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INTRODUCTION



Extant is the first arts production company in the UK, managed by blind arts professionals, who seek to promote the arts and culture of blind professional artists. 


The first Extant activity in 1997 was the two-year research and development project called The Stage Language Laboratory.  This project was formed in response to the complete lack of professional theatre for and by blind people, both in the mainstream and predominately sighted Disability fields.  
The research aimed to explore visual impairment, spatial awareness and movement to found a new specific, liberating stagecraft for the blind performer.  Through The Stage Language Laboratory, in which six blind professional actors participated, a host of appropriate movement techniques, staging methods and technological apparatus evolved as potential contingents for a complimentary approach to making accessible theatre. 


Receiving further funding from the Theatre Department at London Arts and their New Comers Award, we were able to enter a second development phase of this work, carried out in the first six months of 2002.  The purpose of the project was to produce creative material that could be integrated with the theatrical experimental mechanisms resulting from the Stage language Laboratory, and to test them out in a more specific and rigorous way.


Stage Lab 2 was designed to fall into four distinct areas of focus; from the creative composition to the working with technical and performance specialists.  
This report describes the aims of each area; it’s development, outcomes, and contribution to the overall conclusion of this phase of research.  Everyone involved in the work has written an evaluation of their experience of the project, and although Maria Oshodi has written the overall report, the other participant’s feedback has also been incorporated into this document.

BLOCK 1

The Script
My aim in writing the material was to create a full-length drama exploring concepts of the dynamic relationship between the blind sight distinction and its affect on perception and site.  Taking stories and themes from the lives of certain real life and fictional blind figures, a composite piece which continually juxtaposed particular events and experiences was intended to be drawn, which would unfold a narrative journey making a dramatic inquiry into the ‘hidden’.  
This was to be done by showing how historically, blind people have become shrouded in invisibility through social isolation, to the point of becoming shadowy figures of fear, pity and even ridicule, exampled by Mr. Magoo and other clownish blind caricatures. Thus remaining passively obscured behind perceptions like this, I intended the piece to reveal certain individuals who actively use this exclusion to veil for instance, political underground activity. 

More essentially it was my aim to raise questions about the hidden nature of reality, by considering that if general perceived knowledge of the world is mediated primarily through a direct experience of sight and use of language, then when this primary sense is unavailable, as in the case of the blind, is our knowledge of the world compromised, or is another whole reality occupied? 

I wanted to ask this central question, hoping to challenge the fixed, commonly held view of what reality is, through presenting a series of inter-penetrating stories, inhabited by three, characters that reflected different relationships with ‘not seeing’.

February – April 2002
Although the project officially commenced in February 2002, I made a start on the script back in November of 2001.  This was because I had a collection of two years worth of notes from different sources, which I wanted to base the drama on.  
Amongst others these were:

Jacque Luseron - French resistance leader
Virgil case study - by Oliver Sax
John Metcalf-18 Century road builder
The Blind Geometer-A short story by Kim Stanley Robinson
Philosophical papers ‘On Blindness by Martin Milligan and John Magee


I was partly conscious of wanting to explore conceptual ideas of reality and blindness, and partly wanting to investigate some of the techniques and ideas coming out of the first research phase, which I felt could play a double function in substantiating the themes of the piece. Therefore I was also aware of the following:

1.  Narrative.  The written material attempting to reflect the fractured way in which blind people have to gather from their environments, fragments of a picture, which are pieced together by constant editing and working backwards with delayed exposition.  This narrative aesthetic denotes a fluidity which has to be employed by blind people in the visual world, picking up pieces of information, letting them go, changing positions held, and existing at times often in a state of relative heightened relationship with the ‘unknown’.

2. The written material considering a set that acts in part as an interactive environment with its audience, so that the piece is not purely mediated through spectacle, but is more of a 360-degree experience.

3. Movement.  The written material used as a basis to explore styles of movement, which are derived from blind peoples own natural ways of negotiating the world.  So for example, incorporating large gestures, exaggerated facial expressions, focusing on particular tension states and habitual movements, and using comic-tragic clown work.

4. Sound Beam.  To also consider technologies such as this, which is an invisible sonic beam that is activated by movement, and can guide the performer as well as create a purely audio presence of objects in space.

5. Live Description.  To build into the dialogue of the written piece from the start, reference to action, appearance and location, so this can act as fully integrated live description for a blind audience as well as performers. 


For ten years I had traditionally produced scripts, writing them in isolation and then handing them over to a Director and their actors who would work on them virtually independent of me at that point.  This time I knew things were different.  Not only was I going to have to take staging into account when writing, but I was also working now from a more complex and highly conceptual research base from that which I had been previously used to.  I did not know how to tackle this, and at first went on instinct, sorting notes into a list of 67 main thematic points.  Some of these blended quite naturally into the stories of two of my historic characters, Jacque and Jacque, however, the third story of a more fictional character, Calabi, who I planned to knit the whole piece together with, proved much more difficult to work out.  Overwhelmed, I turned to getting a grip on something that I was clear about, and began the dramatisation of Jacque story from his autobiography. Comparatively,this was an easier under-taking, into which I could absorb myself and fully enjoy. A month later I was please with what I had produced on Jacque.  I did not much think of the five points specified above, but concentrated on basics like characterisation, narrative and drama, thinking if I left   the text free of set and few stage directions, we could work in other specifics during the workshops.  

Turning then to Jacque, I did the same with his story, but found on completion of this that I was running out of time.  Though I had a lot of good pages of script, I had no play as such.

I tried again to work on Calabi, but her story still seemed flat, despite inspirational ideas about using her particular theme of description, as structure as well as metaphor.

With only two weeks before the start of the first workshop, my laptop died, and while it was being mended, I went to Devon to talk to Eileen about the content of the play and up-coming workshops.  We discussed in relation to the play, ideas around two competing scientists, which opened up my thinking a bit and returning home I researched something of the tensions between experimental and theoretical physics.  

Getting my computer back, I realised that I would not have a full first draft to present to the actors by the first workshop, so decided to write a detailed synopsis which I hoped would give the performers some context for the exercises we planned to do to break us into the territory.  

Writing the synopsis at this late stage felt odd, and it was almost as hard as attempting the draft itself, having to finally decide how these ideas lived through character and story, and putting it across simply.  Writing the first half of the synopsis went smoothly, and I realised that I had needed all of the proceeding work on the script to enable me to get this far with it.  However, half way through I got stuck. I could not work out what happened in the interrogation scene, apart from the obvious.  I knew this was the denouement of the play, but I couldn't figure out what exactly it was.  With one week to go and months of thinking behind me, I felt any eleventh hour concentration would be of no use now.  If I couldn't write the synopsis at this point then I felt it would never come and all the ideas that I believed complimentary, might not be?  

Never-the-less, All I could do, was to give it one last go, and miraculously one week before we started our first workshop Everything instantly fell into place, as easily as writing out a shopping list.   It felt like the spirit of the piece had come alive and despite a couple of gaps in it, relieved, I was able to send the synopsis out to Eileen, Damien and Tim, trusting to our professionalism, creativity and intent to see us through the unknown workshop time ahead.


SYNOPSIS.

