O’Connor 2012). 

 

The National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing report states that younger people are 

more likely to have a mental disorder than older people (ABS 2007). Divorce rates have been 

identified as high risk factors of mental health conditions of young people, particularly 

children and teenagers (Dronkers 1999). The destabilisation of the family structure, including 

the absence of a parent from the family unit, leaves a vacuum in a young person’s life that 

creates a need for connection. In such cases, many teens usually turn to their peers or the 

Internet (especially YouTube) for guidance. Research shows a link between young people 

and mental health illness due to an increased need to be connected to social media (O’Keeffe 

et al. 2011). Ontology is a tribute to young people’s stories; it aims to provide a voice for 

them, to validate them, and to provide a space for therapeutic healing. Ontology strives to 

show that young people’s stories matter, their voices matter, and that they also matter. 

 

1.2 The Research Question This research was guided by the following question: 

Can a self-reflexive auteur film exploring the mental health lived experiences of young people 

generate therapeutic outcomes? 

Visual, electronic and digital texts are essential modes of communication; these types of 

mediums are known as being ‘multimodal’ (Kress and Van Leeuwen 2001; Kress 2010). 

Multimodal communication techniques (e.g., e-mail messages, text messages, and social 

media messages) are so prevalent in our lives that many of us hardly stop to notice their 

presence. This type of communication modality has infiltrated to the Australian education 

system, where the push to encourage students to be technology literate has created a 

“paradigm shift” in teaching techniques (Bearne 2003). This is continued in the ways of 
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thinking, working and communicating in the lives of people, students and employers today, 

which are vastly different to those in previous decades. The lived experiences of young 

people are almost totally technologically integrated, with the use of the multiple modes of 

communication and information working seamlessly. 

 

Advertisements are examples of multimodality as they employ audio, text, photography stills 

and moving images into their media presentations. Some advertisements are sensationalist, 

and research shows that shocking content, although not always appreciated, creates more 

engagement, attention and recollection among receivers (Dahl, Frakenberger, and Manchanda 

2003). Ontology also utilises the unexpected with the inclusion of multiple modes of 

representation. 

 

Ideas of breaking with conventional traditions and using multimodal forms have frequently 

been adopted by the film and theatre industries. As early as 1903, the form of direct address 

was used in Edwin S. Porter’s The Great Train Robbery. This technique was later adapted by 

director Jean-Luc Godard, who encouraged audiences not to be “passive observers” but rather 

collaborative partners. In doing so, Godard blurred the boundaries between audiences and 

actors, as well as those between fiction and documentary (Brown 2012). This is a technique 

used in a drama convention, referred to as “breaking the fourth wall” (Brown 2012). In this 

convention, actors break the illusion of the theatre (three physical walls of the stage) while 

the fourth wall is the wall that keeps the illusion of the stage from the reality of the audience 

(Auter and Davis 1991). The audience maintains the illusion of the film and not an illusion of 

the reality that we enter knowingly and participate in, as it is understood as an agreement to 

be a participant and witness to the story (Auter and Davis 1991). 

 

My aim for Ontology is that it presents an honest, raw, direct portrayal of the real-life 

struggles of young people, providing a voice for their fears and struggles. Another aim is that 

it presents an opportunity for audiences to share the lived experiences of living with a mental 

illness daily. To address the research question, I have reflected on my involvement in this 

experimental project. I highlight my observations, struggles, and creative process, and 

provide insights derived from this experience through self-reflection achieved through multi-

modal mediums of theatre performance (expression) and film.  
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It is hoped that insights gained by the participants and the auteur may assist in promoting 

alternative ways of using media arts (theatre performance, film and storytelling) as way to 

generate therapeutic outcomes, and in doing so support young people coping with mental 

illness. Recommendations towards alternative methods of engagement with young people 

using media arts will be discussed in the latter part of this exegesis. 

 

 

1.3 Thesis Outline  

Chapter 1 introduces the topic and gives a background into the reason for embarking on this 

research. Here I contextualise my training and interest in this study as a personal quest as 

well as a deeper unconscious drive, which, at the time of the research, was still unknown to 

me. I now know that the drive was to find a nonverbal way to cope with and express my grief 

over the loss of my father through artmaking and the medium of film. 

 

Chapter 2 describes the theories that underpin the research question. This chapter mainly 

focus on the theories of psychology, and explains the concept of the recovery model.  

Chapter 3 explores the different mediums that have been used in Ontology’s creation. It also 

focuses on the use of experiments as an alternative manner with which to present an artwork 

in the medium of film. Chapter 4 introduces the contributors of the narratives of lived 

experiences in Ontology; namely, the Goth couple and the actors. In this section, I introduce 

them as experts, because they share their authentic opinions of what is like to be an ‘outsider’ 

and provides insights into their world view. Chapter 5 explores the different film genres that 

Ontology is influenced by and contains traces of: the essay film, the self-reflective film, and 

the auteur-driven film. I give a brief description of three leading contemporary auteur 

filmmakers.  

 

Chapter 6 takes a deeper look into the recovery model, and how the concept of recovery is 

now acknowledged as a standard model in supporting clients with mental health concerns. I 

discuss integrating the recovery model within creative therapies. Chapter 7 discusses the 

medium of art as a change agent and introduces three organisations that use art to create 

social change. Chapter 8 considers the framework that structures Ontology: a combination of 

narrative therapy, psychodrama, and playback theatre. As I will discuss, the art of drama has 

been used as a therapeutic modality for many years, and I give an overview of the positive 

outcomes that have been achieved in using art for healing. Chapter 9 contextualises Ontology 
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within contemporary art by considering the work of other artists who are also using art for 

social change and for therapeutic benefits.  

 

Chapter 10 reflects on the methodology that is used in Ontology, and assesses the therapeutic 

outcomes for myself and the participants, while Chapter 11 concludes the document by 

making a final assessment of the work.  
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Chapter 2: Theories 

This chapter briefly explores the theories that underpin the research question. Ontology 

presents narratives that refer to the mental health struggles experienced by many people 

within society, mainly within the population of young people. This is the ‘secondary subject’ 

story line, with the ‘primary subject’ story being the insights experienced by the author, 

accessed through self-reflection. In structuring the script and direction of the film, I 

considered psychological approaches to mental health, including creative art therapies and 

psychodrama theory. In particular, I was interested in the Recovery Model Framework and 

Expressive Therapy. 

 

2.1 Psychological Theory: Recovery Model Framework  

This research project was inspired by the creative play and interaction of multiple modalities. 

Theatre performance was chosen as the main medium to express this alternative project, the 

live performance was then recorded and edited into a reflective essay film. The synergy of 

combining the contrasting modalities of film and live performance was thought to provide an 

honest and raw platform to document the reflections of the auteur and the opinions of the 

‘experts’ featured in the film, who provided personal insights of their ‘lived experience’. The 

concept of a person’s lived experience has a specific meaning and gravitas in relation to 

mental health work, with many mental health practitioners now hired based on their own 

lived experiences (Gallagher and Halpin 2014). According to the organisation Mental Health 

in Multicultural Australia (MHiMA 2013), “Consumers with lived experiences as members 

of the service population provide a unique perspective that enhances the overall relevance 

and value of the care provided.” 

 

A commonly used approach in psychological circles is the Recovery Model Framework 

(Mindhealthconnect 2016), which sees recovery as a personal journey rather than a set 

outcome. The Recovery Model focuses on two aspects. The first is that mental health isn’t 

just viewed as a compilation of symptoms that a trained professional may diagnose externally 

and therefore impose an educated ‘fix’ with which to solve them. The second aspect is that 

the professionals who focus on the clients (i.e., patients) who live and experience these 

conditions are regarded as the ‘experts by profession’; however, because of the client’s first-

hand experience of the condition at hand, they are viewed as ‘experts by experience’. 

Therefore, this framework is built on the notion of collaborative and respectful, empowering 
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work, where the practitioners and clients work together as partners for the recovery of the 

person (Fitzgerald and Byrne 2016). This framework, which is adopted Australia wide, 

focuses on the person’s strengths and therefore makes the consumer the expert in their own 

experience.  

 

Ontology uses this philosophy as a model from which to view the portrayed characters. The 

actors (experts) and the interviewees (experts) who provide commentary in the project have 

had (and still have) personal challenges with mental health. Seen through the Recovery 

Model Framework, the participants are viewed in Ontology as experts of their own 

experiences, and are seen by the author (the auteur filmmaker) to have a valid voice and 

invaluable perspectives. 

 

2.2: Expressive Therapy  

This project explores the use of art therapies embedded in media as way to generate 

therapeutic benefits, firstly for the author (as the primary subject) and secondly for the 

participants (secondary subject). Theories from creative therapy, with a specific focus on 

film, theatre/drama and mental health (psychotherapies), were explored when conceptualising 

the approach to the research.  

 

The idea of using drama as a way of storytelling is not a new concept. Drama has been used 

in many cultures in the past to convey messages to a community. The twentieth century saw 

the emergence of experimental (also known as ‘avant-garde’) theatre, with its ideology set in 

postmodernism. Experimental theatre encourages the use of communication and creating 

awareness, initiating a different audience experience. It takes an alternative route to ‘realism’ 

in its acting, dialogue, costuming, and sets, with the most observed difference being that the 

audience members are not passive observers (Brook 1968). It was intentional that Ontology 

worked around a script (and performance) which allowed for improvisation, and followed in 

the genre of experimental theatre, while experimenting with presentation, structure, and 

composition. 

 

Bertolt Brecht and Augusto Boal are among the most well-known experimental theatre 

directors from the twentieth century. Brecht developed the alienation technique (or distancing 

effect) in the 1930s (Willett 2001). As L. M. Bogad explains,  



9 

 

The alienation effect attempts to combat emotional manipulation in the theater, 

replacing it with an entertaining or surprising jolt. For instance, rather than 

investing in or “becoming” their characters, they might emotionally step away 

and demonstrate them with cool, witty, and skillful self-critique. The director 

could “break the fourth wall” and expose the technology of the theater to the 

audience in amusing ways. Or a technique known as the social gest could be used 

to expose unjust social power relationships so the audience sees these 

relationships in a new way. … By showing the instruments of theater and how 

they can be manipulative—for example, the actor calling out “Cue the angry red 

spotlight!” before he shrieks with rage, or “Time for the gleeful violin” before 

dancing happily as the violinist joins him on stage, or visibly dabbing water on 

his eyes when he is supposed to cry … the audience can be entertained without 

being manipulated. (Bogad 2012) 

 

This alienation effect was introduced in most scenes of Ontology; the audience/viewer of the 

film would be an active collaborator when viewing the film/stage performance, while still 

being an active participant, creating their own their own opinions about the film/performance. 

 

An influence that Ontology adapted from Boal was the concept of the ‘Theatre of the 

Oppressed’. This type of performance encourages and invites the audience to join in as part 

of the performance. Boal used theatre as a medium for ‘promoting social and political’ 

change, which directly links to Ontology’s aspirations for self-reflection and creating social 

awareness. Ontology tried to include and adapt some of these techniques to make the 

audience aware of their collaborative roles within the performance. The dramatic play can 

also be used to bring about a change in current understanding; this sometimes incorporates a 

social comment, which allows for the synergy of the aesthetic work to flow into the social 

drama and into each other (Schechner 1998). This point is confirmed by Victor Turner 

(1985), who agrees that ‘social drama’ may not be the intention of the performance when first 

conceptualised, and may therefore influence the content of the drama.  

 

Struggles with mental health can appear frightening and confusing to people who have no 

experience of it. Therefore, it is important that other audiences also have an opportunity to 

reflect on the challenges faced by young people and others who struggle with mental health 

daily. Within various multimodal art forms, storytelling has a traditional way of transferring 

ancient wisdom, norms and values to our communities (Denning 2012). When stories are 

shared, they create a ‘surrogate’ experience; the importance of the encounter is that even 

though the listener may not directly experience the story in their reality, it is possible that the 

viewer may experience a similar situation that may stimulate change (Sole and Wilson 2002). 
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Chapter 3: Multimedia Experiments 

In Ontology, the linguistic, visual, audio, gestural and spatial multimodal techniques 

enhanced the message of the text through their synergy (Bull and Anstey 2010). These modes 

were used in an experimental way to explore narratives. Each of these modes will be 

described and analysed in this chapter.  

 

3.1 Stagecraft 

Stagecraft is a generic term that refers to the technical aspects of theatrical, film and video 

production and includes aspects such as sets, props, and lighting, among other things. Stage 

setting and use of space played an important role in Ontology and its performance. One 

conscious choice was the use of flats (background panels), which were purposefully painted 

in red because it is both a metaphor and symbol of pain and suffering. Another deliberate 

decision in stagecraft was the creation of a frame at the front of the stage. This frame 

structure was also painted red and supported the translucent curtain at the front of the stage.  

