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A  REPORT ON THE PRESENTATION OF RESEARCH INTO STAGING FOR BLIND PERFORMERS 
AND LIVE ACCESS FOR VISUALLY IMPAIRED AUDIENCES.


      INTRODUCTION


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


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


In 2002 we received further funding that enabled us to enter a second development phase of this research.  Only working with performers who have very limited sight this time, the purpose of Stage Lab 2 was to produce creative material that could be integrated with the theatrical experimental mechanisms resulting from the Stage language Laboratory.  This combination helped us to investigate the premise of the first research phase in a more specific and rigorous way.  However, this was kept within a workshop setting with no external observation, apart from that given by the specialist artists that we invited to   contribute certain practices to our exploration.

Having discovered some exciting   themes within the creative material, key performance methods that liberated the blind performer, and potential ways to access this within live performance to a visually impaired audience, we knew the next stage of our work was to synthesize all of this and test it on an audience who might measure the success of what we were   attempting to achieve.

Securing support in kind from Jackson’s Lane Community Theatre, who have a strong commitment to assisting the programming of Disability performance work, we then approached the Regional Arts Lottery programme and were successful in obtaining funding through them to carry out The Next Stage Project. 


AIMS OF THE NEXT STAGE


To work towards the completion of a first draft of a new drama by a blind writer, Maria Oshodi, working title    ‘The Apprehension Equation’.  This explores concepts of the dynamic relationship between the blind sight distinction and its affect on perception and site.  Taking stories and themes from the lives of certain real life and fictional blind figures, the story explores three characters who inhabit contrasting plots that reflect different relationships with ‘not seeing’, so unfolding the main question/theme of the piece.

To develop liberating physical performance styles for and by blind performers, i.e.   performers who do not use any degree of sight as a primary way to negotiate space. For example, using styles of movement, which are derived from blind peoples, own natural ways of negotiating the world like tension states in Physical theatre, clown, and non-naturalistic methods that enable ease of movement across space. 

To Access this to a visually impaired audience through live methods, such as molding the written material through production so it holds clues for a blind audience about action on stage.  This is a cultural esthetic we aim to develop in access terms, which reflects the fractured way in which blind people have to naturally gather from their environments, fragments of a picture, piecing it together by constant editing and working backwards with delayed exposition.   This is so the work will not be dependent on technical intervention to provide the access for   the blind audience, as is usually the case with the conventional and expensive use of audio description in theatres.  

To also attempt to make the work theatrically interesting for a sighted audience.

To realise the above in a half hour/45 minute work in progress performance, and present this to an invited blind and sighted audience with performing arts backgrounds.     The specific purpose of this is to receive feedback on their experience of our work in terms of content, theatricality and accessibility, and analyse their response in regard to future production development.



OBJECTIVES

The Next Stage ran from the start of February to the end of May 2003, with the aims of the project being realised through the following objectives:

	DATE
	DESCRIPTION

	1-14 Feb
	Writer and Director work together from the script for 2 weeks, selecting scenes and preparing a framework of exercises for the rehearsal workshop. Pre-production meeting with stage manager.


	17 Feb
	1st week of workshop rehearsal at Hawkwood College Stroud inc performers, writer and director.

	24 Feb
	2nd week of workshop rehearsal at Hawkwood College. Project co-ordinator to begin mail out for presentation. 

	3 March
	3rd week of rehearsal at Hawkwood.
Joined by trainee performer.

	10 March
	4th week of rehearsal at Hawkwood College
Co-ordinator to organise access for presentation.

	17 March
	5th week of rehearsal at Hawkwood college

	24 March
	Production week in London – Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday day-time rehearsal at Jackson’s Lane Theatre with presentation on evening of 27 March.

	April
	Final financial and general administration of project.

	May
	Writing, collating and distributing report. 


	
The success of this project was to be measured by gaining a   good representation of visually impaired and sighted arts professionals as our invited audience, and structuring the presentation of our show-case in such a way that it optimised on enabling them to feed back to us what they were experiencing.  We aimed to achieve this through establishing discussion sessions for them and the creative team within the presentation, and also offering them another way to respond, through evaluation forms that could be completed and returned to us a few days after the event.  We hoped to gain a clear assessment from this as to what   aspects of what we had produced were successful or not.


Setting-up
  

We had invited the same artists who had been involved in the previous phase of research, Stage Lab 2, to work on this project.  However, whilst waiting for the outcome of our funding application, one of the performers took other work, which made him unavailable.  Extant then held auditions for a group of blind male performers, of which there are very few in the country, to try to find a suitable replacement, and during this, felt we met two performers who could possibly bring different but equally valuable skills to the project. As we had only budgeted for three performers, we offered the job to the more experienced actor, but capitalised on this unexpected occurrence to research and locate a fund which could support the other less experienced performer to join the project as a trainee.  We were successful in obtaining this additional funding from North West Arts and Extant was therefore able to include a training opportunity for the first time in our work.

The project participants, otherwise known as the creative team, were all blind except for the director/workshop facilitator.  They were as follows:

Maria Oshodi 			Projectmanager/writer/performer
Eileen Dillon		 	Director/workshop facilitator
Damien O’Connor		Performer	
John Wilson Goddard		Performer
Mike Taylor			Trainee Performer



PARTICIPANTS REPORTS

MARIA OSHODI – Project Manager/Writer/Performer

Background

A month before the project started I worked throughout January 2003 on re-writing a script, which I have been developing for over a year in association with this research and development work into accessible theatre for blind performers and audiences.  I hoped by adapting and weaving together the stories of three historic blind figures, that the content of the piece would reflect a deeper relevance to what we were technically trying to achieve on stage.  I also wanted to write about three very different characters, so I could explore various styles of writing. The aim of this was to stimulate different approaches to performance and staging, which hopefully would assist our technical endeavours.

Script Development.

The project began for the first two weeks of February 2003 with script development time between the Director Eileen and myself.  I sent her the re-written script as it stood, and after reading it, we met to talk about how and what areas of it we were going to work on in the forth-coming workshop/rehearsal.  Our initial discussions about what to produce for the presentation raised a difference of perception that we both held about the   purpose of the event.  Eileen thought we were working towards presenting a half hour excerpt that had narrative coherence, and therefore was concerned that the stories of the three characters in this draft were   still in three distinct sections, and did not appear in ‘one’ play as such.  I believed that this was less of a concern, as the purpose of the presentation was to test out as many varieties of performance styles as we could and as many ways of non-technically, (live describing) them for our visually impaired audience members.  This meant we did not have to be driven by making narrative sense within the presentation, but only by selecting which scenes from the script offered the most in terms of exploring performance challenges for the blind actors and how we would then describe these to our visually impaired audience.  We agreed that this emphasis would correspond more to the aims of the project and give us a clear basis for questioning the audience at the presentation, about the success of our experimental methods.
Although we felt that we could switch attention away from the content questions for now, Eileen and I did have some intense and lengthy discussions during this time about characterisation, dramatisation and style.   This really helped me to consolidate some ideas about more re-writes needed for especially the Calabi) physicist) character, and more over how the whole piece might eventually come together in one unified theatrical piece.  Eileen then chose the separate scenes or sections of text she wanted to work with in rehearsal and informed me of the first of these so I could get them brailed, ready for the first workshop week with the actors.

Workshop/Rehearsal Time.

During the first week we worked on introducing some basic movement work and philosophy of clowning to John, as it was his first time working with the company.  Eileen and I were hoping to take lessons learnt from a clowning workshop held for Extant last year and build a scene from these based on a description of an historical event by one of the characters in the script.  We worked on the relationship between the clowns for three days and the beginnings of a plot for the scene, but realised   that Eileen and I had different ideas around the use of the actual script that described the events we were enacting.  I had initially thought it could be used as the basis for live describing the scene, but Eileen couldn’t understand how this would work because the scene we were creating had much more in it than the script described.  I realised that this was a problem and so we would need to find other ways to describe this essentially visual scene.  As a performer I found working on this area brought up some deep ideological questions as it had done last year, but which we were exploring now in a much more systematic and close up way.  It seemed that clowning offered great potential as an arena to convey a picture of the social position of blind people, but practically, as a blind performer, trying to interact on stage in silence with my fellow actors was challenging and sometimes dis-empowering –very personal feelings that I understood theoretically could be used and taken to the limit within clowning.
In our second week we went back to finish the clown scene, and had long discussions about inclusion of a political gesture  - one of the clowns leaving the stage and pretending to be a sighted audience member.    I felt this act would rescue the scene from the edge of potentially parodying the blind, and re-enforce its political point.  However, Eileen felt this worked against real clowning, as it was too much of a planned incident.  Eventually, after a lot of head and soul searching, Eileen suddenly saw a way of retaining the gesture and making it spontaneous. We also found a way of including description within the scene by using single repeated words that cut out the need for Eileen as the interlocutor continually commentating on what we were doing.  We had tried this but found that it made us as performers respond to what she was saying rather than our own impulses, and meant our audience, with one continual on-going voice, would not have the chance to work things out for themselves. When Mike joined us in our third week, we tested the scene out on him and he found it accessible and funny.  He had not however realised from our performance that the clowns were blind, so we knew we had to mention this in our introduction to the scene. We felt we had found a method of live description that enhanced and did not detract from the presentation of this scene. 