Working title – The Apprehension equation.
Calabi is a blind physicist, who uses language, especially that of geometry, to    interpret the world, and those aspects that she cannot see, at both the micro and macro levels.  She is resident at a base called althea, where she is carrying out work for Max, a sighted invisible scientist colleague, whose enthusiasm and ideas she constantly interacts with and refers to. 
The work that Calabi and Max are involved in, for some reason requires Calabi to technologically enter into what she feels are the dusty relics of blind ignominious history, and unfold the lives of two characters from different points in time, which seem to be useful to her.  At first their stories run parallel to her accounts of what she is doing and appear unconnected with it.
Jacque is a blind French teenager when war breaks out in Europe in 1939.  He desperately wants to resist when the Nazi’s occupy his country and take over his hometown Paris.
Through violin accompanied song supporting some short scenes Jacque is introduced as an 18-century blind northern English opportunist, recklace, restless and unrestricted by his environment.
Calabi then describes something more of what Max’s althea base is, a Search for Extra Terrestrial Life project, dedicated to scanning space for signals from unknown intelligence.  She reflects on the difference between the theoretical background that she comes from and Max’s experimental one, and admits that this work looks like it might be doing something to resolve the typical mutual disdain that these areas have for each other.
Meanwhile, Jacque has resolved, through an illness, to practically do something to resist the occupation, and he forms an underground movement   by calling on other boys from school
Calabi describes how the Althea project has sent visual and auditory signals out into space itself in the past, but now Max believes that when, and not if, they make contact with an unknown intelligence, these might not be the best methods of communicating with it.
Jacque marries Dolly and has the need to become more settled, find alternative regular work and feels contained as a result, until he goes to battle in Scotland.
Calabi, always bumping into things, describes how space restricts her, only finding freedom through comprehending it with abstractions, and this is why she is so valuable to Max in their efforts to construct new ways of effectively communicating with intelligences out there that may have unknown senses.
Jacque’s resistance movement grows, while he studies furiously.  Calabi becomes more obviously involved in describing the action   she is witnessing in his scene. 
Calabi describes to Max that her translations, using visual space as an example, contain everything that there is to be known by that sense, and so Althea can be confident with its ability to communicate fully with alien life and know their world.  However, Max doubts whether everything can be grasped through language, what about real experience? 
In response Calabi not only describes, but also experimentally controls the action for Jacque, offering him the chance within his story to have his sight restored by the army doctor and Dolly convinces him to under go the operation.
Calabi warns against the assertion that there exists something through experience that she cannot know.  Max is insistent on it, feeling there is something in the experience of seeing he cannot explain, but Calabi feels this is leading them into deep water, her perception of the inferiority of the blind throughout the ages, and to prove her grasp of reality is no less than his, she wanders around the following scene, occasionally bumping into things, but correctly describes it with the aid of technology.
Jacque merges his movement with another and they increase the distribution of an underground newspaper all over France until their denouncement to and capture by the Gestapo.
Jacque is interrogated by the nazi major. While Jacque is keen on discovering whom it was who informed on them, Calabi interferes with the scene and responds to the Nazi as if he is Max and she has to defend against a sighted fascism.  The nazi engages with Calabi and attacks her for obviously knowing less about the world because he can see where objects are and she simply can’t. Calabi shows him what has happened to Jacque after regaining his sight, however the Nazi Major dismisses the experiment because Jacque’s brain was already blind.
During this, Jacque is being read the detailed account of their groups actions over the last 6 months by the Majors secretary and suddenly realises who denounced them, elio, is revealed through his own literal unseeing of something (TBC).  This reflects that the sighted use language and categorisation as much to see, inferring that Calabi and the Major are both coming from the same fixed position, which blocks them.
Jacque describes the world of sight, which he has just arrived in as alien.  It makes no sense to him and he cannot function in it.
Jacque begins to describe how he went blind as a child, on top of a background of him   being beaten up, put in solitary confinement and survival of a concentration camp.  He intimately recounts his transformation through his blindness at the age of 7, when he entered into a relationship with the world, which was one of unmediated direct experience of reality.

Maria Oshodi.



BLOCK 2

The Gathering
The workshop section of this project included two one-week residential workshops and a non-residential week of work in London.   The three blocks involved a core group of four participants- two blind performers- Damien O’Connor and Tim Gebbles-one blind writer/performer-Maria Oshodi-and one sighted facilitator-Eileen Dillon.  
Through the Stage Language Laboratory project we found that a residential workshop was a much more economical, efficient and effective way of working as blind people as it cut down hugely on travel stress, the need for access to and from venues, arranging meals and accommodation for participants living outside of London.  
The aim of the first residency was to offer the opportunity for the core group of four, to meet, engage in warm up exercises, introduce and read through the script, discuss and explore it’s themes and concepts, and begin to measure certain movement styles against the material to discover where creative matches occurred.
 
Eileen: I was aware going into the project that this work was borne out of Maria's frustration that blind actors on stage are often very static or get led around the stage by sighted performers. There is no tradition of a performance style specific to the needs or talents of the blind performer or audience member. As a director/devisor and sometimes performer of physical theatre, Maria wanted me to apply my experience to the development and application of performance techniques specific to the needs of the blind performer and audience member.
My aims For Week 1 were-

 Create a trusted working environment 
 Expand participants' physical practice
 Generate expressionistic movement informed by sound
 Apply arbitrary text to sequences of images linked by movement
 Improvise scenes based on the stories within Maria's script (as yet no actual text to work with)
 Overlay the text generated by our improvisations with sequences of movement
 Begin to explore Audio description of work generated
         Be open to respond to any direction that the initial work leads us

Method:  21-24 April Hawkwood College.

	Eileen: Sample of exercises from week 1

1)	Generating expressionistic movement informed by sound &    applying arbitrary text 
 Participants sit in silence outside and select 3 very distinct sounds. 
 They create an image that depicts that sound. 
 They then find a way to move that embodies the energy of that sound
 They then sequence the 3 images by using their 3 distinct movement styles to transit between one image and the next
 They layer their movement sequence with a nursery rhyme, allowing the movement to inform the delivery of the text.

2)	Improvised scenes layered with a sequence of movement 
 Maria tells us the story of Jacque's interrogation.
 In pairs we improvise a scene based on the story which we then show to the other pair
 One pair then generates a sequence of movement based on the taking of each other's weight and layers the text of their improvisation over the movement.

3)	Exploration of Audio Description
 Meanwhile the second pair takes one of the improvisations and works on audio describing it.
 We generate a series of images, which we then audio describe.

Damien: 
“Although the group was not made up of the same people from the previous project, I didn’t have any major worries about bonding, other agendas or incompatibility.  Having worked with Maria on the previous project, I felt there would not be much difficulty in bringing Ilene and Tim into the nature and spirit of the work.  Ilene and Tim are both experienced professionals who, I was sure, would engage in a positive way with the aims of the project.  The fact that Ilene was the only sighted group member didn’t bother me either.  In fact, it was good to have the “Sighted” perspective or an external view on what we were trying to achieve.
The exercise carried out in the first week in which we had to create six images and then add a piece of text to them in order to show the text being informed by the movement, I found to be particularly useful when trying to break out of thinking naturalistically as a way of moving into a more expressionistic style of performance.  As the project went on, I saw more and more how expressionism for me, is a much more interesting and liberating way of being on stage.  The rules and regulations of naturalism were thrown away and something new and vibrant emerged.”

Maria: 
“I was grateful to hand over the structure and running of the workshops to Eileen and soon it became clear that with her exercises and my   content we were going to concentrate on three main areas:
Enabling blind actors to perform in free-erer ways 
Discovering non-naturalistic ways of depicting blindness or sight by a blind actor – Accessing this to a blind audience. 
The pleasure in the week was bringing time, focus and detail to our exploration of these aspects.  We established very quickly through Eileen’s exercise of moving in partnerships that this aided moving and also told a story in an interesting physical way.  Eileen allowed for flexibility in the week, so, though we started off with this, we next decided to look at accessing naturalistic scenes.  Pairs both took the interrogation scene and worked on it, showing each other afterwards, and asking what was lost to them through the visual action of the scene etc.   Both pairs worked on this in different ways and it generated healthy discussions on audio description, which took us a long way. Then Eileen had the idea of bringing the elements of the first moving in partnership exercise to the interrogation scene, lifting it out of naturalism, and this gave it so much more power, but we were left with the problem of describing something so stylised.  It was inspiring to work these problems out together, and all the discussions through the week that we had had over meals and while watching the audio described films during the evenings, I think helped us make the mini break through's we felt we had come to by the end of the week.”

Outcome

Eileen: 
“Movement sequences were easy to generate because performers were in physical contact with each other, i.e. through taking each other's weight. It would be much more challenging for the blind performer to be in physical relationship to each other across space.
 It was agreed that the improvisation that was layered by movement was much more interesting to watch than the 'naturalistic' original, despite the blind audience being unaware of what the physical movements were. Interest was generated by the quality of the voice. The movement informed the delivery of the text. Lines were unexpectedly delivered with affection, threat, submission, malice, tenderness etc.”