 

This curtain also acted as a metaphoric boundary point of separation between the ‘world’ of 

the audience (real world) and the ‘world’ of the staged (illusionary world). The drawn 

translucent curtain allowed the audience to view behind-the-scenes actions, hear the 

communication between actors and stage hands (private conversations), and the movement of 

props being arranged for the next scene. In a traditional performance, a heavy curtain is 

drawn and no noise is allowed behind the curtain to enhance and keep the illusion of the 

performance. By contrast, in Ontology, the audience is invited to metaphorically enter the 

‘real’ world’ of the actors (behind the curtain) as these parts were purposely left visible in the 

film (as it was during the performance). In Ontology, the intention was for the audience to be 

aware that it was a performance while also understanding that, in a sense, the content was real 

and to be taken seriously. 

 

The phenomenon known as ‘suspension of disbelief’ is a semi-conscious decision that 

audiences make which allows them to engage and be totally immersed in a theatrical 

production. However, in Ontology, the use of this convention is manipulated to reinforce the 

statement of the illusionary aspect of theatre and other mediums such as film and television. 

Sachs explains that the term horror vacui means a “fear of emptiness, or a compulsion to fill” 

(cited in Selby 2000), and recognises that this characterises today’s world where we fill our 
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lives with constant streams of information, entertainment and products. She speaks of the 

need to minimalise and to overcome this sense of horror vacui in our lives. Ontology is 

focused on this ideology: the stage is made minimal and bare in most of the scenes. This 

minimalist stage also adds to the rawness and hardness of the content of Ontology, while also 

commenting on the bleak reality of the darkness in life. 

 

In the first scene of Ontology, the overall blue colour adds atmosphere to the coldness of the 

death scene. By contrast, the white spotlight in the fourth narrative highlights the intense grief 

that was expressed, and the intention was to reflect the harsh reality of death, as harsh as the 

final “goodbye”. In contrast to most of the scenes, the third narrative features many props on 

stage to represent the unsettled chaotic mind of the bipolar dual personality. Meanwhile, in 

the fourth narrative, when April’s friend says her final goodbye, the stage is deliberately left 

bare as a metaphor of emptiness that symbolises the feelings of grief and loss. The main prop 

that remains constantly on stage and stands as a metaphor for the silent witness is the dress in 

the corner. It is representative of popular culture: unseen in the background, but present in 

most aspects of young person’s lived experiences. 

 

 

3.2 Direction 

Directing requires decisions to be made regarding specific choices in staging, stagecraft, 

lighting and sound, as well as the tone and delivery of the actors. Ontology challenges drama 

and film conventions in particular ways. As mentioned above, the fourth wall was 

intentionally ‘broken’ during the third narrative, when the one of the actors speaks directly to 

the members of the audience and throws an object from the stage onto the audience seating 

area. In Ontology, the illusion of non-theatre focused on unusual stage lighting; the script 

allowed for impromptu on-stage additions; and the acting techniques followed Brechtian 

philosophy, where actors often “break the fourth wall” and address the audience (Willett 

2001). 

 

The use of the alienation technique ‘estranges’ the audience and forces them to question the 

social realities of the situations being presented in the theatrical production in question. In 

Ontology, similar devices were adapted. For example, in the first narrative, where April has 

committed suicide, her friends speak of her in a flippant, detached way. Their ironic 

statements intentionally reinforce their insensitive response towards her suicide, prioritising 
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Alexander McQueen’s fashion above the loss of their friend. For the performed aspect of 

Ontology, there was a deliberate decision to use an empty stage except for the solitary figure 

of a mannequin to bear silent witness to the stories as they unfolded. The mannequin also acts 

as a metaphoric statement of popular culture and its contribution to mental health concerns in 

young people.  

 

3.3 Iconography 

Symbolism and text may act as metaphors of narrative language as the denotative and 

symbolic content of art, rather than concerns of formal qualities of traditional art. Panofsky 

stated that the iconic qualities of an artwork reveals information that informs the viewer of 

the time frame and provides a context for the artwork (Panofsky 1939). In Ontology, the mis-

en-scène is the iconic representation of text and acts as a visual display to provide context, 

just as a Western mis-en-scène consists of the landscape, guns, cowboy hats, saloons and 

horses. Icons highlighting the period in Ontology’s mis-en-scène are the mannequin, the rope, 

the fashion, the dialogue in the script, the wreath, and the blood on the arm from young man 

who self-harms. Ontology also focuses on experimenting with a non-linear, non-narrative 

structure of story-telling used to create unusual story structures and the concept of a semi-

scripted narrative (which is improvised at times). Ontology attempts to use the concepts of 

media that young people are used to; many young people expect media to have a multi-

tasking element. In the film, this translates to being experimental and challenging, and 

without this, the film will lose its impact and the interest of this demographic (Chang 2016). 

In Ontology, the use of multiple mediums (photography, text, fashion, music, acting, 

unscripted documentary and semi-scripted text) adds to the already complex subject matter 

being highlighted.  

 

Iconography and symbolism are covertly represented in Ontology through the influence of 

my vision as an auteur in the film’s structure and composition. The Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary defines auteur theory as “a view of filmmaking in which the director is considered 

the primary creative force in a motion picture”. In Ontology, the placement of the icons and 

the symbolic representation is driven by my (auteur) vision and collaboration with the 

participants (actors). Some people in the industry debate that film is a collaborative work 

with many professionals. Truffaut asserts that an auteur’s vision makes a distinctive mark and 

is recognisable in all their films (cited in Caughie 2013). In this research, the influence of 
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auteur theory is utilised through the inclusion of a characteristic and identifiable style of 

filmmaking.  

 

3.4 Artistic and Creative Choices 

The live drama performance was developed as part of the MVA project as a way of 

highlighting the narrative, while utilising the theories from psychodrama/playback theatre 

and narrative therapy (which will be expanded on later) to highlight the challenges that young 

people with mental health experience. These people are not always allowed a platform e to 

express their lived experiences and experience negative perceptions of mental health services 

(Moses et al. cited in Ben-Davis et al. 2017; Mental Health Legal Centre 2017). The story 

was chosen as a medium in line with psychodrama and playback theatre technique. The stage 

was kept as a minimum to highlight and infer the metaphors that were used to add impact on 

the stories. But the real impact was to allow the stories to come through with the dialogue and 

the actors’ expression. Several creative choices were made to use symbolic signifiers; for 

example, in the first narrative, when April sits up in her hospital bed and walks away without 

her friends noticing, this signifies the metaphor of death. Her friends are unable to see the 

‘real’ her, even on her deathbed, or recognise her ‘real self’, even when she rises from her 

death bed. The choice to use symbolism is constantly visible in dress form, as it silently 

witnesses the narrative as it unfolds.  

 

 

3.5 Script 

The script of Ontology includes segments of many individuals’ stories. These stories were 

adapted from a variety of sources, including magazine articles and YouTube. Several aspects 

of some stories have been retained, while others have been embellished. The final script is a 

compilation of four stories (four scenes) focusing on the common theme of the lived 

experience of mental health problems.  

 

The first story focuses on a suicide and the response from a popular culture viewpoint. The 

second story focuses on self-harm due to the expectations and pressures of society on young 

people. It comments on the tremendous pressure they face to conform to society’s 

expectations. The third story focuses on the mental illness of bipolar disorder. The deliberate 

choice to use male and female actors was to represent the masculine and feminine 

characteristics of an individual. The symptoms of the disorder are enacted on stage, with the 
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male personifying the highs and the female personifying the low periods. In the story, the 

male tries to convince the ‘other’ half (female psyche) to commit suicide, as this is often the 

only way out to end suffering. Bipolar disorder is known to emerge in mid-to-late 

adolescence at approximately 15–18 years of age, and therefore puts young people at a high 

risk of developing this disorder, especially when faced with multiple stressors (Black Dog 

Institute n.d.). 

 

The final story (the fourth narrative) was created from my own lived experience of loss and 

grief, and the passing away of a loved one (this will be expanded on in Chapter 10). It 

highlights the suddenness of death and the disbelief and inability to accept the loss. This 

narrative explores the anger, disbelief and inability to process such an experience. It shows 

the unsurmountable emotion and the inability to put such emotions into words; therefore, 

‘you lied’ encompasses the whole gamut of emotions one feels in such a situation of great 

pain and loss. For many young people, the sudden loss of a loved one either through suicide 

or through medical problems resulting from eating disorders or through substance abuse is a 

real risk, and a recent study by the World Health Organization (2014) study showed that 

suicide is the second largest cause of mortality in the 10–24 age group (2014). The final 

words that April’s friends say at her memorial are “Well, goodbye.” At times, when grief is 

overwhelming and words fail to express deep pain, the creative arts have been shown to have 

a cathartic release as well as be a source of comfort (Levy 2014).  

 

3.6 Fashion Design 

Fashion is included in Ontology because it is an important popular culture influence on young 

people and their perceptions of external representation. Through the media, fashion 

influences young people’s ideals of beauty and adds to the obsession of aspiring to the 

perfectionism of beauty ideals. Young people are doubly pressured by peer demands and 

imagined societal demands to excel and achieve. One of the areas of a young person’s life 

where control is possible is in the control of their bodies, and thus they view examples of 

anorexic-looking models on catwalks as ideas to aspire to, as this is an area they can control 

and achieve perfection in (Hunt 2014). 

 

The name April for the character in the first narrative was specifically chosen because it was 

the name of the character in the film Revolutionary Road (2008), who was a strong, capable, 

intelligent woman who finally commits suicide when she succumbs to mental health issues 
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brought on by societal and personal pressures. In the second scene, the male actor wears a 

long Goth coat as a metaphor of his protection from the world. He is externally seen as ‘the 

perfect son’, thus satisfying the criteria required for that exalted position. It is only when he 

sheds the long coat that the audience (not his family) bears witness to his battle wounds and 

the scars of his young life. 

 

The blood that he extracts from his forearm reveals the old and ‘new’ scars of self-harm he 

inflicts on himself. This manner of self-harm is commonly used by young people to express 

the pain that they experience when they are unable to communicate (Strong 1999). As he 

scars himself, he ‘shows’ the audience his internal ‘true’ self, a self his family is unable to 

see, all with a smile on his face. The symbolism in the transformation of the shedding of the 

coat is representative of the rebirth of Thomas Anderson as Neo in The Matrix, where he 

changes his clothing style to the long coat when he becomes his true self. 

 

In the third scene, the two actors (one male, one female) are acting out the dual personalities 

of one person with bipolar. Although the male and female personalities talk to teach other, 

they represent what is taking place in the head of this individual. The male tries to convince 

the female of their craziness. While she tries desperately to survive, he tries to convinces her 

to commit suicide. The garments they wear were created specifically to reflect the 

personalities of the characters in the narrative. The male persona wears long Matrix-like 

leather garments that aim to express the toughness of his exterior ‘armour’. In contrast, the 

female persona represents the vulnerable, fragile side of the person. Because she can be easily 

‘persuaded’ by the other character, she wears a ‘girly’ young nightie and a shawl to protect 

her interior vulnerability. However, the shawl is made with materials that represent 

fashionable influences in her life (or young girls’ lives): a shiny, textured metallic ‘fashion 

runway glamour’ material. The female character wraps the shawl around her as protection. 

These garments were specifically designed to symbolically add to the narrative in Ontology. 

 

3.7 Photography 

The photographs used in Ontology were created to emphasise messages and to be a metaphor 

for these messages. They are stylised by their placement and prop positioning. The final 

inclusions of the photography used in the film were edited in Photoshop to include text and to 

be used as a visual ‘silent voice’. The combination of the visual and the text was used to 

create a stronger emphasis and create an alternative and experimental look to the film. 



16 

 

Barbara Kruger is a well-known American artist who utilises text in her art; she states that 

text can deliver a direct message about identity and provides an immediacy that is direct and 

powerful (Schirn Kunsthalle 2011). 

 

3.8 Text 

Text is understood as a written medium that communicates and adds to meaning making. In 

art, text can be ‘read’ as part of the art work itself, and can contribute to the meaning of the 

artwork. Much of the text used in Ontology was derived from royalty-free images on 

YouTube and Google images. It was thought that since many young people interact with 

these online platforms, it was appropriate to use aspects from them to engage this 

demographic and convey the message of Ontology in a way that they were most familiar 

with. 

