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The Project:
Original working title ‘Burlesque Styles – A research and development   project where for the first time visually impaired female performers engaged with themes of identity disability and sexuality, exploring these in relation to comedy and Burlesque movement in an accessible way for performer and audience. 


Background:
The project idea grew organically from the experience of an Anne Summers party held for a group of visually impaired women. The Extant Artistic Director Maria Oshodi felt there was scope here for   some interesting theatre to be created in line with the remit of Extant, a performing arts company that promotes the arts and culture of the visually impaired community.

Thinking Burlesque and comedy might be the best performance styles to use as tools to bring out the entertaining, yet serious aspects of this potentially sensitive area, she began to scope for the right visually impaired female theatre practitioners to work with, as well as the right Burlesque artist.  Genevieve I Chang was recommended by a contact at the Theatre Museum, as an educationalist and performer, and showed immediate interest when first approached. 
Also The Cochrane Theatre, that has a relationship with cabaret, burlesque and comedy, showed immediate support for the project idea when Extant approached them, offering us free access to the theatre space and technical support for a sharing of work in progress to an invited audience.
 With these partial commitments in place and a general interest expressed by the visually impaired   practitioners spoken to, Extant made an application in March 07 to Arts Council London for funding.
 
Project Aims:

· To research and develop stand-up comedy and burlesque styles of performance with visually impaired female theatre practitioners.

· to use these forms to explore   the themes of sexuality, the body and exposure from a female perspective, and consider what interplay visual impairment has in this regard. 

· To consider integrating the developing practise of live audio description into the performance for visually impaired audiences.  

· To bring together     a visually impaired Director, writer and assistant director to work with three visually impaired female performers, and a burlesque specialist and educator, to create a safe space to explore the project aims.

· To work with visually impaired performers new to the company and also to create a collaborative opportunity for Extant’s Artistic Director to work as Assistant Director with another blind director, and learn and share methods of creative working practice. 

· To research and begin to establish connections with programmers in comedy and cabaret venues, encouraging them to attend our end of project sharing and feedback on the work we are developing, and use this to inform our approach to future tour booking.

Project Structure: 
6 contact workshop research days and one presentation day. This was organised as follows: 
First three days the intention was that the group would share their stories through discussion, learn and engage with Burlesque and explore stand-up comedy delivery and how it might connect with movement.  
Based on the outcomes of these three days, the writer would use time in-between to shape some scripted material from the content and forms explored in the first three days.  Then using this text as a basis, the group would re   convene for another three days, and use this time to work with the script and devise further the methods under investigation.  
A sharing of the outcomes to an invited audience was to take place at the end of the 6 days research and development in a Central London theatre.

Setting up:
Dates for the two research blocks were negotiated with the research team well before confirmation was received from Arts Council in June that the project would be funded.  This meant that as soon as we knew we were awarded the funds, we could activate the pre-agreed dates in our diaries, of mid August and mid September. The workshop  and presentation time had to fit around  the practitioners other work commitments and partner’s Cochrane Theatre’s availability.  Originally the project was to have 3 performers, but as one of the   performers thought they might have to pull out of the project due to ill health after signing the contract with Extant, the Director and Assistant Director searched for an alternative 3rd performer as a replacement.  When we had commitment from a new 3rd performer, the original performer thought they would be able to participate after all –As we did not want to loose the original performers input, we decided to include her as well, increasing our performers to 4, and work out the budget implications later.  As it happened, project management found a rehearsal space that cost less than the estimated expenditure for   rehearsal hire, enabling savings to be made, and these were used instead to partially pay the original performer for their contribution to the project.
 
The team were:

Alex Bulmer			Director
Maria Oshodi			Assistant Director and Project Manager Mandy Redverse Row		Writer
Genevieve I Chang		Burlesque consultant choreographer 
Margo Cargill			Performer
Amelia Cavallo			Performer
Janee Hall				Performer
Heather Gilmore			Performer
Kerry Mapp			Access support.


Participants Feedback

Alex Bulmer – Director
“I think the process was brilliant. It was entirely collaborative.
Everyone contributed to the storytelling and to the movement and to the creative ideas.
Excellent to have a burlesque expert as otherwise I would have been at a loss. (See Genevieve’s questionnaire below)
Thought material developed organically. Especially liked listening to people just talking to each other and finding common ground around experiences as blind women.

This was a potent subject to tap into. There were endless conversations going on and a great deal of laughter and empathy.

As stated in my burlesque Questionnaire, many of the non-physical ideas came from the conversations and research into the burlesque style. It lends itself to many differing forms of performance and connects powerfully with the experience of living without sight. 

I found the humor and comedy element of the work to be essential and entirely reflective of the group. I have not laughed so much in a long time!

Originally thought audience would sit on stage with us. This would be intimate and non  threatening for us as it would simply have taken what we were doing in our Game Lab space on to the  Cochrane stage and have people sitting around us.


When we were not allowed to have audience on stage we were left with the fact that our sharing would be on the stage with an audience in house.  This made our desire to keep the work intimate quite challenging.  We noted how a space could impact so much on the presentation of work…for better or worse.