In this first week we also began work on the maths scene, a section of text, which uses a mathematical pattern to example a philosophical point.  Eileen asked us to invent walks to a piece of music.  She then took the most common ones and tried to have us walk them in a square shape in time to the music.  Without a floor or wall guide we all persistently walked in unpredictable diagonals.  
In our second week we came back to working on this scene and Eileen tried to use getting us to place our feet at right angles so we might launch ourselves in the right direction on each turn of the square.  At first this seemed to be working, but as the sequence repeated we began veering off our designated squares, nearly colliding.  We thought the only thing that might do the trick was using strips of carpet as a floor guide, and obtained in our third week some make shift pieces from Hawkwood, which we secured to the floor and used for the rest of our rehearsal.  This prop proved to be an invaluable tool for us as blind performers, enabling us to quickly establish a sense of direction on stage for all the scenes, but especially for the Maths scene, where we were able to immediately move all at once in patterned precise relationship to each other without encoring injury. Eileen was then able to      get on with directing her inventive idea for the scene, which was hard to give an objective blind response to as all the performers were used for the scene.  Each of us dropped out to witness the scene with Eileen substituting, and all decided we felt the scene did not need any live description if the chanted sums repeated by the square walkers were loud enough.  As to whether the visually impaired audience knew exactly what shape the sum speakers were walking in was something we decided to find out from our live audience on the night. Trying to find ways of making everything accessible was better if we knew about it in advance, like corresponding the complete cut of lights within this scene to the simultaneous cut of the music.  However, when Eileen   was inspired to spontaneously add something visual at the last minute, like using a blue wash in this scene, it threw us into having to discuss during the tec run, if, how or what we should do about the access for this decision.

Resurrecting previously rehearsed scenes like Jack’s Monologue and resistance, not only posed the problem of introducing new actors who brought different energies which changed the scene, but also challenged us with the task of describing work which had been created with the blind performers freedom or quality of movement as its central focus.  It was intriguing to observe that in order to describe the split images we used so the blind performer could infer action across distance rather than having to do it by contact, we had to create an alternative version of Jack’s monologue, where the supporting actors stood still to deliver their live described line.  This adjustment meant that the central character did not have the physical presence of the supporting actors crossing his path and this effected the tension in his body that was needed for the scene.
Also, the Resistance scene involved constant movement and dialogue between all its actors, and this did not seem like a problem until we realised that there were no spare performer in the scene to describe it.  We had to include John at the last minute as an external describer, who we solved another access issue through by doubling him up as drummer for a heart beat rhythm that started as soon as the lights switched to red in the scene.  

Again, we rehearsed Mark point A, which was essentially a dance piece, over laid with a pre-recorded music and voice over sound track.  We thought this would be very difficult to live describe, but oddly it turned out to provide us with an interesting forum for exploring writing poetic live description which would be delivered externally by the actor who’s voice was pre-recorded, and we felt this fitted with the style of the piece.  Getting the movement, pre-recording, music and live description to synchronise caused headaches all round, but we were   pleased when we tested it on Damien as he seemed to get a lot from the description, though he didn’t make a link between the movement described and the pre-recorded script, which gave the scene its meaning. 

Another unexpected problem that arose was in the physical version of the Arrest scene.  We found it hard to decide whether to use the word ‘gun’ or ‘bed’ in our live description to our blind audience. We were using the body as physical representations of these objects and felt if we used these words, they could infer we were using the real objects, yet to describe how we were actually depicting them would draw out the description   too much. We opted to use the literal word and to test this on our audience at the presentation.

In spite of being continually excited, challenged and enliven by the work of the project, as a performer I felt under used during the project. I accepted the choices that Eileen had to make as director, because I understood the emerging limits in certain areas within the company due to lack of experience, training and ability. This   meant my strongest areas - physical work  - were utilised for the scenes, leaving testing my ability to handle substantial pieces of text un-exercised.  I had not thought that this would be an issue for me, as I did not think I had a strong desire to act, but during rehearsals I noticed that this was presenting itself as something missing for me.


Before we went away to Hawkwood, I had attempted to complete all the setting up of the project.  I had factored into my weekend returns home, writing the programme, evaluation forms and furnishing our London based co-ordinator with on-going instructions for mail outs, printing and brailing, as well as organising filming on the night etc.  However, unforeseen external matters began to make demands in our second week away, which meant I, as project manager, could not just concentrate on the intense work developing in rehearsals. I felt strained having to sort out things like suddenly having to find rehearsal space for our London week, the flat for the out of London actors and dimensions of the Jackson’s Lane stage – things I had not expected would happen, and which brought an added level of stress to the workshop process for me.  This and other group dynamic tensions that naturally occur during closed working environments might not have been so quickly resolved if we had not set up a space for evaluation meetings.  This created a culture of dealing with issues in the present within the project 


The presentation.

Our production week in London again re-enforced the ideal environment that Hawkwood College offered us as visually impaired   performers to work in.  
The day of rehearsal in Ladbrook Grove brought this home; with the cluttered hall full of office furniture that we were offered to work in, the turning away by café owners at lunchtime because of our guide dogs, and the 20-minute hike to the tube station at the end of the day.  However we made good use of our time, meeting our stage manager, organising costumes and rehearsing our entrances, exits and introductions for the scenes.
The next three days were spent rehearsing in the Jackson’s Lane space, where we were made to feel very welcome by the staff.  It was a real relief to finally get into the performance space, lay our   real carpet, and walk the final dimensions, after working with approximations at Hawkwood. I was worried about the   flat run through on the first day in the theatre, but was encouraged by the pick up of pace during the dress run for the signer the next day.  It was unfortunate that I had gone to a lot of work collating all the text of the script, live description and introductions, for the signer, which she studiously signed on the night, but none of our deaf invitees turned up.  However, we had a good audience at the presentation itself, and I was pleased that so many visually impaired people participated in the event.
Unlike the pleasant, but non-committal response from our small Hawkwood audience at our run-through the week before, the London audience levels of enthusiastic engagement in the feedback sessions between each scene, and intelligent, perceptive constructive criticism of what we presented to them, meant they really claimed the space to comment on issues of access that were important to them.  This meant we could observe their range of opinions, but had little time to come back with questions of our own.  However, this structure seemed to inspire quite a few people in the audience, one of who was a senior manager at the BBC, who commented afterwards,
“Our corporation could learn a lot from the way you constructed this event.”

Overall observations
This project offered me an opportunity to perform again, which made me take on another level of engagement with this research and development that theorising   about or writing for cannot access. I could perceive my own limitations in this skill and also the limitations of all other members in the company, which greatly frustrated me and made me feel at times despairing of ever reaching the standard I achieved for this work.  However, I had to remind myself that we were all trainees in this field, as it incorporated so many uncharted areas, and that we could not hope to all be immediate experts.  
I learnt through this process that nothing is a given with this work and that there are always unexpected problems cropping up when taking so many things into consideration.  Though the hot seating of our spare blind actor during workshops, and some of the audience feedback was difficult to receive about scenes that did not always communicate what we thought they would, this flagged up just how important the independent visually impaired consultancy is in this work, and how much time is needed to achieve the best balance possible between artistic intention, freedom in performance and audience access. 
In an attempt to encourage our audience to respond, we designed the feed back sessions with a bias to their comments, without considering the specific imponderables within certain scenes that we needed to ask them.  As a consequence, our audience forgot about particular moments within scenes by the time we came to ask our questions during the general discussion at the end of the evening.
Our final evaluation day felt very positive, and was essential to help us dissect our individual experiences of the prior evening and project as a whole. The completion of the work ironically felt like it happened when we all committed to take the presentation to the 3rd International Blind in Theatre festival in Croatia planned for October 2003.  Also Eileen and I took an opportunity this day to   consider how to develop the work from this point, including, script development, performance style, access consultancy, training, all leading to production within the next year to eighteen months.  
I strongly acknowledge the hard work of all members of the company, but especially the   sincerity and commitment that Eileen brought to the spirit of our work.  Without her focused dedication, creative imagination and willingness to engage in hours of extra thinking or practical time with us, this work could not have happened. Any future work that involves Eileen as director, should be recognised as such in the fee we pay her, which up until now has been the same as equity minimum for a performer.

Maria Oshodi


EILEEN DILLON – Director/Workshop facilitator

Background

Eileen Dillon trained in drama at Exeter University and has since worked as actor, director and workshop leader with community groups, youth theatres, schools and professional theatre companies. 
Her work with Extant began in 2002 when she   facilitated two weeks of workshops on the Stage Lab 2 project.