 

Although some of the text and images were sourced from social media sites, none were taken 

in their entirety. Pictures were Photoshopped into each other with the addition of text, some 

created by the director, some sourced from YouTube, and some sourced from the actors 

themselves. Paul Duncum (2004, 52) explains that in our present reality, communication 

relies on many modes, which he refers to as ‘visual sites’ (e.g., sound, dialogue, visual 

representation). He suggests that if visual sites are excluded in an artwork, it is harder to fully 

comprehend and appreciate its meaning. He gives the example of if the sound was absent in a 

video game or movie, the story cannot come across completely (Duncum 2004, 52). In 

Ontology, the text contributes to the visual narrative by providing a form of visual site.  

 

3.9 Music 

Music has long been known to be an essential collaborative partner in storytelling; this is 

especially evident in film. Music generates an emotional context that adds to the meaning-

making of film and adds richness, heightening the connection of the audience to the film. 

Music is identified as an integral part of the creative process in film as it may generate 

emotions and may also be used as sub-text (Meyer cited in Cohen 2001). 

 

As noted in the introduction, the concept of the film began with hearing Jimmy Cliff’s 

“Wonderful World, Beautiful People” while observing the very unhappy-looking people on 

Brisbane’s trains during my daily commute. In the first scene of Ontology, there is a tongue-

in-cheek inclusion of the song “Suicide Is Painless”, which was the theme song of television 
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series M*A*S*H* (1972–83). The specific use of that music clip was to emphasise ‘the 

matter of fact’ manner through which suicide is viewed, a comment on the futility of worry 

about suicide by the demographic. The song chosen for the second scene is “It’s Not Easy 

Being Me” by Five for Fighting, which speaks of the demands placed on the hero Superman, 

and how he has feelings and dreams just like the rest of humanity. It speaks of the fragility of 

this man despite his extraordinary powers, and relates to the demands placed on ‘The Perfect 

Son’ in the second narrative. The instrumental sounds of Selenium (BBC Music) were used 

as part of the background music on the bridge, and used to introduce a surreal quality to the 

film. In the final scene, Cliff’s “Wonderful World” ends the film appropriately, showing in an 

abstract manner that it is possible to be happy, as the Goth couple expresses in their message 

to ‘be true to yourself’. 

 

3.10 Interviews 

The inclusion of interviews in documentary film is not usual or new; however, the way the 

interviews were included as a part of the multimodal experience in Ontology is different. 

Incorporating this difference adds layers to the story and helps engagement by including 

personalised insights; it explores different perspective of the message of Ontology. Prominent 

experimental documentary filmmaker Lynn Sachs explains that she uses personal 

observations along with other techniques in her work because this provides a richer 

experience for the viewer (Sachs 2013). 

 

In Ontology, the interviews with the young people, the actors, and the Goth couple were not 

scripted. The aim was to provide an honest dialogue about these people’s experiences; the 

interviews were a collaborative effort as part of the narrative. The inclusion of the interviews 

is another mode that adds meaning in the same way that the staging, music, script and 

performances add to the visual and audio inferences of raw and frank discourse. This allows 

for a ‘new type of filmmaking’ (Nichols 2016).  
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Chapter 4: Expert Views – Interviews 

As per the Recovery Model Framework, the ‘experts’ giving interviews in this project are 

young people who provide their ideas and philosophies of life based on their lived 

experiences. These personalised views of actual experiences with mental health from a young 

person’s viewpoint give the audience a vantage point into understanding the world from this 

perspective. 

 

4.1 Goths 

The inclusion of the interview with the Goth couple was intended to bring a raw and honest 

insight into a world that society ridicules but does not often take time to understand.  

The inclusion of this ‘honest’ narrative of lived experience of the Goth couple, along with 

their background, history, and their decision to live according to their beliefs and philosophy, 

gives a first-hand look as to what a meaningful conversation feels like (Arthus-Bertrand 

2015). Documentary filmmaker, photographer and journalist Yann Arthus-Bertrand describes 

such conversations as dialogues where people can speak honestly about their thoughts, ideas 

and experiences. For his documentary Human (2015), Arthus-Bertrand interviewed 2,020 

people in 60 countries. He explains that the most compelling interviews are unscripted and 

seen though an ‘unexpected lens’, meaning to document footage that was not readily 

available by conventional means (that is, scripted or designed) (Arthus-Bertrand 2015). 

Unconventional views provide a platform to view another perspective, and gain insight; this 

then invites viewers to re-evaluate their judgements of people seen as ‘the other’. 

 

Lucas Hilderbrand (2009) explains that collaborating with people who have lived experiences 

of a subject can be likened to an artist creating a painting; the viewer sees the ambiguity and 

has a general idea of the subject’s content, but not a decisive destination.  

 

4.2 Actors 

As I will detail more on later, this film can be seen as auteur-driven. Daniel Marcus and 

Selmin Kara (2015) suggest that auteur theory is perhaps a way to bring filmmaking into the 

category of fine art, through breaking with traditional conventions. Ontology aspires towards 

the philosophy of auteur theory by using various techniques and a nonlinear narrative. This is 

especially obvious in the unscripted interview where the actors contribute their personal 

insights from the perspective of their peer group. The expert view of these young individuals 
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provides an authentic voice to the film. The addition of the “insightful commentator”, as 

Vardar explains, brings a genuine voice to the theme of the film when spoken through the 

voice of an individual who has lived the experience (Vardar cited in Marcus and Kara 2015). 

In a first-person narrative, the viewer can gain an insight into the point of view of the actors 

regarding their lived experiences and their worldview (Pramaggiore and Wallis 2005). 
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Chapter 5: Film Influences  

Categories provide a structure that drives scientific understanding, and since most research is 

based on knowledge that is empirically obtained, there is an assumption that scientific 

knowledge is the only valuable source of knowledge (Gray et al. 1995). However, Gray et al. 

(1995) stress the importance of practice-led research. They believe that the reflective 

practitioner makes a more significant contribution to research than an objective observer; that 

is, an external spectator or examiner. They assert that the practitioner who creates and 

undergoes the process of creation is in a unique position to discover the valuable contribution 

that their artwork makes to society/the field/discipline. 

 

It is hard to categorise Ontology. However, after many hours of research, I feel that the best 

‘category’ for the outcome of this research project is that of an essay film that explores 

experimental approaches. In this instance, experimental approaches towards filmmaking are 

not conceptualised in the traditional definition of ‘experimental’ film theory. Rather, 

Ontology is experimental in terms of exploring unexpected ways of relating a story, and 

perhaps can be a creative way of storytelling. At times, films employing such techniques have 

been labelled as ‘activist’ since the content usually supports a social voice (Hilderbrand 

2009). Godard once said that he wanted to make films with a beginning, middle, and end, but 

not necessarily in that order (Denby 2007). In devising the script for Ontology, I was also 

inspired by films with a social message such as Boys Don’t Cry (1999), Call Me Crazy: A 

Five Film (2013), and The Three Faces of Eve (1957), to name a few. As well as being an 

essay film, Ontology can be seen as the product of self-reflection and an auteur-driven 

approach. 

 

5.1 Essay Film  

The essay film has a long history, originating in the early 1900s with D. W. Griffith’s A 

Corner in Wheat (1909), a social commentary on the wheat trade. Essay films have come to 

be a distinctive type of film, products of a significant and vibrant type of filmmaking 

(Corrigan 2011). Essay films have been growing in popularity, with contemporary 

filmmakers using this genre as an alternative way of exploring narratives. Michael Moore’s 

2007 film Sicko is one such example. However, there has been contention and confusion 

about the specific definition of the essay film, and it has received some criticism, being 

classified as ‘eccentric’, impossible to place, and even dangerous (Corrigan 2011). Essay 
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films are sometimes seen as “unorthodox, personal, reflexive new” documentaries (Rascaroli 

2008). In the essay film lies the power to represent an unanswered question, or highlight a 

perceived wrong, or delve deeper into a topic that may only be understood on the surface 

(Corrigan 2011). Essay films began to gain more recognition towards the 1950 and ’60s due 

to its unique position of being in-between genre, not quite fiction and not quite a 

documentary (Tracy et al. 2015). 

 

However, while the essay film still seems to be on the margins of a specific genre; one 

distinctive feature is its questioning, probing tone (Winks 2009). Essay films tend to have 

‘particular narrator’ voices, with particular visions of the narrative. This narrative does not 

only comprise that of the author, but also accommodates other voices and perspectives. One 

example of an essay story narrated by a voiceover is Handsworth Songs (Akomfrah 1986); 

the focus of the narrative was on the black riots in Handsworth and London, protesting over 

of race issues. Essay films respond to a story and relate to the audience and the auteur’s 

response to that event (Tracy et al. 2015). 

 

5.2 Self-Reflective Film 

A self-reflective film, which is sometimes referred to as ‘metafictional’, is a film about 

making a film, or an awareness of the filmmaking process. In Ontology, there is no attempt 

made to make the viewer believe that it is a traditional film; it does not ask for the 

“suspension of disbelief” (Coleridge, cited in phrases.org.uk) that comes with so many films. 

It was an intentional and conscious decision to add aspects of the performance and the final 

editing to expose parts of the theatre and filmmaking process as real and not fiction (Quigley 

2010). The characters who provide the expert voices were also part of the performance, and 

during the film there are moments where the viewers can hear the director discussing a scene 

with the actors. The stage performance is also self-reflexive in that it uses the technique of 

“breaking the fourth wall” (Bell 2008) as well as the use of the translucent netting screen to 

allow the viewer to see the action behind the stage as the actors are setting up the next scene. 

 

The reflexivity within Ontology is also highlighted in scenes where the director is speaking 

directly to the actors, and discussing specific acting styles. Reflexivity shares the reality of 

making films with the viewer and allows them an intimate consideration of the process in the 

making of Ontology. 
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5.3 Auteur-Driven Film 

An auteur is a filmmaker or director who has a signature style. Their  work is so distinctive 

that is immediately recognisable; it has a unique and distinctive feel. An auteur has a vision 

of the finished product and has complete control over the way the film is presented. An 

auteur can be the person who direct or writes the script (Merriam-Webster Dictionary). 

Rennet has suggested that there is a new kind of ‘auteur’ today who, because of their 

celebrity-like status, can demand big budgets as well as big name actors to support their 

films’ popularity (cited in Grimes 1993). Jameson has reservations about the absolute power 

that the director has in creating their vision, which may not be as interesting to viewers 

(Grimes 1993).  I will now discuss three examples of contemporary auteur directors. 

 

5.3.1 Quentin Tarantino 

Tarantino is an example of a filmmaker who is considered an auteur. His style of filmmaking 

is uniquely his in that his films are recognisable as Tarantino films. Tarantino has stayed true 

to his signature style of non-linear narrative and dialogue. He also has several recurring 

themes in his films; for example, the theme of revenge is observed in Django Unchained 

(2012), Pulp Fiction (1994), Kill Bill Volume 1 (2003) and 2 (2004), and Inglourious 

Basterds (2009) (Potter 2013).  

 

Another component of Tarantino’s signature auteur style is his use of reoccurring actors; 

namely, Samuel L. Jackson, Uma Thurman, Michael Madsen, Tim Roth, and Harvey Keitel. 

Tarantino’s films make people respond in some way, be it in shock or anger, amusement or 

awe. His films demand attention; however, they can make some viewers feel offended and 

uncomfortable with his language and gore (Morgan 2016). Tarantino seems to have fondness 

for appropriating popular culture by his use of the same actors and the references to the 

actors’ other famous roles his films.  

 

The inference to race and the exploration of colour is another of Tarantino’s themes as is the 

theme of extreme violence, which seems to be present in most, if not all, of his films. This 

theme of violence also is also seen in both Western and the war themed movies, which 

highlights aspects of Tarantino’s creative mark on his films. Tarantino does this excellently in 

his portrayal of the Nazi occupation in Inglourious Basterds (Morgan 2009). Another 

signature Tarantino style is the use of expansive scenery of the mis-en-scène. The wide shot 

contributes to the believability and the reality of the story, when in fact the reality of the 
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historical fact was falsified (Green 2014). An example of this self-reflectivity in Inglourious 

Basterds is seen directly in the opening scene, when the viewers share the same reality with 

the dairy farmer of the approaching Nazi vehicle coming into her life, her reality (Green 

2014). 

 

5.3.2 Ang Lee 

Another filmmaker who is acknowledged as an auteur in his own right is Ang Lee. He is a 

Taiwanese film director, screenwriter and producer. He has won numerous awards, including 

the Academy Award for Best Director for Brokeback Mountain (2005) and Life of Pi (2012), 

and the Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film for Crouching Tiger, Hidden 

Dragon (2000). Lee is not afraid of confronting controversial themes, such in as the small 

budget movie Brokeback Mountain about gay ranchers in Wyoming (Elder 2005). This movie 

also won the Best Picture Academy Award that year. 