Tim: 
“We discovered in this time that naturalistic functional movement in character is achievable by us but requires considerably more rehearsal time as well as the awareness and commitment of the director.  Probably every visually impaired performer, certainly myself included, has had the experience of a director quickly losing patience and interest when you can’t find a prop or a mark in the same time as a sighted performer.  They reduce their demands and support and quickly your physicality becomes very static.  A version of the scene where Jacque is interrogated by the major and a second one where the Gestapo arrests Jacque highlighted these problems.  We discussed briefly the idea of designing a floor cloth covered in raised tactile but invisible marks which would allow us to orientate accurately at any point on the stage.”

Maria: 
“Adopting a naturalistic way of acting on stage is not natural for the blind performer, for it leads to a half focused performance – with some of our attention constantly adrift, wondering whether we are going to find the prop or are facing in the right direction.”
	
Damien:
 “Our work on audio description within scenes showed me just how unclear I am about what I feel is and isn’t necessary in terms of description.  For a long time I and I suspect many people have simply accepted what is presented.  We get the headphones at the beginning of a play, put them on, listen and take what we are given.  The work gave me the opportunity to be really specific about what exactly I wanted.  During the first week I found this difficult because I’d never defined any questions for myself such as What is it important for a describer to say?  When should silence be used?  How much information should a describer give about characters, their gestures, movement, and facial expressions?  Etc.  In the exercises where we created images and used a word or a phrase to describe them in both naturalistic and non-naturalistic scenes it became clear just how difficult the task of developing a more effective and relevant description is.”  


Tim:	
“Our investigation of Audio Description was very useful for me in crystallising my views and helping me to decide exactly what I think about a number of basic points:  AD is as an artistic an element of a show as any other part e.g. script, design, costume, lighting, music or the overall visual concept.
No two visually impaired audience members will have the same descriptive requirements.  Some blind people are very good at intuitively divining what is happening on stage when there is no explanatory dialogue while others require more information.  Not everything that is happening on stage can or should be described and as an audio describer you are unlikely to be able to convey all visuality all the time to every audience member.
There is essential and non-essential information contained in the visuallity of any piece.  Essential information is that without which an audience simply will not follow the narrative of a given scene or the whole play.  Non-essential information is available for anyone who can see and enhances the piece but is not strictly necessary to a full and meaningful engagement with the text.
Unexplained silence or movement noise without dialogue isn’t always a barrier.  Such passages, to blind people, can have a very strong dramatic impact in themselves precisely because it isn’t obvious what is happening.
A describer’s subjective feelings or impressions can convey more than a dogged literal description of what is happening.  In our non-naturalistic exploration of the interrogation scene, Damien and I used different images for different lines.  After examining each image, and without previous knowledge of them, Maria would think of just two or three deliberately emotive words to convey the essence of the image as it appeared to her.”

Maria: 
“We found that through live description on stage, the describer could adopt the same level or position of image struck by the performers in order to achieve the same quality of voice issuing from that particular body posture.  
The Phrases like ‘Bridge Arms toppling’ and ‘Crouching opposite fists’, give an instant picture, using few words, and ones that can act as a poetic or rhythmical re-enforcement or compliment to the subtext within the writing.” 


 

Damien: 
“A style of movement could develop where it is dictated by the restriction of limited language, so the movement has to be economic to meet concise live description of an image or action on stage.”.

Tim:	
“Audio description can be provided in several complimentary ways:
Incorporated in the dialogue;  
as added vocalised lines;  
by accessible accompanying  material such as Braille, large print or cassette programme notes etc.”

Eileen:
“It was much more difficult to audio describe non-naturalistic scenes. Naturalistic scenes are often over described.
Audio clues can be built into production. e.g. the choice of props give audio clues and actors can move on a line of text giving the audience an audio clue to the movement on stage.
In a naturalistic scene, in which the text is not illustrating the movement, the movement should be obvious.
The clearest reading of a scene for the sighted and non-sighted audience comes when the scene has integrity and each character is clear about their motivations. 
Audio description must be built into production and is not something that can be tagged on as an after thought”

Tim:
“One axiom that did strike me during our exploration of AD was that if it is not an intrinsic part of the show, planned at the time of writing, if it is bolted on afterwards by sighted people, then it is unlikely to work nearly as well.”

Maria:  
“I realised over the week that access for a blind audience to a production was a subtle thing, and could be manifested in a number of ways – that a script/production which was aware of this did not necessarily have to follow one strict path of technical audio description, but could work in the access on different levels – it would only take an awareness of this as a priority during the writing and rehearsal process. It was exciting to think of creating a piece where we could take care of a blind audience, they could sit back, un-encumbered by headphones, and relax during for instance the dramatic tension of a silent moment at a certain point in the performance, knowing that it didn’t mean they were missing anything for it would be explained somehow later in the dialogue, if it needed to be explained at all.  To further trust in a blind audiences intelligence, and not spoon-feed them, but creatively using a connection between the detection work we have to employ as blind people in our day to day lives with working as an audience, following the implicit clues living within the text and production.”  

EVALUATION

We ended each block of work with an evaluation session, the aim of which was to review the work undertaken so far, clear the air of any tensions between us as a group, and decide on what preparation was necessary for the next time we met.
In terms of preparation we agreed to: 
More investigation of stylised movement and live description in performance.   
Closer consideration of blocking naturalism and how live description might work with this.
Pushing areas of difficulty for us like travelling across empty space on stage. 
There were concerns about not repeating work done in the first phase and we had to disentangle how we wanted to proceed to avoid this – Decided that Eileen would re-read the last report, consult with Maria and prepare special exercises informed out of this week of work.  
Agreed that Maria would prepare extracts from the script which could support a range of movement styles so we  would not have to depend on  improvised  scenes with   confused character motivations. 


BLOCK 3

TEXT IN
The general stated aim for the second residency was to have the core group working intensively on marrying chosen areas of creative material to practical methods like grotesque theatre, exaggerated facial expressions and large gestures, certain tension states and habitual movements, all of which enhance blind peoples own natural ways of negotiating their environment. 
Also that the group would look in detail at exploring the live description within the text and experiment with how best to employ verbal reference to action, location and appearance within scenes, and how this might further under pin the themes within the piece.
There was a month’s consolidation and preparation time between the first and second week long residential. It was obvious that what was needed from this time in terms of the text, was not to complete a first draft, but to identify and polish parts of the existing text, which could support the areas of movement etc specified for further exploration at the end of Block 2. 

I broke these down into:
Naturalism – 
Physical expressionism-
Solo spatial work-  
Self description-
Concise descriptive language influencing movement.

Matching these ideas with the written material I had produced was not difficult to do as I had written the script so far in various styles, being aware of the possibilities of its use.
Naturalism – I chose Jacques arrest (Paris 1942) and Jacques return to Knearsborough (Lancashire 1743.)
Physical expressionism – Jacque gaining sight and the alien world it throws him into.
Solo spatial – Jacque proving his leadership skills and keeping one step ahead of his friends.
Self-description/ concise descriptive language  –mosaic  of action around Jacque’s resistance activities.
  
Eileen: 	My aims For Week 2 were:

 To apply physical theatre & 'expressionism' to Maria's pre-written text in a way that involves the actors moving across the space independently of each other.
 Block a naturalistic scene.
 Audio describe both a naturalistic and a physically expressionistic scene and compare the two in terms of audio description.


Method:  19-24 May Hawkwood College.