The Next Stage

Initial Aims:	My understanding of the aims of The Next Stage shifted during the two weeks that I spent with Maria prior to rehearsal.  Initially I approached the project as a director intending to direct an edited version of a new play. When I was presented with a collage of text taken from different sources, I struggled to find theatrical cohesion. In my struggle I attempted to edit the text into something that I could realize theatrically. This was not what Maria wanted.  During the two weeks we reiterated the original aims of the project, the exploration of different performance styles and practices for the blind actor, techniques to make our work accessible to visually impaired audience members, and the application of this work to Maria’s script. In keeping with these aims we decided on a selection of scenes that would be shown individually and then commented on separately. This aim was a truthful continuation of the practical research we did together last year in ‘Stage Lab 2’. The collage of text, collected shaped and written by Maria supported it and it was entirely appropriate to the first public showing of Extant’s work.

Working Methods and Rehearsals

Many of the exercises we used were continued from our ‘Stage Lab 2’ work e.g. predator/prey games, sequenced balances and counter balances, the layering of sound and text over sequenced movement, tension states and clown routines. We added contact improvisation and status exercises. I have given a full description of many of these exercises in the ‘Stage Lab 2’ report. For the purpose of this report I will focus on some discoveries made during the rehearsal of 2 scenes.

My choice of exercises was very much dictated by the text. For example the language of ‘Mark Point A & B’ is very poetic. It describes a journey towards consciousness and the acquisition of language. I immediately saw this as a movement piece. 2 unconscious beings discover themselves, each other, interact and then separate, each now conscious of the other. Their physical interaction is a metaphor for their communication through language. 

It is my experience that when you find the right starting point or form, other details and insights fall into place. In our first improvisation of ‘Mark Point A&B’, it became clear that this journey should be layered with the tension states that we had already worked with. Tension states, which take an actor from a jellyfish, state to a character with intention and purpose is in itself a physicalisation of increasing consciousness. Similarly contact improvisation became integral to the interpretation of this text, denoting communication and the acquisition of language. Extant’s previous work had already established that physical contact between performers is a very accessible performance technique for the blind performer. It is a delight when the forms already explored support the content of the text in this way.

Finding the right starting point and then having other details and insights fall into place during rehearsal was also the case with the math’s scene. Again the writing was abstract and about the expression of ideas. Again I saw movement, the language of lines and geometry physicalised on stage. The rehearsal of this, like the content of the text, was mathematical. Actors cutting across each other, intersecting boxes was mathematically calculated and timed to a beat. This was our starting point and as with Mark A&B, other insights fell into place.  The most powerful moment in the performance (for me) was discovered in rehearsal. We could turn the lights out on the line’ “when most of the matter in the universe is invisible (we turned the lights out here) and we only see that freak element that transmits light, there must be other ways of learning about the world than looking at it.” In turning the lights out at this point, we drew attention to the most important sentence in the character’s argument and personal journey. In this one moment, the theatricality, the text and the intention of the scene met. (The audience found this moment powerful but pointed out that we should have left a moment of silence after the lights went out before the actor continued – I agree)

The Presentation

I was very pleased with the performance and felt that after a very ropey dress rehearsal that the actors did very well.

The intention of the evening was clear and the structure of scenes followed by immediate comment enabled the audience to be specific in their feedback. Their comments were clear, precise and very constructive. With hindsight, as discussed in our own evaluation, it would have been good, after hearing their comments to ask them questions. There were a few occasions during their comments when I really wanted to question an audience member further but our structure only allowed for this at the end of the evening when the moment had already passed. 

Insights From The Audience’s Response

Much of the feedback did not surprise me, however, there was one insight that I hadn’t considered and one observation that concerned me.

The first, I hadn’t really considered the impact of lighting on a visually impaired audience. (Quite an oversight!) My use of bold colours and shapes were targeted at the sighted audience. I realised during the feedback sessions that I had spent most of the time considering either ‘blind’ audience members (or those with as limited sight as the actors) or sighted audience members.

Secondly, I was concerned after reading the clown feedback in the evaluation forms, by far the most controversial scene, that only one audience member clearly articulated the power dynamics that we were trying to portray.

I was delighted that audio cues linked to lighting changes succeeded in creating the desired mood change for most of the audience. This is a device not touched on in our previous work.

On the whole it was clear from the night and the subsequent evaluation forms that you really can’t please everyone all of the time. Where some audience members wanted more description others wanted less. For some audience members specific movement sequences added to the tension of the scene for others it detracted from the text and so on. The feedback that was most consistent was about the quality of the math’s scene. This leads me to believe that if the theatricality, whatever the style, the text and the intention of the scene meet equally, are balanced and support each other, sighted and visually impaired audience members will experience the scene’s integrity and dramatic tension. The question then is how much of the detail needs describing and this as illustrated by our feedback forms is highly contentious.

In my opinion, the biggest threat to the experience of live drama is the overuse of audio description (as opposed to live description). Audio description is a physical barrier between the audience member and the experience of live performance. 

Technical lessons learnt

Blind actors need more time in the actual playing space then their sighted counterparts. This is particularly the case if the space is not the same size as the rehearsal space.

Our carpet, which functioned brilliantly as a guide, needs to be a little wider. It was possible for performers to step right over it when they were running, which left them completely disorientated.

Always use theatrical gaffa tape when sticking carpet to a dance floor.

Extant mustn’t underestimate its role in performance research. It is the only organisation that I am aware of that is building up a body of specialised research into physical performance styles for visually impaired performers and techniques to make live performance accessible to visually impaired audiences. 
Well-done Extant! Keep up the good work




Damien O’Connor – Performer

My involvement with Extant began at it's inception in 1997.  I have worked as an actor on three Extant projects and co-presented a workshop for Extant at the Blind In Theatre festival, Zagreb 2001.

Next Stage Workshop rehearsals

The working methods generally, were built around the development of scenes and the integration of live description.  It became clear that live description could not be treated in the same way as traditional audio description, with it’s established conventions that act as a sort of blanket.  No matter what the style of a scene is.  The live description for each scene had to reflect each scene’s performance style.  Some scenes proved easier than others, namely, the recruitment and Mark Point A.  In the recruitment scene there was very little description as the scene itself is a monologue.  However, it was staged in such a way that there was a lot of movement from a silent character, as there was so much descriptive information contained in the monologue appertaining to the silent character, we felt it was unnecessary to pepper the scene with a lot of information that would only serve to interrupt the monologue and possibly confuse the audience.  Mark point A contained live description of a movement piece involving two characters.  This seemed to work well, however, at least one audience member felt that he may as well have been listening to a radio and that the characters on stage didn’t serve any purpose.

Building live description into other scenes proved to be more difficult.  The resistance scene was highly physical, fast moving and a lot of information as to where characters were in relation to each other was conveyed through the delivery of lines whilst travelling.  When it came to incorporating description, there was hardly any space for description as to what was happening.  John (The describer) could not move around the stage in any physical relationship to the characters, as this would have meant re-blocking the whole scene.  We agonised for a long time over this and ended up having John in front and at one corner of the stage and giving him single words and short phrases to describe movement, tableau, images and gestures.  It would be interesting to further integrate live description into the scene by giving a describer a duel role.  As well as having a description remit, the describer could also be part of the chase.  I also learned that it was possible to incorporate live description without having another person on stage specifically for that purpose.  The Physical Arrest scene and Touching With My Eyes bore this out.  We found that characters that were not speaking could give spoken information to the audience without detracting or interfering in the development of the scene.  

No props were used in the Physical Arrest scene gestures and body positions were used to convey certain objects.  This through up the issue of how to describe an object that was not actually there.  E.G.  two fingers pointing straight out representing a gun.  “Officer points a gun at Jacques” or “officer points two fingers representing a gun at Jacques”.  I thought this might be a big issue for the audience but no one made any comment.  We also discussed whether or not describing small silent movements in this scene might take away from the overall building up of tension.  We went with the description and as luck would have it, one audience member did comment that there was too much description.  Touching With My Eyes was re-blocked for the described version and as well as using words to describe what was happening to the main character, we developed a vocal sound to depict a door.  I thought that what we had done was simple and clear but, when we tested it out on mike, he didn’t pick up on what we’d set up.  We stuck with what we’d done and a member of the audience did comment that the vocal sound with the physical movement of myself and Maria creating a door growing bigger as the main character got closer to it worked very well for her.  There was general agreement among the audience that the use of repeated dialogue in the Maths scene worked well in terms of giving information as to where myself, Maria and Mike were on the stage.  Like mark Point a, the clown scene worked well for some and not for others, even though there was very little live description involved.  Here, the character of the magistrate was used to comment on what the clowns were doing but also to give the audience information.  Overall, I learned that as far as live description goes, you can’t please all of the people all of the time.

