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WHAT IS THE STAGE LANGUAGE LABORATORY?
It is a project in which blind professional performers have come together to research and develop the radical and complicated task of defining a fundamental new way of working on stage.   
They have creatively explored the experience of the uncharted relationship between visual impairment, spatial awareness, movement and the Stage, to challenge the preconceived notion that blindness impedes exciting physical performance.
In the same way that Deaf Theatre, has evolved from a Deaf cultural perspective, and fused  its own linguistics with more general Theatre practice to become a recognised art form, this Project has aimed to research a similar potential within the blind community. Through the use of specific artistic fusions, Extant has attempted to bridge a perceivable gap in the arts, by beginning the establishment of a positive form of blind cultural expression.

The Stage Language Laboratory has involved a series of exploratory workshops, experimenting and refining in each,   an examination of the groups experiences, together with various selected art forms.
These art forms have been delivered by contracted specialists in the areas of Dance, Theatre and Sound, which have been then creatively translated, processed and formulated into something relevant by

EXTANT
[bookmark: _Toc198053718][bookmark: _Toc198056129]WHAT IS EXTANT?
[bookmark: _Toc198056130]Extant is a group of blind performers formed in 1996, which through meetings allows for an exchange of ideas, support and defining new ways of working. 

At present the members are: Liam O'Carroll, Damien O'Connor, Maria Oshodi and Liz Porter.  Former members were: Karina Foxworth Jones and Norma Pearson.   Both of these former members worked for some time on this project.

As a group Extant networks between disability and main stream arts, to realise its aims.
[bookmark: _Toc198056131]AIMS OF EXTANT
1.To provide the first ever opportunity for blind and partially sighted professional performers to work together in a new culturally specific way, and to address a disparity in the arts, where many misrepresentations of blindness are often portrayed by sighted practitioners.

2.  To provide a forum for creative exchange, whereby blind ‘professional performers can meet equally and integrate their creativity and expertise with other disabled and non disabled professional Arts practitioners.

3.  To encourage a good work practice where by blind performers  are proactive in facilitating, controlling and producing publicly, their own developed work.


Previous associated projects include 'Story Teller Festival' 1996, which celebrated the historic link between blindness and the traditional art of storytelling.

[bookmark: _Toc198053719][bookmark: _Toc198056132]REASONS FOR THE PROJECT
For some years, blind and partially sighted professional performers have been steadily recognizing the lack of creative opportunities for them in their profession.  It is felt this is because a way of working on stage specifically appropriate for them as blind performers, has never been created.   They have repeatedly found themselves being moulded into traditional approaches to stage work, which has proved to be stultifying for them as performers.


Damien O'Connor:
"At present, there are very few visually impaired people working in the theatre, and those of us that have had some training, have, invariably, worked in isolation and without the support of others with similar cultural experiences.  I have, for the most part, worked in inaccessible and often dangerous spaces, with people who have little or no understanding of issues relating to performers with visual impairments.   I have taking on roles in which I have to play the character as being sighted.  Thus, in some way denying my own impairment and pretending, for the benefit of others, that it wasn't there.  In fact, people have often said, "When you were on stage, I forgot you were blind".  At a theatre festival in Poland I experienced the same thing.  I attended a number of performances of plays given by visually impaired performers from Poland, Spain and Croatia.  These were performers who were directed by sighted directors and they too, played their characters as sighted characters.  The performances were very well rehearsed over a long period of time and the performances were very polished.  However, I couldn't help thinking that If these performers had some kind of language or working method of their own, they would be able to give a much more believable performance.  

In contrast, at the same festival, I attended a number of performances given by companies made up of deaf performers.  The use of sign language gave these performers the tools that their visually impaired counterparts did not have.  The commonality of experience, the availability to speak the same language, and to communicate with each other and their audience on their own terms made their performances much more exciting, dynamic and accessible to them and their audience."

Liz Porter:
"I was born deaf in one ear and blind with cataracts, squint ‘and nystagmus, but my sight was corrected to partial sight after a series of operations.  Like many other practicing visually impaired artists I have often experienced difficulties in obtaining employment and understanding within the creative industry. My own experience at Drama school led me to endeavour to conform to what I thought the industry might expect from sighted performers.  I had been so amazed to even obtain a place in such an establishment that the thought of asking for the lessons to be provided in an accessible fashion didn't really enter the equation. Indeed on commencing training I was subjected to a one term probation simply because the teachers didn't know whether I would be able to fit in and participate at an equal pace. They had never worked with visually impaired performers before. Hence I relied on verbal descriptions  of action and great powers of my own concentration during dance lessons particularly. Actual hands on experience would have achieved better results.  I  just thought I had better try and do things the same way as everyone else, thinking that this would be solid preparation for the real theatrical world later on.  I was also told that the creative performer relies a great deal on eye contact and  facial expression.  Audience members have commented in passing upon my eye movement, and even though I know that I look partially sighted I often wondered why I wanted to conceal this fact and adopt the approach of full sight which is something I clearly cannot do.   
We have long debated the chance to explore our cultural identity as visually impaired performers and promote our work, so When Maria Oshodi suggested the formation of EXTANT and asked me to participate in the Stage Language Laboratory Project, I was delighted."
  
Liam O'Carroll:
"In this project I didn't want to devise a new training program enabling visually impaired performers to convince audiences that they were sighted. Each time I portray a sighted character, I am told afterwards by audience members that they had no idea I was blind. This concealment may suit the requirements of mainstream theatre with its established plays and characters that need to be played sighted, but in terms of theatre of the blind, it removes the whole basis of the project. To establish Theatre for blind people, we needed to embrace and use our disability, not deny and reject it. Yes I am concerned with my difficulties but not necessarily with how they might be overcome. I wanted to exploit our access problems, incorporating their solutions into the creative process, combining access with both stylized and naturalistic theatre. If our strengths and weaknesses, habits and tendencies, preferences and aversions set us apart from others, let us engage with them, enjoy seeing which ones we share between ourselves and discover how they may be the foundations for something special, unique and cultural."

Maria Oshodi:
"I have worked in the arts for nearly fifteen years, and during this time, I have grown steadily more conscious of a fixed role that blindness appears to play in Theatre.  It seems either over used as a metaphorical theme, or in the portrayal of a ‘character, who often through their condition is rendered a victim, and or an emotional mess.  This is compounded by a stereo typed physical immobility and awkwardness usually attached to these portrayals, and as this is not my personal experience of blindness, I have become increasingly frustrated at receiving these repeated impressions.  

The water shed came for me at the end of 1996, when I found myself playing one of these typical blind characters in a recently written play, funded by the Arts Council, and acclaimed for its exploration of, amongst other things, disability.  
As the writer/director thought he was doing enough in having a blind person playing the part, it was impossible to encourage him away from his bland depiction of blindness. 
He naturally directed my role as a virtually static performance with me being clumsily led on and off stage, and this added to my frustration as a creative performer.  Certain questions confronted me.  
Why had this type of portrayal become an acceptable model for blindness?  Why were there no attempts being made to artistically break blindness out of this damaging mould?  The answers seemed quite clear.  Firstly the ignorance of mainly sighted Theatre practitioners who know no better than to use a one dimensional idea of blindness, and secondly their basic fear of it, which keeps their physical exploration of it very limited.

[bookmark: _Toc198053720][bookmark: _Toc198056133] So, at the start of 1997, when I found myself released from that unhappy production and it's emotional and political rigors, I decided to devote some time to thinking constructively about a 'Blind Theatre' project' about which there had been  a murmur for some time.”

PROJECT AIMS
1. To practically work together and explore the similarities and differences between group members due to their visual impairment. 

2. To apply this information and to experiment with creative and     accessible techniques, with particular reference to movement skills. 
3. To begin the development of a new model and method of Theatre participation, which though not definitive, can aid blind performers and visually impaired audiences in the future. 

· Heading PROJECT STRUCTURE
· The below list needs to be put back into a table PLANNING
INAUGURAL MEETING

April 5 1997

Paddington Arts

1st PLANNING DAY
2nd PLANNING DAY
3rd PLANNING DAY
11-12 Oct 1997
15 Nov 1997
6 Dec 1997
RNIB
BONDING
BONDING ONE
4th PLANNING DAY
BONDING TWO
Six Workshops
30 Mar 1998
1-5 June 1998
Jan-Mar 1998 London
Lyric Theatre
Wye Valley


[bookmark: _Toc198053721][bookmark: _Toc198056134]ART FORMS
KATHAKALI
with Katrin Magrowitz
with Roland Quenell 

One day Jul 1998
SOUND BEAM 
AERIAL
with Guy Evans 
with Lindsey Butcher

Two days Jul 1998
Two days Jul 1998
  


FILM
EXTENSION RESIDENCY
with Reina Haig
with Janee Hall & Mandy Higgins
Five days Jul 1998
Three days Aug 1998


EURHYTHMY
PHYSICAL THEATRE
with Smadar Bunzel
with Katherin Hunter
Four days Aug 1998
Two days Aug 1998



DOCUMENTING
SUMMIT MEETING

11-13 Sept 1998
Manchester



REPORT COMPILATION

Oct March 1999


END OF RESEARCH PHASE
[bookmark: _Toc198053722][bookmark: _Toc198056135]REPORT SUMMARY
A brief description and outcome of the activities undertaken within this Project follows, with a fuller account given in the main body of this report. 

Extant formally launched the Stage Language Laboratory research project in October 1997, after raising sponsorship from six separate funding bodies.  The next three months were dedicated to planning the Project's practical content and structure for the year ahead.


BONDING ONE
Initially six one day workshops were held, with the aim that the group would work exclusively together,  forming an identity through the sharing of their experiences of visual impairment, and exploring basic drama and movement exercises.

The outcome of this period was an awareness of the immensity of the Project, the group creatively drifting and the need to fix a simple focus to establish a baring for practical work.  Also the development of unreconcilable tensions within the group could not be ignored and resulted in the loss of two members from the Project.


BONDING TWO
An alteration in the original programme was made and Extant attempted to resolve its creative issues during a five day residency in the Wye Valley.

The outcome was a honing and refinement of a core hypothesis, leading to a keen development of group movement strategies that practically explored this.  Additionally Extant gelled as a group, a feeling which lasted throughout the rest of the project.  

[bookmark: _Toc198053723][bookmark: _Toc198056136]ART FORMS
The practical discoveries of the 'Bonding' period, were further explored and developed.  This happened in workshop exchanges without side practitioners of other art forms.  The aim was to assert if input from certain disciplines could expand and solidify Extant's ideas.  The areas of artistic practice were, Dance, Sound, Eurhythmy and Physical Theatre.  Film was added mid-way through the Project.


KATHAKALI
Katrin Margowitz ran a workshop based on the teachings of the Indian Kathakali Theatre, which aimed to enable the performer to access a physicality entirely drawn from their own impulses, shapes and rhythm.

The outcome was a recognition of the particular benefits of Feldekreis warmup exercises.  Also that an inherent inability to move vigorously together as a group might be better served by Contact Improvisation.



LABAN
Roland Quinell introduced the LABAN analysis of dynamic movement in weight, space, time and flow.  The aim was to find out about perception of space, how to negotiate it, and an idea of how image appeared within it.

The outcome was learning the basics of a technical approach to movement.   This could be applied to the personal patterns of moving, identified during the second bonding phase.



SOUND BEAM
Guy Evans facilitated the experimentation with specific items of sound technology.  This enabled Extant to use them and extend the boundaries of spacial awareness.

The outcome was that sound beam offered an innovative guiding tool, object indicator and devise for creating an environmental aesthetic akin to the visual impaired persons experience.


AERIAL
Lindsey Butcher lead Extant through a series of counter balance, acro balance and harness work that aimed to build trust in taking the body further than its ordinary limits.