 

Life of Pi is a story about an Indian teenager who is migrating from India to Canada. It is told 

from a first-person narrative, and has a self-reflective component in the film as it speculates 

on philosophy and plays with the metaphor of animals for a family unit. This film also 

focuses on the human condition and on themes such as sadness, fear, aloneness, friendship, 

struggles for survival, love and family. Life of Pi is considered one of Ang Lee’s most 

memorable, aesthetically pleasing and beautiful crafted film in terms of the mis-en-scène and 

the spectacular special effects. Ang Lee has a signature style in regard to his cinematography, 

known for his long takes and his framing shots (Dilley 2007). This signature style is also seen 

in Brokeback Mountain, where the long shot of the mountains captures the mis-en-scène and 

sets the scene for the Western landscape to become part of the audience psyche (Dilley 2007).  

 

In Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, the audience is taken on an aesthetic feast in the 

fighting scene in the mist of the green bamboo forest, which displays Chinese culture in its 

gracefulness and beauty as well as in its codes of chivalry and moral conduct. It allows the 

audience to have a glimpse inside the mind of Lee’s philosophies of artistic viewpoints and 

aesthetics (Lee 2008).  

 

5.3.3 Nicholas Broomfield  

The last auteur to be discussed here is Nicholas Broomfield. He has a unique storytelling 

style is that of experimental documentary, working mainly in the self-reflexive style of 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Academy_Award_for_Best_Director
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brokeback_Mountain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Life_of_Pi_(film)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Academy_Award_for_Best_Foreign_Language_Film
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crouching_Tiger,_Hidden_Dragon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crouching_Tiger,_Hidden_Dragon
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filmmaking. He uses scripts with non-actors in his documentaries, in a style he names as 

‘direct cinema’. He takes on quite shocking and sometimes disturbing topics in his 

documentaries, such as serial killers and fetishes. Most recently in 2013, he created Sex: My 

British Job, which focus on illegal immigrants and their struggle to make ends meet. This 

documentary exposed the suffering and sacrifices made by some immigrants to make a living 

(Styles 2013). 

 

For his documentaries, Broomfield uses a small crew and a basic camera; there is minimal 

voice-overs in his documentaries; and his presence is mostly observable. Thus far, he has 

created thirty-one documentaries in a career that spans from 1971 to the present day (Styles 

2013). Broomfield’s work ranges from social affairs to political issues, and he has said that 

his early inspiration came from observational cinema, following in the work of Fred 

Wiseman, Robert Leacock and Pennebaker. However, he later created his own version of 

observational and experimental styles and called it ‘direct cinema style’, which is now 

uniquely identifiable as his signature style. Broomfield has won many awards including the 

Sundance Prize, Best Director - San Sebastian Film Festival 2007 and was the Winner of the 

British Academy Award (Styles 2013). 
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Chapter 6: Creative Therapies  

The focus of Ontology is the transformative process that can occur through creative therapies, 

where one reaches acceptance of their old self and discovery and development of a new sense 

of self by using narrative therapy, theatre work, and psychodrama. Creative therapies focus 

on specific areas of the client’s needs, but also incorporate areas to be explored, such as 

emotions, relationships, family/friends/partners, self-awareness, past traumas, self-

reflection/awareness, and paradigm shifts.  

 

Creative art therapies have a long history, emerging in the 1940s out of a need for an 

alternative to talk therapy. Some clients who had significant levels of distress found it hard to 

engage in talk therapy and an alternative was thought to be beneficial for such clients 

(Watson 2015).  

 

The creative arts include many modalities, such as visual art, movement, poetry, journaling, 

sand tray therapy as well as psychodrama. Psychodrama consists of the main character 

(client) being played out as a dramatic character. This would then enable a distance between 

the client and the dramatic character, which may be a way to facilitate exploration around the 

client’s concerns, worries, and dysfunctional behaviours. The client is then able to distance 

themselves from the character while still witnessing their persona, while still being separated 

from the issues, creating a safety zone for the client (Avrahami as cited in Cheung, Alzate, 

and Nguyen 2012). 

 

6.1 Recovery Model  

Creative and expressive therapies have been utilised in various settings such as in individual 

and group therapy sessions/counselling rooms as well as in special education units in schools 

(Watson 2015). The medical model, which focuses on empirical evidence in determining a 

successful outcome (i.e. medical diagnosis for specific conditions), has a different view of 

‘recovery’ from that of a creative therapist (Topor cited in Spandler et al. 2007). 

 

Spander et al. suggest that the recovery model is not so much about a client’s ability to 

recover from a specific condition, but to experience a decrease of symptoms of an illness 

(Antony cited in Spandler et al. 2007). Jacobson and Greenly (2001) state that the crucial 

components of the recovery model are the focus on hope, healing, empowerment, and 
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connection. This idea of the recovery model as a progressive journey, which is accompanied 

by the therapist, allows for possible transformative identity, a new perspective and a sense of 

hope (Spandler et al. 2007).  

 

For clients who experience mental illness, the idea of recovery is a way to have some control 

of their life, and to avoid returning to a dysfunctional life (Davidson cited in Jacob 2015). 

Recovery focuses on the client building resilience and learning to cope with and manage their 

life (Jacob 2015). This model has been used in many Western countries, including Australia, 

as a method of choice for clients with mental health conditions (Spandler et al. 2007). The 

emphasis on hope, process and willingness and responsibility is accepted as a new approach 

to the recovery model (Deegan cited in Van Lith, Fenner, and Schofield 2011). 

 

The recovery model has assisted clients with a renewed sense of discovering purpose and 

meaning in their lives (Repper and Perkins 2003). The skills of coping and self-management 

were also cited by Repper and Perkins (2003) as important as is the need for social support 

and a companionship (in the form of the therapist). The feedback received from clients using 

this model confirms that this model focuses on hope and belief, and hope has been 

highlighted as a strong indicator of positive outcomes for suicide prevention (Beck et al. 

2006). 

 

There are many examples of the effectiveness of the using creative therapies to treat people; 

case studies from Spander et al. suggest that psychosocial rehabilitation programs that used 

creative activities had increased positive outcomes (Spandler et al. cited in Van Lith, Fenner, 

and Schofield 2011). Konopik and Cheung (2013) cited studies involving clients who have 

difficulty with communication and who had participated in creative activities had also 

experienced positive therapeutic outcomes. Engle (2014) also cites that self-introspection 

through art can bring about beneficial outcomes, such as social support and increased insight 

and perspective. Introspection helps with perspective in creating awareness and consideration 

for others; this in turn may encourage social interactions, peer support and a strong 

community bond (Sheridan et al. 2014). A program for reducing PTSD symptoms in 

paediatric trauma clients showed to produced positive outcomes with children who were 

involved in art-based programs and they showed a reduction in acute stress symptoms after 

they were discharged from hospital even six months after their release (Chapman et al. 2001). 

  

http://journals.sagepub.com/author/Sheridan%2C+Ann+J
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Chapter 7: Art for Social Change 

Ontology uses various art mediums in an experimental manner to creating an engaging art 

work for the community. My aim for Ontology is to highlight social concerns, such as young 

people’s struggles with mental health, in an entertaining and experimental manner. Art has 

been used for making statements and highlighting social change for generations; from 1960s’ 

peace slogans to contemporary street art, art in various mediums has been used to convey 

messages for social change (Adams 2016). This chapter will briefly introduce three 

organisations that use art for social change 

 

7.1 Creativity Explored  

Creativity Explored is a contemporary organisation based in San Francisco focused on 

creating social change through art. Established in 1983, it provides opportunities for adults 

with developmental and severe disabilities to engage in art making by providing a supportive 

studio environment for them in which they receive “individualised instruction from 

mentoring artists, quality art materials, and professional opportunities to exhibit their work” 

(Creativity Explored 2017). They also provide artists with the opportunity to earn income 

from the sale of their work “and to pursue a livelihood as a visual artist to the fullest extent 

possible” (Creativity Explored 2017). Since its inception, Creativity Explored’s pioneering 

and esteemed programs, structure, and culture have served as an globally recognised 

organisational model in the field of art and disability.  

 

7.2 The Laundromat Project  

The Laundromat Project is another social change organisation. This New York–based 

organisation focuses on celebrating all art forms, being inclusive, and encouraging diverse 

ethnic communities to use art to create strong bonds and to foster a sense of pride and 

belonging. Field Day is a program that is run by the Laundromat Project each year. 

Participants from all backgrounds are encouraged to cultivate cohesiveness and community 

pride through bonding in artmaking and appreciation of art. On Field Day, project-managed 

workshops are facilitated in different parts of New York to allow artist and people from 

various communities to engage through art (Laundromat Project 2016).  
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7.3 The Creative Impact Network 

Creative Impact Network is an online line network of globally connected likeminded people 

from different professions who collaborate to create stories on a digital media platform. They 

utilise technology as a tool for highlighting social issues of global concerns. They collaborate 

digitally through a series of ‘HatchLabs’ to support interaction and participation within 

cultures and communities and engage in collective action design that includes creative 

expression at the core. 

 

The goal of the Creative Impact Network is to allow individuals to connect using creativity 

and resilience, to create art and inspire change for social projects, and to encourage their 

voices to speak up for the vulnerable. The Creative Impact Network group have created films 

that are informative and provides an alternative to Hollywood popular culture cinema. An 

example of their collaborative work is Story Revivals, a new genre in artmaking that involves 

music, film, food and conversation. These events are inclusive and encourages communities 

from all age groups, ethnic and religious backgrounds to create and share a positive 

experience that instils hope, belief and pride in the present and future communities (Creative 

Impact Network n.d.). 
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Chapter 8: Building a Framework for Positive Therapeutic Outcomes 

 

8.1 Narrative Therapy  

Ontology draws upon narrative therapy, psychodrama and playback theatre as a framework 

for positive therapeutic outcomes. Narrative therapy focuses on the significant points of a 

person’s life and explores what is important to the clients from their perspective. Key 

relationships are observed, and turning points are highlighted and witnessed, with a narrative 

focus on the person’s life story. A person’s perception of the stories from their life is 

important; how a client remembers these stories can shape the way they live their lives 

(Sween 1998).  

 

Narrative therapy and drama techniques are complementary. Narrative therapy assists clients 

explore who they are and what stories have been instrumental in creating their stories (Ungar 

2006; Ungar, Little and Hartman 2008). The idea of using narrative therapy within expressive 

therapy in drama work can reshape their personal crucial story lines. This then assists clients 

to understand, connect and by accepted, and may provide insights into their world (Sween 

1998).  

 

8.2 Psychodrama  

This form of theatre was developed in the early twentieth century by Viennese psychiatrist 

Jacob L. Moreno to incorporate action techniques to help clients explore their concerns 

(Konopik and Chueng 2013). The action-orientated method of using psychodrama techniques 

focuses on acting out a story from the past in the present, which assists in providing 

cognitive, affective and behavioural insights for the client (Avrahami as cited in Konopik and 

Cheung 2013). The client is able to observe their habitual response as it is enacted for them 

by actors, thus witnessing aspects of self, in a safe and supportive environment (Konopik and 

Cheung 2013). 

 

Psychodrama has a playfulness about it so that it doesn’t seem threatening or intrusive, and 

therefore has a wide range of applications for various settings and clienteles. Recent studies 

support that psychodrama is an effective therapeutic approach (Debus and Ahrens as cited in 

Kirk, Wieser and Stadler 2016). Smokowski and Bacallao (2009) utilised the action-

orientated techniques within the psychodrama approach with clients who were diagnosed as 
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having Oppositional Defiant Disorder and those who had symptoms of depression and 

anxiety, all of which recorded positive outcomes. In Uschold-Meier and Wagner’s research, a 

study using psychodrama techniques for clients who had trauma related to sexual abuse also 

had positive results (Kirk, Wieser, and Stadler 2016). Avinger and Jones (as cited in Konopik 

and Cheung 2013) reported similar positive results from studies for the reduction of 

depressive symptoms in teenaged girls who had suffered sexual abuse. Carbonell and 

Parteleno-Barehmi (as cited in Konopik and Cheung 2013) used enactment with clients to 

reframe the negative experiences, and used empowerment to create an alternative positive 

ending to their story. Drama work allows participants to view the situation from another 

perspective, and in doing so, participants can have new insights and understanding of the 

situation, which may in turn give them a way to adjust their thought feeling and view of how 

they felt the situation really was (Caddy 2009). 