Unlike the other projects, this time, we were working towards a performance.   The rehearsals for each scene were more detailed.  More emphasis was placed on showing clearly our character’s intensions as well as movement dialogue and description than was the case last year.  It therefore felt like we were adding another level of work in order to give clarity to the audience and I learned the value of this throughout the project.  

In terms of my own performance/creative development, I was reminded just how difficult acting can be.  Having the theory is one thing doing it, and knowing that what you are portraying has to come across clearly to the audience, particularly as a significant portion of the audience would be visually impaired.  I got a lot of information about the character from the text but, I found myself constantly wrestling with the problem of me being a 38 year old man, living in 21’st century in a “free and democratic” England playing a 16 year old adolescent, living in occupied France in the 1940’s and the only thing we have in common is that both of us are blind.  I also learned that simply understanding the character’s emotional journey doesn’t mean that I can automatically deliver it in the way that either writer, director or an audience expect first time, and how difficult it is to keep a sense of spontaneity and freshness in performance.  I thought initially that I’d have a bit of difficulty switching between character and describer but I was pleased to find that this didn’t really bother me and I would welcome more development in that area.  

Regarding my personal responses to the aims and content of the project, I believe we did what we said we were aiming to do.  Using techniques from the previous project we rehearsed each scene looking at access for the performers in terms of movement, spatial relationships, orientation etc, built in live description, tested each scene out on those of us who were not performing in the scene and finally tested our work out on an audience.  I believe we stuck closely to our aims.  At no time during the work did I feel that we were straying from the path we set out upon.

The group worked very well together.  It was good to work with Eileen and Maria again.  Even though nearly a year had passed since we worked together, we seemed to slip back into a good physical working relationship.  This was highlighted during the more physical scenes such as the resistance, physical arrest, maths and clown scenes.  Eileen was as open and up for suggestions as she was the year before.  Her open-ended way of working meant that I could throw in suggestions without feeling I was undermining her.  During rehearsals, Eileen spent a lot of time explaining what my characters emotional journey was and there were times when I got a little frustrated with myself when I’d deliver a speech and Eileen was still not getting what she wanted.  On a scale of one to ten, my frustration would be a two.  In their turn, Mike and John brought freshness to the whole experience.  I’ve never worked with either of them before and would be happy to work with them again.  There were times when I had to remind myself that they were coming to the work not having had the experience I had the year before.  My expectations of Mike’s previous performance experience were in retrospect a little high.  
I got on well with John and was impressed with his willingness to try anything.  The accommodation at Hawkwood College was good.  I especially welcomed having my own room, as there were times when I felt I needed to get away from everyone and have some space to myself.  The environment at Hawkwood supported the work very well.  In isolation, living directly above the workspace makes it easy to focus more clearly on the work.  The flat in London was fine.  There were times when it felt a little cramped, three of us in the one room, but it was only for a few days so it wasn’t really a problem.  The travelling to and from Hawkwood was a pain.  I am grateful to Maria and Eileen for having taken this into consideration when planning each week’s work.  The community centre at Ladbroke Grove was just about adequate.  The project management was very efficient.  Once again Maria took on a lot of responsibilities that Mike, John and myself did not have to deal with.  I did notice her anxiety during the second week at Hawkwood when related external issues were beginning to encroach on our work time.  I think we should look at this for future projects.

Presentation

Regarding the production week and presentation evening, we achieved what we set out to achieve.  We concentrated on working the scenes and their live description in the new space.  In terms of methods and execution, I think we did very well, given that we only had three days in the performance space.  Eileen and Maria were methodical and clear in their timetabling of the work and our working methods were already well established at Hawkwood College.  

There seemed to be a feeling of deflation on the Tuesday evening.  Given that we had only moved into the space that day, I feel we did very well.  In my opinion, the presentation was executed almost exactly as we had planned.  We kept to the planned structure and I welcome the fact that we did not defend what we had done between each scene.  We simply sat back and took what the audience gave us.  We started and finished on time and the audience seemed pleased with what was offered.  The only thing that didn’t quite work was the general discussion.  I thought people would want to expand on comments made during the response sessions.  However, most of the time was spent by audience members giving us lots of congratulations and praise for what we had done In future, we need to ensure that the discussion is based around answering relevant questions.

In terms of the quality of my work as an artist, the project served as a reminder that I could, given the right support structures perform to a reasonably good standard.  As we worked with a number of different performance styles, it enabled me to identify what theatrical style works for me and what does not.  As a group we were commended on the night in terms of our confidence and general standard of work. 

Generally speaking I feel the presentation worked well for the audience.  At no time were there any long silences between scenes and audience members had clear contributions to make.  In the bar afterwards everyone was very complementary and at least two people said they were genuinely inspired by what they had experienced.    The presentation worked well as a performance and a piece of research completely in keeping with what Extant is generally about.  It was clearly and tightly structured, with diverse performance styles.  There was plenty of opportunity for audience input.  The surprise I remember most from the evening was two responses to the clown scene.  A partially sighted audience member said that it didn’t work for him where as a blind member seemed to get a lot from it even though there was no dialogue and very little description.  One pleasant surprise from the evaluations was the comment that the evening was the best thing that had happened in disability arts in the last decade.  Although we were all very tired, the final evaluation session was relaxed and comfortable and at the end, I felt quite upbeat because we were all in agreement that we should take the showcase to Croatia.  It was good to feel that the one night performance was not the end of the development of the work.

Finally, working with other blind performers has enabled me to feel freer and push my own boundaries a lot further then I would if I was working with sighted or other disabled performers.  Once those access barriers that I constantly encounter in workshops or other performance situations are dealt with, I’m able to give more in terms of my own creative expression.  The more performance work I can do with other blind performers, the better.  
Also because we were given the chance to put the research from preceding projects into action this time, this project compared much better.    I suggest that all future projects have one or more performances at the end.  

JOHN WILSON GODDARD – Performer

Background

So as not to overlook its importance to me as a totally blind participant on Extant's The Next Stage project, I'd like to start by saying how much the residency at Hawkwood College in Stroud helped me concentrate on the work in hand by eliminating any problems of daily travel and provisioning, which can weigh particularly heavily on visually-impaired performing artists.   That said, however, it is true that not a few lunches themselves weighed heavily on the following afternoons' work, which might have benefited from the main meal of the day coming afterwards!

I’d also like to say that I found it of great value to be given most of my script in hard-copy Braille.

Before The Next Stage I had no experience and little more knowledge of physical theatre of any style or purpose.   The physicality of any of my own characterizations was, I always maintained, the last aspect (hopefully) to evolve - and, then, only by luck, not judgment.   What I thought I knew, however, was that Maria Oshodi and others were interested in practical research into and development of a style of theatrical performance that would be broadly analogous for blind and partially sighted practitioners and audience members alike (particularly those with very little or no sight) to that established among deaf people.   Beyond that, I had very little idea what this might mean, and was not drawn by the little I knew.   Here and now, I can't recall just when I associated the above in my mind with the idea of Physical Theatre, but I also believed that Physical Theatre was not for me.   Not that I'd had much chance to try my hand, so to speak, or that I'd given it that much thought, I have to admit.

I was most surprised, therefore, to receive an invitation to The Next Stage audition - and even more so to be offered the work.   "But, if they want me, they must think I'm up to it!" I thought.

Rehearsals

At the start of rehearsals I wasn't quite well; which, along with being markedly the oldest member of the company and not up to my usual level of fitness of recent years, led to my being exhausted at the end of the first week.   By then, though, I'd also realised that what was being sought was not a single style of performance, but an approach which could elicit style upon style according to what the intention driving a specific sequence might be.   The starting point was quite obviously liberation for the visually-impaired performers from the shackles of naturalistic representation which can so inhibit blind and partially-sighted people's expressive potential; in direct relationship, that is, to their degree of sight.   The on-stage performance had necessarily to be created from the distinctly "peculiar" theatrical potentialities of the performers ourselves, all either totally blind or very nearly so - and quite deliberately chosen for that reason.   (Had the predominant aim of the project been primarily concerned with providing accessibility for visually-impaired audience members, it seems to me that the work could have been left, at a practical level, to fully-sighted, supposed "experts".   That it wasn't signifies to me that its greater value is for performers.   But I'll come back to that in more personal terms later.)

The warm-ups which began most rehearsal sessions provided the necessary relaxation, concentration and exertion, as well as taking into account requirements and potentialities of each individual, to approach the selected scenes from the first draft of Maria Oshodi's as yet untitled play in whatsoever manner might appear worth trying.   This most often began with games or exercises bringing together the requirements of each scene with our own physicalities, spatial awareness, and mobility skills.   Elements of this might or might not later be applied to developing the substantive work.  Of exercises on being always aware of your audience, on the one hand, and on exaggerating to a state of grotesqueness various physical traits arising from blindness, on the other hand, for example, the first remained integral to the particular scene we were working towards at the time (Scene 7), while the second proved to be a cul-de-sac.   Given the innovative and experimental nature of the work as a whole, however, we may just as well have found ourselves coasting along an open highway.