Eileen: 	Samples of exercises from week 2

Generating an expressionistic interpretation of Jacque's monologue "touching with my eyes. " in a way that involves actors crossing space independently of each other and in a clear spatial relationship with each other.
We played 3 versions of the vampire game (predator/prey game). In each version players A & B try to outwit C.  A & B represent the world of objects that Jacque regaining his sight no longer knows how to negotiate. A&B become demons that outwit him. They are like the objects that rise up to hit the 'seeing' Jacque in the face. C is Jacque.
C attempts to make a journey across the stage. A&B find 6 ways to physically interrupt the journey. First, this is done naturalistically, e.g., B trips up C. We then separate B&C. So that they repeat exactly the same action in different areas of the stage. There is a clear relationship between them across space.
We sequence the interruptions moving the 3 actors around the stage in clear spatial relationship to each other.
A&B are given a phrase form C's monologue that they speak/whisper over the top of his delivery e.g. "thrashed the wind", "shifting shapes" & "heaving confusion". These lines become the taunts from Jacque's confusing new world.

We did similar work to generate an expressionistic and very fast moving scene in which Françoise and Denis chase Jacque around the stage.
We created a naturalistic version of Jacque' capture by the Gestapo.
We attempted to do some basic acrobatic work, e.g. building a human pyramid.
We attempted formation walking across the stage.
We attempted to audio describe the 2 scenes that were generated.

Maria:  
“Vampire was used with chairs in the space to detect the certain physicality of blind people moving in unpredictable space.		
Using split images, one person first walked across space with another finding ways to physically block them. Then from a distance a trigger sound activated the blocked action in the first persons walk, this developing into tripping and falling movements, further enhanced by using two people triggering falls with remote sounds.  
Eventually we used a line of text and found one word in it to act as the sound queue for the walkers blocked or tripped action.  
With another style of writing, a dialogue, created tableau’s that pictorialised certain words in the script, like spying, sabotage, and assassinations.    
We then added live description to this using the spare character in this section.
Sent Tim out while we worked on blocking a naturalistic scene from the play, adding natural visual elements that enhanced the text.  Brought Tim back and played the scene for him noting his feedback on what he picked up on and missed.  Then discussed and worked in what visual aspects could be left to deduction, what could be obviously described in scene by one character momentarily becoming the describer, and what could be indicated within the writing or with sound markers.”
  
Outcomes

Damien:
“The way in which the text was introduced over the three weeks was absolutely right.  From the introduction of the characters and their stories in the first week to the identification of individual scenes, the learning of lines and the experimentation in the second week to the recording of speeches and longer passages in the third was well thought out.  I think the excellent quality of Maria’s writing and its relevance, Tim’s way of working as an actor and Ilene’s directorial skills made for a high quality experience.  I remember the sense of freedom I felt when working on Wednesday of the second week on the scene with Jacque and his friends.  We were in a free space and something magic happened.  We worked all afternoon and at the end we had almost completely blocked the scene.  It felt like we had something really solid, something we all felt so confident about that we could go out and show the world.
The following day, Maria and I began work on the interrogation scene.  I’d completely forgotten about naturalism even though I knew well that the scene itself was written in a naturalistic style.  I’d forgotten about “The set”.  When Ilene started setting up Jacque bedroom.  Chairs and tables were brought into the space and instantly, all the restrictions that come with working with a set came back to me.  I remember thinking “Here we go, back to the real world”.  I much preferred the unreal one.”

Tim:	
“All of us worked on the scene where Jacque reveals his plans for a resistance movement to two friends.  Eileen’s blocking from the beginning was quite intentionally stylistic and non-naturalistic.  I spent much of the rehearsal time wondering if I wasn’t fundamentally denying my physicality as a blind person and performer; I felt too inhibited on a very deep level to go for the speed of movement that was being asked for.  When we ran the scene, however, I was surprised and pleased how well the whole thing seemed to work and how freely, rapidly and precisely I felt able to use the whole space.”

Eileen: 
“When objects are placed in the space all players slow down, until they are familiar with the space.
 The intention to win the game speeds the players up and generated in Damien speed and agility hitherto unseen.
 The players movements change when there are objects in the space. Tim for example began to lead with his side.
 The technique of separating actors when interrupting each others journeys (split imaging) was extremely effective. It was theatrically interesting and overcame the difficulties that the actors had locating precise points on stage. E.g. to naturalistically trip another actor up demands precise location of foot etc. When split imaging the movement and timing must be precise but the actor does not need to locate the foot of the other. Before making this discovery Maria made several attempts to catch Damien's outstretched arm. Locating Damien was not problematic, locating his outstretched arm was.
 Similarly stylized movement, e.g. a slowed down swing overcame the fears that the blind performer had about speed on stage
 The timing of precise movement needs to be linked to an audio cue, e.g. movement takes place on the delivery of a line.
 A textured floor would also aid the blind performer's sense of location on the stage.
 We abandoned the building of a human pyramid because it felt unsafe. I have no specific training in acrobatics.
 We also abandoned an exercise involving formation walking. It was extremely difficult for the actors to maintain an equal distance from each other. This may have worked with more time and built in audio cues.
 Due to the difficulty that the blind actor has locating precise points on stage, the direction of the 'naturalistic' scene was painstaking. My attention during this work was drawn to the limitations of the blind actor. Much of the work focused on the logistics of finding objects on stage. The genre didn't allow for artistic shortcuts. With repetition and increased familiarity with the space, the scene improved. However the genre demanded much more time from the blind actor and the work generated was a lot less interesting than the expressionistic work. 

Maria: 
 “There was an organic feel during the week as we grew staging methods out of playing our game Vampire in different ways.  For instance when we used three actors to block one monologue we found we had the start of a very exciting physicalised scene that was an example of how we could move in relation to each other and create something theatrically interesting as well. Then Eileen brought the tension held in the   body during the vampire game to inform the movement of the newly sighted character in this scene.
(I found that obvious protective or detecting movement in the blind performer only really becomes apparent when you do not know where something physically is or you are trying to present blindness in a stylised way.)
Again, Vampire came in useful to base the chase action in the Jacque scene, which worked incredibly well after initial confusions over my use of the word ‘acrobatics’ in the stage directions of the scene. Adding leap-frogs within the chase added to it’s energy and it was only these that needed to be described live as we always moved on a line, thus an audience could pick up the general idea of what was happening on stage.”

Eileen:  My observations About Audio Description in Week 2

We used the following 3 conventions when audio describing:
 The Audio description was delivered by an actor (not the character) on stage. E.g. Tim, as actor, described 3 images that he and Damien created within their 'chase' scene. He didn't describe the whole image, i.e. 'actor lies low on the ground etc.’; instead he used a word that became the title to that image, 'spying'.
 Description was built into the text. 
 Sound was added in such a way that audio description became unnecessary. I.e. Damien made a whistling sound when he was being spun around so that it was clear to the blind audience what was happening on stage.
 Tim made the point that we can choose to apply the above conventions or in some cases we may choose to leave visuals to be deducted from the overall context of the piece. All participants agreed that audio description as it is currently applied is often intrusive.
Again, it became very clear that audio description needs to be part of the production and not something added later.


Evaluation
Eileen’s observation captures the sense we all felt about the cutting edge nature of the work we had achieved during the week:

Eileen:  
“When watching the Jacque, Francois & Denis 'chase' scene, I was struck by the precision and speed of each performers movements around the stage. A moving picture was created in which performers cut across each other, narrowly missing each other. This precision was painstakingly achieved through disciplined repetition and linking the timing of movements to clear audio cues. This was the first time that I had ever seen blind performers move around the stage in this way.”