That said, there is something quite valuable about putting work together and trying it out on a stage. Certain decisions have to be made which can be very informative. And it becomes clear what will work theatrically and will not. Both Maria and I encouraged everyone to continue to explore and risk and not to worry about creating a polished piece of work.


I thought the sharing went very well. With no time to do any tech run we did have tech problems in the sharing. And the actors had only one run on the stage. So it wasn’t easy.  And of course there were a couple of hiccups.  But I thought our essential ideas were evident for sharing which was the point.

I felt quite nervous after the presentation and in the talk back because the performers had put themselves in quite a vulnerable position, with no real rehearsal. I was worried that things might be addressed that were more about lack of rehearsal time rather than content ideas. This did happen a couple of times and I felt worried for the performers. I found myself being a listener during the discussion. I think this is largely because I think there are so many differing opinions about how work should be created and made accessible and because I was keen to hear what people wanted to say in response. I was encouraged by the amount of feedback the show inspired. It suggests to me that it has potential to be a powerful piece.

Essentially I think the process was a huge success. This is due to the fact that it is a fantastic project idea, the team worked positively together and the individuals bring a range of skills and experiences. Also, the directing team worked extremely well together and I think there was a genuine sense of a shared vision. (In more ways than one)
I think this work should go forward. I would say it needs more development time and a proper rehearsal process with sound
and lighting design.
I think it would be a great touring show and could really fit with current cabaret festivals, disability festivals, fringe festivals or a run in alternative
theatre venues such as drill Hall or Cochrane or even outside traditional theatre spaces. Perhaps in clubs, or comedy venues.”



(Taken from Genevieve’s MA research questionnaire)

Name: (optional) Alex Bulmer
Has your understanding of Burlesque changed since the workshop? If so, how?

Entirely a new understanding. Prior to working on this project, I understood Burlesque to be something that was vaudeville or old style arch comedy. I had not related burlesque to ideas around a politic, or contemporary issues, or clown. I also wasn’t aware of how much the celebration of one’s body can come
into it.

I think I now perceive burlesque to be a style and approach to working, inspired by an attitude rather than thinking of burlesque as one set form of performance.
Burlesque as a performance attitude, as I now consider it, builds on the notion of performing rather than attempting to deny it (performing) in order to achieve a “believable” or “natural” quality.

So this attitude can go into movement, voice, song dance etc.

What do you feel was learned through the Burlesque movement classes?

A real range of learning occurred. Initially a simple connection with my body. A reminder of myself as a moving, breathing person with the capacity to create
images through the body.

The work also showed how one’s imagination can be ignited by a simple gesture and how attitude and gesture are connected.

The playful quality in the movement opened me to be more playful vocally.

How do you think Burlesque Movement serves the development of the show?

This show would not have happened without the burlesque movement work. It inspired many of my creative ideas as director. I felt the impact of the work on my body and let this inform me imaginatively. I listened to the responses others had to the work and this also guided my ideas for the show.

The bonding that occurred as a result of doing the work also gave the show a sense of a “company” or “troupe” rather than four individual performers.

All of this came from doing the burlesque movement work.

How did experiencing the movement make you feel?

I LOVED IT! It made me feel liberated, free, happy, and alive. It pulled me right into the moment and I think this is because it engaged me physically and Imaginatively. There was nothing mechanic about it. I felt glad to have a body and attractive rather than physically insecure. And it made me feel female, and strong. I often disconnect from a sense of being a woman because it makes me feel too vulnerable. But this work really transformed this for me.

How would you like to develop the work further?

I would like to see the show develop with a full rehearsal period.

The characters we created and the storylines are at early stages and would really benefit from more time.

Personally I want to pursue doing more of this work. I think it is really vital for me as a blind woman to maintain a positive sense of myself physically
and keep a strong connection with my body.

Additional comments:

I think this work is so powerful and so important for women, especially disabled women.

There are many social factors affecting those of us who are blind and moving through a sighted world, often dominated by aggressive or invasive behaviour.
Keeping a sense of ownership over one’s body, with pride and confidence can be a struggle.

The burlesque work gives back our power and our ownership and evokes a sense of liberation and pride.

Sharing this in a performance setting can really shift stereotypical notions of disability and transform perceptions of identity.

I think it is hugely important work and I thank Genevieve and Maria for bringing this to me.”