The outcome was that fears were challenged and that adventurous movement and postures were achieved that had particular reference to a simple yet dynamic expression for visually impaired performers.
Extant invited Reina Haig, a visually impaired film maker, to video material at both Guy and Lindsey's workshops.    

The outcome was that a short video was produced, high lighting some aspects of this project.   Also a discussion was held about the possibility of film acting as a creative interpretation of visual impairment, and the ethical and practical issues of the medium. 


[bookmark: _Toc198053724][bookmark: _Toc198056137]EXTENSION
With extra funding, Extant expanded the Project for one weekend.  
A director and dancer, both visually impaired, were invited to to work with the group.  

The outcome was an exchange of work practice and ideas.  Certain relevant theatrical styles were focused on, such as theatre of the Grotesque and 'Description' Theatre.  


EURHYTHMY
Smadar Bunzel lead a four day residency to explore if the basic philosophy of Eurhythmy, ie working with sound, movement, rhythm, gesture and the spaces in between people,  could assist the visually impaired performer.

The outcome was that in the very short time available to decern the complex and spiritual nature of Eurhythmy, Extant did gather some significant elements, especially for grounding the performer's walk and for intuitively moving together in space.

 
PHYSICAL THEATRE
Katherin Hunter joined Extant in a workshop that aimed to use certain physical Theatre techniques to aid the visual impaired performer in a more energetic and spatially focused application of the stage area.

The outcome was pin pointing and permitting a heightened theatricality that issued from the need to move in particular ways, and also the practical implementation of ideas around Description Theatre.

[bookmark: _Toc198053725][bookmark: _Toc198056138]CONCLUSION
In these laboratory experiments, syntax from different performance languages were adapted and fused.   Through this alchemic process we have attempted to create a new language for the blind performer.  Whether or not, the brewing mixture has gelled into a solid enough compound to allow performers to communicate with one another, and to their audience, only the testing ground of a stage production will reveal.
Extant feels that the babbling of the raw elements so far, with the right development, honing and fusion, can articulate into a new compound language to use as a powerful communicating device for the visually impaired person in performance.


For project recommendations see Chapter 15 of this report. 











[bookmark: _Toc198053726][bookmark: _Toc198056139]Chapter 1
[bookmark: _Toc198053727][bookmark: _Toc198056140]SETTING UP

In 1997, The Arts Council of England lottery funded Arts for Everyone Express scheme was making grants available to small unconstituted arts groups.  After looking at an A for E application form, Maria identified five other performers who she had worked with on Story Teller and in other capacities, and invited them to a meeting to discuss the idea as a project. 

APRIL 1997.
At the first meeting held at Paddington Arts, the following performers were present: Karina Foxworth Jones, Liam O'Carroll, Damien O'Connor, Maria Oshodi, Norma  Pearson and  Liz Porter. 
After talking initially about individual experiences as visually impaired performers, and establishing some common ground, the group went on to brain storm ideas around:

 a.  The undefined and experimental nature of this project and its emphasis on research rather than production. 

b.  Forming a group, its structure and its democratic basis.

c.  A loose frame work and time scale for such a research project, ie time to work together, time to work with outside practitioners and a time to evaluate the work, possibly beginning in the Autumn of 1997 and carrying on until the Summer of 1998.

d  The requirements of the A for E grant application.  We agreed our Groups name would be Extant, the project name would be The Stage Language Laboratory, and we established who in the group, would be the signatories  for the Extant bank account.
Maria  worked throughout April and May on not only completing and submitting the A for E form, but also  on two others.   They were for R and D grants from the Arts Council of England and London Arts Board Combined Arts units.  
As more grant forms were being filled out, more of the Project's ethos and structure was clarified and refined. 
However, it also transpired through doing this, that if Extant wanted to explore the project and work from a realistic budget, more funds were needed than all these current grants could provide. 


The group received confirmation that A for E and LAB applications were successful.
The Arts Council Combined Arts application was unsuccessful.


AUGUST
As Maria was Extant's first point of contact for the different funders, her role developed as the chief coordinator of the Project.    A meeting was organised between three members, Maria, Norma and Liam, together with an Arts Officer from LAB, to discuss the revision of the proposal and budget.
 Research and completion of other applications was also being done at this time, and being submitted to other funders: Camilot, Calouste Gulbenkian, Cameron Macintosh, Baring Foundation, Guide Dog Association, Action for Blind people.


SEPTEMBER
Maria  reworked and submitted to Denise Mellion at LAB, a more detailed proposal of the art forms that the Project would be exploring,  and how our goals could be achieved within a current rather than projected budget. She also organised dates, venue and papers to be sent out for the first planning meeting.


OCTOBER
The first planning meeting lasted two days.   Everyone was asked if they were fully committed to the Stage Language Laboratory project. Discussions were again had around weather a final production should be part of the project.  There was eventual agreement that there should not,  because the process was more important than the product at this point.  

The group wanted freedom to explore and experiment and maybe even fail in some areas without being hampered by the pressure of presenting a final production.   Also we had not budgeted for a production of any kind in our proposal.  

There was agreement that if any solid findings came out of this research phase, then a second phase  involving a public production could be considered.  This would require a separately ‘funded project. 

It was considered whether practical work should begin straight away, but it was agreed that more planning time was needed to discuss the structure of the project in greater detail, eg methods, venues and the calling in of outside practitioners.

Discussions were had and agreement reached on what our responsibilities to the group were. Tasks were then agreed upon and delegated to group members.


NOVEMBER
At the Second planning day,  Extant discussed a recommended list of art form practitioners. The group short listed a number of them and formulated a standard way of introducing Extant to them. 

DECEMBER
At the Third planning meeting, Extant discussed what members understood the Bonding section of the Project to be about.  It was agreed that each of the six days, beginning in January, would be led by a different group member.  Ground rules were drawn up to help the group work creatively together, along with a job description for the access worker.

Maria agreed to continue with the main bulk of admin and organisational work and Liz agreed to keep the increasingly complicated accounts in order.

An enthusiasm for the work ahead and a general sense of bonhomie existed within the group at that point. 
    
[bookmark: _Toc198056141]Chapter 2
[bookmark: _Toc198056142]BONDING ONE
[bookmark: _Toc198056143]'INCOMPATIBILITY'

From January to March 1998, six initial workshop days were held, which were Extant only exploratory sessions.  This was because the members of Extant had not before had the opportunity to worked closely together in this kind of way.  It was imperative that a period was established at the start of the creative process for this to happen.   The aim was that during this time the group would work exclusively, forming an identity through the sharing of their experiences of visual impairment, and exploring basic drama and movement exercises.  Each session was led by a different member of the group. Evaluation time was built into the end of each session for group discussion of the day’s work.  

Liam:
"Now that the first phase of the project is complete, the six introductory sessions seem less relevant than they did at the time. They were necessary to develop a group feeling both artistically and personally, but daunted by the magnitude of the project, we perhaps overindulged in workshops with reassuringly familiar content. Consequently, they featured much stimulating work, but the project did not seem to be moving forward. In retrospect it was a mistake to allocate each session to a different member with the instruction to plan and lead it. This led to a confused mixture of exercises, few of which moved us in any particular direction. In short, we began far too many exercises and did not explore many of them patiently and thoroughly enough.
After these packed and aimless sessions, I felt we were not ready to involve outside practitioners.”

Liz:  
"We were trying to cover far too much material in this initial period, which at times felt disparate and led to occasional group tensions.  Having no Access Worker for this first period to save money, myself and Karina under took this role between us.  Because of this, I ended up doing quite a lot of extra work which was difficult and made me feel under stress. However, I actually believe that these workshops did serve as solid ground work for the rest of our time together.

It was in Norma's first session with her use of tape recorders, that I first began to think about the theatrical impact of using multimedia, and the different use of access equipment for visually impaired people.  

Maria brought many exciting ideas and approaches to our work.   Through yoga It was evident that Norma,
Karina and Maria who had  sighted peer groups during their formative non special ‘education, were more physically comfortable with this work.
When Maria first talked about Clown, I wanted to resist it as I felt we might be mocking ourselves and our visual impairment, but later I could see the relevance.
 
Like Maria, I posed a number of questions to act as a springboard to try to stimulate debate about our direct experience.  Through this and my exercises, I wanted everyone to really think about the relationship between their own visual impairment, their creativity and what the differences were between us.  An examples of my questions are:

1.  How important is lighting, colour and texture, do we need to see them or can their qualities be created through movement mood or sound?
2. How much influence does the sighted conventional expectations of movement inform or hinder our physical reality, and how much do our individual tension states affect us in rehearsal/performance?   
3. For the partially sighted members of Extant, how important is eye contact and facial expression?

Some of my questions were too wide, ambiguous and caused confusion.
For example to one question here are 3 answers:

Q is it possible to realise the same artistic results without visual knowledge of the physical surroundings?”  

Karina:
“If you want to attract a sighted audience then I think
it is essential to know how the play looks, that is not to say it has to be the same as how the sighted world presents drama.”

Norma:
“I believe that equally valid and imaginative processes
occur by using different senses and I believe that sighted people could do tasks without their sight but I don't know if they would do it in the same way as someone who cannot see.”  

Maria: 
“It depends on what is attempting to be achieved, exact interpretations or abstract responses to things, and it depends on if you mean as an observer or performer.

During my session we examined each other’s walks, passed gestures around, used access tools, such as glasses, guide dog harness, or white cane,  and made a successful exploration of texture with a piece of material using sound, movement and imagining colour.  We demonstrated that mood quality and texture
can be represented without actual visual representation, although I suspect this depends on visual recall.  
Liam's session was important for me as he started to address our relationship to each other spatially on stage, using sound waves travelling in a triangle shape." 

Damien: 
 "I found the sessions interesting and thought provoking and soon came to realise that there were elements of everyone's work which could, and sometimes did, feed into work carried out by ‘other members of the group in later sessions.  

For example, In Maria's workshop, tension states were explored in some depth.  This theme was taken up in Liz's workshop and explored further in one of the workshops given by an outside practitioner.  Similarly in my session we began to investigate how to deal with silent action on stage, and this got developed later on in the project.   

Although at first I was nervous, after the first two days I began to relax and found the experience liberating.  I found I had much in common with my piers, and I could be myself and was able to relax and not have to worry about whether or not I was "doing it right" or in some way conforming to someone else's way of doing things.  At the end of the six sessions, I did feel that we were ready to move on."

Maria:
"Contrary to its aim of bonding,' I found this phase the most problematic, contentious and stressful part of the whole Project.
The difficulties began immediately for me, during the first Bonding weekend, in my one day session for the group.
I had enjoyed the preparatory work for the session, as it had enabled me to grapple with some concepts, and out of these arose what I felt were some key questions for the project.

1.  What is the relationship between our impulses, our vision, our bodies and our movement?

2.  What aids moving freely, what does not?

3.  If movement conveys a psychological reality, then does our way of seeing or not seeing interrupt that process?

4.  Does isolating different tension states impress on us an idea of which ones we might habitually use in life and why?

5.  In the same way, do we feel that we adopt certain rhythms in our movements to negotiate our environment?

6.  How relevant is Clown in our personas and experience.  Clown representing living on the margins and at the edge of spontaneity, confusion, and quick invention?
 
The aim of my session was to begin a familiarity of working together, and to introduce to the group   techniques of Physical theatre  and aspects of movement  that I was interested in, and which I felt could begin to unravel my questions.
The format was a warm up to loosen the body and games to encourage focus and spontaneity.  Then I led exercises around exploring impulses, different levels of tension, rhythm and Clown.

Unfortunately, the days work felt difficult and left me feeling rather dissatisfied and mildly troubled about the project.  Ostensively this was because  I over loaded the session with too many exercises and changes in direction, in my eagerness to ‘communicate my ideas  I under estimated different levels of experience and understanding within the group, as well as my own levels of expectation.  