 

8.3 Playback Theatre  

Playback theatre is an original form of improvisational theatre in which an audience or group 

members tell stories from their lives and watch them enacted on the spot (“Playback Theatre” 

2017). In 1975, Jonathan Fox and Jo Salas formed the first playback theatre company. Fox 

was student of psychodrama, improvisational theatre and storytelling. Playback, as its title 

suggests, is a structure for narrative to be told and ‘taken back’ so that the client can witness 

from a distance and reframe their stories to create a positive ending. In a TED Talk, Salas 

(2011) explained the philosophy behind the creation of playback theatre, and why she and 

Fox are still involved in creating performances.  

 

Salas states that playback allows people who want to have a voice to be heard and for other 

people in the audience to be a witness to these stories. According to its creator, this form of 

theatre wasn’t initiated to be a form of ‘therapy’, yet it has the potential for therapeutic 

benefits (Salas 2011). Playback theatre has continued to grow internationally; playback 

companies now exist on six continents, and there is also an international organisation that 

oversees many companies around the world. International Playback Theatre Network (IPTN) 

has 100 company and 300 individual members from forty countries. As IPTN reports, 

playback theatre has been a social and educational voice in many settings, such as prisons, 

youth centres, immigrant camps, schools, special needs schools and even in companies and 

business organisations (IPTN 2017).  
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Geese Theatre is an example of one organisation in the United Kingdom that has used 

playback theatre in their performances to support and advocate as a social voice. Projects in 

their portfolio are mainly around interpersonal experiences that people encounter, such as 

those relating to self-esteem, identity, masculinity, gang violence as well as mental health 

(Geese Theatre n.d.).  

 

The New Beginnings project, facilitated by Geese Theatre, has worked successfully in a 

therapeutic way in children homes, prisons, and pupil referral units. Their work has been 

helpful in promoting resilience, building connections and positive relationships as well as 

increasing clients’ sense of self confidence (Geese Theatre n.d.).   
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Chapter 9: Artist Review: Contextualising Ontology  

As mentioned previously, art as a medium for social change has beneficial outcomes for both 

the artists involved and well as communities and society at large. Because of the increasing 

ease and availability of internet connections, not only for metropolitan but also rural (and 

often poorer) communities, areas of the world are able to be connected and responsive to 

events in ways that were not previously possible.  

 

Ontology uses the medium of film to express and provide a platform for the voices of young 

people and an intimate look into the lived experience of those living with mental health 

problems to allow their inner experiences to be shared. Some of the recent work of artists 

around the world who also use the various mediums of art share the same vision as Ontology, 

that of social change through art. I will discuss a sample of them below. 

 

9.1 Mix’d Ingrdnts 

Mix’d Ingrdnts is a dance company composed of female artists from all ethnic backgrounds. 

The group’s focus is on collaboration and bonding within the community and empowerment 

for women of all ages. Each member brings their own unique style of expertise to blend into a 

performance of a dance style ensemble. Their aim is to be inclusive and create an atmosphere 

of trust, unity and bonding within the community. The ensemble is open to all ages, and 

styles of multi-genre urban performance. They have performed at several school and 

community festivals, including the Oktoberfest 2015, Oakland’s Street Dancing (KQED 

Arts), and San Francisco International Hip Hop DanceFest (Mix’d Ingrdnts n.d.) 

 

9.2 PASC: Problems or Possibilities  

Problems or Possibilities is another artwork that utilises drama techniques and, like Ontology, 

employs unscripted performances at times. Actors from Problems or Possibilities perform 

genuine stories from members of the community. This is a project that was created by the 

Performing Arts for Social Change (PASC). PASC is an organisation whose aim is to create 

awareness and bring about social change thorough performance arts, music and acting. It was 

founded by Cynthia Henderson, associate professor at Ithaca College, New York, in 2007. 

PASC uses Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed as a foundational framework for its 

performances. PASC has collaborated with many segments of communities such as schools, 

incarcerated youths, women’s groups as well as stigmatised members of the community to 
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create awareness for poverty stricken and HIV-affected people living in New York City 

(PASC 2016).  

 

9.3 Rasu Jilani: Griots in “The Stuy” 

Rasu Jilani is a New York–based independent artist who uses the connection between art, 

communities, and culture to create awareness of social issues (Laundromat Project 2017). By 

bringing an awareness of social issues to communities, Jilani aims to help them bond by 

discussing and exploring these issues and trying to instigate social change (Laundromat 

Project 2017).  

 

In 2015, Jilani was an artist in residence at the Laundromat Project, during which time he 

produce the project “Griots in The Stuy”: A Neighbourhood as a Living Archive 

(Laundromat Project 2017), where he photographed residents of a local community in New 

York and collected stories from residents. Griot is a West African word for historian or 

storyteller. Jilani explains that he was searching for a way to highlight bonding and 

appreciation within the community, and seeking out the ordinary heroes among us. Through 

his art, he was striving to uncover hope and pride within the community when asking for 

personal stories that the community may have not been aware of (Laundromat Project 2017). 

Rasu included ordinary people within the community to participate in his work by asking 

them about their ‘lived’ experiences, and asked them to share their personal stories (Jilani 

2016).  

 

In highlighting ordinary heroes in the community, Jilani creates a profile of their story with a 

title and a photograph of their face and places this up on a wall as an installation for people to 

see, discuss, and engage with. Jilani hopes that knowing ordinary heroes in the community 

may help people within the community to feel validated, inspired and feel proud in their 

community and foster social cohesion and change (Jilani 2016).  

 

9.4 Candy Chang: Before I Die… I Want to… 

The final artist I will discuss whose work contextualises Ontology in its similarities and 

aspiration in creating therapeutic change through social activism is New Orleans artist Candy 

Chang. Specifically, I will discuss her “Before I Die” art project, which she conceived in 

response to the loss of a loved one. Chang created the artwork as an installation on an 

abandoned house to reflect her grief, to contemplate the momentary existence of human life, 
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and to create the awareness of being. Chang explains that in 2009, she lost a mother figure, 

who had suddenly passed away.  

 

In a TED Talk, Chang (2012) explains that this sudden and tragic event, which impacted her 

life significantly, prompted her thinking about death and searching for answers to challenging 

questions. She relays that she was searching for clarity to these questions, and started 

exploring what it means to be human and how relationships are meaningful. As a result of 

this questioning, she was inspired to create an art installation project, in which she 

refurbished the side wall of an abandoned house, filled it with a few panels to create a giant 

chalk wall. On it she stencilled the words “Before I die I want to ……”, and left lines blank 

so that people could provide responses to complete the sentences. She invited the public to 

contribute to the installation as an experiment, without any assumptions of an outcome or 

expectations of any kind. 

 

By including the public and allowing ordinary people to have their voices heard in different 

mediums, Chang’s work shares a similarity to the ethos of Jilani’s “Griots in the ‘Stuy’” and 

one that Ontology aims to reflect. All are artworks that invite and engage the community and 

encourage social change by validating stories, having a voice, creating awareness and 

supporting therapeutic intervention (Stuckey and Nobel 2010). Chang turned a derelict space 

in her neighbourhood that was an eyesore into a place of beauty, inspiration, and expression. 

This space allowed for reflection and contemplation, as a reminder to people of what is 

important to us in our lives, which at times get caught up in the “tyranny of the urgent” 

(Covey, Merrill and Merrill 1994).  

 

Due to requests from people all around the world to build their own walls, and to have their 

voices heard and to connect with their communities, there are now 2,000 walls in seventy 

countries in thirty-five languages (Chang and Reeves 2017). This sharing of public spaces 

creates an opportunity to share a voice, tell a story, reflect on life, and prepare us for death. It 

is also a way to express and process grief and loss, as well as to realise loss dreams and 

rekindle new ones (Chang and Reeves 2017). In her socially engaging installation, Chang 

explores the illusionary concept of time and the importance of relationships as a priority in 

our lives.  
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Chang also highlights the importance of priorities when preparing and talking about death, as 

a method of empowerment, and creating awareness not fear or regret. Covey speaks about the 

death obituary exercise as an acknowledgment of our limited time and as a conscious 

empowerment tool for priority setting (Covey 1989). Chang’s art installation resonates with 

Ontology in the theme of having a voice, honouring a story of lived experience, but 

specifically it reflects the theme of grief and loss. In the final scene of Ontology, the teenaged 

girl tries in vain to express her inability to process the loss of her loved one. She is unable to 

express the grief and the pain, and resorts to cynicism and anger, accusing her friend of 

“lying” by inferring that death is painless.  
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Chapter 10: Reflections on Methodology 

Ontology is presented as a self-reflexive, experiential essay project recorded through the 

medium of film. Reflexivity has become a debated topic in academic circles due to 

disagreements on the meaning it holds in some areas of research (Etherington 2004). Some 

researchers feel this model of research is a very important aspect of research, while others 

reject or question its contribution (Etherington 2004). 

 

Ontology was recorded live on stage in front of a small audience at Griffith University, South 

Bank, in December 2011. The actors were volunteers who had been specifically recruited for 

the role due to their lived experiences of specific mental health conditions; some had been 

officially diagnosed, while others had mental health ‘concerns’. Ontology was intended as a 

(non-structured) scripted theatre performance featuring four narratives, performed in front of 

a live audience.  

 

There were many technical errors in the recording of the film. The rehearsal was rushed, and 

while the lighting crew did a good job, there were problems with the technical decisions 

made by the three camera crew members (film school students). The technicalities of framing 

and composition was discussed thoroughly with the camera crew; however, on the day of the 

shoot, one of the crew (the front angle camera person; framing shot) did not realise that they 

had forgotten to adjust the lens for the focus, resulting with much of the film seen from this 

angle being blurred and out of focus, which made the lighting also appear to be of bad 

quality. However, it is undeniable that the mistake of the front angle framing shot did destroy 

the integrity of the film. It is hoped that this regrettable aspect can be overlooked and not 

distract from the importance of the project and what it represents. Specifically, it aims to 

provide therapeutic benefits to the participants through acting out their stories and giving 

them a platform through which to express their voice and opinions based on their lived 

experience as experts in their lives and as ‘outsiders’ navigating the teenage world. 

Furthermore, the film offers therapeutic benefits for me as director/auteur. 

 

Ontology was created with an experimental approach with the use of multimodal techniques, 

incorporating the use of visual, audio and digital texts (Kress and Van Leeuwen 2001; Kress 

2010). Multimodal communication techniques (e.g., e-mail messages, text messages, and 

social media messages) are such a prevalent feature in our lives that we hardly stop to notice 
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their presence in our lives. Our ways of thinking, working and communicating are vastly 

different to those of previous decades. The lived experiences of young people are almost 

totally technologically integrated, with the use of the multiple modes of communication and 

information working seamlessly. ‘Gen Y’ or ‘millennials’ have a preference of using 

technology to communicate, choosing text messaging over face-to-face discussions or talking 

over the phone (Tardanico 2012).  

 

In Ontology, the lived experiences of the narratives were acted as part of the story to 

highlight the mental health struggles of young people, and to provide an insight into their 

world, which is often invisible to mainstream communities. Ontology utilises 

psychodrama/theatre conventions to create an experimental and interesting way of presenting 

the story and engaging the viewer. An example of this experimental style is seen in the third 

narrative (scene) when an actor on stage talks directly to and throws an object at the live 

audience. This allows for a more personalised, interactive engagement for the viewer than 

normally expected, and engages the audience in the suspension of disbelief, while breaking 

the illusion of distance. The techniques that Ontology adapts and experiments with, such as 

framing, stage craft, scriptwriting, editing and structure (discussed in Chapter 3), are hoped to 

explore a dialogue about lived experiences and self-reflection, viewed through a personal 

lens.  

 

10.1 Qualitative Data 

To assess the therapeutic benefits of this multimodal project, I compiled qualitative data 

using a self-reflective case study model. The basic framework around the methodology of 

Ontology was that of the self-reflective practitioner model, which was adapted from Kim 

Etherington (2004). Etherington’s work provided a foundation and direction on how to 

understand and reflect on what this research was about, as opposed to what I thought it was 

about when I initially started the research project. During developing and refining this 

research, it had many modifications, rewrites and in some cases a complete change in 

direction. After spending many long hours away from my family (and family life), including 

spending countless hours focusing on the computer screen in the university library, I feel I 

have come to a place of resolution, clarity and realisation about the outcomes of this research. 

Interestingly, they are not at all what I had envisioned at the beginning of this 

project/research. 
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In using Etherington’s self-reflective practitioner model, I started an inquiry into self-

reflection with these starting points:  

• How has my personal story led to my interest in this topic? 

• Do I have training/knowledge in this field?  