Damien: 
“Ilene, Sarah and Guy contributed a great deal to the project.  They all had their individual approaches that kept the work fresh.  Ilene’s idea of planning for the first couple of days and then “Seeing where the work takes us” worked well.  She developed a good balance between structure and elasticity.  I was particularly impressed with her attention to detail and her desire for clarity in terms of how a scene looked visually.  The constant stopping and starting of a scene not only provided a clearer view but it gave us the opportunity to rehearse again and again so that at the end of an exercise or scene, I felt clearer about both her own and Maria’s intensions.  The only time I felt unsure about this approach was when a scene would be stopped for a particular reason and yet more and more notes were given before we could start again.  This sometimes left me feeling a little confused.  I would also say to Ilene, that she shouldn’t feel she has to apologise for halting a scene when it may seem to everyone else that it is going well.  There is nothing wrong with paying attention to detail no matter how specific.  Clarity and precision is what we need in order to perform effectively.  Ilene did not seem phased at all about working with a group of blind people.  None of the associated problems came up for me.  Ilene just jumped in with an approach that was open and non-threatening.  For this reason I would suggest that future extant work should include Ilene.
During our evaluation we questioned the necessity of exploring more physical theatre with an external practitioner in this field, during the next block, as we had investigated a great deal of this type of work with Eileen.  We thought that the two days set aside within the next block for this type of work would better serve us if we looked at something very specialised like Clown.  
The only aspect of setting up this project, which had been slightly uncertain for me, was who would lead these two days designated for physical theatre.  Initially I had invited Marcello Majni in February to run the sessions for us, and though he wanted to, had found the dates that I gave him for June clashed with rehearsals he had at the National Theatre.  Then I had tried Hayley Carmichael, who came recommended, and again she was really interested in the project, but got contracted for the same National Theatre production, which Marcello was working on.  Eventually Hayley recommended her colleague Sarah Brignall, who expressed interest in working with us on physical theatre techniques, and was available for the project.  However, after this evaluation session, when we decided that we wanted to expressly concentrate on clown work, I had to discover if this was an area Sarah had any experience in and if not, find someone else who did and could work with us in a months time. “  


Text Used.

Naturalism

(Thunder sounds and violent knocking on a door)

Voice:	(From out side.)  Jacque, Jacque, the German police are here for you!

Jacque:	(jumping up) One minute while I dress myself!  This is it.
(They burst in, look at him, show him paper and realise he is blind.  Then while one reads names from paper in broken French, another searches through Braille pile, tries to read it and hurls it about.Jacque gets the names mixed up that he is hearing, playing confused   and terrified little boy. Finally…)
Officer:	Nien, nien, prepare
(Jacque moves around the room, bumping into objects, fumbling, dropping things.)
Jacque: 	I can’t find anything.  Can you see my cigarettes?
Officer: 	(Mumbles in German.) Vas?
Jacque:	(Miming smoking.)  Cigarettes?
Officer:	Yah, there.
Jacque:	Where?
Officer:	Bed
(Jacque fumbles on the surface.)
Officer:	Nine, ground.
(Jacque gropes on the floor.)
Officer:	 Ahh!  (Comes over and picks them up for him and fumbles with what way to take his arm.)
Jacque:	S’il  vous plait, laissz-moi dire  au revoir a mes  parents ?
Officer:	Yaw, yaw.  (He guides him out.) 
(Exit)

Monologue

Jacque:
“Touching with my eyes now is like when the storm tossed the boat that held me and me contraband goods headed for Newcastle. Here thrashed the wind, there the rain slanted in at me and the thunder rolled around above.  Again I be lost on a dangerous sea, but now one of shifting shapes.  The air be packed with silent green feathers, brown rugs, red muslin, silver leather and me eyes are like nostrils breathing all this density in. I try but cannot hear my way around this heaving confusion. The real air enters and leaves me lungs without steady rhythm, sweat pricks me forehead and neck back.
 (Walks slowly.)   If I cut along one straight line here, ignoring the forest of spectres called table and hearth that appear next to me, but are in reality not beside me to touch, then I can just keep my eyes locked on this long brown figure that does grow bigger and bigger until it towers over me 
(He walks into it.) And now I know it be the door.” 


Solo Spatial

Jacque:  
(Jumping up in front of Denis and Francois.) “ For how long are we going to remain les attentistes?  Waiting, waiting, waiting, and sharing the malady that turns the head, shuts the mouth, withdraws the fist if there is a mention of the word Nazi, Gestapo, shooting or torture.  We can’t just blame the adults; it’s among us too.  It’s time to take the affairs of this country personally; it can no longer be a general   concern.  If we let it, then what lies behind this army, the violence, obsession, directed from behind doors in the Rue de Sause, Berlin, Rome, will kill everything not German or grind it under the Nazi heel, and not openly in massacres, but one by one if they have to, until we find that there is not one Gerard left, not one free person in France!”

Fran:	(Swinging Jacque around.)  Ah Jacque, Jacque, Jacque!  This is what we have been waiting for!  (He throws him over to Denis.)
Denis:	(Pounding him on the back.)  We all expected this from you!
Jacque:	(Stops, panting, anxious in the silence.)  But why from me?
Fran: 	What first? Sabotage?
Jacque:	Eh.
Fran:		Spying?
Jacque:	No.
Fran:		What assassinations then?
Jacque:	No!  
Fran:		We will need arms….
Jacque: 	No, no, stop!   This is all too rash, and will have our lives in jeopardy in an hour!
Fran:		What then?
(Silence.)
Jacque	 (To himself.)  I am all purpose and no plan.  Like an acrobat, I have to improvise to stay ahead.
(He moves swiftly to stay clear of the other two.)
Denis:	What kind of people do you want?
Jacque:	We will start with the ones known well to us, Claude, Raymond, and George…
Denis:	How many?
Jacque:	I can think of twenty, but we won’t know how extensive we are until after a two-month trial period.
Denis:	When will you need money?
Jacque:	In a month, half way through our trial period.
Denis:	How much?
Jacque:	Between 1 and 2,000 franks to begin with.
Denis:	And what methods to discipline members? 
Jacque:	We can expect a drop off during the trial, but after that, when we are established we will have marshal law, because we will be underground.
Denis:	Where is the HQ?
Jacque:	My parents have given me two rooms at the back of our apartment.  It has its own door and corridor.
Denis:	What do we tell them the plan is?
Jacque:	There will be a pre-meeting there at 5.p, m on Wednesday.
(They stop. facing each other Jacque waits.)
Denis:	I swear to you, by the head of my mother, that I am with you.
Fran:		And I.	(They run off.)


BLOCK 4

Clowning and the Beam
The general aim of this final non-residential workshop week in London, was to involve the core group with working for two days with a physical theatre practitioner to explore comic/tragic clown work, and to see how this could build up material developed over the last two blocks.  This was to be followed by two more days working with sound beam, picking up from what was learnt during the Stage language Laboratory with this equipment, and now experimenting further to see how it could be used as an aesthetic access tool, this time with blind performers interacting with it and text.

The week was to end with a final day of evaluation by the core group, intending to offer a valuable opportunity for the main participants to share their experience of the Project, and offer any ideas on future development of the work.

Clown
During Block 3, it had occurred to Eileen and I from what we already knew of the Clown, that it might not only reveal a new way of presenting the relationship of blindness/disability within the world, but on a more basic level, break down some of the ‘acting’ which had been observed to lurk in the workshop performance space.  This can work against authentic responses sought from a more physical approach, and we thought that exposure to ‘stripping away the actor’ through the clown, might benefit the process we had started.

Sarah Brignall turned out to have specialised in Clown at Jacque Lecoq during her training, so there was no need to find a replacement   for her.  In our planning discussions before the workshop, we decided that Sarah would present an introduction to clowning through a series of exercises over the two days, which script would not be necessary for, as the aim was to work to reach a creative place of spontaneity.

Method: 24/25 June Paddington Arts London

Eileen:
“Sarah introduced many exercises and clowning routines that demanded spontaneity from the actor. They were designed to deliberately challenge the actor's learned way of acting based on anticipated outcomes. The clown/actor must be receptive to the possibilities of the present moment on stage. This demands an authenticity from the actor and a willingness to be vulnerable”.

Sarah: The exercises.
Tennis balls under the feet into a head lift.
With the tennis ball the foot is massaged touching all the reflexology points. The result is that the body is centred and the weight is balanced.	Then by extending the head to it’s full height this makes the body open, strong and balanced. This had a great physical improvement an each actor.

6 Beats of importance.

Each was given an action that was interrupted into 6 sections.
This builds up action within a scene.

Rhythm claps in a circle.

We played with rhythms and counter rhythms. Sending a clap or sound in one direction and then another changing the rhythm at various speeds.

Running around the room changing directions.

Breaking up movements and actions getting the actors into an alert state and read to play.