Also, the evaluation time at the end of my session felt flat and under used by the group.  As we had identified this section as the time when we would begin to analyze our work, I was perturbed when I was met with relative silence.  However, I subliminally felt that this silence from some members of the group did not come from purely a sense of being over whelmed by the huge task of the Project, but from something more destructive.  This was only a vague feeling that I had, and it troubled me.  As I wasn't clear how to deal with it then, I merely sent a written evaluation to everyone, reviewing the day, and explaining how I felt that we needed to use the evaluation time properly, in a direct and honest way, to analyze our work.  Then, I could only wait to see how things would develop.  

The next two day session, led by Liz and Liam, a month later, did not leave me feeling any better.  Outwardly, Liz's workshop engaged well with a set of questions for us that she raised, around colour, touch and the imagination.

 I learnt a great deal from the way in which Liam allowed  the group to organically play.  For the first time in the group,  I felt he created a real spontaneous space by letting the group explore his exercises around building and shaping vocal walls.
 
However, I felt we were all wafting about a bit, skimming the surface of the work, the cornell of which seemed to be somehow illuding us.  I feared we might end up with lots of fractious unspecific reference points at the end of this time and very little else.  As a result I had an uneasy anxiety that we might not have the skill, or full intellectual engagement as a group to fix what the essence of our work was and methodically dissect it.
 
 It was apparent that tensions between certain members of the group were growing more pronounced, and at the end of the weekend one group member confessed to the group that the aim of 'bonding' was not working for them.  I had to admit I felt the same.  It seemed that so far we had exposed more the differences between us than anything else.  I felt this was not just because of our different attitudes to performing, but also because, out of the mirroring of our impairment in each other, there was an undercurrent of competitiveness, that was acting as a block between some of us."  


In March the Project was held up for a month, while Maria went away to train with a new guide dog.  When she returned, the final two sessions, led by Karina and Damien took place, along with the final evaluation for the Bonding period.  

Whilst the first four sessions had been held above the Organic ‘Cafe, the final two were transferred to the Oval House Theatre.  During this weekend, the proceeding break had at first, seemed to have eased some of the previous cracks within the group.  However, in the closing evaluation, where honest responses about each other and the work attempted to be engendered, a fearful reticence prevailed.  Instead it seemed, members were covertly confessing to other members outside the group their real feelings. 

This was having a deleterious effect on the projects resources, namely in that   the lack of  face to face honesty, had impaired the bonding process.  Consequently, in the fourth planning meeting, a couple of days later, most of the group were proposing another unplanned phase of bonding work.” 

Maria:  
"I felt that it was going to take more than the planned group residential to help us.  Without addressing our hidden conflicts, we were just going to waste time and money in repeating the prescription of our last bonding time and be no nearer a point to work with outside artists."
 
It was decided, amidst a lot of resistance and questioning from some members,  that a crisis meeting be called before the Project went on any further.

After some postponement, the group eventually met to review individual objectives and personal dynamics.  It was a terrifying and raw meeting, where an agenda was set for as much honest feeling to be voiced about each other.  It was intensely difficult and at times, not very pleasant. 

The session was based around two simple questions:
 
How do you feel that you have worked with each individual up till now? 

How do you feel that you can work with each person in the group from now on?  

There was a lot of courage taken in answering these questions and it resulted in three members explaining that they felt they could not work with Norma Pearson.  As this was a large percentage of the group, and because there was no real time to  sort out what the complex reasons for this were, Norma agreed to leave the Project.
  
Suddenly the Project entered a whirl wind phase of negotiation and coordination. There was the selection, contacting and arranging of meetings with artists, searching for and booking venues for the Summer workshops, and researching residential arts centres.  Dates and times were being juggled, and established.

 The budget was constantly needing to be reworked primarily by Liz, due to new funding coming in.  It is fair to say that during this period, Liz and Maria administered all of this work, and were very stressed by it.  At this point Karina Foxworth Jones resigned from the project due to other commitments.

In retrospect, the problems encountered over these five months were natural and stemmed from a case of putting the cart before the horse.  This was because the Project idea was formulated initially, and then several individuals invited to gather around it.  At that point there was little knowledge or trust of one another  and consequently no real group as such.  To assume in the planning, that six full day sessions would somehow establish a fusion within the group, was simply knave.  It seemed to take those frustrating and sometimes aimless sessions at the start, to begin the process of bonding,  and then all the angst, self evaluation and redefining of the group that followed, to complete the process.”
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 At the start of June, the group, now made up of four members, spent five days at a residential art centre in the Wye Valley.  It had been decided that Extant needed a dedicated chunk of time to concentrate on the nexus of the work, without the extra concerns of travel, accommodation and meals, acting as a constant distraction.  This welcome and timely alteration in the programme, which provided the project with an alternative space to work in, was made possible by the receipt of additional funding from the Baring Foundation.

The first day or so away centered around some intense discussion.   In beginning to apply practical exploration to this, some solid ideas and structures began to emerge.  Initially, three main definitions were cast:

1.  This project is NOT about how we as visually impaired performers can find better ways of playing '
sighted' character roles.  Nor is it yet about how we as visually impaired performers can find better ways of interacting with fully sighted actors.

2.  This project is about us defining what makes us different, and instead of trying to bury or deny it, use it imaginatively, to build another language for Theatre that works for us, and that can feed into, when necessary, conventional Theatre practices.

3.  The primary components of our language will be based on the intricate ways and methods which  we have already developed naturally to negotiate the physical world, and our vocabulary will issue from the break down, exploration and creative development of these forms of negotiation.

From here, new insights were discovered and established:


 
GUIDING
Different methods of being guided by sighted people were identified.  This led to the exploration  of a whole range of intricate physical actions derived from the ways in which visually impaired peoples bodies get manipulated and manoeuvred when guided.   

Liam: 
"This was the high watermark of the project. C.S. Lewis once wrote that Nothing, I suspect, is more astonishing in any man’s life than the discovery that there do exist people very, very like himself. 
I have been interacting with other visually impaired people ‘since the age of six. If I had thought about it, I would have fully expected my colleagues to have undergone exactly the same experiences as me, of being physically manhandled, but this is no substitute for discovering in practice that we possess a shared culture of mutual experience.  It was through our laughter and sudden memories that we began to create possibilities whereby such physical actions could represent a shared language that could bind visually impaired people."  (FIG 2)

Damien:
"We looked at ways in which we are helped to negotiate certain spaces and put these into short physical improvisations.  I found the work fascinating and began to get a glimpse of some of the areas that we could draw material from in the future."  

Liz: 
"I could recognise virtually all the guiding techniques the others showed having often been inappropriately guided myself, but moreover my experience being partially sighted, relies on verbal instructions, lights colours and visual images."
   
 
Maria: 
"Naming the elements of being pushed, pulled, perambulated, heaved etc, illuminated the great potential for comic theatrical content. Also these movements could be incorporated with acrobatics and martial Arts."

 
Liam:
"This spontaneous sharing was not restricted to guiding techniques but also to handshakes, helping hands, warding off hands etc. Then we speculated about the creative potential in the use of recreating these physical experiences for example the patronising handshake could be the foundation for dangerous satire in a buffoon, clown tradition: the blind person is approached by a patronising person who shakes his hand and will not let it go. In the end, the blind person escapes by hurling the hand shaker over his shoulder in an act of martial arts."

DISTANCE
Distance, judgement, accuracy and focus were explored. In one exercise a cricket ball that sounded when rolled was used.  

Maria:
"I was interested in the theatricality of the ball acting as a substitute for a line of gaze.  Also, when we moved quickly like the ball, we thought a slow motion strategy that depicted speed, might lower our anxiety."

Liz: 
"On occasions it was important that I carried out some exercises with my eyes shut to provide equality amongst the group.  Whilst I was happy to participate in these exercises it sometimes became difficult for me to give objective responses.  

At times I felt very frustrated.   My sight distance accuracy on locating objects and people is different.  As the only partially sighted member of EXTANT now, I did sometimes feel a little out numbered.  I missed being able to make comparisons of the partially sighted experience, which is a grey area, although all 3 remaining members other than myself, had formally been partially sighted and could identify a little with me, I couldn't fully identify with their experience of much limited sight. It was interesting that I noticed that my physical movement is often more tense than the other members of EXTANT."



VOICE
The group worked with vocal guiding techniques By formulating a basic sound language for forward, back, left, right and stop, In using these basic indicators, a person could be guided at a distance towards a specific object in a large space, as if by remote control.  

Maria:   
"I found that this had potential for solo as well as chorus work and mirroring."
 
Liz:  
"We felt the potential to be useful to performers and also helpful to audiences as it may make it easier to identify where people are on the stage."



LOCATION

The group explored the wide range of strategies that they use to navigate the environment when locating objects or distances.  Eg. 
 
Liam:  
"I Trail my leg in a slow motion exploratory kick to see if there is something there, or I move around filled spaces by sliding my feet to contact things with them first to reduce degree of impact."

Damien:  
"I crouch down, bent forwards, with hands leading or my Hands go up to my face and eyes to prevent something hitting my head."

Maria:  
"I felt these types of mediation of space, could act as a basis for a defined method of movement, indicative to us."



TENSION
The group created a game that explored a basic familiar level of tension.  It involved walking around in a small and then large space, whilst trying to avoid the 'Vampire'.  
This demonstrated homing in strategies, avoidance skills and the heightened state of tension that the group adopt when moving through 'dangerous', every day  environmental spaces.

 Liam:  
"One uplifting outcome of this week included the formation of our own games like Vampire.'.  Games like this bore fruit, yet where they were going in respect of a stage language has not fully emerged.  None the less they were as fruitful and constructive as any of the huge variety of drama games used elsewhere in workshops and rehearsals. We have simply answered with our own and they can serve as warmups in themselves, as well as pieces of fun, " 
MOVEMENT AND FOOTWORK
In order to understand more about movement in relation to visual impairment it was necessary to get acquainted with how individuals in the group moved.

Liam:  
"Each of us took turns exploring an open space while being shadowed by a colleague, the latter placing their hands on shoulders or hips.  Although the principal position would be to have one hand on a shoulder with another on their waist, I would constantly explore how they were using hands arms and legs.  This proved very informative and I gained a sense of how they moved that was better informed than before." (FIG 1)

Liz:  
"We turned the Wye  Valley's homely environment and extensive grounds to our advantage, when we started to observe how each other physically moved, and our walking patterns etc. They provided us with ample opportunity to explore the use of space and the different textures beneath foot and lighting conditions.  

From doing a short exercise in mimicking each others walks, it was identified that foot work convey many messages, body posture, other physical appearance, mood, character, atmosphere, and environment.    

Damien:  
"It would seem to me that there is a good starting point for the development of practical working methods,  through exploring issues around what information could be picked up about an individual through the way they walked, by just relying on the sound they made with their feet."  

Maria:  
"Like building up from the voice, an idea of the shape of the mouth and thus a whole picture of the face, we found that  we could build up a language of footwork that described movement. We used it to communicate with each other. We also agreed that it could be used to communicate with an audience." 

INTERPRETING ENGLISH
It was found that a Disparity in perception of words can lead to an erroneous description of an environment being given.    Also ‘the many interpretations of a word can reflect visibly in a visually impaired persons actions when being guided from a distance. 


Liz:  
"Verbal communication and sound is important to nearly all visually impaired people (I wish we had recorded the directions being given at the breakfast table as this was an excellent example of a reduced form of verbal instruction!"

Maria:  
"I felt that this could be used as a strong dramatic descriptive device.

Although the focus of the residency was initially on enabling themselves as performers, as a by product the group were also gathering ideas for possible content and ways of communicating with a visually impaired audience.  These were important discoveries as well.  This was a week when Extant had regained a sense of purpose, whilst still retaining the flexibility to explore unforseen territory.” 

Liam:  
"We had become more selective, enabling us to be patient and thorough: not trying to include too much but having plenty of material in reserve.
 