Maria Oshodi – Assistant Director/Project manager
“I to get up there, and this simple detail distracted me from my introduction and consequently I feel some of the feedback we received was slightly out of It was wonderful to experience the project emerge as an idea from a real life setting, to a structured space holding so many vibrant creative females.  Everyone brought a huge dose of generosity, professionalism, considered thought and fun to the matter in hand, which made it possible to actualise so much material in the short contact time available.  I personally found it so easy and rewarding as a project to work on, and the partnership that I received from Alex was the best experience I have had in terms of co-leading a project with another visually impaired practitioner.
As the project   initiator I experienced at times a general awareness to keep a relationship with visual impairment central to what performance strands were being generated   to avoid us not creating just another demonstration of burlesque, but that it had significance to a visually impaired experience.  As a result, I felt a little disappointed when some connections were lost in the eventual presentation, for instance, why the dancers were wearing bubble wrap, which was meant to signify Braille, and the use of string by the MC, that was meant to act as a physical line of gaze, but the use of which was prohibited by the stage being so far away from the audience. 
I also felt frustrated that because of the limited time that there was in the theatre, we had to do as much as we could to prepare for the presentation itself and therefore had no time to prepare for setting up the Q and A afterwards.  It was my plan to remind the audience that this was a research project and not a fully developed show, which is the impression I think quite a few people had because of the great professionalism of our team.  I fumbled up on stage at the start of the Q and A as I hadn’t organised any access for Alex and context.  
However, I think some really interesting issues were raised in the feedback, like the response to the reverse strip, which we didn’t have the time to consider, would be problematic as we developed it.  It would be imperative that these kind of points, along with those raised in the emailed feedback, should be put together with time, intelligence and creativity to produce some very exciting and entertaining theatrical work.”

Genevieve I Chang - Choreographer and burlesque consultant.
“It felt incredibly rewarding to apply my burlesque knowledge to the context of a show, which had a larger remit than just the expression of the female form. I think the practice of burlesque is very useful for expressing subjective marginalities in confrontational ways, but with creativity, humor and a reclaiming of the body.
I had not worked with visual impairment before so felt a little insecure at the beginning of the process, but through everybody’s generosity of spirit, I learnt a lot about my own abilities as a facilitator. 
I feel that through the work, I shaped a method in which to convey movement principles and ideas through the supported use of sound, language, image and audio translation to affect performance objectives.
 
It was great to present our work to an audience after the process we had embarked on. I think it was a good time to open out what we had discovered and move on from a point of external response.

In the Q/A I felt confident that we generated a really substantial  - if somewhat divided- interest in the subject of sexual expression related to visual impairment, and feel more than ever that it is a topical area to be explored with repercussive elements of social and cultural relevance.

In the future I would love to further explore subverting normative ways of perceiving sexuality related to visual impairment through choreography, which supports these ideas.
Thank you for giving me this opportunity to work with everyone!”

Mandy Redvers-Rowe  - Writer

THE PROCESS

“Block 1: The initial weekend seemed loosely structured and unhurried.  Ideas were feed to the group, or, introduced by the group, and then worked on.  There was much open discussion and all of us took part in everything.  In particular, we spent a lot of time addressing how we felt as visually impaired women about our bodies and consequently about our sexuality.  Were we confident to display our sexuality?  Did we feel we had a sexual identity? Were we effected by mainstream images of sexuality, and if so, how?   

We undertook a number of physically based exercises, which helped us explore the ideas discussed.  We spent a lot of time describing and copying each other’s movements and voices.  We all had a lesson on the traditional art of stripping, how to work with clothing, how to tease, an audience, and, how to be in control of what you reveal. 

At the end of the first weekend the actors had begun to identify their own individual approach to the traditional strip routine.  They had placed it both within a Burlesque framework and also begun to identify a context for their own visual impairment.

Block 2: This period of work was highly focused, as everyone was fully aware of the looming performance.  The actors were keen to develop their individual routines. 
The Director had returned with some specific tasks, i.e. The Bubble Wrap Dance, which needed working on.  Also, I had produced a number of scripts, some of which were new scenes developed from ideas from the first weekend, and others had been requested by the actors themselves. but they all needed Directing. Costumes needed to be sorted.  Props needed to be made or sourced.  Basically, all the usual pre-show  
Business had to happen.  

We consequently had to work in role.  Often the group was divided up, working on different tasks.  There was less sharing and more finalizing.

During this period the work developed dramatically.  It was not just the physical development of the performances that became more focused, but the context within which they were set.  This was because we as a team had to understand the philosophy behind what we were doing.  We had to make the performances work in terms of how they would be viewed by an audience.  So we had to decide what we wanted the audience to see, how they would access that if they were visually impaired, and, we had to be clear about what we were trying to say with the work.” 

THE WRITER IN ROLE 
As the writer on the project I was not certain of how I was going to work, or, of what was expected of me.  I had been given a broad brief to work ‘organically’ with the group.  I therefore did some basic reading on the subject of ‘Burlesque’ and turned up with a willing body and an open mind. 

Initially I was surprised to find myself joining in with all the workshop exercises.  For at this point there seemed to be no, or little, separation of role. Various people took it in turn to lead and the rest of us simply followed.   I had not fully prepared myself for this as I had ignored some Emails that specified dress etc. assuming they were directed entirely towards the actors.  I was very nervous of stripping, but was put under no pressure to do so.  But sitting out, I felt a little silly, so eventually tried stripping off a coat and scarf.  My emotions were complicated.  I was having fun but felt inadequate.  It was hard to find a version of myself that would stand up in front of people and take off my clothes.  I had experience of working as an actor, but this was new, difficult, different.  By taking part, I therefore gained an incite into the complex nature of the work that needed to be undertaken by the performers.  It also gave me an in depth understanding of the movement work that took place. 