Entrances and introductions.

Entering the space and simply telling us their name, age and where they come from and waiting to see what happens in the silence. Can they make us laugh with the smallest of actions? A very challenging exercise but freed them up for the work to follow.

Dressing up.
Selections of clothes were put on the floor. I had told them to bring ill-fitting clothes, hats and shoes. We then dressed them up in each other’s clothes that were too big or small or simply ridiculous. This instantly broke the ice and they were laughing at themselves and each other. They all wore a small red nose.

Walks and dances.

We added music and they explored ridiculous walks and dances for themselves. Here we started to see the individuality of each person forming his or her own clowns.
Passing the ball.

Passing the ball from one to another. When you have the ball you are in focus and have centre stage, when you feel it begins to flop pass it on to your partner. Your partner is there to support you. At first they were laughing because they kept dropping the ball. This developed into a very interesting exercise.

Expert sight-readers.

I gave each a book and told them that one was Shakespeare one Chaucer and one Stephen king. They had to read from the book. They all made up wonderful stories in a very free way.

Inventing a friend.

The three of them had to work together supporting and expanding on what the other had said e.g. 1st person  “Edith” 2nd “Oh yes so sad about her…” 3rd person “Donkey with three legs”. This is a fun way to make and invent stories that the clown does all the time. The clown thinks it can do anything.

Bluffing Experts.

In two’s one tells the other about something they know about very well e.g. one can fly a plane or is an expert beetle catcher. They tell their partner in 30 seconds how to do this. They then stand in a line and the audience has to guess who really is the expert. Is a great chance to invent and play?

Gobbledegook TV. Presenters

In two’s and in Russian, Italian Spanish whatever they choose one person interviews the other on how to bake a cake or how to make a house of cards. This has to be done for the audience and for the imaginary camera. Again this gives a freedom because they don’t have to think of real words and the ridiculous side comes out and is explored.

Eileen:  
“A tells B a story of a well-known episode, i.e. the journey to the workshop. B inserts tension states, e.g. 'there is a bomb in the room'. A must continue to tell the story in the given tension state.
 A master and servant enter. The master issues orders. The servant intends to fulfill the master's wishes but also intends to keep a given distance from the master e.g. 6ft. This sets up a clear conflict in the servant. 
 The clown tells a story to the audience using different rhythms. E.g. like a racehorse commentator.

Maria: 
“Sarah offered us a version of the Vampire game where each person has to keep singing their song while they played - A clown tells B to go in a certain direction, they agree, but B keeps following A – As a group of clowns, wearing red noses (explained as the smallest mask that there is), the provocateur tells us to perform a dance which we have to do and then further accept other suggestions from group members in answer to the provocateurs questions, without blocking each other.”

Outcomes

Tim: 
“The first two days of our final week in London consisted of a brief introduction to clown work.  I didn’t enjoy this element of the project.  Exercises were all too quickly abandoned at a point when I felt I’d just begun to understand them and really would have benefited from having another go.  All too often I felt I was being sent into the space inadequately supported and with no clear idea of what our objectives were.  Despite this, I felt that the idea behind the investigation was an enthralling one.  To use our natural movement as blind performers together with clown techniques to create a piece at which an audience had licence to laugh at disabled physicality, could be very radical, brave and powerful.”

Eileen: 
“Clowns only exist in relationship to the audience and in relationship to each other, if there are two or more on stage. Clowns are constantly looking to the audience for recognition and affirmation of who they are. The blind actors responded naturally to each other because they had audio cues but the relationship to the audience was more problematic. Much of the relationship between clown and audience is based on eye contact. Sarah introduced the mechanics of turning the clowns out to the audience, which I have seen done in clowning workshops for sighted actors, but in this context the relationship was loaded with the fact that the sighted audience could see the clown but the blind clown couldn't see the audience. The exercise above that really focused on this clown - audience relationship appeared to generate a moment of authentic vulnerability in Maria, defensiveness in Tim and acceptance in Damien. It would have been interesting to see how a blind audience would have responded to the same moment of silence on stage.
Clowning by its very nature is improvised (within the boundaries of rules like the ones above). It could be used to generate devised performance but it is not a genre that lends itself to the delivery of a script. Maria felt that it is possible to use the genre for a pocket of devised work within the context of the wider performance.
As a workshop leader, I noted that one of Sarah's exercises achieved what I was attempting to achieve in an exercise in week 2.  That was to enable the actor to walk across the stage with total focus on their destination, to shift that focus in mid journey and to clearly communicate that shift to an audience. Whereas I had used a visual reference which one of the performers couldn't relate to, Sarah's reference was entirely audio. i.e. She clapped a stick 3 times. On clap 1 the actor stopped. On clap 2 the actor turned his or her head to the left or the right and on clap 3 the actor continued. It made me think about how I present exercises and how important it is to be able to present the same exercise in different	ways.”

Damien: 
“The clown work with Sarah was a lot of fun.  It’s a pity the work only lasted for two days.  There were a lot of exercises and not enough time to explore each one for any length of time.  I often felt that when we moved on from one to another exercise, we hadn’t quite got everything out of the previous one.  I really warmed to the idea of being thrown in at the deep end and not knowing what was going to happen next and then trying to survive the unexpected or as Sarah put it “Being dumped in the shit and having to get out of it”.  I particularly enjoyed the opportunity of doing this to other members of the group and watch them struggle.  This brought out my own inner mischievous characteristic.  The whole experience felt like play and there was a sense of returning to a childlike state.  Sarah concentrated on bringing out the clown from within our own personalities rather than working with the clown from a social/political standpoint.  This didn’t worry me too much because I recognise that Sarah has not worked with blind people before and may not be as aware of the issues related to us within a social/political framework.  It would be good to explore this work further over a longer period of time and wouldn’t it be also wonderful to find someone with Sarah’s training and experience but who was also blind.”

Maria: 
“I enjoyed the playful presentation of the warm up exercises, but felt very quickly challenged and scared when the task-orientated exercises came up.  This was because they demanded a lot from my immediate inventive responses and I felt first all of my physical and creative limitations come up – there really wasn’t enough time in the two days to work through these, which was frustrating in some ways and a relief in others!  Yet, I felt that through this working-through, it would hold the key to how the clown could work innovatively to not only present humor in an improvised section within the play, but through the use of certain clown techniques, a wider comment might be made on the relationship between blind actor and the audience – disability and society – the individual and their humanity?  Lots of the workshop brought up lengthy discussions about permission and power of the blind performer, particularly with regards to being seen by, but not seeing and working off of a sighted audience.  We did not have the time to even discuss the implications of the blind audiences participation within this style of performance… but for me it was a controversial area that had strong dynamic possibilities if worked out in the right way.”

Sarah: 
Sarah Brignall trained at Jacque Lecoq in Paris. Has since worked with companies such as The Right Size, Told by an Idiot and Rejects Revenge. She has done various one-woman shows. 
She concentrates mainly on new devised Theatre in which she performs, directs and teaches.

“I was very excited at the prospect of working with Extant but did have apprehensions before starting the project. 
Two days to work on such a sensitive and demanding subject as the clown was very little. (Lecoq spent two years preparing his students before he ventured to teach clown at the end of his course.)

Whilst preparing all the exercises for the two days I became aware how eye contact plays a major role in most of these. How was I going to work this successfully with non-sighted people?

 Finally it was going to be demanding on the actors with only four people in the room getting up to do the exercises. Not only was it going to be physically demanding, but also the clown needs an audience to play with to get a reaction.

Before we started I explained that we were going to explore the actors weaknesses and vulnerabilities. How did they feel about this? One reply was that it was all right but thought that their blindness was a separate issue. I said well lets see what happens. We have to be able to laugh at our own weaknesses, which then make it acceptable for others to feel free to laugh.