By the end of the week,  a new lease of creativity had been unlocked and the group felt they could, with confidence, now join in a healthy exchange with the external practitioners.” 

Liam: 
"Journeying down together helped bond us and all in all, Extant was a happier, more united group.
   
In surviving the traumas of the past five months, living together for a short time on the residential, and whilst there making a significant breakthrough with the work, the group achieved a unity it had been searching for. This lasted throughout the rest of the project.”


















[bookmark: _Toc198056146]Chapter 4
[bookmark: _Toc198056147]ART FORMS

From the beginning of the project, the intension was to develop ideas the group had conceived during the 'Bonding' period,  in workshop exchanges with practitioners of other art forms.  It was hoped that input from certain disciplines would expand and solidify these ideas.  The areas of artistic practise considered were:


1.  DANCE.  
To vigorously challenge the groups usual boundaries of moving.

2.  SOUND TECHNOLOGY.   
To experiment with forms of guidance with music sound technology. 

3.  PHYSICAL THEATRE.  
To concentrate on the internalisation of movement  defined through visual impairment and using the techniques of physical based Theatre to  register how, why and where impulses originate from.

4.  EURHYTHMY.  
To use this philosophy of sound, movement and space, to explore the  relationship between rhythm, voice and visual impairment.


There was much debate within the group about which practitioners of these art forms should be work with, and even if the group should work with any outside practitioners at all. 

Liam:  
"Certainly I got immense enjoyment from talking, travelling, living and working with Extant, and having discovered methods and games we could call our own, I just wanted us to create: to build on our inspiring inventions and to dazzle the rest of the world with them."

 

Maria:  
"I felt it was important to get  as wide a range of input to inform our work as possible.  Most of the art form practitioners we ended up working  with were people who I had initially contacted.

Because the project had been funded to include  a combined arts strand, there was a commitment for the work to go forward in this way.  Consequently, a short listing, contacting, and setting up of consultancy meetings with several artists happened through out June. 

Some of the meetings were inspiring, like the one with Guy ‘Evans, which left the group looking forward to the workshop with him, and some were less so, as with Lindsey Butcher.  Extant had, because of time restrictions, arranged her workshop dates, and then met up with her.  Unfortunately, there was a diffidence felt  about her response to the group and it's work, but Extant felt obliged to go through with the workshop anyway.  This slightly contradicted the idea behind the consultancy.  

Another meeting was held with the Extension artists, Janee Hall, Mandy Redvers Higgins and Reina Haig.   These were an invited selection of other visually impaired practitioners.  Extant had planned, through the aid of extra funding, to open the project up for one weekend, to an exchange with these artists. Discussions were also held, about the potential of using video not only to document the project, but to also start a debate on how it could act as a creative interface with visual impairment.”
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A one day workshop held on 3 July at Paddington Arts, with Katrin Magrowitz.
  
Katrin Magrowitz majored in theatre at the Free University in Berlin and graduated from Goldsmith's College in Drama & Theatre Arts. In 1993 she set up Koncrete Theatre Company and has directed all its shows to critical acclaim.  Productions include 'Mephisto' at Riverside Studios, London and 'Rape of Lucrece' at The Globe Theatre, Berlin. She is currently in pre-production of her first feature film ' Piece of the Moon' ( German/English co-production).  Plans this year include directing 'As you like it' for the Court Yard theatre school in London and ' Richard III' for the black theatre company 'Five Points' in New York. 
[bookmark: _Toc198056150]The Workshop

Katrin:  
"As a director of physical theatre I introduced Extant to my method of creating a physical character frame on stage through a non-psychological approach, based on the teachings of the Indian Kathakali Theatre. The method enables  the performer to create a physical frame  entirely drawn  from their own impulses,shapes and rhythm. 

The first two hours of the workshop were given to preparatory work, i.e. warm up exercises, Feldekreis exercises and games. The middle section to individual and group improvisations on sound and rhythm, and the latter part of the workshop to the ritual of creating such a frame from the participant's own impulses accompanied by myself on the Jembe drum."



RESULTS
 Damien:   
"I found the first workshop given by Katrin, in some ways the most difficult,  and ended up looking at the work we did as a warmup workshop.  It was based around dance and there was much work carried out individually.  This meant that for long periods of time one person would be moving around the space while the rest of us sat around listening." 

Liz:  
"This was a tremendously physically demanding day which stretched my physical boundaries.  Positive points to the day:
Developing our individual movement rhythm and exploring each other’s.
Exploring the space in a snake line (I have always found running around the outside of a space particularly helpful ‘in ascertaining it's size). 
 Basic Feldekreis breathing and stretching exercise, particularly good for group rhythm
 Use of 9 Kathakali emotions, asking individuals to explore our own rhythm and tune through different emotions. This enabled spontaneous and free movement."

Maria:  
"I felt that after our three week break from the Wye valley, this workshop was a good means by which we could warm up again to working physically together.  

Although we could only touch on Katrin's method in the short time we had, I felt a real freedom and release beginning in me through the work.  I felt this was not the case for the others in the group, especially the men, who seemed to let their minds limit them physically.  It suggested to me there was a lack of ability for us to intimately interact with each other through movement.  I felt this self consciousness could ultimately impair our general exploration.”     

Liam:  
"I appreciated the relaxing affect that the Feldekreis exercise had on the body and mind, and I thought this was enhanced by the thorough time and patience given to doing the exercise in the session."

[bookmark: _Toc198056151]ANALYSIS
1.  The use of individual rhythms could be a GOOD way to establish where performers are on a stage, like a type of signature tune,   call and response etc.  This could link with the idea of remote control sound language.

2.  The Feldekreis exercise of pacing, counting, breathing and raising alternate limbs works as a good centring devise and way of establishing synchronisity  for visually impaired performers.
 
3.  Contact improvisation  was thought of as a development to this work and though this dance form had not been chosen as part of the Dance element, Janee Hall, one of the Extension artists, was asked to include it in her session with us in a few weeks time.

Katrin:   
"Embarking on the workshop is always an emotionally and physically challenging journey for the participants and I found that all members of Extant responded extremely well to this challenge. It was a joy to see everyone move so freely, explore individual as well as group physicality   and see the shaping of physical frames taking place.  I hope it will have contributed to Extant's search for a unique stage language and look forward to working with Extant again."
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A one day workshop held on 4 July at Paddington Arts, with Roland Quenell.  

Roland Quenell trained at the Ecole Jacques Lecoq in Paris in gestural theatre. In 1991 formed Torsion Theatre with colleagues, and performed and toured five shows to date, concentrating on a highly energetic choreographed and physical language for adapting texts and devising drama. 

[bookmark: _Toc198056154]THE WORKSHOP
Roland:  
"Prior to the workshop due to my unavailability I was not clear who I was working with, and what were the exact goals of the project. I have never worked with sight impaired people or ever actually given any consideration to the role of sight impaired people in the performing arts. This was therefore a chance to learn and discover and consider issues of what sort of theatre was possible, desirable or relevant to sight impaired people.  I worked on basic ideas of the physical disciplines of studying and controlling posture and tension, dynamic control of movement. We explored the Laban effort analysis of dynamic movement in weight, space, time and flow. I am used to working these ideas with a definite focus on what these visually communicate on stage. Here it was far more relevant to finding how the participants perceived their space, their ability to negotiate it, and their image of themselves in ft
Later we considered sources for creative movement and acting, including the use of colour."


[bookmark: _Toc198056155]RESULTS
Damien
"Touching on elements that we had visited earlier amongst ourselves, it was interesting to revisit old ground and look at it from a slightly more structured perspective."
 
Roland:  
"This was an experience that made me consider totally new questions and assumptions I have.  The aims of the project were to me very broad and inclusive, and open to all sorts of discoveries. Being used to very specific performance and stylistic goals, and taking sight for granted I found myself in a very new situation. All my material was perceived and evaluated from a different perspective to that I was used to."

Liz:
"Despite not having received our notes, Roland engaged quickly with us and   shared some valuable exercises, like relaxed ways of falling.   Exploring our habitual way of moving and then taking those movement patterns to a heightened extreme, was very ‘liberating and fascinating,  and held huge potential for creative development." 

Roland:
"I was struck by how sight impaired people have a heightened physical consciousness and a consequently more complex self image as a result.  from my perspective All the participants were very aware of their own body and movement image in the everyday world.  It was a revelation to me just how physically more sensitive a sight impaired person is to them self and the environment. I found that itself to be full of fascinating dramatic potential. I think the range of expressionistic movement technique and improvisation could build confident and interesting performances about that which is so hard to communicate. The complexity of being sight impaired in such a physically complex and dangerous environment."

Maria: 
"I found Roland's session a standard Physical Theatre workshop until we began to get specific.  It brought up how much I have a block about moving, and I was able to observe the following:  that I feel threatened by a combination of feeling looked at by people, and obstacles in the room, chairs, tables, even walls.   When I feel inhibited in a space, I adopt the 'Vampire' level of tension, my head tilts to one side or turns off centre, so I can use my tiny patch of vision.  I will walk crab like as well, because I would rather collide with my side, than risk my head or the front section of my body."

Roland:
"The study and practice of techniques of dynamic control and expression in my view are potentially very dramatically interesting.  There is potential for clown in playing against their normal body types and there is the great potential for using these techniques to create other worlds and selves, within a controlled arena to use as contrast, polemic, narrative or self revelatory material." 

 

ANALYSIS
1.  When habitual ways of walking and negotiating space are established, an accentuating and denying of certain personal idiosyncrasies can happen.  This then can be isolated and pronounce certain movements impulses and anxieties.   This can be used either for purely heightening a performers awareness or to theatrically tell a story. 

2.  From the basic Laban break down of movement the technique of 'flow and bound', which Roland demonstrated under pinned a way visually impaired people move, as did the groups 'direct' movement.  This is constantly being interrupted by the threat and the actual impact with objects.  When broken down, a heightened state of tension immediately injects at this point, and taking this as an example of one of the components of our movement, it could hold great scope for developing an intricate system of  moving, which could describe who and where visually impaired people are in the world.



Roland:  
"If the subject of a drama were about their own image and negotiation of the world and themselves, In combining physical discipline with expressionistic physical techniques I think there is the potential for the participants to be able to objectivise the world and themselves to great dramatic effect. How effective this could be is dependant on the chosen theme or content of performance work, if indeed that is the desired outcome."
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A two day workshop held on 10-11 July 1998 at Union Chapel with Guy Evans.  

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 mesmerised 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. "
[bookmark: _Toc198056158]THE WORKSHOP
Guy:
"The aim of these two days was to experiment with specific items of sound technology and find ways in which blind and partially sighted artists might use them to extend the boundaries of live performance.

The equipment used was selected from the Shape music mobile a portable music technology resource run by Shape London. At a planning meeting, I described what each piece of equipment did and outlined the possibilities of using them in various combinations.

We concentrated on three main activities exploring Sound beam, using a multi effects unit to setup virtual ambiences and experimenting with a Sampling Effects Unit. Most of the time was devoted to Sound beam the item which in concept had generated most interest.

As a starting point, I set the beam to operate a normal electric piano sound in a conventional manner with a melodic selection of notes, the lowest on the left, the highest on the right. The beam was on a short setting putting the whole range of notes comfortably in the physical range of one player. Each person tried this in turn.

My aim at this stage was simply to convey the concept of an invisible virtual keyboard and give people some feel for how Sound beam responds, maintaining a clear link between cause and effect.

I wasn't quite prepared for the fascination this simple exercise would cause. The key was the absence of any physical object. Someone (Maria?) explained that to blind and partially sighted people, any sound at close proximity triggers instinctive caution because that sound signals the presence of an object to be negotiated. To be able to create sounds without physical objects was itself a liberating experience.