The subject of the work certainly took me out of my comfort zone.  I personally grappled with the concept of stripping from a feminist perspective and also from a moral one. By exposing the female body on stage were we creating erotica?  Why were we doing this? How was our work going to be interpreted by women?   Who were we doing it for? What were we trying to achieve?

Walking back to my bed-sit one day after rehearsals, it occurred to me that with just one casual glance a sighted person can see me, read me, recognize me or not.  In just a few seconds they can know me in a way I will never know myself.  For even if I were to spend hours, days, weeks, concentrating excessively, I would never see myself.  They will look and forget, but I will never know. Therefore, fully clothed or unclothed, I am equally exposed.  

This is not a self-pitying observation but in the context of this project a practical one. 
Ultimately, I came to the following personal conclusion.  We were exploring female sexuality and visual impairment through the theatrical device of Burlesque. By placing an emphasis on clothing and what is revealed when that clothing is removed, we can begin to explore the exposure one can feel when one is visually impaired.  Once I came to this conclusion the work began to make a lot of sense to me.  For example, one of the actors developed a performance piece using a large scarf.  She was initially covered in the scarf and gradually she teased the audience by showing them different parts of her body: her eyes; her elbow; her toes etc.  Then she looses her scarf.  She is revealed.  She no longer has any control over what people see.  She drops to the floor in panic to find the scarf but finds a mirror instead.  She explores her body with a mirror, reflecting images she cannot see, and then she turns it on the audience.  She asks them directly.  What do I look like? Do I look normal?

Once I had clarified my thoughts I just had fun writing.  We were exploring what our bodies meant to us as women.  We were exploring how and what we would like to reveal and to whom.  We wanted to explore our experiences of being visually impaired through making these decisions.  We wanted to challenge the audience’s perceptions of us and our bodies.  We wanted to alter their sense of reality. We wanted to play and see what happened. 

At the end of block 1 the directors and I identified a list of tasks for me to undertake in the intervening month.  I wrote scripts, emailed them, received feedback and developed them accordingly. During the final weekend I helped those who were working on a devised basis with phrasing.  Basically, I just got working wherever I was needed.” 

THE PERFORMANCE PRESENTATION 
Although this was an informal sharing we all took this aspect very seriously.  As is usual in these projects we drastically ran out of time and consequently were only able to fit in one run.  However, all the actresses were so professional that this did not show during the final performance.  I thought that the work was excellent and that the audience seemed to be enjoying it too.  

Unfortunately, I had to dash off and was unable to stay for the Q and A session and so cannot comment on that. 

THE FUTURE OF THE PROJECT  
This is definitely an exciting and interesting area of work.  I think in performance terms it offers a post-modern perspective on female sexuality that has not been explored previously.  I believe for the project to progress successfully much more time is required for development, and, more time, resources and emphasis should be placed upon the final performance.  

I also think that the project has a future in a structured workshop form for women who are visually impaired. I believe the themes to be highly relevant and that the safety of an all female environment can offer opportunities for personal analysis and exploration of identity and self.  

Finally, I am very glad I was part of this project.  I have personally learnt much about myself and about how to work in an unstructured way as a writer. I have also had a lot of fun working with people that I hadn’t worked closely with before, and also made many new friends. So, thank you Maria and Extant for inviting me to take part.”   

Margo Cargill – Performer
“It was interesting sharing our personal experiences of burlesque and the history of the art form along with its present day influences.
 
Although I am totally blind I felt as a performer on this project that it was extremely important to have an acute “visual awareness” of how the work was being presented. 
I feel that we touched on some interesting ideas in the research and that the presentation of burlesque to the visually impaired is one to be explored further. 
Everyone’s perception of this presentation in the Q and A was incredibly different and very personal.  The fact that some members felt “cheated” and “excluded” is something to consider.
I think that it is imperative for all of the visually impaired participants to be involved in all aspects of the rehearsal process.  The question that came up for me is how much of an understanding can one have from a description of what a performer is actually doing?  As this is a very visual medium maybe we all need to recreate the movement of exactly what each performer is doing in order to have an innate understanding of what is going on rather than receiving the information second hand.
It would be interesting to explore burlesque as an aural presentation.”

Amelia Cavallo  -   Performer
“I felt that the research was very organic in its process. There was a good mix of fun within the work, which created an atmosphere that was conducive to experimentation and learning. We were all quite open with each other, which let the devising process be very organic in nature, which is why I feel that the performance itself was so honest and so funny. 

I did learn a great deal from the project. I knew nothing about burlesque for starters, so this process taught me about a performance form that I was very ignorant about. Within that I learned a great deal about my own ideas of body image as a blind woman, i.e. worrying about the things about myself physically that I might be unaware of because of my visual impairment. It also made me face some things head on, namely the fear behind being exposed, literally, on stage. In the end it was actually a very liberating experience and a confidence booster.  