One game which was valuable in terms of spatial awareness and concentration, and which was played in slightly different versions throughout the rehearsal period was vampire.   Mostly, I found this element of the work enjoyable as well as useful.   But I remained a little self-conscious even about my physical abilities at this level.   Another game, Grandmother's Footsteps proved necessary at one point to engender in me a real physicality of alert, fearful confusion, which I was finding difficult to transmit from my intellectual and psychological understanding of my role, firstly to my own body, and thence to an audience: (Scene 1).  Elsewhere, a particular personal (and possibly blind person's) bodily trait by which I appear to be protecting myself from chance hurt by placing my hands in front of my stomach had consciously and very deliberately to be countered in order physically to characterise my role more truthfully: (Scene 4, part 1).   At another point a line of rehearsal hopefully leading towards another scene's performance (Scene 6) had to be abandoned because two of us with very different physicalities, and who were not in physical contact with each other, were unaware at a practical level of the repercussions of this difference in performance and, by not being able to see what the other was doing, unable to modify what we were doing to fit in with each other.  In final performance, however, that same scene retained the essential element of abstraction that had been at the core of the earlier rehearsal.

This method of rehearsing was, by turns, both exciting and frustrating; frustrating when nothing would seem to cross over from the games and exercises into an actual scene to move it towards completion.

A "complete" performance that worked for the actors, however, was only in two cases (scenes 5 and 6) a final performance; for making each scene accessible to blind and partially-sighted members of an audience by means of Live Description from the stage generally required further development of the performance.   "Live describing" Scene 7 was one of those "blockages,” mentioned earlier.   As a newcomer to Extant's and similar work, at these points I tended to feel a little lost and marginalized, as well as sharing in the common frustration.

There was also a similar blockage in live describing part 2 of Scene 4, where the initial object of describing from within, as happened in part 1 of the scene, had to be abandoned, bringing me in to describe from the periphery.  I had originally been "penciled in" to take on the same role in both versions of the scene, but found myself, for several perfectly understandable reasons, not actually "in" part 2.   Ever aware that I was the least physically experienced and expressive member of the company, I was, nevertheless, in an ambivalent sort of way, disappointed not to have had a go (though I do know the scene wouldn't have been executed as well with me in it!).   So I'd have to do as well as I could with my textual work (which I've generally considered to be my strongest theatrical attribute!) to justify my place on the project, I thought.

Only one incident marred my own enjoyment of the company of everyone else involved; and I accept fully the assurance I've been given that this is "forgotten".   I'm only sorry that my genuine nervousness about getting work done properly and well wasn't, for whatever reason, conveyed as I intended it.  But, as I say, I believe and am grateful that this is now "dead and buried".   Otherwise, I found everyone's company enjoyable and stimulating, and hope I played my part in that.

Presentation

And finally, to the performance itself at Jackson's Lane Theatre in London, where I'll get my discomfort around the get-out, the marks on the stage from the gaffer tape, and the ensuing "unpleasantness" out of the way first.   Unfortunately, for me, this spoilt that part of the project somewhat, contributing significantly to my not feeling able to talk informally with members of the audience, who had surprised me by the range of their responses.   What meant nothing to one excited another.     This connected in my mind with our own rehearsals, when scenes were rehearsed to a state at which those of us working on a particular scene felt it was ready to be "shown" to the remaining member of the company to put the special, communicative techniques assayed in it to the test.  I wouldn't like to attempt even an interim conclusion from that right now.   I simply know that blind and partially sighted people are no more a homogeneous group in terms of expectations, interests, and acuities than any other theatre audience!
I'd feared that some visually impaired people and-or "disability theatre" practitioners might come with ready-minted antagonisms.   Not so.   The performance was courteously, intelligently, and attentively received.   From the disparate responses to the variety of work presented, however, I'm still much less sure of the value at a practical level to blind and partially-sighted audience members than I am about the value of the work to performers, both for presentation as it stands to “open" audiences, and for how performers with so little or no sight might develop or acquire such a breadth and range of theatrical physicality to command a broader acceptance within the acting profession as a whole.  I'd certainly like to do more.   I believe I could "learn" much.   But what was clear to me from the visually-impaired audience members at Jackson's Lane: or, rather, what I definitely think I discerned, is that, to them, the work was important because it was taking them seriously as blind people.


MIKE TAYLOR – Trainee Performer

Background

Before taking part in this presentation I had recently studied for 2 years at the University College Northampton, and previous to that studied for 2 years at the Royal National College for the Blind in Hereford.  At the moment I am currently taking a gap year from my degree and plan to return to complete this in September this year.  

During my time at College I studied Music Technology and Dance, while at University I enrolled on the BA Hons Performance Studies Degree, and have studied the work of Jerzy Grotowski, Thomas Beckett, Trsha Brown, and Augusto Boal.  My interests lie in Dance Improvisation, Music, and Sound engineering, and I hope to develop these and have the chance to make my own work in the near future.  

The Project

In some ways I felt that some of the methods used in this project were similar to those that I have been introduced to during my degree.  As a result of this I felt comfortable working in this way, and I felt that there was a clear path that we took to get to the final presentation.  

With reference to my personal development through out the project I feel that I have gained a huge amount of experience.  This included taking part in highly physical scenes were I was required to move quickly in the space being aware of the other performers, and objects that may be incorporated in to the scene.  

This also included voice projection, and in some cases describing what I am doing, or what some one else is doing during a particular section of the presentation.  From a creative development point of view I am even more aware of how a blind performer can over come the difficulties of moving around in a highly intense physical scene, or in this case how to find out exactly were I was in the space in relation to a particular performer, or object.  

I feel that the general aims of the project had a positive effect in the sense of moving around the space, and the physicality of some scenes as I have mentioned above.  I also feel that the task of trying to live describe what was happening while thinking about all the other aspects of a presentation were achieved even though some times the live describing was particularly difficult in relation to what could be described in theory, but in practice needed more consideration.  An example of this could be the resistance scene when we realised that we needed more live description to inform the audience of what was happening on stage in the sense of various gestures or movements.  

When considering how accessible the presentation was to the audience I find it difficult to give a straight answer, because in terms of live describing every one will have their own preference about what is, or isn’t enough.  I do feel however that despite the wide variation of comments given during the evening all was done that could be done given the amount of time that we were working with.  

My personal views on the presentation and production week

On reflection of the week in London I felt comfortable with the structure of the rehearsal sessions, especially on the first day of planning when we had plenty of time to plan entrances, and exits etc.  Although at first I felt nervous when we first went in to the space on Tuesday, I felt that the constant planning, and running through various scene’s and introductions helped in such circumstances.  

My General Assessment

I felt that the structure of the presentation and the actual performing as well as the discussions went well and were well received.  Some members of the audience seemed shocked at some points of the presentation because of the physicality, and how we moved around the space, being aware of each other and any objects that were incorporated in to a particular scene.  I felt that this was a good thing as it shows that as blind performers nothing is impossible.  

I felt that the layout of the carpet and the tape definitely helped and that despite some problems earlier in the week, we were all able to move around confidently on the evening of the presentation.  

In taking part in the project I feel that I have gained a lot of experience not just from a physical point of view, but also in structuring.  As a trainee performer I feel that I have gained a lot from the structures of the rehearsals and as I said earlier in this document, I can reflect on the planning and presentation and clearly sea a path of how we got from one to the next.  An example of this could be the Maths scene as we built up the idea of all the performers walking in squares, but staying in close proximity to each other, as well as meeting at the centre of the space and returning to the original process.  I also feel that I have gained some experience in voice projection, although this was difficult at first, I feel that I can benefit from these aspects of the project in the future.  

In terms of accessibility for visually impaired spectators, this is the first project that I have been involved with that tries to consider all of the aspects associated with the visually impaired audience.  In particular making the information about movement, and were people are in the space more accessible.  I also feel that the presentation was received well in the sense of the questions, and subsequently the debates that this may bring up as it became apparent on the night.  Examples of this maybe the different responses to the maths scene when the sound, and lighting faded at the same time, or the Clowning scene when again the debate was raised about how much, or how little of extra live description should be included.  

When thinking about how things could be developed I feel that one thing that could be discussed are the scenes when the actors also play the part of objects.  I am not sure if this would make things better, or more difficult to do when thinking about the description of the set before a scene is shown.  Mainly I am thinking of the physical arrest scene in relation to this comment, and as I said I am not sure if this would help, or confuse the audience when it is performed.  

Mike Taylor.


AIMS OF PRESENTED SCENES.