Extending the beam to the full length of the room allowed several people to play at the same time, prompting a number of spontaneous games based around locating precise note positions.

By linking Sound beam with a sampler, sonic possibilities were extended beyond recognisable keyboard sounds. The virtual keyboard could be set to trigger any number of sonic inventions, limited only by the internal memory of the sampler. To illustrate this, I loaded in a pre prepared keyboard patch which contained a random selection of sound effects and several relatively long musical events.

Moving around the beam, the player could construct a shifting sound collage. By altering various parameters in the sampler, the levels of precision and randomness of playing could be predetermined.

As each person tried this in turn, I was struck by how quickly everyone arrived at an effective combination of discipline and response to the unexpected.

Sound beam has an inherent randomness which can frustrate anyone attempting to play it with absolute precision. This is to do with the complex electronic process which goes into triggering a single note combined with the fact that most three dimensional objects (such as people) create many faceted interruptions in the beam which the processor struggles to interpret as single locations.]

We then made several customised beams using individual vocal samples based around short phrases. Other versions included group vocals assembled using the sampling effects unit to create a multi layered effect. Movement games then produced a surreal conversational form as phrases were cued by the actions of people in the beam."
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Damien: 
"The sound beam workshop was inspiring.  Playing round with a beam, trying to detect and avoid it was a lot of fun and just by having fun, it became apparent that this piece of equipment could make a vast difference in terms of accessing a given space."

Liz:
"I felt more equal during this work with the other Extant members.  As you cannot see the sound beam.  However, once I had seen the gun I had a good idea where the source of the sound ‘beam might be, ie where it was positioned in height etc therefore I could interact quicker.  It could be used to locate open exits by placing a short beam in exit zone 
 Each person could have own source of sound beam which you could switch on and off.   ie. when you wanted to help other people locate you.” 

Guy: 
"The main revelation of this activity was that Sound  beam could be used to define areas of a performance space, at the same time providing dramatic ingredients in the form of precise sound cues or locations for sound improvisation.  

 
Liz:  
"A moving sound beam could locate objects, i.e. lower sound if object further away, the nearer you get the higher the notes get.  I like the idea of linking light and colour to beams as well."

Maria:  
"The two days spent with Guy exploring Sound Beam, was for me a fascinating diversion into a technical world, which pointed at the possibility of creating a sound scape that could represent colour, textures and objects."  

Liam:  
"No amount of explanation or description prepared me for just how amazing sound beam is when you interact with it.   
I think the beam can designate quadrants of sound that can act like a spot light, ie if particular sound is being activated it means others are out of the way, which could assist the blind performer or audience member."

Guy:  
"The final part of the session concentrated on trying to use Sound beam as a locator.  One exercise involved setting the end of the beam to indicate the position of an object. This proved very difficult because the fine tuning needed to avoid accidental triggers but give an accurate position, was easily destroyed by the slightest movement of the transmitter or the object being detected. Later it occurred to me that reversing the thinking might have been more practical. This would involve setting up a beam which several sound cues in fixed positions then placing objects at these locations . The beam would have to be positioned high up to avoid accidental triggering by the objects themselves.

A second exercise involved an operator moving the beam around like an invisible torch while one person tried to avoid detection. Accidental triggers from walls floors etc. made this a rather confusing pursuit. More interesting was setting the beam in a secret position then giving one person the task of working out its location . The movements and sound produced definitely suggested possibilities for drama and interaction with musicians.

There were two ideas for modifications to the technology which I will now check with the makers. The first involves the use of multiple, personally mounted beam transmitters working via radio ‘links. The second is to try to limit the radial spread of the beam so that it is more analogous to a laser. This would make trigger locations much more precise along the whole length of the beam."

Liam: 
 "Working with the beam made me realise how mobile the human body is, even when you think you are standing still.  
What is needed is a thin ray of sound that immediately cuts out when say, a hand is withdrawn."

[bookmark: _Toc198056160]ANALYSIS
1.  There was potential to use the invisible sound beam, activated by our movement, as a specific aesthetic reference that sculpted the relationship between, perception and the invisibility of objects which are present, but in this case, represented by sound.  

2.  The invisible beam acted as a general guiding instrument, and could be felt along as a direction of sound.  Despite its technical irregularities it could be used to demark for the blind performer, parameters of performance space on stage. 


3.  Using Sound Beam supported one of the groups objectives, to find ways of extending the bodies radius further than the field of human touch, to encourage a greater sense of spacial awareness.  Using the beam like a musical remote control, could  open up a way of technically and creatively navigating a performance space.

Guy:  
"The whole project was very enjoyable and revealing. Throughout, I was very encouraged by a general openness of attitude which concentrated on the possibilities of what the equipment offered and resisted any temptation to become frustrated by its many limitations."
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A two day workshop held on 24-25 July 1998 at Paddington Arts with Lindsey Butcher.  

After graduating from London Contemporary Dance School, Lindsey Butcher joined Extemporary Dance Theatre, and with them worked for the next five years.  In 1989 she joined Ra Ra Zoo Circus Theatre and performed in a total of seven productions with them, including collaborations with Amici and Green Candle Dance Companies.  She has also worked with the Royal Opera, Desperate Men and Women, Gandini Juggling project, Disco Sister and Momentray Fusion Aerial Dance Theatre.  Lindsey also toured and performed in her own work, Tango and Crash, a duet performed with Jeremy Robins.

[bookmark: _Toc198056163]THE WORKSHOP
Lindsey:  
"Both sessions began with an aerobic warmup, leading into more specific body work orienting around key skeletal points, (through touch and visualisation), demonstrating hopefully, how these can assist us to negotiate different spatial levels and orientations.

Basic balance work, (3 stages), began with counter balance exercises in partners equally shared weight, through to leaning one person support, touching briefly on ways of lowering partner to floor GENTLY! The emphasis on all of this work should be soft, fluid movements sudden movements disorientate both flyer and base, Progressing onto lifting.  

We started with a basic back stretch lift (flyer lying face down over bases back), baby lift (flyer in arms) and progression through to lying across bases knees or up to fire man’s lift (talked throughnot done) and mink coat (flyer lies in fetal side position across kneeling bases shoulders). NB. These are just names that I give them to identify individual lifts not officially recognised names!

My intention on going through these basic positions was to illustrate that with further play time and practice, the base can become a "human climbing frame" which the flyer can explore, moving fluidly through many varied balance and hanging points.

On day one, we side stepped slightly at this point and looked at different ways of building pyramids, a, flyer standing on upper thighs of two bases and b, flyer kneeling or standing on backs of two bases who are kneeling on all fours.
We also touched briefly on ways of negotiating own weight transfer through feet and hands, up to hand balance and back to feet.
‘
On day two, we reviewed most of the above and started work on acro balance basing and flying: thigh stands,( using counter balance), working through stages of base kneeling, base leaning against a wall and then free standing. Front angel, (base lying on back, legs raised straight to 90 degrees, flyer balanced hips on bases feet in arched back position) and candle stand, (base lying on back supporting flyer on hands and knees, flyer straddles bases hips, leans forward to put shoulders in bases hands reaching back through legs to bases knees and jumps up to handstand phew!

Aerial work explored, included using both harnesses and slings, working with two slings at the same time, (lying and straddling), two people in slings at same time, all be it briefly and solo sling work, sitting, on knees and on one hand."  (FIG 3)

[bookmark: _Toc198056164]RESULTS
Liz:  
"This was a brilliant weekend which reminded me of my childhood and my then lack of inhibitions. Sight had very little to do with how I conducted myself and my lack of fear was apparent.  We learnt to have a strong sense of each other,  and our sight levels were totally irrelevant.  I didn't miss not having partially sighted members companionship during this work.
It was good to observe everyone else's poise particularly Damien's
 strength and solid balance."


Damien:  
"Just to have the opportunity to touch on areas that would traditionally be out of bounds for a visually impaired person gave the session more of a magical feel.  I felt at times that I was in some way revisiting my own childhood and pushing back those barriers which all to often stop us from taking risks.  I was very excited by this work and do not see any reason why it could not be explored further."

Maria:  
"Having my initial doubts about this workshop, stemming from the consultancy meeting, I found our two days with Lindsey, a remarkable and liberating experience."

[bookmark: _Toc198056165]ANALYSIS
1.  In being pushed to experiment with balancing and lifting each other, it revealed the strength of the group's bodies.  They learnt that the anxiety to use and move them, comes not only from being visually impaired, but also being restricted through adult hood.

2.  The group discovered that the stillness and maintaining of balanced body shapes, can hold a movement in the story they tell.

‘3.  Working aerially in the harness,  enabled the group to escape the constraints on the ground.  A certain release was found in the air, which was object free and akin to the freedom experienced when swimming.

Lindsey:  
[bookmark: _Toc198056166]"Although excited at the prospect of teaching the group, I have to admit to being somewhat apprehensive initially about both my ability to teach this sort of work to people with visual impairment (participants safety being my main concern) and also how the group would react/relate to the tasks set. I found the group to be very welcoming, open and tolerant of my lack of verbal articulation whilst trying to explain basing positions etc.   I thought that concentration levels, energy, commitment, sensitivity to each other and application to tasks set were excellent and personally found the whole experience very enjoyable and rewarding."


































Chapter 9
[bookmark: _Toc198056167]FILM

Extant discussed the potential of using video, not only to document the project, but also to act as a creative interface to explore visual impairment itself.  Reina Haig, a visually impaired film maker, was invited to video material at both Guy and Lindsey's workshops, and Extant gathered on 26 July at Paddington Arts, to discuss it with her.  

Reina Haig worked in Theatre for many years as a performer and director, before studying film production at the Northern Film School.   She graduated in 1997 after producing her short film 'Drive'.  This film features audio description, which was included as an integral part of the films production.
[bookmark: _Toc198056168]THE WORKSHOP
Reina:  
"I participated in the SOUND  BEAM and ACROBATICS workshops with a Hi8 video camera, with the aim of joining in and hopefully harmonising with the groups work, responding to the opportunities each workshop offered for creative exploration and innovation.

I experimented as much and as freely as possible, abandoning all conventional filming norms eg. Playing with focus, exposure, framing, colour balance. I also recorded snatches of the many stimulating discussions that sprang up spontaneously as a result of the work in progress." 
[bookmark: _Toc198056169]RESULTS
Reina:  
"The result is 2 hours of varied footage. Some sequences are either semi or totally abstract sketches, throwing up the seeds of ideas that could be developed either as stage or screen images or  scenes. For example, white lines moving, strobing, meeting, separating against a black background (white sticks, people invisible in low exposure.)
In terms of visual design, the camera work pointed to possibilities of exploring a high contrast, bold, graphic design style  on the one hand, a degraded, fragmenting, desaturated imagery on the  other.
[bookmark: _Toc198056170]DISCUSSION
We met to view the footage and this was the general direction sparked by the material. 

1. Ideas for staging/scene design.

‘2. Ideas for screen imagery

3. Discussion around owning and controlling screen imagery as a visually impaired or totally blind devising practitioner."

Damien:  
"The discussions that took place around audio description and creating a more accessible video using narrative structures was fascinating.  At present I feel that the use of video in the project could take us down a road that I had not, at the start, anticipated and therefore, slightly change the focus of the whole project."

Liz:  
"As a partially sighted person vision and image, colour light texture etc are extremely important to me in everyday life and creativity but I hadn't realised, until this discussion how significant photography, television video and film are.  All visual media holds huge potential to bring small detail into greater focus.  

Personally I need to get really close up to objects to see finer details, I might not know what an object is until I'm virtually on top of it.  It's very easy for me to mistake what I see. What one thinks one might see, might be totally different in reality.  

I am particularly interested in exploring live video coverage of facial expressions and close detail, but if images are very large and in more detail they could be quite scary for visually impaired people.  I know for example bees, wasps, and insects I am not scared of, while I can't see them, but if brought into focus.  There is huge theatrical potential here."

