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What are the opportunities and challenges of doctoral studies in South 
Africa, in music, through artistic research? What are the definitions 
of research—specifically artistic research—in the existing educational 
policies, and how can research and creative practice become one 
in a doctoral thesis?
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This paper presents a second look at doctoral studies in music in South Africa. It 
deals with opportunities and challenges of doctoral studies through artistic re-
search, and proceeds from Mareli Stolp’s article ‘Practice-Based Research in Music: 
International Perspectives, South African Challenges,’ taking into consideration the 
opportunities arising from the framework for doctoral qualifications set by the South 
African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) in the ‘Higher Education Qualifications Sub-
Framework’ (2013). Tangentially, it considers ideas about creative-work-as-research 
proposed in Christine Lucia’s article on composition and performance as research,1 
and in the ‘Policy on the Evaluation of Creative Outputs’ (2017) presented by the 
Department of Higher Education and Training (DoHET).

The question posed, but not necessarily answered, is: how might research and 
creative practice become one in a doctoral thesis submitted to a South African uni-
versity? The angles considered here are from policy and university handbooks as well 
as from supervisors’ and doctoral candidates’ perspectives. In addition, this paper 
looks at examples of doctoral studies that include creative aspects and includes the 
author’s own experience as a supervisor and Head of Department.

SAQA and DoHET policies

Requirements for doctoral degrees in the ‘Higher Education Qualifications Sub-
Framework’ allow for creative work: 

It requires a candidate to undertake research at the most advanced academic levels culminat-
ing in the submission, assessment and acceptance of a thesis. However, candidates may also 
present peer-reviewed academic articles and papers, and, in certain fields, creative work such 
as artefacts, compositions, public performances and public exhibitions in partial fulfilment of 
the research requirements.2

Further down in the paragraph, the policy states that the degree is earned through 
“pure discipline-based or multidisciplinary research or applied research.”3 Nowhere 
does the policy mention artistic research, as such, but it is quite open. The only lim-
itation it places on PhDs is that any coursework may not contribute to credits, as 
coursework belongs to the professional doctorate. Professional doctorates combine 
coursework and research. Here, the definition of the research component is also 
open and described as follows:

Candidates are required to undertake a combination of coursework and advanced research 
leading to the submission, assessment and acceptance of a research component comprising 
an original thesis or another form of research that is commensurate with the nature of the 
discipline or field and the specific area of enquiry.4

The phrase “commensurate with the nature of the discipline or field” could be inter-
preted as referring to creative work and/or artistic research.

To investigate the relation between creative work and research, it might be help-
ful to consider the ‘Policy on the Evaluation of Creative Outputs’ (2017), which deter-
mines the requirements for creative output from South African universities to be rec-
ognised as research for subsidy purposes. In the policy, the criteria for the evaluation 
of creative outputs are given as originality, relevance, and newness.5 The research 
quality is embodied in the creative work. Performances qualifying for subsidy are de-
scribed as follows:
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Because the composer’s musical score is but an incomplete guide to the musical work, for the 
truly outstanding performer this is also the domain of re-composition, originality of thought, 
exceptional creative insights, and research-informed performance practice, although the de-
gree of re-composition or improvisation exhibited should be aligned with accepted perfor-
mance practice in the genre performed.6

The implementation guide, however, is not as radical. The annotations, which are to 
be submitted with each creative output, ask for a “conceptual and scholarly frame-
work,” and a “contribution to new knowledge.”7 The allocation of units requires the 
performer or composer to be involved in “lecture recitals, colloquia or other public en-
gagements of a scholarly nature.”8 This does not reflect the stance of the policy, how-
ever—that the research is embodied in the creative output—nor does it refer to artistic 
research. The implementation guide is much more limiting than either of these.

The universities

Universities in South Africa interpret the policy on doctoral degrees by SAQA in a va-
riety of ways. Most university descriptions of doctoral study describe the possibility 
of the integration or incorporation of written and creative work. Some universities, 
such as Stellenbosch University (SU) and the University of Cape Town (UCT), priori-
tise the thesis by naming it first, others the creative work such as the University of the 
Witwatersrand (Wits), or the University of the Free State (UFS).