Over the two days I think all the actors played and found a real freedom, which I found liberating to watch. There were some difficult moments as there always are with the clown, but they broke through the silence into laughter. The amount of enthusiasm and support they gave each other was fantastic. This was apparent not just in the physical work, where the quality and confidence of movement in the actors was excellent, and they worked well together as a team. Just as importantly, they were also a very giving audience to each other, and not only made the others laugh but also themselves As for my fears of eye contact, they managed to feel the small audience getting very clear contact and making us laugh. Sometimes the laughter was the result of situations created by their blindness, but even this allowed the audience to laugh.

To me however, the blindness was not an issue - they were all just very funny.
I hope they develop this work further, as I would love to see them devising and performing a show of this nature. “

The following is an extract from THE MOVING BODY, by JACQUE LECOQ.

The clown doesn’t exist aside from the actor performing him. We are all clowns; we all think we are beautiful, clever and strong, whereas we all have our weaknesses, our ridiculous side, which can make people laugh when we allow it to express itself. During our first experiences of this, I noticed that there were students with legs so thin that they hardly dared show them, but who found, in playing the clown, a way to exhibit their skinniness for the pleasure of the onlookers. At last they were free to be as they were, and to make people laugh. This discovery of how personal weakness can be transformed into dramatic strength was the key to my elaboration of a personal approach to clowning, involving a search for ‘ one’s own clown ’, which became a fundamental principle of the training….
…Research on one’s own clown begins by looking for one’s own ridiculous side


Sound

The first phase of research in the Stage language Laboratory had revealed the following about working with Sound Beam:

The invisible beam of sound acted as a general guiding instrument, and could be felt along as a direction of sound.  Despite it's �technical irregularities it could be used to denote and navigate parameters of performance space on stage for the blind performer…. extending the bodies radius further than the field of human touch. 

There was also potential to use the invisible sound beam, �activated by our movement, as a specific aesthetic reference that sculpted the relationship between, perception and the presence of non-visible objects in space.

I was curious to take extracts of monologue from the scientist Calabi, a character enslaved by language, and use it to explore the above. I studied the text and found aspects that I thought   would work best for this, however, mainly from a perspective of artistic interpretation, and a week prior to the workshop sent it to Guy and the others in the group.  We only began to define how we might specifically work with the text and the Beam when we started the workshop itself….

Eileen:
“Guy was not a workshop leader but a technician who had come to show us the potential of sound beam.” 


Guy Evans is probably best known for playing drums with Van Der Graaf Generator. Since then he has continued to work as a musician and Producer in the area of music broadly known as "experimental." In 1985. He co-founded Echo City whose performances and installations using Giant-self-made instruments have mesmerized audiences across Europe, South East -Asia and America. From 1989 - 1995 he was Projects Coordinator for Shape London where he set up Shape Music - a mobile music technology resource now used in a wide variety of training, Workshop and performance projects with disabled people. 

Method: 26/27 June RNIB London

Guy: 
“For these sessions I used a mark 1 Soundbeam MIDI trigger operating a Roland S760 Sampler.  Although the MIDI triggers supplied by Soundbeam are confined to 10 pre-set modes, the extensive sample, keygroup and patch editing available in the S760 greatly extend the possibility to adjust sensitivities and overall behaviour of sound sources. 

We began by using a simple piano sound to familiarise everyone with the way Soundbeam behaves. Everyone tried out playing scales by walking along the beam trying to pin down the exact location of specific notes. 

This was useful because it highlighted a fundamental - and unavoidable  problem of Soundbeam, which is its lack of absolute precision. 

As a serial language MIDI is inherently slow.  Any musician who has composed using MIDI will be familiar with the tempo errors that happen when too much MIDI information is transmitted at the same time.  Soundbeam compounds the problem because it has to translate interruptions in an ultrasonic beam into MIDI information before MIDI is transmitted.  This manifests itself as sluggish response and slightly random location.  You’re sure you’ve worked out where the trigger spot is but for no apparent reason nothing plays when you return to the spot you found. By moving out of the beam and re-entering at a slightly altered angle, the trigger works again.   

The human body is an imprecise object for the beam to interpret. Its surfaces, movement s and clothing constantly present confusing information to Soundbeam causing partial and multiple triggers.

It’s as well to get used to this early on and work with it rather than get frustrated pursuing the unattainable.    		
We looked at various editing techniques to enable more sustained sounds to be played by single interruption of the beam.  Looping a sample causes sounds to be continuously repeated for as long as a MIDI trigger is present.  Opening out the Time Variant Amplifier applied to a sample causes sounds to keep playing after a MIDI trigger has been removed (by moving out of the beam). The fade times of samples can be set individually.
By using these techniques in conjunction with the various re-trigger pre-sets in Soundbeam we explored different layering possibilities.

We also looked at making customised keyboard layouts (known as patches), which can be recalled instantly once programmed.  It is possible to make patches that have the same sound mapped over several key positions, create silent gaps and mix match different samples.  In a theatre production each patch change could correspond to a change of scene.

The aim of these exercises was to provide the Extant team with a vocabulary for instructing me in programming Soundbeam and the sampler for a series of test scenes.”

Eileen:  
“The sound is usually in stereo, delivered from the left and right. It is possible however to deliver it from 4 points around the stage.
  Sound can cut off immediately or fade out.
  The technology has the power to manipulate the voice, adding ambience.
Bearing this in mind, questions we asked ourselves in relation to Maria's script
  Can the beam deliver a whole paragraph of text whilst the actor walks the length of the beam?
  Can the actor have a dialogue with the beam, i.e. delivering one line and the beam responding?
How much precision can we achieve in a dialogue between the actor and the beam, e.g. can the beam interrupt the actor in mid sentence and continue the sentence?”

Maria: 
“We chose three sections of text to work with.  Tim first recorded the whole Nicholas Saunderson speech about the Newtonian understanding of the mechanics of light.   To see if we could play with pre-recorded and live speech, Damien learnt Calabi’s lines in response to the Nicholas speech, and then we tried breaking up the Nicholas Saunderson section to insert Damien’s lines, which gave the relationship between the modern and classical scientist a new slant. Then I recorded a Calabi section with the aim of testing how precise the beam could be if I spoke live the start of a line, could the beam be activated to finish the line?”


Guy:	
“We recorded a section of a speech and broke it down into separate samples.
Some the test scenes involved rapid acrobatic movements by single players. Others featured intentionally limited movement s performed by several people in an attempt to arrive at a kind of cut-up conversation between speech samples.

Further possibilities were explored by introducing games.  

One rule prohibited the interruption of isolated speech samples.  When several people interact with the beam, what you mainly heard was a random collage of accidental multiple triggers. Occasionally someone succeeded in precisely triggering a single sample. This froze the action of the other players, simultaneously leaving a single phrase to emerge from the babble. 

A modification introduced live speech. One performer chose some key phrases from the test speech.  They were allowed to speak a line when there was a moment of silence. Once they started speaking, interruption from triggered samples was prohibited  -again freezing the movement.  

Another variation defined the beam as an invisible force field.  The object here was to cross the beam without triggering sound.  If sound was triggered performers had to go back to their starting point.
Experimentation then took the form of changing rules and modifying sample responses.”

Outcomes

Damien:
“It was nice to see Guy again and re-visit Sound Beam.  Most of the exercises were similar to those from the previous project and there were times when I felt uninspired.  This was amplified by the shift from the intensely physical work of the previous two days to a situation in which for long periods of time we found ourselves waiting around for technical issues to be dealt with.  Guy is very knowledgeable about Sound Beam and his explanations were often very technical and went over my head.  This meant that there was times when I began to switch off and then had to mentally drag myself back to take part in the work.  A high point came on the second day when both the Clown work and Sound Beam came together and formed a link.  This was the exercise during which we all were placed at a different point of the beam thus causing a sound that, for the purpose of the exercise, was our own.  We competed with each other to make our own sounds the most audible.  We created an improvisation using the sounds and our bodies that had it’s own story.  I’m not quite sure where we go with Sound Beam, but, if we take it further I’d like to see more physical interaction and less of the technical explanations”.