• How am I positioned in relation to this knowledge? 

• How does my background history affect this?  

• Are there any gender/social class/culture/ethnicity aspects to consider in relation to 

this topic?  

(Etherington 2004) 

 

In a traditional learning model framework, students move through a progression from 

undergraduate studies to postgraduate studies to doctoral studies, often without really having 

a concrete understanding of critical self-awareness of how their search has (or if it has) 

transformed themselves as a person, as a community member, as a family member, etc. 

Students typically use research as a tool for an outcome of a hypothesis, but in self-reflective 

inquiry learning models, the research has as much impact on the researcher/student as a 

positive confirmation of the hypothesis does, in terms of personal growth, awareness and a 

transformational paradigm shift (Nye et al. 2016).  

 

Using this framework as a starting point for inquiry, I reflected on my journey and how this 

research was a struggle for many years, but one that I continuously worked on in the hope of 

creating a worthwhile piece of educational material that highlights the voices of young people 

struggling with mental health concerns. This project is about a response to a calling: a need to 

make a difference, to be a catalyst for social change. Utilising my love for creation, I used the 

creative means of multiple art mediums, such as theatre, acting, scriptwriting, fashion design, 

stagecraft, and film to convey this vison as an accessible and fun way to reach the target 

audience—young people within the community and stakeholders within the mental health 

and educational sector.  

 

10.2 Case Study: Self-Reflection  

In line with Etherington’s model, I was both a practitioner as well as a participant in this 

project. While I was involved in the process of engaging with the complexities of managing a 

theatre performance, creating the script, sourcing actors and technical support, securing a 
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suitable space for the performance and having to deal with many other tiresome necessary 

details, I was not consciously aware of my own process in this research until much later. I 

now realise that I was not a reflective practitioner in my own process due to my frenetic work 

pace; I was not conscious of the importance of my own lived experiences. I believed my role 

was that of witness to the lived experiences of others. It was only after the film was edited 

and completed that I realised ‘unconsciously’ as I reflected on the process of art making, that 

this project was really about my own journey, my response to other people’s stories, and that, 

somewhere in that process—unknowingly to me at that time—my voice had become part of 

the research and was heard.  

 

Reflecting on my experiences, I now realise that it was my defence mechanisms at play that 

prevented me from having an awareness of my own process, which were brought on due to 

the extremely personal trauma I was enduring at that time. Defence mechanisms are a form of 

protection on an individual’s cognition functions, which may be overloaded from extreme 

pain, grief or loss that the person is enduring, rendering them unable to process their 

emotions (Cramer 2008). 

 

10.3 Script: Self-Reflection 

In hindsight, I realise that the creation of the Ontology script was my response to the sadness 

that I had been witness to in supporting students in counselling at school and online as 

telephone counsellor for many years, although I had regular supervision and debrief sessions. 

Vicarious trauma is not uncommon among counsellors who are exposed to secondary trauma 

through clients’ circumstances (Trippany, White Kress, and Wilcoxon 2004). According to 

Figley, “Counselors’ reactions to client traumas have historically been characterized as forms 

of either burnout or countertransference” (Trippany, White Kress, and Wilcoxon 2004). 

Burnout is commonplace in other health professionals, such as trauma emergency doctors, 

social workers, and crisis intervention workers etc., but countertransference is especially 

prevalent among trauma counsellors. Countertransference is defined by Figley as an 

emotional reaction to the clients because of triggers from the counsellor’s own life events 

(Trippany, White Kress, and Wilcoxon 2004). While I do not deal specifically with trauma 

cases, many of my clients do encounter traumatic situations, and express trauma in their lives 

and backgrounds.  
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Reflecting on creating Ontology, I recognised my part in contributing to social change, 

knowing that I have used drama and film to contribute to create awareness, education and 

insight in an aesthetic and perhaps at times a thought-provoking manner (Chang 2011; Jilani 

2015; Broomfield 2013).  

 

The script in Ontology was sourced from multiple narratives from social media and stories 

from YouTube. I wanted to provide a voice for Ontology with stories from social media, as 

this has been known as source of support for young people with mental health to share their 

stories (Cyberbulling.org 2016). In creating Ontology’s narratives, I was attempting to 

express the sadness I was witness to in my profession through a creative process. Narrative 

writing is acknowledged as a beneficial tool for processing distress, especially that of grief 

and loss (Cooper 2013; Laccetti 2007). 

 

Writing is a cathartic experience for a client (Hong cited in Cooper 2013) to express their 

personal views in a safe supportive space. It also allows a client to have a voice and express 

themselves without fear of repercussions, in a variety of styles, be they abstract, metaphorical 

or poetic or as descriptive, as in a journal, which may or may not be for sharing with others. 

These forms have been acknowledged to have therapeutic benefits for the client (Cooper 

2013).  

 

10.4 Expressive Therapy: Fourth Scene  

The goal of qualitative research is to focus attention on a topic of interest. The qualitative 

researcher’s goal is to access and report on how a group or an individual is responding to the 

topic that is being researched. Ontology was first created as a platform for the voices of 

young people’s lived experiences. The stories of suicide, preoccupation with popular culture, 

and relationships with self, friends and family were explored within the underlying theme of 

mental health concerns. The two young male actors in Ontology both live with mental health 

issues, and thus were especially suited to provide insights as experts on their lived 

experiences of not just young people living in this era, but also as consumers of the mental 

health industry. Their input of what they felt in relation to the theme of mental health in 

young people, of young people and the internet, and the increase in suicide rates were from 

their lived experiences and is considered an honest, valued perspective, even though they 

may seem cynical.  

 



41 

 

Leading theorist on reflective practice Donald Schön states that a reflective researcher should 

reflect and contemplate unexpected outcomes, as it is with these discoveries that reflective 

practice is most valid in uncovering the research question (Cameron 2009). In these 

instances, the cynicism of the young people provided opinions that suggest that mental health 

concerns have been around for a long time, and it is with the accessibility of the internet—

and especially with the rise of social media and YouTube in particular—that attention is 

finally being paid to young people and their previously unheard voices. The anonymity 

offered by the virtual social world may be the reason why many young people express their 

views much more than previous generations have. Young people and teenagers generally 

increasingly live in a socially connected world online. The use of social media has grown and 

its use had increased a very fast rate (Gosling et al. and Lawlor and Kirakowski, cited in 

Singleton, Abeles, and Smith 2016). Hagell suggests that the environments of young people 

in terms of the changing structures of employment, education, family, reflect significant 

differences from young people in the late 1980s, may also be playing a part in the rising rates 

of depression, problem behaviour and anxiety (Hagell 2012).  

 

The Goth couple in Ontology spoke of their lived experiences living as ‘outsiders’ and 

becoming disillusioned by what they felt was meaningless lives. They feel more connected 

when they are being authentic and truthful to who they are. Their courage and determination 

to stand up and claim an identity despite being labelled as ‘emo’ or ‘goth’ or perhaps even 

‘insane’ was a testimony of how perhaps they were the ones who were mentally stable, and 

perhaps they rest of society was pretending to be ‘normal’.  

 

My response to this segment of Ontology was one of admiration; I felt inspired and had a 

renewed hope in the belief that young people who may be ostracised for being ‘different’ can 

still feel secure and well balanced in their own lives. The impact of their honesty and 

authenticity of their truths inspired in me to also seek to be authentic in living my truth, and 

living an authentic life. To embrace a part of self even though it is uncomfortable or 

unpopular, and could be a target of harassment, can create pride in a subcultural identity and 

form a stronger bond within that community, as well as a sense of safety, acceptance and 

support for members of the community (Hodkinson and Garland 2016).  

 

In terms of writing the script, the most powerful moment came with the writing of the fourth 

scene. At the time, I had just experienced the sudden tragic passing of my father. This was an 
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extremely difficult time for me as I had never experienced the death of a close loved one 

before. I had been living in Brisbane for about six years but would return to Singapore each 

year for Christmas. The news of the severity of my father’s illness came as a complete shock 

to me, as he had always seemed to be well and in good health. I flew down immediately to 

spend time nursing him and spending time with him in the hospital wards, keeping him 

company for two weeks. Sadly, he had a heart attack in hospital and fell into a coma, from 

which he was unable to be revived. He was placed on life support and our family was told 

bluntly that he was only breathing because of the ventilator machine. We had to wait for the 

other family members to arrive from around the globe. We watched him breathe each 

struggling breath, unresponsive to our pain at seeing him in that manner. Finally, we had to 

make the painful decision to switch off the life support as there was no hope of recovery. It 

was the saddest moment of my life to watch the life support switch being pressed and watch 

him breathe his last breath. I was unable to cry. I whispered in his ear to let go, we would be 

OK. Of course, I lied. 

 

When I returned to Brisbane to focus on Ontology’s script, I wrote the fourth scene on the 

theme of letting go and saying goodbye. When I was writing it, I was aware I was writing the 

narrative with references to my father’s ‘not too funny’ jokes and the unprocessed anger I had 

in having to say goodbye, with the accusation of ‘you lied’. This unexplored and unprocessed 

anger, which was really pain disguised as anger, was my coping strategy. However, I was 

unable to process or understand it at the time.  

 

10.5 Therapeutic Benefits for the Auteur 

There are many studies that provide qualitative and qualitative results of the positive 

outcomes that clients experience when undergoing expressive therapy work in conjunction 

with medical treatment. There is a noted decrease in symptoms of depression and anxiety, a 

growth in self-awareness and personal growth, and in developing new ways of coping and 

expression, which led to increased social interaction (Geue et al. 2010). As a way of 

determining if I did benefit therapeutically from the process of creating Ontology as an 

expressive project using experimental techniques, I decided to engage in dedicated self-

reflection. Schön (Cameron 2009) suggests that it is crucial for a practitioner to reflect on 

their practice with ‘critical’ consideration, as he says this is the very essence of what it means 

to be a practicing professional (Cameron 2009). Schön cites possessing “technical rationality” 

as having the “know how” to solve problems, which is a technical skill for therapists. 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0965229910000373
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However, having this technical ability is not enough to gain insights from and engage with 

clients/ the self. The skill of client engagement, which is not a skill taught in universities, is a 

crucial skill for practitioners to learn (Cameron 2009). In the following, I will briefly outline 

the self-reflection exercises I undertook following the completion of the Ontology project. 

They took the form of asking myself particular questions regarding the filmmaking process 

and journey I had completed. 

 

10.6 Self-Reflection Exercises  

* What choices did (will) you make because of how you are feeling? 

I realise now my feelings of grief were vast and varied; it was difficult to pin them down, but 

if there as a word for how I was feeling, it would be disbelief. I realise now that I did not 

speak about my grief to anyone at the time, and yet was unable to function in many areas of 

my life. I had to leave my job because it involved counselling others and supporting them 

through the suicide of their loved ones or their suicide ideation. It was too much to cope with 

and I subsequently moved to Darwin. I didn’t know it then, but in self-refection now, I realise 

that I was escaping from Brisbane as it had many reminders and triggers of my dad’s passing. 

From there, I travelled to other parts of Australia where I was engaged in work as a special 

education teacher. In hindsight, I realise that I was denying my feelings of grief and not 

processing them. Because they were, in a sense, contained by Ontology, I could not engage 

with this project for many years. My research suffered, and I ignored it for many years 

because I tried to deny that this work was confronting and difficult to engage with.  

 

* Does anything stand out from this time? 

What stands out are the feelings of disbelief I experienced over the passing of my father. 

Even today, I keep asking “where does a person go when their body dies?” I am still 

engrossed by the idea of quantum mechanics and of particles of matter forming a solid object, 

not unlike our world. I still engage in expressive activities such as writing poems and 

journalistic writing where I express my thoughts and feelings. I have also become more 

focused on spirituality because of this experience; perhaps this is a way to stay connected 

with my father’s spirit/soul. 

 

* What patterns do you see in yourself?  

I recognise a pattern of denial, fear and escape. I see that when something becomes difficult, I 

run away to the refuge of the arts, be it music, film or art or theatre. I have realised that when 
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I am overwhelmed and unable to process difficult situations, I turn to art, music, creating 

songs/ music, journal writing, theatre, or creating fashion as a way to manage them. 

I am slowly learning to acknowledge these patterns, and to make informed choices based on 

them. I have since become immersed in the Acceptance and Commitment therapy framework, 

and base all my therapeutic decision making within mindfulness, an aware state of the present 

moment. Perhaps here as well, I can be connected to my father’s soul. 

 

* How are you feeling about your choices, patterns, etc.? 