►SU—“the theoretical component is integrated with a creative component.”9
►UCT—“a thesis incorporating the candidate’s original creative work.”10
►UFS—“an integrated study of creative and research work that culminates in a thesis.”11
►Wits—“creative work with a research component.”12

Some universities specify what the creative work should be. For example, a number of 
recitals or a composition portfolio. Some do not specify at all (SU), and others (UCT) wa-
ver in between, stating that the creative component “may comprise” certain elements.

Most university handbooks state that there needs to be a connection between 
thesis and creative work. Wits, for example, describes the relationship between crea-
tive work and thesis as follows: “There must be a coherent relationship between the 
creative work and the thesis. This does not necessarily mean that the thesis must be a 
direct commentary on the creative work. It must, however, serve to contextualise the 
creative work critically.”13

UCT’s handbook talks of the doctoral work as a “portfolio of original musical com-
positions or practical performance/s which, together with the written part, form(s) a 
coherent whole.”14 These descriptions seem to move towards artistic research, even 
though the term—as in the ‘Higher Education Qualifications Sub-Framework’–is not 
mentioned.

Another interpretation of the policy on doctoral degrees sees the creative output 
as the research. Rhodes University (RU) and the University of Pretoria (UP) are exam-
ples of this. At RU, “a thesis or a set of compositions” can be submitted for a doctoral 
degree.15 At the UP, the two DMus programmes in performance and composition are 
described: “The programme focuses on research. The degree is also conferred for orig-
inal creative work.”16 In the more detailed description of the requirements, RU also 
asks for an “explanatory statement” of the composition portfolio.17
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Opportunities

The opportunities for artistic research as doctoral studies at universities in South 
Africa lie in the openness of the ‘Higher Education Qualifications Sub-Framework’s’ 
description of both doctorate and professional doctorate. Everything seems possible 
in a PhD: 1) creative work only, perhaps with an explanation, 2) the old DMus model 
of a prescribed creative component and thesis, or 3) artistic research where written 
research and the creative work are truly integrated. Many universities indeed offer 
several of these variants, some under the single heading of PhD, some spread between 
PhD and DMus.

Why then is artistic research not undertaken as doctoral study more often? A 
look at what has been presented in the area of PhD with a creative component so far 
may be useful. In closing, I will offer some ideas on the obstacles for presenting artis-
tic research as a PhD thesis.

The theses

Up to now, quite a few PhDs with creative components have been attempted and sub-
mitted at South African universities. The following examples of doctoral theses were 
all produced at SU and the UCT. Only theses available in the online repositories of the 
two universities are used as examples. It follows that the examples are not exhaustive.

The following discussion does not evaluate the content since all of these PhDs 
were submitted, assessed, and accepted. Rather, the question posed is: how do these 
theses deal with the idea of integrating creative work and research?

At SU, four doctoral theses that incorporate creative work are in the repository. 
Stolp’s thesis, ‘Contemporary Performance Practice in South Africa’ (2012), includes 
performances of contemporary South African compositions. However, only the writ-
ten work is available in the repository, not the performances, making it impossible to 
discuss the integration of the creative part with the thesis. For Hans Huyssen’s 2015 
thesis on complexity and composition in South Africa,18 both thesis and creative work 
can be found in the repository. However, since some of the compositions were pub-
lished on a commercial Compact Disc before the submission of the PhD, only snippets 
of these compositions can be heard. Glancing through the thesis, it seems to be an 
explanatory and exploratory statement on the compositional process. Maritjie Pauw 
also submitted doctoral work in 2015,19 focusing on the curation of South African 
flute music. Here, both the creative components and the written work is available 
in the repository. Considering the creative work and the thesis, it is clear that both 
inform each other and that both forms of knowledge production are integrated into 
each other. Of course, the topic lends itself to such an approach as it considers the 
curation of music. Finally, for Peter Martens’ 2016 doctoral work on the performance 
of Beethoven’s cello sonatas,20 both thesis and recitals can be found in the repository, 
even though some of the performances were released commercially on Compact Disc. 
Glancing through the thesis and considering the programmes of the recitals, the lat-
ter appear to be an illustration of the arguments presented in the written part.