Tim:  
“The last two days were spent working with Sound Beam.  An ultrasonic beam projected through the performance space triggers sound from loudspeakers when it is interrupted.  Different parts of the beam can trigger different samples and the beam can project at any level or angle.  Others in the group found the technicalities of Sound Beam boring and delays while different configurations were set up, frustrating.  These didn’t bother me so much.  What I did enjoy about Sound Beam was the opportunity it afforded to play in the moment, using natural and spontaneous motivation.  In one exercise, I lay on my back beneath the beam raising, in turn, a finger, a hand, an arm, my head and then legs in an attempt to activate the beam and learn where in mid air its boundaries were.  On another occasion, I was required to trigger my section of the beam on a particular cue in a short performance sequence.  The beam had been programmed so as each performer’s section triggered a different sound and with several gaps down its length where nothing would be audible.  All of us were having problems in making the device behave consistently and on my cue, I flailed and then lurched around with increasing desperation trying to make work this curious piece of technology.

Sound Beam has potential both as a purely functional tool allowing us as visually-impaired performers to orientate on stage and as an artistic way of weaving audio into a performance although I do feel it would be better if a way could be found of making it behave rather more consistently than it did.”

Eileen: 
“With much practice and repetition we were sometimes able to achieve a dialogue between the actor and the beam. We found however, that the technology appeared at times to be inconsistent. It was not possible to guarantee precision.
An improvisation based on a journey from tension states 1-3 liberated the actors to play with the beam in the way they had done as clowns earlier in the week. The beam then, like the clowning work seemed to lend itself to improvisation rather than the delivery of script.  Perhaps with more time we could have achieved greater precision.”

Maria: 
“The editorial work done on the Nicholas/Calabi comparison of old and new scientists really engaged me with the content of the text, but the many variables that the equipment offered, overwhelmed me, and even though we only used about a third of the text that I had provided, the problem didn’t seem on what we worked, but how we explored it.  I saw the value on the second day of recording the live and pre-recorded interaction for documentation and the investigation of placing the beam at different heights, along with improvising with it, but I felt the squeeze of time and was anxious not to loose testing it’s precision with movement. This related to my recorded patches of half sentences, and I was keen to pursue this because it connected clearly with how a blind actor could use it to orientate in space.  Eileen repeating that everything we were doing could be replicated by working with a sound technician, because it cancelled out this fundamental relationship with movement and space, irritated me.   When we eventually got to working on this section, I made four very specific movements through the beam, which Eileen directed at times and it at last felt like something nearly came together on a practical and esthetic level”.

Guy:	
“Several times I felt I needed to remind the team that in sonic terms, more precisely a sound engineer triggering samples from a keyboard could achieve what they were creating. The key difference was that for blind and partially - sighted performers, beam triggers gave information about position.  This combined with various rules defining limits to action could produce confident and playful movement around a space by several performers.”

Eileen: 
 “Recognized during the two days my own impatience around the time it takes to set up technology on stage. 
Not quite not quite knowing my role during this session frustrated me. I had not prepared anything as a workshop leader and yet there was a clear need for this role to be taken on once the technology had been set up.”

Guy:	
“Once the system was programmed, I was in a good position to observe the results while everyone else struggled to achieve what were often difficult objectives or make constructive sense of unexpected outcomes. 

Frozen movements synchronized with single speech samples or unexpected snatches of live speech were particularly impressive  - as were fast acrobatic movements by a single performer.”

Maria: 
“My idea about sound beam was turned on its head during these two days and coincidentally this occurred as a follow on from the clown work we had done two days previously.  A certain amount of precise sound could be activated by movement, giving a performer an idea of positioning on stage, but the unpredictability of the beam means this can only ever be a general idea.  However, this margin of error forces the performer into a place of responding genuinely with movement to the moment. Like the clown, both devices need some structure and context to frame them, and then the rest is left to the performer to improvise within this.
  I had believed that the beam could be used to feel along, like an invisible pole, defining a performance space, but found from the last exercise we did that it worked more definitely if approached as a barrier of sound.
I liked the idea of the beam holding pockets of sound effects of objects that got activated when a performer impacted with that    part of the beam – bumping into un-seen furniture…
I thought we worked with sound beam in a much more focused way this time, discovering more about it’s creative and technological possibilities and think it can contribute to a performance as any multi media concept can, but with perhaps more functional value.”

Text used.

Nicholas Saunderson; Empedeclese describes that Aphrodite kindled the fire of the eye at the half fire of the universe, so that it would act like a lantern, transmitting the fire of the eye, out into the world and making sight possible.  These early philosophers thought that light originated in the eyes and reached out like, well like the stick of a blind man’s such as myself, to feel the nature of the world at large.  We are indeed the privileged witnesses of an age when among us has existed the greatest intellect since Aristotle and Euclid, so not only do we understand at last the clockwork order, distances and motions of the heavenly bodies, but of the nature of light   within this structure, as corpuscles coming from the sun and other bright objects.  I will now explain the laws of its reflection and refraction of its rays as described in the principia, and how they produce the phenomena of the rainbow, the prism, the camera obscurer and the magic lantern. 

Calabi: 
“The idea of Nicholas saunderson describing geometry so precisely to his scholars that they could draw each line in the correct direction, even if they were only Euclidian ones, makes my heart sing.   So sad that his brilliant mind had only the geometry available that was best suited for visualizing.  Now we have complimentary geometries we know that physiological space is quite different from the infinite, isotropic, metric space of classical geometry.   Physiological space can be broken down through separate topological structures into optic space, auditory space and haptic space, the space of the skin.” 

 
Calabi: 
“Mark point A. There once was a time for me when events happened Haden by Haden, and only when I heard or touched things in the void, did they exist.  Letting go and in silence again, there was no world out there and so no me. Any contact with phenomena caused the tactile space of the body to extend, the hap tic space of the skin, expanding to fill vision space.”




FINAL EVALUATION

June 28 2002 RNIB London.

Our last evaluation took the form of a full two-hour discussion between Tim Eileen Damien and Maria, in which we fed back to each other our thoughts and feelings about the work of the final week and the project as a whole.

Damien:  
“Hawk Wood College is a good example of how the environment supported the work.  Situated in the heart of the Cotswolds the college lends itself well to the creative process.  There were none of the external pressures that come with living and working in an unfamiliar space that impact on the work.  We didn’t have to worry about things like where to get food from, how to get to the studio, what time trains or busses may or may not come etc.  We simply got out of bed, went to breakfast and then into the studio which happened to be right underneath our bedrooms.  This meant that we were able to focus more clearly on what we were there to do.  The final week in London was different.  The journey across London each morning meant that it took me a while to focus at the start of each session.  Although I arrived physically I often felt that I’d left my brain on a platform or street corner.

We also took the opportunity of this session to express some of our individual responses about working with each other; the underlying tensions and perceived blocks that had arisen throughout the work, not with the intention to solve anything, but just to give some space to clearing the air.”

Maria: 
“I realised that the frustration Eileen experienced in her role as workshop leader during the last two days could have been avoided by a pre-workshop planning conversation, which might have warned and prepared her for working in a much more ad hoc way. I learnt that this project was not only about exploring ideas and techniques, but also about developing working relationships with one another.

The presiding notion was that the project had been a stimulating and engaging process of development, which had brought the work on a long way.”

Eileen: 
“It has been a privilege to work on this project. I have been impressed by the integrity of the work and the commitment of all of the participants. I wish Extant and Maria in particular every success with the continuation of this groundbreaking work.”

Maria: 
“I have been inspired by the work we have achieved together, to complete a first draft of the script, but in development, for as this project has shown, any piece of work that truly wants to integrate access for the blind performer and audience, has to b, fluid enough for an exchange during a long creative rehearsal process where Director and performers forge the access too, and the script has to be open to this process.  Taking this experimental union to the point of production is the next step for Extant.”

Damien: 
“Given the work that Maria has put into both the project administration and the text, the most obvious course of action in terms of what happens next as far as I can see would be the further development and full production of Maria’s play.  It’s an excellent script, well written with lots of potential for development.  I hope that my own contribution and that of Ilene and Tim has given Maria much food for thought and plenty of ideas to take away.  Well done and thank you everyone.”


August 2002
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