Maria:  
"I found discussion around interacting with the camera lens as a visually impaired performer, fascinating, and especially around aspects like Reina hanging upside down in Lindsey's harness to capture an impression of how the eye initially receives information, before the brain turns it the  right way up."
[bookmark: _Toc198056171]ANALYSIS
1.  To use close circuit TV and video to record live action on stage and relay this over big screens, so that visually impaired audiences can gain maximum benefit of small images as well as the performers.

2.  Does film purely work in a dialogue with sighted people, and if so, is there a question of voyeurism?  Is there a way where film can, through audio description be handled, and used by blind performers to describe their sound and texture influenced imagination.  

This might not apply to the congenitally blind performer, of which Extant unfortunately has had no involvement with to date.
‘
3.  To use prerecorded sound track, routed to different spaces, to build up surround sound environments and pictures. 

  4.  An aim is to create a 15 minute video from the footage taken.  This will be used as a focus for further discussion and development.

Reina:
"I found working with EXTANT an inspiring experience.
It was the first time I've had the opportunity of working with other visually impaired theatricals.  I have great respect for the integrity of Extant's work: resisting easy outcomes, engaging with and exploring the potential of spontaneous events, producing totally original stage possibilities, in which use of sound and physical, stylised choreography of space seem to be key leading elements. 

This has been a really creative experience which stays with me, kindling a desire to go further. As a visually impaired theatre/film practitioner myself, there are many aspects of my experience that I know I can only begin to articulate in collaboration with visually impaired colleagues. I think this work has the potential to inform a genuinely innovative production process which I would love to be involved in."
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[bookmark: _Toc198056173]EXTANT EXTENSION

A three day residency held from 31 July to 1 August 1998 at Hawkwood College Stroud.  This included Mandy Redvers Higgins and Janee Hall.
  
Janee Hall gained a degree at Roehampton Institute in Dance in 1991 and has been working as a Dance artist in the community since then.  She has worked as a performer and workshop leader in the UK and over seas.  A regular performer with Touch Down Dance and Amici Dance Theatre Company, she  receives her inspiration from a wide range of movement techniques and philosophies. 

Mandy Redvers Higgins trained at Lancaster University in Drama and Contemporary Religion.  Since graduating she has worked as a performer for Red Ladder, New Breed and No Excuses Theatre Company's.  From 19914 worked as the Artistic Director of Liverpool Playhouse Youth Theatre and currently works as Forum Manager for North West Disability Arts Forum.
[bookmark: _Toc198056174]THE WORKSHOP
Janee:  
"Contact Improvisation is a unique way of developing a movement technique for any performer but is especially useful for visually impaired performers. It demanded a lot of inner concentration yet also tuning in to your dance partners movement. 

Contact Improvisation relies on both dancers remaining in an equal relationship to one another, no one leading no one following. With no outside visual stimulation the movement pathway relies totally on the responses to one another's movement. The movement and point of contact can be as small or as large as the body offers. We also discovered the choreographer within us all by drawing movement pathways on each other's backs."  (FIG 4)

Mandy:  
"I was invited by the Extant Drama group to work with them both as a participant, and as a visually impaired workshop leader/Director.  I aimed to facilitate development of a piece of theatre based on a poem by Omar Khayaam.  I did not arrive with a set plan as I wanted to experience some of the work that the actors in Extant had already developed. I therefore put together a short workshop aiming to develop a short poem, using many of the techniques that had been explored during the first two days. I was interested to use my experience as a director to try to create a piece of work that was both liberating for the performers and interesting and exciting for an audience. One item that I wanted to introduce to the workshop and also into the piece was the use of white sticks. By using them the actors did not have to worry  or put unnecessary energy into manoeuvring, but could simply focus on the task. 

We then introduced a white stick into the final performance artistically, but also as a mobility aid. Instead of the movements being simply carried out, as if in use, they were extended and developed. Ultimately, during each gentle sweep of the stick, it interacted with still figures and initiated movement. The final piece that we worked towards included a mixture of white stick work, movement, and contact improvisation."

EXTANT:
"This was our first exploration time since Wye Valley, and with fresh input from our guest artists, we were able to healthily  develop aspects of our work.  We had the opportunity to experiment and merge  elements such as counter balance and tension states with our guiding components, as well as discovering new ideas."
[bookmark: _Toc198056175]RESULTS
Damien:  
"I knew we would be going over again, some of the work we had done in the Wye valley and I had mixed feelings about it.  However, when we demonstrated what we had been doing and when I witnessed Mandy and Janee take on bored what we were trying to impart, I felt pleased with their reactions and their feedback. 

They were able to join in and engage in a unique way, and they were also able to bring their own experiences to complement that work.  I saw again glimpses of what could be achieved when looking at a stage language.  Janie's workshop on contact improvisation and Mandy's input into the discussion around characters describing their actions set off all kinds of new thoughts."

Liz:  
"I really welcomed the inclusion of another partially sighted artist, Janee Hall.
We had an interesting discussion around facial expression.  As I said earlier, partially  sighted people's  levels of vision vary tremendously. We found that by grossly exaggerating facial expressions and movement, almost to gargoyle proportions, that this made detail clearer and comical.  Bright coloured costumes in contrasting colours, and exaggerated masks do help."  

Maria:  
"Janee's contact improvisation session achieved what I hoped it might.  It held the key to unlocking a safe, dynamic and immediate, route into moving both rapidly and in a controlled way, and it relied on a counter balance with your partner.
Also an exercise where a pivotal person moves another around with just a finger to palm.  This exercise was a real challenge to our habitual movement.  It liberated us from anxiety, because we were locked in a concentrated two person dynamic, and focused us on how each other moved."   


Liz:  
"I enjoyed working with Janee in devising  creative improvisations around our experience of guiding techniques.  This provided an opportunity for us to work without verbal communication and to use limited eye contact.  We also involved Contact Improvisation (which Janee showed the group) in our devised piece."

Janee: 
"The work threw up these questions, why did we choose these particular movements and gestures?  As visually impaired people where do we draw our movement ideas from?  Or are they stored inside us? Do we have a restricted set of movements in comparison to sighted people?  How can we change or develop our movement vocabulary?"
[bookmark: _Toc198056176]ANALYSIS
1.  The group discussed the idea of characters incorporating within their dialogue, live description of their actions and expressions on stage.  It was felt that this might be a welcome live, verbal and non technical diversion away from audio description.    However at this point the group did no practical work around this.  

2.  The group also discussed breaking the convention of personal space by performers getting up close to see detail of faces, bodies etc.    Alternatively, they considered developing enlarged movement and or gesture, and pushing into the grotesque facial expressions, for both the benefit of performers and audience. 

3.  In transferring the vocal remote control language for forward, back etc, to piano notes, the group found an exercise that suited all degrees of vision.  Besides having an abstract quality, this exercise acted   as a powerful guiding and controlling instrument for moving as a group, the piano notes could convey to a visually impaired audience in what direction the characters were going and complement live description.

4.  The group used the white cane, not only as a guiding aid, but also like a snooker cue.  Objects were moved around the stage with it and it showed how powerful and how much control the group could have as visually impaired performers. 
Using the white cane in a different way gave the group a new set of expressions to their movements.

Mandy:  
"I found it extremely interesting and stimulating working alongside other visually impaired practitioners,  taking part in exercises, discussing ideas and developing new methods of working. The experience was liberating as issues around sight - or lack of it, did not seem important or relevant.
  I think that the work that Extant is doing is very valuable and worth pursuing. I would very much enjoy the opportunity to ‘develop a longer piece over more time."


Janee:  
"As a dancer with a visual impairment I was drawn to the research focus of Extant. My experiences as a visually impaired dancer have been both positive and negative as well as being very lonely at times. I often felt that directors/choreographers were more concerned with the aesthetic appearance than the quality of dance work that I could offer. 
How would I relate visually to other performers?
Did I move any differently than any other dancer? 
Was my spatial awareness restricted or different than my co-performers?  

The work of Extant provided a great opportunity to share these experiences with other visually impaired performers, and explore new ways of moving across space individually and as a group.

The EXTANT group worked well together welcoming guest artists and at all times were professional in their research and commitment to the project. In summing the time spent on this project it is clear that so many issues have arisen and certain aspects need to be researched on a more
in depth level to gain it's full impact on the work."
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[bookmark: _Toc198056178]EURHYTHMY

A four day residential workshop, funded by the Alexander Foundation. The workshop was held at Hawkwood College Stroud, and Ran from 14-17 August 1998. It was led by Smadar Bunzel, and included Janee  Hall. Video documentation by Neil Payne. Smadar Bunzel was born in Israel, and grew up on a Kibbutz.  She studied Music, Dance and Creative Education at Tel Aviv university.  She came to England in 1983 to study for a six year Eurhythmy  accreditation.  Since 1987, she has worked in Israel, New Zealand, and UK specialising in work with  learning disabled children.  Smadar has led teacher training seminars, on the arts, education and health.  She is a member of Stepping Stones Consultancy, which works with issues of culture change, and she is cofounder and Director of London Eurhythmy Group, who perform in London and run multidisciplinary arts based workshops.

[bookmark: _Toc198056179]THE WORKSHOP
Smadar:  
"The aims of the project were three-fold"

To introduce the principles of eurhythmy as an art form to members of Extant.

To explore the tools Eurhythmy offers for the benefits of visually impaired performers.

To explore the principles of eurhythmy as working tools for visually impaired people. 

 The task of introducing the whole concept of eurhythmy in 4 days was, as members of the group realised during our work, a tall order.  I decided to divide our days in such a way that we could explore the following:

 Working with the space between people and the coming to life of space

 Geometric forms and their qualitative differences

 Relationships between sound and gesture

 The relationship between rhythm and movement

 Basic eurhythmy techniques of movement
Creativity and form.”

1.  WORKING WITH SPACE:  The most important element of eurhythmy is the awareness of the space between the people and how the imagination of the individual becomes a living reality in space.  Without the inner activity of each participant -
a circle becomes a dead form - a  track.  The activity and awareness of the group makes the circle a living, breathing space that one can experience and see, both from within the circle and as an observer.  

2.  GEOMETRIC FORMS AND THEIR QUALITATIVE DIFFERENCE:  To understand and experience form in an immediate way, we worked with clay, where each of us could create our own sphere.   
 We then transformed our spheres into something new, The growth process of each sphere was then very individualised and our
objects became quite different from each other.  To conclude we joined these objects   into one new world that represented the group.  (FIG 5)
Then in space we explored the difference between moving straight lines and curves or circles using balls and rods.  We walked a star form on our own, then created one between us and saw the circle within  the star, and the star within a bigger circle. These are similar to pictures of our inner and outer relationships. 

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN SOUND AND GESTURE:
Our starting point was the vowels in our name.  Each person sounded their name, accentuating the vowels within it and gradually we came to an archetypal gesture that can represent the quality of the sound.  Because of insufficient time, we did not manage to fully explore this and I introduced the group to a principle that the vowels in language represent the experience of the soul, but in gesture they live in the pure form of geometry.  I also introduced three consonants that are very different in movement quality to vowels and represent outer pictures rather than soul moods.  B in clay, L in cloth and M in colour.  

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN RHYTHM AND MOVEMENT:  
Again our names provided us with rhythms close to our hearts.  We clapped our names and tried to recreate each other's quality of clap.  We later improvised movement to three percussion instruments, drum, gong and bells.  We finally embarked on a poem that provided us with incredible changes of rhythm and versatility of sound.  We stamped, clapped, spoke and played with the three instruments to Hilaire Belloc

Tarantella.
BASIC EURHYTHMY TECHNIQUES OF MOVEMENT:  
Lastly, we looked at the quality of movement in eurhythmy, how
one acquires these techniques, where the centre of movement is compared to other movement disciplines and the fundamental exercise of mindful (3 fold) walking.  
Three fold walking is a simple and precise three stage exercise.  Firstly the heal of the left foot is lifted.  Then the whole foot lifts off the ground and travels forward, or backwards.  Finally it is placed back down on the floor, toes first, at it's destination.  As the left heal meets the floor, the right heal lifts, in preparation for that foot to travel.   