Jack’s Monologue - This was a monologue taken from the story of Jack, loosely based on the first half of the life of John Metcalf, an 18th centaury English road builder. In the play, Jack, who has been blind from early infancy, is persuaded by his wife to take the opportunity of having his sight restored through an operation.  He has been an energetic, adventurer, trickster and entrepreneur, but after the successful operation, seeing without having learnt to see, has had some unexpected results for him.
The actor delivering the monologue was physically manipulated by two other actors across space without contact with him and this scene was shown in two ways, without description of this action and then with it, to discover if the VI audience could tell from the live description modifications what was happening physically on stage.

Resistance - The play also dramatised the true account of Jacques lusseyran, a blind teenage leader of a resistance cell in occupied Paris at the start of the 1940’s. This next scene was taken from towards the beginning of Jacques’s story, at the point where he decides to act.  The intention here was to enable the blind performers to move at speed across the stage in spatial relationship to each other, and we wanted to test whether the VI audience got a sense of this through just the dialogue, plus whether general quick live descriptions like  ‘Marksman’ gave them an idea of the sudden still images that the actors jumped in to.

Recruitment - Again, taken from the Jacques lusseyran story, this scene is from a little further on in the play, when Jacques has become responsible for vetting new young recruits into the group.  With one actor delivering all the dialogue in half darkness and another miming his reactions in full light, we wanted to discover from this whether descriptive information within the text could offer an idea of what the staging was to our VI audience. Also, to test if lighting effects could be made accessible through simple, non-intrusive description.

Arrest - Again from Jacques lusseyran’s story, this scene comes at a point where the Gestapo suddenly arrest him. Written in a naturalistic way, we wanted to perform it in this style, and then in a highly physicalised interpretation to test, which was better for a blind performer. Both versions used the actors delivering   live description to explain the visual action and we wanted to know from the audience which style they preferred.

Mark Point A – Turning to the third character in the play, who was inspired by the blind physicist Kent Cullurs.  The story is of Calabi, a theoretical physicist, who has been brought into work on a research project that is investigating   the possibility of communicating with life forms that have evolved alternative senses to ours.  This job has triggered a personal journey for Calabi, beginning at the earliest imaginings of self-realisation. 
A movement piece was created based on contact improvisation and tension states, to stage Calabi’s introspections and idiosyncratic nature of speech. We wanted to find out whether more poetic use of description could compliment the movement and make it accessible to a blind audience.

Maths - also taken from Calabi’s story, again this is part of the characters reflection on their scientific work that has exposed the conflict between experimental and theoretical physics. Attempting to stage some abstract text, we used this to find a way for performers to move with precision and confidence on stage.  Using mantras while moving, we wanted to know what shape our blind audience thought the performers were making, and whether the use and cutting of sound had the same affect on them as lighting effects might have on the sighted audience

Clown –Taken again from Calabi’s ruminations, this time it is an historical event that is dwelt on by the character.  A true account of a group of blind beggars in the French village of St Ovid in 1771.  The town’s magistrate had found them, and brought them into the village square. Adorning each of their faces with large spectacles, he used these and other paraphernalia, to amuse the villagers, until the     villigers got bored and the clowns returned to their lives of begging.
Wanting to find a way to enact this description within the script, we chose clowning techniques to test if this style, traditionally very visual, could work for blind performers, and then how to make this accessible through careful description that would not dampen the vital spontaneity needed within the scene.

AUDIENCE EVALUATION


The following is a statistical analysis summary of the returned audience evaluation forms.  From a total of 50 audience members, 21 forms were received, giving a 42% return.

Using the scale 1-5, 1 being excellent, 2 – good, 3- fair, 4-poor, 5-bad, according to those who responded, the theatricality for the whole evening was 2 and the accessibility was also 2.  35% of those who responded indicated that over all, the access features interfered with their appreciation of the evening.  39% indicated that they did not and 26% did not answer this question.

30% of audience members who responded were performers, 29% represented arts/media organisations, 9% represented theatre companies, 9% represented non-artistic visually impaired related organisations, 9% were independent freelancers, 9% did not specify any organisation and 5% represented educational institutions.

Audience breakdown.

The following is a breakdown of those audience members who returned evaluation forms.

6 performers.  3 blind, 2 partially sighted and 1 fully sighted, 2 ACE England, 2 BBC, 2 arts development organisations, 2 theatre companies, 1 educational institution, 2 non artistic visually impaired organisations, 2 freelancers, 2 non-identified.

Of those who returned forms, 10 are registered blind, 4 registered partially sighted and 7 registered fully sighted.  20 respondents said that the aim in terms of their own participation during the evening was clear. 1 said it was not.








The scenes.

The following are the overall marks given by respondents to each scene’s theatricality, accessibility and whether or not the access features interfered with their appreciation of each scene, including highlighted relevant comments   selected from individual evaluation forms. 

1.  Jack’s monologue.

Theatricality 2
Accessibility 2
Interference yes = 8, no = 6, no indication = 7.

Comments.

(B=Blind PS=Partially Sighted S=Sighted.)

 Jim Lewis – B. “If not for the described second version, the physical simplicity of the scene would have been lost on me. I found the use of objects to explore visual impairment and visual relationships with inanimate objects and the wider world interesting, and it was definitely thought provoking.”

June Breverton –B.   “I preferred this better the first time around.
The description interrupted the intensity of the scene and broke up the otherwise excellent portrayal.  As a totally blind person, I was able to empathise with the main character and did not need to necessarily know everything that was happening.  I could draw my own conclusions - even if wrong, the general development of the scene was understood.” 

2 Starting the resistance.

Theatricality 1
Accessibility 2
Interference yes, = 8, no = 9, no indication = 4.

Comments.
Lila Hamilton – PS.  “As his mental struggle became more intense, the other actors tussled physically with him and at one point the lighting changed suddenly to red.  This effect was discussed later and most found it heightened tension, especially when Eileen explained there was a sound cue to alert blind audience members to the change.  But to me, the red light meant the actors disappeared completely (especially MO's red shirt), an effect which may have been more startling than the performers intended, although it did enhance the internalised struggle.”

Jim Lewis – B.  “I thought the use of physical movement to express tension and a growing panic was excellent.  The drum roll also heightened tension and a
sense of foreboding. This and the use of loud physical movement helped to make
this scene accessible. I didn't feel that I wanted to have the costumes
described in a straightforward audio described way, as this would have detracted from the tension of the piece and brought in an inside voice which would almost certainly have jarred with the tension of the actors.”  

Tim Gebbles – B.
“Yes, access did interfere.  The trouble here was that single words of live description like 'marksman' etc didn't really add much to my understanding and they distracted from the mood of the scene.  There's a lot of movement and noise from other characters on stage and this alone could be exploited.  At the top of the scene we can hear that Jack is mobbed
by his friends; that’s all I need to know.  Exactly what they do to him - the physical minutia doesn't really matter to me.”

3. Recruitment.

Theatricality 1
Accessibility 1
Interference yes = 6, no = 8 no indication = 7.

Comments:
Liz Porter – PS.  “For partially sighted people.  The staging was great, the 2 actors placed in strong spots really worked and it was totally appropriate for the front person (the recruitee) to be placed moving without any description i.e. conveyed the experience of the blind interviewer.  Really liked the way the lighting was used here and how the lighting began to merge as they were together.”
  
Tim Gebbles – B. “No, I did not feel that access interfered. This was a strongly written scene, which spoke clearly and personally to me as a blind audience member.  Like others in the audience, I wasn't clear that there really was another character on stage till near the end of the scene but this really didn't matter; indeed it can be these little mysteries provoking a detective element in watching a play that can be interesting as a blind person as long as they are resolved in the end.“ 

4.  Arrest.

Theatricality 2
Accessibility 2
Interference yes = 10, no = 5, no indication = 6.

Comments:
Lila Hamilton – PS. “The first version was "realistic", in which chairs were lined up to represent a bed and there was some play with a packet of cigarettes.  The second version was "physical" and this was where the evening took off for me.  The props were discarded and the actors plunged acrobatically across the stage ("forward roll" and "backward roll" said a describer from the side but I was delighted by what I could see).  The shock and upheaval were conveyed so graphically that I was dismayed when the describer interjected that one of the intruders had a gun - a point not mentioned in the first version.  It had never occurred to me that the Gestapo would have turned up unarmed and I found the information intrusive (others made the same point later).
Maria said after the two versions had been shown that the actors knew which one they preferred but asked for comment.  I was amazed when those who spoke chose the first as I had found the second so much more exciting and involving (but then, I could see something of it).  Maria didn't say until the discussion at the end of the evening that the actors preferred the second version too as it freed them from the need to cope with props and made it possible for them to move unrestricted.  For me, it was the sheer joy of their unfettered movements which not only thrilled me but also conveyed so well the bewildering and frightening situation the leader found himself in.”  



Terry Robinson – B. “I think this was the one you did twice, with different physical presentations. I think the former one stood up best, being more in line with what one would expect. Perhaps I need to get used to the more physical approach


Richard Majewski– B. “the descriptions became part of the dialogue and if anything added to the experience almost taking on the roll of a chorus in Greek tragedy.”