My role was as a performer, which is something that I am quite comfortable in though this was a new style for me to deal with. I think the main thing that I learned is how much I am willing to do on stage provided I feel that I am in a safe environment. For example, the simple action of being on stage in my bra and knickers was a nerve-racking idea (Let alone stripping down to them). However, as the process continued and I learned why something like that was necessary considering the style we were working in and the issues we were exploring, I became more comfortable. Indeed each time we ran my parts of the show I found myself becoming more and more confident. By the time we got to the performance, I had no worry about how much of me was being shown, or not. Again, it was a very liberating feeling to know how comfortable I became with myself during this performance.  

Yes, I felt what was explored in the research was reflected in the   presentation, as much as it could, considering the time we had. I am actually shocked looking back at how much we managed to fit into the show. I do feel that all of the ideas could use more working through, especially the sketches we started and ended with. The Bubble Dance has its place, but felt a bit rushed in the process. Because of this, to me it felt like some ideas were lost that we originally discussed with it in order to make the section into something we were ready to show. Again, that would be easily solved by more time and rehearsal. I would say the same for the last bit “Smack Her” as well. The idea is there and it is strong, but could use some more exploration.      

I felt that it went well over all and that we were given many things to think about. For example, our reverse strip caused a bit of controversy as far as how it was delivered to the audience and the blind members in particular. It proved to me, considering the debate, how important this topic is and how much more it should be explored... and how much further we could go with it. 

For future development it would be interesting perhaps to play more with the characters that were created. On our last workshop day we came up with names for each of us that related to visual impairment. To me, the clearest within this context were Margo as Bifuckular and Janie as Monical Lewinsky. Margo's felt clear simply because she had interaction with people on a very logical level... She was the MC and had a job to do, simple as that. Janie's felt clear partly because her strip denoted a specific character (as did her voice during her AD of Margo). She also had the use of a prop that instantly related her name to her situation. She had a tool that again made her much more specific. This is opposite to me as Gloria Coma, with a funny name but many different and distinct sketches to do. The scarf dance was quite serious at the end, Girly Girls quite camp and the reverse strip was a tease. All of sketches relate to the topic at hand but were never really connected as far as a character. While that did not bother me at all in the process, looking back I do think it could be an interesting thing to explore. 

Also, getting a clearer idea of how to link the beginning (Bubble dance) and the end (Smack her and Anything Goes) to the rest of the show more clearly might be interesting to explore. As a performer in those bits they did feel quite separate from the middle bits. 
Finally the project was an absolute blast and I had a great time doing it. The company that we formed was great fun and very supportive. We came up with some really interesting things that are incredibly relevant and important to explore.” 

Janee Hall - Performer
“I really enjoyed the whole project. The team and tutor worked well, Genevieve was skilled, patient and open to individual boundaries, fears and ideas. I
felt safe to explore new ways of moving, performing and expressing some of the things I feel about being a visually impaired woman.
As a performer it was a new experience for me to use voice - singing and talking- and I was quite unsure and wary about this, in the end it was quite empowering. I still
know that I am a mover/dancer and not a singer for sure but I liked the challenge. I discovered the role of comedy in performing - this is new to me
too. I'd like to explore this more, perhaps in collaboration with Margo or one of the other girls.

I think we presented our work as best we could in the time we had. having spoken to some of the audience later, some did not realise that this was a 'sharing'
and not a polished performance so it was important to highlight that it was just in the development stages.
I feel the performance did show the vast array of talent and approach to this movement style. each woman brought her own experience and unique response
to burlesque. it felt very honest.

The Q and A was a good space to sit in at the front of the stage. I was sad to see the direction of the Q/A move into disability politics (but it inevitably would!).
I think it would have been a good idea to have had an 'outside' chair to introduce and lead the discussion because there was a lot of positive feedback
and discussion that continued in the bar later that should have been shared in the auditorium session.

The work could certainly be developed into a women's cabaret slot, or combined with another VI piece... not sure but I certainly feel there is potential for
it to grow and be polished!
It was such a fun and fulfilling project. I was challenged and encouraged, It was hard work but the team was well chosen and we all supported and respected
each other throughout. I came away having woken some new creative ideas within me. Smashing.”



Heather Gilmore - Performer
“The pre-workshop research process was trawling through the internet to find definitions, historical context and examples of Burlesque.  As someone who only had a vague idea what burlesque was, this process was not too enlightening.  The definitions were in a way obvious; that it was a strip tease. The history was that it was extremely risqué for it’s time, that it was an “underground” movement, and that it originated from vaudeville. The examples were few and far between and I came across some extremely amateur and tacky videos on the net and only one or two examples of classic burlesque.

I thought a lot about how it could be placed in a modern day context, and whether it was possible to satirise the form. I also did some research amongst my girlfriends by asking them whether they ever stripped playfully for their partners.  I was genuinely surprised how many of them didn’t.  Even the ones who seem at ease with their bodies and uninhibited about their sexuality said they were too shy!  

The first three days of the workshop research was great fun and safely challenging.  We were encouraged to reveal our experiences vies a vies visual impairment, and risqué performance; to talk openly and honestly about our perceptions of ourselves as sensual creatures, and how we felt about our bodies. We played games, which encouraged us to lose inhibition and to come up with ideas.  Our burlesque facilitator, led a discussion about the form where we shared our views on the socio/political context and she taught us some basic burlesque moves, like posing and strutting. 