On special request we dappled with the artistic concepts of different types of movement, looking at thinking, feeling and willing elements and how one changes one's walk, without losing the basic elements of eurhythmy movement.


CREATIVITY AND FORM:  
The group observed the infinite detail within a plant and choreographed around images from a poem sun
burst by W Kalugin.

[bookmark: _Toc198056180]RESULTS
Maria:  
"I found the sessions and explanations in them some times difficult to comprehend, because the subject of Eurhythmy seemed so esoteric and even mystical at times.  However, there were occasions when I felt a real connection both intellectually and in a practical way with what we were doing. At these times I could  connect with it's relationship to our main objective."

Liz:  
"I found several significant areas of Smadar's work especially relevant and felt the techniques could develop individual and group movement."

Smadar:  
"During the four days the circle gradually became an intrinsic being, relating our change of awareness and the group dynamic.  In using balls, rods and cloth we could
explore how the space changes when we are connected to different objects that bring a quality of their own, and as such, transform the relationships within the space, and between each other.  The beauty of working with visually impaired people in this way was the inability of the people to just imitate and follow - the experience could only be from the inner work of each individual and as such became that much more powerful as it  transformed."

Liz:  
"Movement and use of space altered when working with rods, balls and of course the material.  I think this was great for keeping a circle at the same distance.  I enjoyed having the opportunity to think about the different weight each ball carried.  The material wasn't  perhaps as successful as it could have been but it was possible to gain an idea of the amount of space in the centre of the circle by playing with the tension in the material."

Damien:
"I think there are elements we can take from the weekend but I did find it difficult to buy into the more spiritual aspects, especially when I am being yanked off my feet by Smadar and then being told it was the cloth that did it."
    
Maria:
"Sometimes I feel that space is a thick pea-soup that I have to swim through. 
When I am still, space seems to encroach around me.It  feels like a wall close up, or a blanket over my head. Despite how empty or vast a space is, by using a huge piece of material between us, Smadar helped manifest 'the space in-between."

Janee:  
‘"Changing places with one another whilst retaining the overall shape of a five pointed star,  at first was a struggle but through concentration and with the help of some audible signals we succeeded. Would we have felt the same level of connectedness to one another if we were fully sighted and completing the same exercise?"

Liz:  
"Moving in a 5 point star together, was fascinating.  At first frustrating as we didn't think we would find the centre without a sound queue, but we got better.  It was exciting and helpful when Smadar introduced Rods and directional arm movements.  I don't  know why but there is something about holding an object and being able to point in the direction that you are moving which helps the mind and body respond."

Smadar:  
"Here one could see the immense difficulty in orientation to an outer point of reference.  While it was easy to experience the centre of the circle, it was not always easy to know the outer limits of the space.  When working on a star, the form was quickly clear and understood in space, but the orientation to a centre in the front of the room was hard to hold.  We found how much it helped when someone stood in the centre in a way  holding the lines together.  This was an important learning point for me concerning the different challenges visually impaired people have when working with centre and periphery."

Maria: 
"Working with clay  connected the concept that vowels are primal sounds, that are used in language to represent the world.  These essential sounds have gestures, which can be captured in something solid like clay.  This tactile fixed expression of space and movement in it, made Eurhythmy accessible."

Smadar:  
"In using clay, We could feel the different activity and inner life within each of the pieces created - an exercise that literally touched our souls.  Working purely with the sense of touch and clay, was a wonderful tangible experience of form and the inner life within a form."

Damien:  
"There were moments when I did find what Smadar had to say very interesting.  These were particularly around ideas to do with matching physical gestures to audible sounds."
  
Smadar:  
"Working with the drum, gong and bell was an exciting moment.  As I watched in wonder how everyone within the group moved with commitment to their true experiences.  The group fearlessly moved in uncharted space.  It is every performers desire to touch such freedom - I felt honoured to have witnessed this."  

Liz:  
"Three fold walking was very good for self-balance.  In Eurhythmy one is expected to walk toes first and place the foot very precisely.  The movement is rhythmical.  Always facing forwards which means extra concentration when moving backwards or sideways."

Smadar:  
"This is probably the most important learning we all experienced.  Exploring various walking styles and then practising the three fold walking, brought to light the importance of teaching this technique to visually impaired people.  The change this brought about was immediate and thrilling.  After seeing these results, and, as someone who teaches this technique to every student/client who I work with, I can say with full confidence that visually impaired people will benefit greatly from this exercise. Practising will improve their balance, posture, confidence, sense of direction, and awareness of space in daily life."

Janee:  
"The movement quality of Eurhythmy was very calming and meditative allowing us to concentrate on the inner source of movement, it demanded a vast amount of concentration and a mental process to appreciate exactly what was being asked of us as individuals. In some instances it felt restricted, un expressive and binding as opposed to most forms of movement which are extremely liberating and a never ending means to expressing oneself.  
  

Eurhythmy led us to question the initial source of movement within the body. Would we find Eurhythmy to be a useful tool in creativity or are we bound to a set of exercises or movement sequences ? if this is the case where does individual creativity have its place in this form of movement and how can we as visually impaired performers react/develop/grow from this.?"

[bookmark: _Toc198056181]ANALYSIS
1.  Three fold walking, challenged and controlled the group's old patterns of moving. The simple exercise led to a whole body experience. It became a powerful, unifying method of moving when the group used rods to co-ordinate their limbs and ground the movements.  
2.  When the group passed balls and rods around in a circle to different vowel sounds, it not only defined space in different ways, but inspired an idea of using light bulbs in the dark, in the same way.  In performance this could conceptualise a limited line of sight, or presence, or field of energy.
 
3.  The group gained an awareness of space, without the aid of objects, when they moved intuitively between the points of a five sided star.  It demonstrated that movement  could occur simultaneously and accurately in a designated space, not by seeing, but by experiencing the contracting and expanding space between them.

Smadar:   
"During the weekend and after, I have been full of gratitude for the opportunity to work with
EXTANT.  The sincere, hard-working, enquiring, open and untiring spirit they all brought was inspiring.  Even at moments where concentration was waning and an experience of overload was surfacing, their warmth and commitment enabled us all to go on.  It is not every day that we have an opportunity to meet a group of people full of joy and life who are also open-minded and patient. The space that EXTANT created for learning was a gift, and with that came the feeling that so much more could be explored and achieved.  I believe that future work that the group does can establish tools and techniques that will greatly benefit visually impaired people.   We did not have time to explore and introduce all the tools and techniques during the project.  I hope that such an opportunity is given, and I would be delighted to contribute to such research."
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[bookmark: _Toc198056183]PHYSICAL THEATRE

A two day workshop from 2324 August 1998, held at Paddington Arts and led by Katherin Hunter.

Katherin Hunter trained at the Ecole Jacques Lecoq in Paris before working as an actor with Theatre De Complicity in London.  With a new focus on directing, she has recently taken her work to the Edinburgh Festival,  Almeida and Royal Court Theatres.

[bookmark: _Toc198056184]THE WORKSHOP
Katherin:
"This was an exploratory two days in which the Extant performers and myself delved into the following areas:-“

1.  INDIVIDUAL PHYSICAL AWARENESS

a.  Salutation to the sun:  
a yoga exercise involving a sequence of physical extensions of the body

b.  Prenegema and Kapalatati.

Breathing exercises, both of these have physical benefits such as oxygenating the brain and aim to steady the mind through physical attention.

c.  The plate.
Large extensions of the arms and upper torso. 

d.  Undulation.  
Fluid motions of the spine.

2.  COLLECTIVE PHYSICALITY
     
CHORUS WORK, with the group moving as one.
  
3.  NEGOTIATING THE SPACE

a.  Running across the space.

b.  Working with Bamboos:  
Placing a bamboo of about 4ft under the arms. 

c.  Bamboo work as a group:  
The group were connected to each other by balancing a bamboo on each index finger.  

4.  STORY TELLING FOR A NON SIGHTED AUDIENCE.

We approached this through improvisation whereby one performer comes into the space and describes who they are, where they are ‘and with whom they are engaging.  
Another performer steps into the situation set-up, embodying the character just described.  
Those watching ask questions when they have insufficient information.  
The characters often in a comical way would then act in situation but add a description of their physical actions to their improvised text.  

5.  THE ROLE OF THE IMAGINATION: ie  INNER SEEING IN THEATRE
I read the scene in King Lear when Edgar leads the blind Gloucester up an imaginary cliff and Gloucester jumps off:  Then Edgar pretends to him to be some-one at the bottom of the cliff who impresses on him what a miracle it is that he fell so far and his life was saved."

[bookmark: _Toc198056185]RESULTS
Maria:   
"It was very exciting to work for two days with such a distinguished physical theatre performer as Katherin. She seemed to engage intuitively with what we were trying to uncover. Katherin could understand the value of us wanting to examine the Clown: 

To explore our natural selves. 
To celebrate blindness.   
To unlock that potential through Clown, in all it's variety.  
To take a raw 360 degree feel of ourselves. 
To realise that just us being in a room and moving together is highly dramatic.  

Unfortunately, she felt unconfident to approach teaching this aspect herself, and suggested her partner Marchello instead. Unfortunately he was unavailable at the time, so we did not explore this avenue."

Katherin:  
"Working with bamboos individually, the performers were able to sense a kinosphere area of energy around them.  Eventually we removed the bamboos and this resulted in an alteration of body position.  More upright, open a larger physical presence."

Liz:  
"When the rods were removed there was an incredibly strange feeling.  The distance and spatial awareness was still maintained."

Katherin:  
"Using bamboos between the group, the performers seemed to enjoy this connectedness and moved confidently in the space in a great variety of physical shapes and at different tempos."

Liz:  
"This gave us an idea of the distance and tension held between ‘the pair.  On taking the rod away could the tension and distance of space be held?  It was amazing.  I never experienced any exercises like this in my drama training.  It is a great way to look at space and personal, or character boundaries."  

Liam:  
"Using the bamboos is good for visually impaired performers because it acts as a means of communication and compensates for not being able to see each other, allowing for distance between bodies while still maintaining some contact.  It affords exploration in a less obviously accessed and blind way, because the only thing you are committing is your finger tip."

Katherin:  
"Running: By giving vocal signals the 4 performers ran across the space  efficiently and at considerable speed."  

Liam:  
"I felt that freedom was lost and inhibition grew in running across the room.  As I ran, the distance was overcome but the object grew bigger, and the nature of the exercise changed.  If the exercise was all initial dash and no location of object, then it would be ok, but locating the object you are running towards becomes more the issue as you get closer and so your running becomes impaired."
  
Katherin:  
"Chorus: With sighted performers, this is accomplished
mainly through peripheral vision so we devised a system in which vocally a base rhythm was set up with vocal signals giving right turn and left turn cues.  In this way the group moved efficiently and fluidly as a group of four, suggesting different qualities, ie telling a collective story."

Liz:  
"Using live description as part of our improvisations is not the conventional approach to audio description, which is normally given separately outside the characters.  Though quite Brechtian in it's style, the idea of visually impaired performers deliberately taking this concept to the maximum exploring every possible vain would be an excellent way to access both actors and audience and could be developed into a cultural style of performance delivery." 
 

Katherin:  
"This was funny, provocative and seemed to have great
potential."

Liam:  
"I feel it is imperative to investigate this type of stylised description executed by the actor. This was first touched upon in Damien's workshop and then our extension weekend. With Katherin we expanded it from the monologue form to include four actors each self-describing. By definition this would seem to require some written investigating in parallel with the practical possibilities." 