I feel I have grown through this process, especially when I look a back at the fourth scene of 

Ontology, and the pain underlying the angry response “You lied!” I realise now how much 

my father’s passing placed its mark on my art, unconsciously. I made very bad choices in 

running way and not dealing with the pain; I lost my student place at the University of 

Queensland, where I was studying art therapy, as I was unaware that I required permission to 

be away from university for an extended period of time. I have realised that I must be in the 

present, and use art as my container but not as an accomplice for denial. I accept my bad 

mistakes, and have paid a heavy price. However, I am back to complete this journey and now 

am able to say, “I really miss you dad, and I’m hurting.” As I write this, I still feel the 

emptiness and the loss of my dad as a vacuum in my life. However, through the use of the 

expressive art medium, I have found a containment that wasn’t apparent previously, and an 

acceptance of the pain. I have been able to make a conscious decision based on my insights 

and awareness from this journey, to acknowledge the pain, be mindful, and be grounded in 

the present.  

 

Even though it is still hard to face and contemplate my father’s passing, I feel that my 

creative engagement and experimentation in the Ontology project has deepened my insights 

into my unconscious choices and decision making, and it has also positively contributed to 

who I am today. 

 

10.7 Therapeutic Benefits for the Participants 

As well as providing therapeutic benefits for myself as auteur, Ontology provided therapeutic 

benefits for the participants in the project, as I will detail here.  

• The Goth couple felt proud to be part of this project. They provided feedback in a 

post-shoot session, where they said they felt inspired that they could reaffirm their 

commitment to be authentic to their philosophy and be true to themselves and their 



45 

 

values. They also felt validated in being able to provide a voice and contribute to the 

education and tolerance of diversity of sub-cultures in Australia. 

• The two young men who participated in the performance felt honoured to be part of 

something that was alternative and creative as well as providing a voice for young 

people with mental health struggles. They felt the performance was entertaining and 

would appeal to young people, while not being too authoritative. The young men felt 

Ontology highlighted the unmentioned internal struggles that many young people 

face. They said in a feedback session that they feel relationships, communication, 

acceptance and support were the main ideas that they wanted to convey, and felt 

proud that they had spoken their minds to highlight their concerns for young people 

who struggle with mental health concerns. They felt that their experience had 

provided them with insight to engage more with family, friends and opening up 

communication with loved ones. They said it was a therapeutic experience for them. 
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Chapter 11: Conclusion 

Unfortunately, Ontology did not meet the technical standards required of an MVA film 

submission. This hindered the integrity of what I feel was a well-conceived script and 

entertaining film that experimented in its presentation. I felt that the script, costumes, and 

stage props complemented the project. The script reflected young people’s concerns, interest 

and focus, but not in a demeaning or harsh manner. There was dark cynicism, humour, as 

well as a raw honesty in the unscripted interviews, and honest voices from the lived 

experience experts. Schön suggests that although technical rationality (Cameron 2009) is a 

skill that all practitioners require, it is in a regular engagement with self-reflection that real 

learning occurs. Reflection helps practitioners understand the client’s world in relation to 

understanding where we sit observing their story, but we can only do this if we self-reflect 

(Agee 2009). 

 

Self-reflection allows a researcher to examine questions that arise when reflecting and 

responding to others’ stories in relation to their own. It allows practitioners to gain insights 

that may have beneficial outcomes for their clients (Agee 2009). Nye et al. (2016) sum it up 

perfectly: “The process of self- reflection demands exploration of murky realms where 

monsters lurk and precious gems lay hidden. It requires courage and strength to commit to 

this task which offers clarity, insight and opportunity for growth.” Following on from Nye et 

al.’s illuminating statement, is it essential that the pathway for any self-reflecting artist or 

practitioner is to venture into murky realms in search of monsters, for we are called into this 

privileged position to be courageous gem hunters. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Ontology Script Transcript 

 

All cast 

White spotlight  

(4 actors stay on stage 

2 others join from back stage)  

one by one each walk into the spotlight:  

 

Rita:  

Feel my pain 

Hear my screams 

Watch me fade 

 

Martin:  

Not all wounds heal 

Not all scars show 

 

Nicole:  

I want to kill myself 

But I don’t want to die 

Does that make sense? 

 

Rob:  

Every day she looks in the mirror 

And see the same broken heart... 

 

Sophie: 

You cannot see my pain … 

Let me show you 
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Rita:  

Every day I pray for some miracle to come along and make me happy... I am still waiting… 

 

Martin:  

Medicate me 

So that I may die happy... 

 

Rob:  

I scar myself so that you can see 

That I wish I wasn’t me 

I wish I was someone else 

Someone who is happy 

 

Nicole:  

The girl who seemed unbreakable... broke 

The girl who seemed strong …crumbled 

The girl who always laughed it off…cried 

The girl who would never stop trying … 

Finally gave up… 

 

All together at once: 

… forgive me … I will soon die … 

(Lights out) 

 

Scene 1: Suicide 

Cast: 

Nicole 

Rita 

Martin 

Rob 

 

Bed rolled in by girl 

Spotlight on bed (white) 
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Girl (Rita) gets in, puts rope around her neck, smiles, and lies down on bed. 

 

(Music) (SUICIDE IS PAINLESS) 

Light changes to blue 

Three friends come into room stands around the bed and talk. 

 

Girl: Fashionable till the end? 

Boy1: In true fashionista style... (Smile) 

Boy2: Would you expect any less? April did say that she wanted to go out in style... So isn’t 

she true to her word? 

Girl: Yeah, true to the end … However, I do question the white against her pale colouring; 

didn’t we work out that white wasn’t her strong colour and that it washes out the highlights 

from her hair? 

Boy1: Well, if you think of the use of accent colours that gives a splash of playfulness to the 

garment, doesn’t it work in a carefree light baby doll kind of way? 

Girl: Don’t be ridiculous. Where you are getting your trend directions from...Lady Ga Ga? 

Please… (Rolls her eyes.) 

Boy1: What’s wrong with Lady Gaga? I think she represents what the young people like us 

think but can’t talk about. 

Boy2: You mean like insanity??? 

Girl: Surely insanity is the realism today…??? 

(Lights turns to white) 

 

(Girl (April) gets up from bed, walks to the edge of stage, and listens to her friends, talking.) 

 

(Spotlight follows girl/ all other lights down/or dim) 

 

Girl 1: Lady Ga Ga just provides us with relief of how far stupidity can go before it gets 

exposed for what it is. 

Boy 2: And what is it? 

 

Boy 1: It’s distraction from the important things…, like what’s the news on the red carpet, 

what’s up with Kristen Stewart’s hair? And who created that absolute fab creation that Emily 

Browning was rumoured to be wearing for tonight’s Grammys?? 
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Boy 1: Oh … don’t forget that FTV swimwear is on tonight, I know April would never be 

caught dead in last year’s colours … oh... (…laughter...) Pardon the pun …... 

Girl: You’re so gross… (… Laughing….)  

Boy 2: Well not caught dead with a rope … really if it’s going to be an accent piece, I really 

think it should either contrast or work with the proportion … don’t you, I mean, where is her 

fashion sense??? 

Boy 1: Well there is a rawness to the fibre and the pink adds a splash of pizzazz, which does 

add a little something to the complements in the highlights in her hair. 

Boy 2: …and it does give that extra edginess, a little “something” to the ensemble … don’t 

you feel? 

Girl: … no it needs to be updated and unexpected, April would agree, wouldn’t you April? 

Fashion demands it. 

Boy 1: Don’t be such a drama queen, just make it work; don’t you listen to what Tim Gunn 

says? 

Boy 2: Hey doesn’t “Long live the Queen” come out tonight? 

I know April would hate us to miss it, because the Queen himself is said to be designing the 

costumes n you know how she lives and breathes McQueen... 

Boy 1: Great, well, bye April, you know we love you and will think of you each time McQ’s 

new collection is shown each season. 

Boy 2: And…..I heard there is a special showing of McQ spring collection …. Hey come on, 

we will miss the starting credits, and you know we can’t miss the previews …  

 

(Grabs Girl) Boy (Martin pulls girl)  

 

Girl: Bye April …. (Walks away talking with boys) 

 

April follows them behind  

(White) Spotlight reappears on empty bed 

 

(Chattering sounds continue softening; curtain closes) 

Light goes off. Curtain drawn set change 

 

Music  

(“It’s Not Easy Being Me”) 
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Scene 2: The Perfect Son 

 

Cast:  

Boy: Martin 

Father: Rob 

Mother: Nicole 

Sister: Rita 

 

Lights dim red, Boy standing on stage alone 

 

White spotlight shines on the boy, followed by white spot from a father walking on stage 

 

Father: He makes me so proud you know each time he has a game I’m always there to cheer 

him on, “that’s my boy” I tell everyone,” he’s the captain, yeah that tall one “. 

They say I’m lucky to have a son so talented, you knows not like that one, you know the ones 

I mean …Those that you see down at the streets late at night, high as a kite, waiting to rob 

some poor guy of his cash or worse knife him for it …No, no ….that’s not my boy… 

(Smile) he is everything a dad could want in a son, Yes that’s my boy  

 

(Smiling pats his sons shoulder: puts on manly physically displays of affection; son smiles 

reciprocate)  

 

Spotlight fades. 

 

Sister: yeah, who else we taking about but the “golden boy” ”Mr perfect” ”Mr I can’t do no 

wrong if they paid me a million bucks “….??? 

… Ok, ok I have to admit having your brother as the captain of the rugby team does have its 

privileges… 

I get to see all the cool guys and know them by their first names… 

I get to go to all their parties and get to know all their face book accounts … I mean come on 

how many girls can get all the players on their face book page as “friends”? 

… And all the super-hot chicks want to me in their group because they all are in love with 
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him…?? 

Like I say it sucks to be the untalented unsporting one in the family but hey who cares... 

when you have a brother who is in demand??? (Spotlight fades) 

 

A sister walk up to boy kisses him on the cheek …boy smiles kisses her back 

 

Sister walks away  

(spotlight fades)  

 

Mother: “he’s my baby, why he’s hardly a teenager, let alone a young man.” 

I know … I know just because he’s the head of the debating team doesn’t make him an 

academic but what an honour for such a young man “ 

And yes he will never admit it but he helps me at home with the house work... Even when his 

own father won’t!!! 

And he washes the dog and mows the lawn … without being asked … 

Yes, it’s TRUE … I know I know it hard to believe... 

U know Susie told me the other day, said her Zach was using foul language and she was 

crying… wandering where she went wrong … there, there… I told her, not every child is 

perfect...But in my heart I PRAISE the lord each night for my baby… 

 

Because …He’s perfect Son 

 

Walks over and cuddles her son, kisses him on the cheek  

(Son smiles n kisses n cuddles her back)  

(light fades to dim red focus on boy)  

Boy puts on dark glasses, drops his coat 

 

and shows his arms (cuts on it, blood dripping from his arms,  

 

(Looks up and smiles ….walks to the front stage)  

 

Mum/ dad / sis: “he’s the perfect son/brother” 

Curtain closes 
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Lights out 

Music 

 

Scene 3: Bipolar Psyche 

 

Cast:  

Boy: Rob 

Girl: Nicole  

 

(Dim white light/music: mania) 

 

Two teens sitting back to back against each other on the ground (middle of stage) 

 

(Letters/Books/iPod /clothes/hair accessories/drinks/food/ clothing scattered on stage) 

 

Dim red light on the two 

 

Music 

 

Boy: In a manic state (spot white light / or dim white light) 

(Gets up walking frantically around, turns pick up tings on floor/ walks to read a letter/starts 

talking to telephone / starts dancing and singing (badly) 

 

Girl: (sitting on ground: head in hands: crying and moaning about life…) talking to self 

…defeating thoughts 

Boy: (Still walking around aimlessly, and still in manic state) 

 

Starts laughing at something he reads and states doing push ups …. 

 

Girl: Picks up the phone; (talks to someone KHL)  

I don’t want to die… but I can’t live like this… 

How do I feel????… 

how do you think I feel?? 

Are you seriously, asking me that?? 
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I just can’t believe you... Of course, I have a plan 

Yes… and the means... 

I am depressed and suicidal…. not stupid  

No I am not going to ask my parents or friends for help isn’t that what you are there for??? 

U are useless you know that??? 

Trace my line… trace this….!! 

 

Slams down the phone... 

 

Boy:  

(Still in manic state) 

Running now in one direction then in another 

then he stops and starts talking to audience (breaking the fourth wall) 

about any unrelated and disjointed conversation 

 

(Talking rapidly to no one in particular) 

 

Girl: 

Useless helpline, help is calling the cops on me??? 

…that’s helpful?? 

I can do that myself, I don’t need that kind of help… 

Boy: runs round stage, then stops to listen to music, then puts its down, runs the other way... 