We brought into the arena songs, and jokes about blindness, looking or seeing.  Our Burlesque facilitator played examples of possible “burlesque” music during our warm-ups and while practising our burlesque moves.  By the last of the three workshop days we had begun exploring characterisation and working on our individual routines.  We also began working on our “white cane” routine.

Our continual reference point, throughout the research was how we could make what we were doing accessible to people with visual impairment, and thinking of creative ways of using audio-description.  

I thoroughly enjoyed the first three days, but was seriously concerned about taking my clothes off in public.  I had shared with the group how my confidence about my body had changed, as I had reached middle age, and how I had lost much more confidence because of my deteriorating sight too.  Someone in the group said, “Why shouldn’t a middle-aged, partially-sighted woman take her clothes off?  This rang in my ears frequently between the two workshop weekends”. 

I was reminded, during this project, how much I enjoy working collaboratively, and how improvisation is key to this approach.  I regained some of my lost confidence in impro and was surprised to find it relatively easy to learn a dance routine, despite my love of singing, I am still nervous about singing on my own in public. My role as a performer in the project was to take risks, and to support and encourage my fellow team members. I am so pleased that I found the courage to go as far as I did with my strip.  I wish I had had more time to develop both the script and the movement, as I was still a little unsure of both on the night.  Today I have continued to go over it in my head and try out some more moves, even though the project is over (at least for the time being).  As a group of practitioners, we had developed a wonderful “company feel”.

The presentation of the work reflected entirely the research process.  All of the ideas for the sketches or pieces in the show emerged from the workshop process.  

The question and answer session at the end of the presentation was imperative to the development of the project.  The feedback was constructive, universally positive, and thankfully not in the least bit sycophantic.  We learned what worked and what didn’t, those parts of the show that provoked controversy, and people’s views on disability and sexuality, burlesque and our use of audio description.

The way I see the project developing is by first of all taking onboard the comments of the audience.  Ensure that any confusion regarding the AD is looked at and for these comments to be borne in mind in any future developmental work.  I would like to have the opportunity for more character development.  Personally, I felt I was just beginning to find a character for my particular piece.  I think the MC could have a meatier role, to hold the show together.  I also think it would be great to find or resource the writing of some less corny jokes about blindness, although in the context of the show, corn did work.  I think we could introduce some more vaudevillian elements, some more stories, perhaps a little magic, and some more musical and sketch satire.

I think this project has such brilliant potential for development. It is challenging to the audience, whether they be sighted or not.  The whole question of female sexuality in this so-called post feminist age poses a big enough challenge to us all.  When you add into the mix disability and sexuality, and most importantly of all accessibility, then you have a piece that is not only massively challenging, but because of the form, can be hugely entertaining too.  This is an innovative project that would be value for money for any funder.  We have an utterly brilliant team of focused and committed practitioners, and I am sure that the show would be attractive to venues across the board, not just those who traditionally programme theatre and performance by disabled artists.

I learned so much doing this project, and it has rekindled the flame inside me that wants to take part collaboratively in developing theatre that empowers an audience to be challenged and entertained.  Long live Extant!” 

Audience Feedback:
“Although   the majority of the presentation and following Q and A was videoed on the night of 17 September for documentation purposes, we also asked people to send in their thoughts by email afterwards in   case they did not have a chance to speak during the feedback session or wanted to elaborate or clarify their response to our work.  Here is a selection of views expressed:

Once again Extant has managed to intrigue and excite me.  Last night's Work - in - progress broke new ground and showed that there is much to be explored and learned in the field of performance and visual Impairment.  You guys rock!

Could I make a suggestion for the next time you do such an exercise with
An audience with mixed sight capacity?  It might be best to let the blind and partially sighted members of the audience have their say first, without any distraction or interruption from sighted people, no matter how aware and cool those sighted people are.  I was rather hoping that some young black men who were seated at audience - right would comment more and I feel that they would have if certain well – meaning sighted folks hadn't had so much to say.  Let the "lookers" have there say afterwards and the blind folks will feel better about it.” 
*Visually impaired male

“Glad I came to see the show last night.  Really enjoyed the visual bits, the cabaret circuit is crying out for good stuff like this.  Didn't get any of the banter but I knew you were focusing on other creative things.

I thought the discussion after was interesting (Claire Saddleton 'terped for me bless her) as it brought up many of the same issues we have with creative sign interpreting, about what information is being given on stage and what comes through the access point. It's really about exploring how to set up conventions without explaining anything at all.

Do hope this line of work continues as I think it is fascinating.”
*Deaf female

“First of all, thank you for inviting me to participate in this work in progress. I really enjoyed the performance and the discussion afterwards, although
I wish there had have been more time and scope in this discussion as I did walk away with many thoughts and ideas and a tad of frustration that I couldn’t
articulate what was on my mind. So, thanks also for offering this opportunity to express those thoughts. Here are some of the things, which struck me.

I actually found the performance most interesting from a gender/sexuality perspective, above and beyond the disability issues. The discussion afterwards
revolved around disability and did not seem to address the broader sexuality issues apart from one woman who made a comment about the voyeurism aspect
– one can watch but not touch and this seemed to be endemic with English inhibition, remember her?