Maria: 
‘"if the performer can give a description of their movements, it would be just as good as an outside fully sighted describer doing it, which might change from person to person, as no one sees the same thing, or describes it in the same way anyway, due to the way they 'see'.  Besides, there is sometimes a cultural convention that creates a mental template, when moving or imagining, eg a toilet, which enables you to assume there is a familiar lay out, without needing any more description."

Katherin:  
"In continuing the theme of imagination, the greatest revelation in the performance of the Shakespeare scenario was that the description given of the cliff and what lies beneath is at the heart of the scene and its dramatic power.  It is Gloucester's imagining of this imaginary cliff that convinces him his suicide is imminent and as an audience we too believe in this make believe because the description is so extraordinary."

Damien:  
"Katherin had obviously thought very carefully about the project and its over riding philosophy.  Every exercise she took us through felt in some way related to what we were trying to achieve."
[bookmark: _Toc198056186]ANALYSIS
1.  The group found that working with 5ft bamboo sticks, can for individuals elongate the arms and aid cutting and sweeping the air around, thus increasing a radius of touch and so heightening a sense of spacial awareness.   
In pairs, and linked by bamboo rods, the group were able to travel freely, and explore different levels and postures.  They also achieved a collective steady undulating way of moving.

2.  The group has been investigating the possibility of building a style of theatre around description, conveying action, environment and character. 

They started with a simple description of their own actions and expressions. They found that this could preempt another character's action. This leads on to a multiplicity of perspectives on one scene, through the description given by different characters.  
The group found that scenes could be frozen while descriptions were given about one another. This could be developed into a ping-pong effect with further crossdescription and reaction.

Then they began to test working with describing imaginary environments.  Through description,  a visually impaired audience  could be invited into inhabit, the malleable and translucent world between the performers imagination, their own, and the described visual action.
 
3.  The group realised that actual running or moving with speed in a space would be better replaced for the visually impaired performer, with a slow motion strategy that depicted it.

Katherin:
"I found all four participants physically adept and daring (especially in the context of games, physical  
Prowess seemed to increase) and they were gifted in comic and dramatic skills.  

Apart from hugely enjoying the company of Maria, Liz, Liam and Damien “The great revelation for me in  working with non-sighted and partially sighted performers was the love of sensitivity in physical awareness.  The physical aptitude and the discovery that the imaginative world is even more highly tuned than the sighted performer's, since physical environments and relationships of self and each other in space are constantly being imagined:  something that sighted performers become automatic about and therefore less sensitive and responsive to. I look forward to the possibility of further exploration."
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[bookmark: _Toc198056188]CONCLUSION

This laboratory experiment distilled syntax from different performing languages and attempted, through an alchemic process, to fuse together a new one for the blind performer.  
Throughout the projects duration, the remaining members of Extant went from experiencing confusion and frustration at times, through to inspiration and unity at others.  All of these transitions led to them fulfilling the Project's aims.  The first of these was the exploration of some similarities and differences of visual impairment within the group.

Damien:  
"This project was unique in that, as far as I am aware, There has never been  the opportunity for visually impaired professionals to work long term 
on a project of this kind.  I have found it both refreshing and liberating working with other VIPs on a practical level.  Through our individual and collective experiences, we have developed a good working relationship."

Liz:  
"I have thoroughly enjoyed working with the other members of EXTANT and I value their support, constructive feedback and commitment to the work.  I believe we developed a very strong team."

Maria:  
"This has been, unequivocally, one of the most significant projects that I have ever worked on.  
The Stage Language Laboratory has afforded me the opportunity to converge and develop issues and skills in both my personal and professional life.  Together with the Project combining an acknowledgement of my own historical experience with that of others, it provided a means by which  my creative engagement with that history, opened up the possibility for it  to find a new artistic representation in the World."

Liam:  
"Having discovered methods and games we could call our own, I just wanted us to create: to build on our inspiring inventions and to dazzle the rest of the world with them. It seemed that on the two occasions when we made some progress ourselves, namely in the Wye Valley and the first of the weekends at Hawkwood, there was a practitioner just around the corner, waiting to pull us back.
 As I had suspected even before the rewards of the Wye Valley, the practitioners workshops did not equal the private work, fascinating though some of them were.  It was during these workshops that I began to feel I was in the wrong project."

Damien:  
"At various points I have had glimpses of what could be achieved in terms of developing a stage language  Particularly in the Wye ‘Valley and at Hawkwood college, and I enjoyed working with the other practitioners.  I found they brought fresh air as well as many overlaps to the project."

Liam:  
"Any of the practitioners with whom we worked thought we were very physically aware. This shows how there can be a disparity between our perceptions of ourselves and those of onlookers. 

I am certainly physically concerned but not aware and it is being unaware that has made me so concerned about my physicality. For instance, throughout the project, we were asked to do our natural walk. This occurred during our private workshops and those with guest practitioners. This was so problematic I almost exploded. I think my frustration was born of me suddenly realising that I didn't have a clue what my natural walk was. Considering we were working with experts on movement, you would think they would know better than to use such an inept phrase. Surely we walk at our most natural when we are least aware of it:
when we are not conscious of ourselves. Is it not fair to i.e.
say that people have a compendium of natural walks? Are they not dependent upon ones frame of mind: surroundings, footwear etc?

 As soon as you are in an exercise, natural behaviour is very hard to recall. Even so, I couldn't help punishing myself for not knowing what my "natural walk" was when everyone else seemed perfectly happy with this exercise."

Liz
"It wasn't until now that I realise just how much easier it is to be amongst artists where there is no pressure to conform to sighted convention.  The training I received at Drama School could have been accessed much better, had the Tutors been aware of appropriate teaching methods."

Liam:  
"Another frustrating propensity of workshop leaders, is to make people work simultaneously in one space. For instance, the participants would be asked to just walk around the space. Needless to say, this normally meant in our natural walk. We as Extant workshop leaders were even guilty of this. Whatever the exercise in question, the conditions of sharing a space with other people, all of whom had as little sight as me, prevented me from achieving anything. I would be too aware of the danger of impact either with walls or people to concentrate on my physicality or whatever the object was. 

I was often able to banish such fears and to take risks, but the ensuing pain and rage of the inevitable accidents brought home the fundamental fact that such work was not playing to my strengths but reinforcing my weaknesses. I'd be better off going back to being the sole blind member in an otherwise sighted company: at least they can see me. Clashes of heads may be physically painful, but they shatter confidence making one feel degraded, furious, incompetent: a melting pot of negative ingredients."


These polarities within the group, were natural out comes from embarking on such a complex and uncharted project such as this.  In navigating these points of difference, Extant stoically journeyed onwards to discover a workable, homogeneity.  This allowed the Projects second aim of discovering some creative and accessible stage techniques, to be achieved.
 
Has the brewing mixture of results from the Stage Language Laboratory created solid enough of a compound to ensure the third aim?  This is A method and model of good practise, that communicates clearly between performers and their audience.  
It has become apparent to Extant that only the testing ground of a stage production will decipher this. 

The following recommendations condense some of the ingredients that the group has used so far.    These may constitute a mere babbling in themselves at present, but Extant assert that with the right development, honing and fusion, can, articulate into a powerful communicating device for blind people on either side of the theatrical experience.
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[bookmark: _Toc198056190]RECOMMENDATIONS

The research findings of the Project can be broken down into three areas:

1.  Movement techniques or ideas for gadgets, that assist in  creatively accessing better a stage area for the visually impaired performer.


[bookmark: _Toc198056191]1.1  TECHNOLOGY.

a.  Sound beam to demark a designated performance space.  Also to musically detect near and far objects with the beams gun.

b.  Close circuit cameras and big screens  to increase detail, or the use of large magnifying glass.   

c.  Costume, which makes different identifiable sounds which can be enhanced by hidden microphones.   Telescopic and retractable canes around the wrist and sonic detectors fitted in hats, helmets or masks.  Also shin and knee pads fitted into clothes as protection.

d.Environment, inflatable or foam sets to lessen effect of impact and extreme lighting, colour and textual contrasts on stage.

e.  5ft bamboo canes to increase spacial awareness for individuals and to  link performers while moving.  Also elastic or rope to connect performers to parts of the set or stage exits.

f.  Aerial work in the harness to release movement in the object free air.

[bookmark: _Toc198056192]1.2  EXERCISES.

a.  Feldekreis exercises to help coordinate breathing, rhythm and movement.
(see chapter 5)

b.  Snaking the room and building up speed to decern performance.  space.  (see chapter 8) 

c.  Five point star formation exercise to heighten intuitive and accurate stop start movement in a designated space.  (see chapter 11)

d.  Vampire to heighten avoidance and homing in skills.  (see chapter 3)

e.  Pivot with one finger to another's palm to experience a ‘partners movement.  (see chapter 10) 

f.  Three fold walking to gain a balanced, grounded unified walking pattern.  (see chapter 11)

[bookmark: _Toc198056193]1.3  MOVEMENT STYLES.

a.  Contact improvisation incorporates counter balance and aids a safe and immediate access to moving rapidly, and in a controlled way.

b.  Piano notes to act  as a movement and direction indicator, like a remote control, for collective group movement or a single performer. 

[bookmark: _Toc198056194]1.4  THEATRICAL STYLES.

a.  Foot language to communicate mood, posture, appearance, environment etc.

b.  Description theatre, involving within the dialogue description of action, characters and environment.  This can act as a live, verbal, non technical diversion away from traditional audio description. It could possibly use some of the styles inherent within plays written for radio as its basis.
Just how important the differences are between the 
imagination of the audience from the performers imagination, and the 'description' will need further research.

c.  Grotesque Theatre.  The use of exaggerated  gestures and  extreme facial expressions.  This technique  breaks through the barrier of personal space by allowing the partially sighted performer and audience to observe greater detail.


2.  Movement techniques that show new ways to portray the multiplicity of  experiences that visually impaired people have. 

[bookmark: _Toc198056195]2.1  TECHNOLOGY.

a.  Sound beam  to create a surround sound object scape. 

b.  To use audio described film to show one interpretation of how sound and texture can influence image in the imagination.  

c.  Rolling audible balls towards objects or carrying lit orbs in the dark to represent a line of gaze or attention.


[bookmark: _Toc198056196]2.2  MOVEMENT STYLES.

a.  Tension states and Laban methods  to  isolate and heighten habitual movement.  This emphasises certain aspects of the visual impaired persons experience.

‘b.  Idiosyncratic movement in locating objects used in an open, gestural and stylistic way.

c.  Clown, to explore the comic, tragic and survival elements in the blind experience.

d.  Guiding techniques. Establishing a range of intricate physical actions derived from the ways in which our bodies get manoeuvred when guided.

e.  Acrobalance, to hold  a story in the stillness  of the constructed shapes that one or more performers bodies can create. 

3.  Areas for further development. 

[bookmark: _Toc198056197]3.1  SECOND PHASE.

a.  To show case in a production based on a theme, most, if not all, of the techniques and technology that the group has been researching and developing.

b.  Further collaboration during production with those  art form practitioners who have been sympathetic and helpful in assisting the group in its aims. Workshops with these practitioners should be set up and lead into the productions rehearsal time, to further develop areas such as Clown, Sound Beam, Acro balance, etc. 

c.  It is essential that the showcase production must be constituted by a visually impaired team of professional artists, what ever the structure, as yet not specified.

[bookmark: _Toc198056198]3.2  THIRD PHASE.

a.  Following on, it is suggested that a third phase be set up for other blind performers.    This would involve a specifically designed training programme  for them that drew on results from the first two phases, and featured the new way of working. 

b.  To take such a training programme into schools and colleges to act as a new basis for drama training and confidence building for visually impaired young people.
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"The communication  between us and us with our environment creates our language,  which is vast, fragile and so very valuable." 
Jane E Hall Hawkwood Summer 1998.  
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