At UCT, four doctoral studies in music started out as PhDs with a creative com-
ponent. In two of these, Thokozani Mhlambi’s thesis on early radio broadcasting in 
South Africa and Cara Stacey’s study on Swazi bow music,21 questions about the inte-
gration of the creative part with the written part, and about the documentation and 
presentation of the creative part became so overwhelming that—even though they 
considered including a creative component—the candidates decided to submit their 
theses as written research only. Interestingly, both Mhlambi and Stacey are active in 
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composition and performance today, breaking down the boundaries between cre-
ative work and research. The other two doctoral studies have performances as the 
creative part: Becky Steltzner’s thesis investigates the clarinet in South Africa,22 while 
Annien Shaw’s study looks at Louis Spohr’s fingering principles.23 The performanc-
es cannot be found in the repository for either of these theses. Looking at the pro-
grammes of the performances included in the theses, they do not appear essential to 
the argument but, rather, function as an addition to or illustration thereof.

This short overview of a few PhDs containing creative work submitted, assessed, 
and accepted at South African universities so far, shows some of the challenges and 
considerations that need to be taken into account when producing a doctoral re-
search project in artistic research.

Challenges

The challenges to produce doctoral work in artistic research fall into three are-
as: challenges for supervisors and students, challenges for universities, and general 
challenges.

In South Africa, supervisors that have themselves worked in artistic research re-
main rare. Usually, the student is assigned two supervisors, one for the written part 
and one for the creative part of the research. Both need to be open to the concept 
of artistic research. In addition, the methodology of artistic research is difficult to 
implement in a doctoral thesis: artistic research does not comprise writing a thesis 
and then adding creative work or vice versa. Both the written and the creative work 
emerge at the same time and influence each other, and both need to be envisaged 
from the very beginning. This requires a willingness from supervisor and student to 
explore together. Finally, documentation needs to be kept in mind throughout the 
entire process. Great possibilities for documenting the artistic process and presenting 
the creative work are available in the digital world, as well as the repositories of the 
universities. However, issues of copyright and privacy need to be resolved at the same 
time as the research process, and experts on these may have to be consulted.

Doctoral studies in artistic research pose a number of challenges for universities. 
Submission systems need to move away from paper to online-only, and accept for-
mats beyond pdf as well as large files. Repositories like ZivaHub at UCT could offer a 
solution for large non-text files. In addition, universities need to reassess their open-
access policies for doctoral dissertations to, at least, include a creative commons li-
cense for non-commercial use, so that audio-visual material can be made accessible 
while being protected from misuse. Finally, the examiners for doctoral work in artis-
tic research should be able to examine all parts of the research. As with supervisors, 
there continues to be a scarcity of examiners that have worked in artistic research 
themselves in South Africa. Therefore, the information from the Examinations Office 
of each university needs to give clear instructions. Certain flexibility on the part of 
the university to allow the appointment of examiners who are not linked to a univer-
sity or do not hold a doctoral degree themselves would also ease the difficulties.

The general challenges to artistic research as doctoral studies are twofold. 
Though the possibilities for the presentation of the research—both in its creative 
and written manifestation—are abundant in the digital domain, to utilise and imple-
ment them in a professional manner requires a massive support structure in terms of 
equipment and human resources. Impressive examples of presentations of artistic re-
search can be seen in the journals for artistic research such as Ellipses and the Journal 
for Artistic Research. Here, not only are the support structures transparent, but also 
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the collaborative nature of artistic research. Yet, whereas doctoral study traditionally 
focuses on one person producing research, the production of artistic research, as well 
as its documentation and presentation, requires collaboration.

In conclusion, this leaves two main questions about artistic research as doctoral 
study in music at South African universities: considering the requirements for equip-
ment and human resources, is artistic research in music a mode of knowledge pro-
duction only for the rich, formerly white universities in South Africa? And: How can 
the concept of collaboration, which is necessary in artistic research, be embedded in 
the one-person idea of doctoral studies?

Rebekka is Professor of Musicology and Director of the South African College of 

Music, University of Cape Town; rebekka.sandmeier@uct.ac.za

mailto:rebekka.sandmeier%40uct.ac.za?subject=
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