Looking at the women on stage, one thing, which struck me immediately, is that we rarely get to see “normal” women naked or semi naked or performing sexual roles or expressing themselves sexually, and that was just great. Bifocular does fit the stereotype of the slim athletic erotic performer, but the other women didn’t. It worries me that her strip was the climax and the real WOW factor. It kind of said, blind women CAN reach the mark after all. The fact that the women were visually impaired seemed less significant to me than this “body type” issue, and perhaps more could be made of that in the contrast between the stereotypical female object and the non-stereotypical object – disabled or not. With the images thrown at us through the media, we don’t know what women really look like any more!

Another thing which struck me throughout is that this style of erotic performance has been crafted specifically for the male gaze. We know that men are more visually programmed than women when it comes to sexuality. I felt this tension between male visual programming and the performance of blind women
for this male visual program. This was inherent rather than explicit in the performance. I was asking myself the question, why does a visually impaired person need to cater for the visual pleasure of another?

Now, the audio description. I have never heard audio description before, and probably most sighted/hearing people haven’t.  It took me a while to latch onto what was going on. You may think I am dumb, but consider me an outsider for a moment.  In the discussion afterwards, there were copious references
to “conventional audio description”. I don’t know what that is, and nor will the vast majority of your sighted and hearing audience. The thing that struck me about the audio description, and this was my comment which I feel was misunderstood, was its limitation to what people were doing and what they looked
like. The choreographer interpreted my comment as wanting a description of the character’s  “inner life”, and  I didn’t disagree, only because I couldn’t articulate what I meant in the moment.

An audio description of what people do and what they look  like may be appropriate in communicating many things on stage or film, but I feel that sexuality is so inherently internal and subjective, that a description of what people do and look like  has to be shallow. If we assume that the burlesque performance
is for the male gaze, can we be sure that it’s tits and bums that do it? It will for some men. What about the woman’s face? Her feet? That moment of vulnerability or hesitation? I don’t know, but I just wonder if sexuality needs a different approach to audio description. I have nothing to compare it to apart from
my visual perception, and it seemed horribly limited and almost pornographic (what it looks like and what they are doing) in approach.

One thing I had a knee jerk reaction to in the discussion afterwards was the generic groan when the guy near me called able-bodied people “normal”. It was the response which disturbed me, not what he said. He was sensitive enough to pick up his blunder and say “I am sorry if I don’t sound politically correct. It made me wonder who and what this show is for. Is it to entertain the informed and converted, or is it designed to raise consciousness in all of us? This guy was making a good point, and it is true that he doesn’t have the vocabulary – and he knows it. It made me feel like the outsider, and that this was not a safe place to express myself in case I too made a mistake. Disabled people en mass also have to be patient and compassionate towards we ignorant
able bodied folks. The fact that we are in that space means that we are eager to learn.

The whole issue of insider/outsider is a fascinating one. It is not black and white, obviously, and while I felt the assumption was that I, as a sighted person, was the insider, an this was actually articulated a number of times in the discussion, I felt like an information outsider in most ways.

I would also like to mention about the hyper sexualisation of black women, which did not get touched upon in the  discussion – It is yet another dimension which makes your show potentially very rich if you take up this challenge.

It’s  gonna be great!”
*Sighted female

“I really had a good time at the show on Monday.  I thought it was sexy and funny!  I loved the jokes about blindness, i.e. actors walking into chairs, missing the gap in the curtains, although those were audio described to me by my sighted friend,.  I thought it was funny that I was hoodwinked into saying, “Yeah!”, by the strip-getting-dressed sketch – I like a good joke at my expense sometimes even if it’s about my disability!  Obviously there isa balance to be struck there but it’s so rare that that happens.  I’ve even been told off for making a joke about blindness by sighted people before which is the weirdest thing, as I think, if I make a joke about myself, it’s up to me!

As far as the content is concerned, I would have liked it if it had been even raunchier but that also depends on the performers and how comfortable they would feel about doing that and, indeed, whether the women in the audience could handle that sort of thing.  I suppose that’s getting into audio-porn territory
though which is no bad thing in my view (wiggle of eyebrows).

Would you please put these questions to the performers:

How did it feel for the blind women to expose their flesh to an audience?

Have any of them done it before?

Did they have to work up to it?  Did it feel liberating, embarrassing or just bloody cold?