Colin Hambrook – S. “Possibly need to go between the naturalistic and expressionistic modes.  I enjoyed the latter more – especially Damien’s movement with rest of the cast – but after the audience response, wondered if it lost some of the brevity of the content.”

Indira Sengupta – PS. “This scene with its two versions raised the question about which is more important – The needs of the audience or the needs of the theatrical piece.”
  
5.  Mark point a.


Theatricality 2
Accessibility 2
Interference yes = 6, no = 11, no indication = 4.

Comments:

Tim Gebbles – B. “I thought this was a rather beautiful and intriguing scene.  I think incidental music can be an excellent auditory creator of mood for a visually impaired
audience akin to lighting for sighted people.  The reference to the lighting state illuminating the two figures on stage was interesting and example of
descriptions of lighting adding something.  I could have done with a bit more live description about what the two figures were doing on stage.”

Sunethra Goonewardene – B. “I felt rather lost at the start but began to understand something owing to the description. The narrator was great.”

Jim Lewis – B. “This was the one scene in the play I had a lot of problems with. I didn't feel any involvement in it and felt that you had to have a background in physical theatre to really appreciate what was going on.  I had real problems with this scene from beginning pretty much to end. I felt lost within the first five seconds, and couldn't understand where the piece was supposed to be headed.”

Rachel Vaughan – s. “I thought the movement/dance in this scene was beautiful - very compelling. It was very visual and I’m not sure how I would have felt if I couldn’t have seen it?” 

Wendy  Harpe – S. “Too close to some of the worst of modern dance – That is more important to the performers than to the audience.  Too long. “

Jess Higgs – S.  “From a sighted viewpoint I thought this was very beautiful and moving.  I’m not certain, for me, that the live description always connected sharply enough.”  

Lila Hamilton – PS. “This started with Maria and one of the blue/green men lying on the stage in pools of light.  I found the light so strong at the beginning that I couldn't look at the two figures and had to wait for them to get up and start moving before the glare was sufficiently broken for me to bear looking….  Eileen explained that they decided to delay the literal description until the movements had speeded up to the point where the words could fit them exactly.  For me, able to make out only moving blobs, synchronising words and movement was a luxury beyond my comprehension and I should have preferred to have the exact description at the beginning of the sequence…” 

6.  Maths.

Theatricality 1
Accessibility 1
Interference yes = 7, no = 11, no indication = 3.

Comments:
Indira Sengupta – PS. “Blew me away!  Juxtaposing of sighted and non sighted very powerful!” 

June Bretherton – B. “At this showing, I felt there was an emphasise on ‘aren’t we clever to get these people moving around’ - I’m not sure where I felt this from - which is a shame, because we know it is possible to do this.  This is one of the areas where I hope sighted audiences would not dwell on this aspect, rather than the depth of the piece’s meaning. “

Lila Hamilton – PS. “This may well have been the high point of the evening as it was simply and beautifully constructed and introduced a deft touch of humour.  The performers (I wasn't sure how many) strode about the stage in geometric patterns, chanting simple mathematical tables in time with the thud of their feet and the beat of a drum.  I think everyone was chuckling by the time the lights went out and the stationary performers spoke a conundrum about the reality of existence.  The comments afterwards suggested that others had found this the most perfect and successful of the evening and I was especially pleased to have noticed the aural clue (the drumming stopped) to the switching off of the lights.  “

7.  Clown.

Theatricality 3
Accessibility 2
Interference yes = 7, no = 7, no indication = 7.

Comments:
Gerard McDermott – PS. “This raised questions about laughing at or laughing with? Encouraging to see blind actors not taking themselves too seriously.  “

Colin Hambrook – S. “I’m afraid this was my least favourite piece.  A brave attempt but it won’t work without a lot of training in clowning.  It was simply lacking in any humour.”


Owen Smith – S. “me as sighted, really liked Clown. To me it made a (political) statement about visual impairment, power relationships and the nature of spectacle in an historical context, which to me is very interesting important (the historical and the political). I thought it interesting that this was the only scene we as audience didn't applaud and that people mentioned it caused discomfort - which is not to be avoided.” 

Jim Lewis –B. “I didn't se what was supposed to be funny about this piece.
As I said last night I really couldn't understand why the clowns couldn't
communicate with each other. overall I felt that the piece was a bit bizarre and lacking in meaning. I thought that at the end when the narrator said that the people of the
village became bored with the clowns and they returned to their begging, the placing down of the instruments was quite symbolic in terms of them giving
up their creativity and returning to a predetermined social role. However, the use of sound between the characters was very unclear. and I felt that the use of
words like snatch and grab didn't really explain things properly because you
were uncertain who was supposed to be grabbing instruments from who.” 

Tim Gebbles – B. “This scene definitely required the setting up it did have from Eileen at the beginning.  Without that it would have been utterly meaningless.  As it was, I found it engaging and I laughed spontaneously more than once which is very unusual for me.  From a naturalistic point of view this scene made no sense at
all but the random vocalisations and musical noises plus the movement gave it an absurdist coherence.  I think it was an excellent stab at devising a method
of clowning available to blind audiences.”

(PHOTOGRAPH – See Cover Page.)


GENERAL COMMENTS


“Really useful feedback sessions.  The wide ranging comments/feelings about how things worked or did not for the audience showed what a complicated business it is trying to please all of the people  all of the  time.” Indira Sengupta

“Very very exciting piece of work.  I think the idea of creatively incorporating description in a prosaic way within the writing is a real innovation.  I loved the breadth of staging and theatrical languages.  The idea of taking 3 little known historical figures and putting their story into one whole like this is very inspiring – Can’t wait for the end piece.” Colin Hambrook

“It is very exciting to know that we people with a visual impairment are
being thought of in the world of the arts. look forward to your future
productions and Good Luck! for
all your future endeavours, the next and the next and the next .... stage!” Sunethra Goonewardene  

“A stimulating night.  I felt like a witness to some brilliant experiments in theatre.” Rachel Vaughan


“This was one of the most exciting and revelatory evenings I have ever spent in a theatre.  It was wonderful to see blind performers moving and communicating so confidently and the knowledge that it was all their own work gave a liberating strength to everything they did.  I've always said the trouble with audio description is that it's done by sighted people as I find it hugely frustrating to have a sighted voice battering me with information I don't want to know - and then telling me what I do want to know at the wrong time.  And so I was delighted to discover that minimal description freed my imagination and proved to be entirely sufficient - I even thought some of it superfluous.  And, above all, it wasn't being forced on me from outside.” Lila Hamilton.  
“Most enjoyable, creative, thought provoking evening.  Thanks.  Excellent to know the views of so many blind and partially sighted participants.” Jessica Higgs.

“Thanks for a brilliantly creative evening.” Kate Portal 

“Fantastic writing – wonderful exploration of style – unexpected in its freshness.”  Charlotte Cunningham.

“The evening was excellent and, it was a good idea but, while it was
great to include everyone in what was essentially a focus group you
will rightly do what you feel is artistically right.  In short, if
necessary go on upsetting people and, in this PC "dumbing down" culture, make the buggers work!” Richard Majewski

“This was such an exciting evening.  The only performances I had seen by blind people before have been one disastrous evening at the “Venturers” and the production of Zeros and Nils at Sadler’s Wells.  Neither of these experiences prepared me for what I saw here.  This is a very talented group of people, serious actors with considerable talent.  All too often I have attended work that is heralded as “experimental” and found immature and inexperienced  young people indulging in work that is more indulgent than experimental.  Not here.  I think that this event presented the most exciting experience in disability arts for well over a decade.” Ian Jentle.

“I really enjoyed Thursday's presentation at Jackson’s Lane. I found it
both entertaining and inspiring and thought the structure of the evening
was a great model for evaluation. Have you been documenting the process of action research you're undertaking? As a piece of theatre research this is very exciting. Talking of which, the whole evening emphasised the movement of shifting aesthetics that we were attempting to discuss/highlight at our conference. It's very exciting.” Owen Smith

“I did feel that this was a genuinely interesting attempt to merge physical
theatre with in built audio description, dialogue and the use of sound and space. I much preferred the first section on Nazis and the French resistance to the other two, because I felt that for a mainstream audience it offered the best way Into issues surrounding visual impairment and to understanding the role of AD and sound in theatre.  I think that you need to think about who the
target audience of this work is going to be. My impression last night was that the vast majority of people present were theatre professionals steeped in theatre techniques, and this enabled them to understand a lot of what was going on. There were various points at which I felt somewhat lost by the use of physical theatre, and I do feel that as a regular theatre goer I might be more typical of the average play watcher who doesn't actually know a lot about theatrical techniques. I'd suggest you hold another road testing session with regular theatre goers who don't work in theatre and don't know that much about theatrical techniques, as this might give a better idea of the commercial possibilities of the work and whether it can hold the attention of an average audience for any length of time. I thought that as a way of exploring issues around AD and physical theatre last night was fantastic. I
did genuinely enjoy it. James Lewis.