Does push ups, eats some chips, looks at YouTube on computer 

panting …  

 

(sits down with back to other teen)  

 

Girl: (Turns to face boy)  

Please stop! 

Tell me, why r you doing this??? 

Boy: (turns to face girl) 

Mum was crying when she said she had given up on you 

And that the mental ward is the best hope for you 

Can’t you see the look of desperation on their faces? 
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Can’t you face the truth???? 

For once in your life 

Face the truth? 

 

Girl: 

The truth? 

What’s that? 

Boy:  

That you HATE yourself: so much that you can’t live with yourself  

and you can’t live like this 

Girl: Is that the truth? 

Boy: Yeah … of course you know it stop kidding yourself 

You know what you must do… 

You know that’s the only way 

Girl: But I don’t really know….… I don’t know 

Boy: You know …you know 

Girl: No …no …I don’t know 

Boy: Yes …yes you know… 

Girl: No no no… 

 

(Girl gets up walks into white spotlight.) 

 

Girl: I can’t live but I don’t want to die 

 

Lights black out…. 

Curtains close 

Music 

Curtain. 

Dim light white 

(Music while changing set) 

Dim red light 

 

Scene 4: The Final Goodbye 
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Nicole: 

You lied 

You said I would forget 

You said it would be ok 

You said it won’t hurt after a while 

You said no one would miss u 

You said the pain 

Would end… 

 

You lied 

I still miss you 

I still hear your voice 

I still miss your silly stories that made me cry with laughter 

Even though they didn’t make any sense 

And really wasn’t that funny... 

You said the world would go on 

And it does 

But for one person, one part of it has stopped 

The part of having you near 

You are missed even though I know you won’t believe it 

It’s true 

Yes the world is different without you 

an empty and sad place 

I have come to say the final goodbye 

So… goodbye  

 

(Music) (“Wonderful World”)  

Curtains close 

 

The end 
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Appendix B: Text and Photography Images 

 

Photoshopped image collaged with poetry text 

Photoshopped image collaged with fashion garment 

Illustrator: Martin Brown (2011)  

Illustrator: Martin Brown (2011)  

Illustrator: Martin Brown (2011)  

Photo shopped image collaged with text 

Photo shopped image collaged with text and stylised with fashion garment 

Prop wreath with flowers 

Text created and audio recorded by director 
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Appendix C: Fashion Design  

 

Garment designed, sewn and styled on dress form with wreath prop 

Garment designed, sewn and styled on dress form with wreath prop 

Garment designed, sewn and styled on dress form 

Garment designed, sewn and styled on dress form with wreath prop 

Garment designed, sewn and styled with wreath prop 

Garment designed, sewn and styled with wreath prop 

Garment designed, sewn and styled on dress form with wreath prop 

Garments created for performance 
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Appendix D: Ontology Flyer Text  

 

ONTOLOGY: An Intimate Look at Lived Experiences  

…. When you ask why... 

I turn inside to answer truthfully 

No description expresses 

how does fear encompass the soul…? 

How darkness terrifies…. 

How screams magnify 

And the heart races… 

When the invisible shadow reappears 

…. Yet you ask why? 

An incomprehensible,  

Unanswerable question. …… 

Inside… 

Why not?? …... 

Silence screams  

 

Definition: Ontology (Greek) is the philosophical study of the nature of the state of being. 

Ontology is a film that uses experimental multimodular techniques that capture a live drama 

performance reflecting and re-enacting the ‘state of being’ of four teenagers. Through the 

performance, we share the teenagers’ experiences that are portrayed and relived through 

digital media. The audience shares an unrestricted view of the teenagers’ interactions while 

listening into their private conversations. The ubiquitous popularity of (social) media and its 

effect on the teenagers highlights the strong significance of the fashion industry in their lived 

experience. The ever-increasing use of technology in (social) media, and particularly in 

YouTube videos, can influence young people’s wellbeing in areas of mental health. Ontology 

aims particular focus on fashion and popular culture, where the garments are symbolic of the 

inner personal turmoil that is intensely felt but invisible to the uninformed (audience). It is 

hoped that Ontology initiates debates on the effects of media on the youth of today, who are 

living and experiencing these ‘states of being’. 

 

Link to Ontology: https://youtu.be/K1YB0-noIL8 

  

https://youtu.be/K1YB0-noIL8
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Appendix E: Limitations and Possibilities 

 

The drama performance within Ontology was performed in front of a live audience in a multi-

television studio on the Griffith University campus in South Bank, Brisbane, in December 

2011. There were limited resources (studio space) and times slots available (for rehearsal and 

technical and stage set up). There were only two days given to prepare film and clear the 

studio. The lighting had to be tested and decisions made for the lighting on the day of the 

shoot, as the budget was extremely small, and the technician was only paid for the hours on 

that day. Hence, budget constraints, time and resources created limitations in the production 

of Ontology, which did lead to some mistakes that could not be edited in post-production. 

 

The actors arrived in the afternoon of the day of the show. The show was scheduled to be 

performed at 5pm that evening. There was a limited amount of support crew who could work; 

therefore, volunteers were recruited to assist backstage and as stage hands. The stage 

production, stage craft, music, lighting and coordination and direction was conceptualised 

and styled on the day of shooting. I had created the props, fashion garments, and painted 

stage screens, as well as organised the production of the translucent curtains, prior to the day. 

 

The one hour performance was rushed and there was no time for another practice session. 

Having no reliable or experienced stage help, I was responsible for all decision making and 

troubleshooting on the day of filming. Many aspects of the technical set up and testing lights 

and sound to have an appropriate feel for the film was left to the technicians, who were 

Griffith film students. This resulted in my inability to oversee all aspects of technical 

production as well as direct the shoot, which resulted in some technical faults in the lighting 

and filming in Ontology. 

 

There were many technical mistakes in the shooting of Ontology, which as a director is my 

responsibility. I didn’t have a final technical check before the shoot, and assumed that the 

technical crew of the camera crew were technically capable of monitoring their work, 

obviously discovered later this was not the case. There are no excuses for the poor quality of 

the third cameraperson’s work (the straight shot) which was not able to be corrected in post 

editing. There was not a possibility to reshoot as this was alive performance and all the actors 

were not available for another performance. On the day of the shot, the actors were rushed 

and only had an hour to rehearse before the performance. The lack of time also affected the 
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lighting technician, who was not able to adjust the lighting while the crew was rehearsing and 

therefore was unable to perfect a lighting sequence, resulting in unbalanced lighting in some 

parts of the film. 

 

The nonlinear timeline, the inclusion of multimodal, indoor and outdoor shoots, the emphasis 

on interesting angles, the styling and the ease and the flow of the shots worked well together. 

The clear, crisp and creative angles, unusual shots and colour choices (black-and-white) on 

the bridge as opposed to colours in the park added to the experimental feel of the film. 

Overall, the concept, styling, script and acting was felt to be of a good standard, despite the 

poor technical quality and mistakes. Limitations must be acknowledged, and in hindsight, 

with more expertise and capable technicians, more available studio space, and more time for 

rehearsal on set, the film would be much more polished and easy on the eye. However, it is 

felt that the project and its message of ‘a voice’ and the cathartic experience that the actors 

felt, which is hopeful shared by the viewer, works as an effective narrative and highlights for 

an important message for people living with mental health concerns. 
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Appendix B: Text and Photography Images 

 

 

Photoshopped image collaged with poetry text 

 

 

 

Photoshopped image collaged with fashion garment 
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Illustrator: Martin Brown (2011) 
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Illustrator: Martin Brown (2011) 

 

 

 

 

Illustrator: Martin Brown (2011) 
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Photo shopped image collaged with text 

 

 

 

Photo shopped image collaged with text and stylised with fashion garment 

 

 

 

 

Prop wreath with flowers 
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Text created and audio recorded by director 

 

Garment designed, sewn and styled on dress form with wreath prop 
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Garment designed, sewn and styled on dress form with wreath prop 
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Garment designed, sewn and styled on dress form 
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Garment designed, sewn and styled on dress form with wreath prop 
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Garment designed, sewn and styled with wreath prop 
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Garment designed, sewn and styled with wreath prop 
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Garment designed, sewn and styled on dress form with wreath prop 
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Appendix C: Fashion 

 

       

 

Garments created for performance 
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Garments created for performance 

 

 

 

 

Garments created for performance 
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Garments created for performance 
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Garments created for performance 
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Garments created for performance 
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 Garments created for performance 
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Appendix D: Film: Ontology 

 

ONTOLOGY 

…. When you ask why... 

I turn inside to answer truthfully 

No description expresses  

How does fear encompass the soul…? 

How darkness terrifies…. 

How screams magnify  

And the heart races…  

When the invisible shadow reappears  

…. Yet you ask why? 

An incomprehensible,  

Unanswerable question. …… 

Inside… 

Why Not?? ….. 

Silence screams  

Definition: Ontology (Greek) is the philosophical study of the nature of the state of 

being. 

Ontology is a film that uses experimental multimodular [sic multimodal] techniques that capture a 

live drama performance reflecting and re-enacting the ‘state of being’ of four teenagers. Through 

the performance, we share the teenagers’ experiences that are portrayed and relived through digital 

media. The audience shares an unrestricted view of the teenagers’ interactions while listening into 

their private conversations. The ubiquitous popularity of (social) media and its effect on the 

teenagers highlights the strong significance of the fashion industry in their lived experience. The ever 

increasing use of technology in (social) media, and particularly in YouTube videos, can influence 

young people’s wellbeing in areas of mental health. 

Ontology aims particular focus on fashion and popular culture, where the garments are symbolic of 

the inner personal turmoil that is intensely felt but invisible to the uninformed (audience). It is 

hoped that ONTOLOGY initiates debates on the effects of media on the youth of today, who are 

living and experiencing these ‘states of being’. 

Ontological beings expressed in the shadows of Reality.  

Link to ONTOLOGY: https://youtu.be/K1YB0-noIL8 (press Ctrl + Click) 

https://youtu.be/K1YB0-noIL8
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Appendix E: Ontology: Participation and Consent form 

 

Re: Ontology Research Data Collection 

My name is Marie Menzies. 

I am a student from Queensland College of Art (QCA). 

I am presently pursing the Master of Vidual Art program: majoring in 

Scriptwriting and Film. 

As part of my research project ONTOLOGY, which is a 20 minute film, that 

focuses of the effectiveness of multi modular [sic multimodal] techniques 

within the subject matter of Adolescent mental health, I would like to request 

for your participation for the purposes of data collection. 

In accordance with ethical considerations, I will need your consent for 

participation. 

If you choose to participate and respond to the questionnaire, you are giving 

your consent.  

Please see attached documents for a summary of the research project 

ONTOLOGY, on this documents there is a link to a private you tube channel. 

If you choose to participate, please view the film, and fill in the questionnaire 

(attached).  

To respond please send the questionnaire to the email address provided on 

the questionnaire. 

The questionnaire is anonymous, and therefore private. 

There are no correct or wrong answers as any feedback positive or negative 

is appreciated. 

Your participation is much appreciated. 

Regards 

Marie Menzies- Brown 
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Appendix F: ONTOLOGY Questionnaire: 

Research Question: 

Can the use of experimental multi-modal techniques in this film Ontology be effective in 

highlighting the influence of the (social) media and popular culture on adolescent mental 

health? 
Please highlight your choice for each question below and email back to ResearchOntology@gmail.com 

 

1. Do you feel that the multi-modular [sic multimodal] techniques used were effective in 

enhancing your understanding of mental health? 

 Agree                   Somewhat                    Disagree  

  

2. Were you able to engage with the story of the teenagers’ experience?  

  

 Agree                   Somewhat                    Disagree  

   

3. Did you identify the influences of popular culture and (social) media in the various 

characters’ lives? 

 Agree                   Somewhat                    Disagree    

 

4. Did you identify the influences of popular culture and (social) media in the various 

characters’ lives? 

 Agree                   Somewhat                    Disagree    

 

5. Did the ‘expert’ interviews in film provide you with a deeper insight into how adolescents 

struggle with mental health? 

 Agree                   Somewhat                    Disagree    

 

6. Did the drama scenes help you to further understand the different mental health disorders?  

 

Agree                   Somewhat                    Disagree    

 

7. Did the text and photography add to your understanding of the subject content i.e.: mental 

health struggles?  

Agree                   Somewhat                    Disagree    

8. Please give feedback about your experience in watching the film ONTOLOGY: 

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 Many thanks for your comments and participation. 

mailto:ResearchOntology@gmail.com
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Appendix G: Ethical Clearance 

 

 