[image: ]  	
Jackson’s Lane – Project partner feedback.


Jacksons Lane provided a match funding to Extant as part of our xposure platforms for disabled artists.

This platform aims to raise the profile of Disabled artists and to offer the opportunity to develop work and new methods of working by providing a place for experimentation

The award was £500 (with an additional £200 for sign language interpreter) and the use of the theatre space for 3 days giving a total support package to the value of £1900.

Jackson’s Lane chose to support this project through xposed, as we were particularly interested in the working method proposed and the development of performance styles in regard to access considerations.

An invited audience of industry professionals attended the platform performance and practitioners – feedback from the audience was encouraged and created an opportunity for lively debate as to what is successful in the production and presentation of work for visually impaired people.


Although as a sighted person it was difficult to gauge certain ideas and techniques, as programmer at Jacksons Lane I feel that this was a particularly valuable approach at this stage in a project. 

Melanie Wynyard.



KEY FINDINGS

1.  Blind actors, as well as needing longer rehearsal time for physical based performance, need more time in the actual performance space than their sighted counterparts. This is particularly the case if the space is not the same size as the rehearsal space.

2.  The carpet, which functioned brilliantly as a guide, needs to be a little wider. It was possible for performers to step right over it when they were running, which left them completely disorientated.

3.  Always use theatrical gaffe tape when sticking carpet to a dance floor.

4.  Live description cannot be treated in the same way as traditional audio description, with it’s established conventions that act as a sort of blanket.  No matter what the style of a scene is.  The live description for each scene has to reflect each scene’s performance style.  

5.  If the theatricality, whatever the style, the text and the intention of the scene meet equally, are balanced and support each other, sighted and visually impaired audience members will experience the scene’s integrity and dramatic tension. The question then is how much of the detail needs describing and this as illustrated by the feedback forms is highly contentious.

6.  For blind audiences detail of scene has to be introduced without description overload that can break up dramatic flow of a scene.  Desiring that some things be left to the imagination and deciding what these exactly are when it is different for each individual, needs focused external input to achieve a common denominator.

7.  More careful thinking around access for partially sighted audience, above the use of primary, contrasting colours, there is also the need to consider the effect of lighting.  Consequently when working with people with very limited sight within the company, the need for external partially sighted consultation is imperative.

8.  It is not sufficient to place the responsibility of achieving performance access and audience access in this work, purely within the confines of the company.  This work needs to now contain a bias towards developing audience access, by developing more effective input from visually impaired people.   In future an objective focus group of broad ranging blind and partially sighted people needs to be factored into the creative process, and questioned specifically about potential access, so their on-going consultation   can affect the eventual decisions on access within a production.

9.  Partially sighted and fully sighted audiences prefer more physical interpretations on stage, which correspond with the preferences of blind actors.  However, blind audiences generally desire a more text based naturalistic style; adequate time is essential for future work to achieve the best balance possible between artistic intention, freedom in performance and audience access.

10.  Project management needs to be more externally focused and not entirely the responsibility of a member of the creative team.

11.  The role of access worker and stage manager should not be merged in order to save on costs.  Access for disabled performers is a serious and essential provision, which requires the full attention of a dedicated individual. 
12.  Travel and documentation costs for this project were very under estimated.  Travel increases arose because of the change of project participants based in other regions who were not calculated within the original budget.  Also, editing and copying of the documentation video was not taken into account at the outset, but as the project progressed, this aspect was felt to be a crucial element to include.   It was necessary therefore to negotiate reductions in some areas of the budget to cover the increase in others, which was successfully achieved without encoring a deficit.



CONCLUSION.


Though the task of exploring and finding successful ways of integrating live accessible features by blind actors into their performance for a visually impaired audience is extremely challenging, it is one that Extant or any others inspired to explore this field should not give up on.  During this first step into audience consultation, It was never expressed that traditional audio description, with it’s use of a sighted describer in the lighting box, feeding information to blind audience members through headphones, was a preference to what we were attempting as an alternative.  Though views were wide ranging on the outcomes and degree of success of what we presented, the over riding feeling was that this area of development was   extremely important to its audience, that it was essential that the theatrical dialogue had begun, and that more exchange of communication between audience and artists was needed to further evolve and establish this work. 
For Extant, The Next Stage has acted, In relation to our other projects, as the bridge that has taken us from working on incubated research, to a public witnessing and engagement with this research.  Putting our work and ideas on the line in this way has provided us with huge amounts of information that we could not have gathered if we had remained working as we were. In exchange, we have offered, through our integrity, creativity and dedication, inspiration to the neglected visually impaired community. This is in the form of representative performers from this community, producing challenging and intelligent, high quality    artistic content and performance, which has been a relevant and empowering, experience for this community.

Extant aims In the short term, with the help of the British Council, to take the show-case presentation of scenes that were created for The Next Stage project, to the 3rd International Blind in Theatre Festival to be held in Zagreb Croatia in October 2003.  We intend to gather feedback on our work, from international blind audiences at the Festival, who are also theatre practitioners.  We will measure how this compares with the responses we gained from our London audience at Jackson’s Lane in March 2003.



In the long term, this project has exposed how we have an ability to train performers in this field and the emphasis that we should bring to this area in future, to broaden the scope of ability   among newly emerging visually impaired performers.  It has also enabled us to develop a potential structure for a future production.  Both of these aspects will sustain our work with visually impaired performing artists and audiences locally and regionally.  We aim to produce a whole theatre piece now which will include developing a style of live description access, that leaves room for the narrative and dramatic power to deliver its meaning, but that also includes integrate live access features when necessary. The next stage has taught us that visually impaired audiences are critical to this planning and will be central to all our future projects.

EXTANT

May 2003.


EXERPTS OF TRANSCRIPT FROM LIVE DESCRIBED SCRIPT

(Live described script spoken by actors or external describer appears in brackets.)

From Jack’s Monologue:

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

From Arrest:

-Naturalistic version-

Jacque: 	I can’t find anything.  Can you see my cigarettes?
Officer: 	Vas?
Jacques:	Cigarettes?
Officer:	Ya, there.
Jacque:	Where?
Officer:	Bed
Officer:	Nein, ground. 

(Foot on cigarettes, Officer slides them from under the bed towards Jacques.  Jacques reaches, Officer pushes Jacques’s head back and slowly releases the cigarettes.  Jacques takes them.)

Officer:	‘raus.
Jacque:	S’il vous plait, laissz-moi dire au revoir a mes parents?
Officer:	Ya, ya. 

-physical version – 

Jacque:	I can’t find anything.  Can you see my cigarettes?
(Backwards roll)
Officer: 	Vas?
Jacques:	Cigarettes?
(The Officer looks at the soldier) 
Officer:	Ya, there!
(Fall over back.)
Jacques:	Where?
Officer:	Bed.
(Searches bed.)
Officer:	Nein, ground.  Ahh!
Jacque:	S’il vous plait, laissz-moi dire au revoir a mes parents?
Officer:	Ya, ya. 

From Mark Point A:

(Two pools of light left and right.   A body lies in each.)

Mark Point A.
There once was a time for me when there was no object permanence and events happened Haden by Haden.   Things only had transitory
Only had transitory existence in the void

(They stir)

the void
only had transitory existence in the void if I grasped, mouthed or heard them.

(Bodies on floor exploring space)

if I grasped, mouthed or heard them.

(fingers and arms)

Falling silent
silent, letting go, everything melted away again.
No world out there and so
so nothing
nothing to exist in relation to.

(Weighted limbs journey to center stage, into an emerging pool of light)

Without an I
an I
Without an I any contact
contact

(They meet)

contact with phenomena
any contact with phenomena caused the tactile space of the body to extend,
the hap tic space of the skin

(tangled motion)

space of the skin expanding
expanding to fill the missing vision space.

(Come to standing)

Mark Point B.
How did I first discover the world beyond
beyond my infant body,
the world beyond my infant body, beyond my searching hands?

(Bodies transfer weight, turning)

One of my greatest intellectual leaps,

(Finding a sequence, patterned movement is repeated)

One of my greatest intellectual leaps, yet a mystery, lost
a mystery lost to me.   To know there existed chair, window, sky
sky
To know there existed sky, without contact.
Take A and B,
A and B, two presence,
two points

(Patterned movement is repeated with increased intensity)

points between which
only one line can be drawn.

(Back to back, forehead to forehead, a hand to each other's shoulder; push back, forth; one down to hands and knees, other across back; both twist up to stand)

Connection.

(back to back)

Connection.
Lines of language
- Connection.
Lines of language giving shape to the world,

(They separate, back away to the edge)

for to know a line is there
one must be aware of the space on either side of it.

(remain focused on each other)
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