Anyway, thanks all for a memorable night out!  I hope to come to the next one!”
* Visually impaired male

I'm glad that I attended the show.  Most of it was very enjoyable.  The girls are obviously good performers, and there were some very funny moments. I did feel that the reverse strip could have been more "accessible", and that some of the bridging sections contained jokes which couldn't be understood by a blind audience member.
Is the idea to bring this forward to include people with other disabilities, or indeed those without a disability?
A question I would have liked to have asked a sited audience member was, did you feel that the audio description added to or took away from the performance, and would you like to here the performers describe what they are doing in future, non-disability focused shows? A question I would have liked to ask the performers was. As someone who has been blind from birth, I don't feel that I have a complete image of what I look like, or could even conceptualise it if one was planted in my head.  If any of the girls are in the same boat, how did they feel exposing parts of their body which they wouldn't usually to an audience?  Was it scary?  Liberating?  did it take a while to build the courage, or did they feel better off because they couldn't see themselves. Thanks for inviting myself and Ellie Maria.  We would like to come and join you again when the work is complete.”
*Visually impaired female

I enjoyed the evening. For me it was the first time that I have noticed audio description. I thought that in the first few sketches it really enhanced the performance, and sometimes
the tone of voice was so expressive that it added humour and sensuality. I think that I should say at this point that I do not know much about Burlesque, only what I have seen on tv shows when they send women along to improve their self confidence and body image issues- as a way of empowering them. I imagine that it is women being playful with their bodies, the stage and the audience, but I may be on the wrong track. If I get the opportunity I may go to a burlesque show to compare.
I did enjoy the humour and sensuality mixture - I wasn't that keen on the more slapstick parts but I can understand that it is a good idea to have laughs - especially if some find it embarrassing or it makes them nervous. And it’s always comforting to have the feedback of laughs, especially amongst friends. It takes courage to do such a show in front of friends and colleagues - to reveal so much of yourself. But does a person with sight impairment feel that they are revealing and being intimate as a sighted person would! It did feel interesting especially for the last sketch, a person who cannot see revealing
so much flesh to people who could see. How much detail to include in the descriptions? I thought on the last sketch especially that the description did not include enough of the detail that I
was seeing, but this was mentioned in the Q & A session about how much to include whenever audio description is used. There must be so much left out. At the time, I thought that all description of how the light was reflecting off her flesh, which was slightly moist on her back, how you could see her muscles
moving under neath her skin, and the detail of how she moved was left out because it was decided not to get people too excited, or turn it into a porn show. I presumed that if this were more like a more usual Burlesque show, this would have been allowed or even aimed for. I presume that this part of the descriptions had been dumbed down for this audience, and therefore the descriptions were more detached, more about how the person is moving around the stage and less descriptive of the bodies. I was surprised therefore to hear in the Q & A that a man said that usually sexual content is dumbed down for a blind or disabled audience, but not on this show. I thought that it had been dumbed down, but maybe that means I'm more into porn than I realised ! I was pleased to hear the woman in the Q & A say that she was disappointed/cheated that she felt left out at what people were laughing at. I didn’t know what to do at that time, whether I should explain to Kieran or whether I would be spoiling something, I cannot remember what I did, but it felt a bit uncomfortable to me as well. She clearly expected to be included and had high hopes for this performance. Wow its a tall order, to give everyone what they want in the way that they want it - where does one start !  It'd be all too much for me. Great though, well done.”
*Sighted female

“Good for there to be a women's show.  The show was often very funny and not afraid of trying out ideas.  Despite the burlesque theme, it seemed a bit ambivalent about women doing striptease on stage and not feeling powerful or in charge, also because there were often devices to counter that, comedy or interruptions. Janee is a talented comedienne. I thought Amelia had one of the most memorable and hardest scenes, the one with the scarf and then the mirror, as she had to break into realism and challenge the audience -- which she said she devised and obviously got a lot from doing. Other people in the audience are entitled to their impressions, but I thought some women commenting in the Q&A were over the top, making too much of the
fact that we can make jokes about being disabled/blind, or they weren't expecting self-assured women.  I thought it was slightly patronising, like they didn't expect you to be capable.”
* Disabled female

“I was a bit nervous to start with, as I was on my own, and didn't know how I was going to feel about being at a burlesque show without anyone to share it with. In my head it was going to be easier to engage with the whole subject if I had a safe companion (not a man, I think.) But the show was reassuring on that level, I felt included rather than confronted by the sexuality and the humour. So I relaxed and looked forward to each piece.

I thought the pace of the show was a little slow, and the performers varied in their confidence, which meant that some pieces were stronger and more comfortable to enjoy. I thought there could have been more use of jokes between the pieces, to keep the pace up and to hold our attention, especially since MC Bifockular was such a good character, and delivered so well.

I thought the show overall was fairly sophisticated in addressing the subjects of sexuality, visual impairment and performance. I think it almost completely achieved what I imagined to be its aims. It was entertaining, gave power both to the performer and to the audience, a very difficult thing to achieve. I was aware of the complexity of what and who was being addressed, and the possible complexity of response.

Because of the range and style of performers, the show seemed to offer a broad invitation to the audience, an inclusive rather than hetero- or lesbian point of view. Having said that, it could have gone further with that inclusivity, perhaps with the script, and a more confident acknowledgement of female desire for the female body. I'm saying this because I'm used to going to shows with an all female audience, where women can feel safe in their appreciation and self-appreciation, whereas in a mixed audience, they are likely to be more reserved. If the performance is overtly confident, it gives permission to the audience, and validates desire. I think the atmosphere during the show was very benevolent, but it was a handpicked audience, and in opening up the wider public, I would want there to be a little more authority from some of the performers.

On the hot topic of audio description, I liked the solutions presented in the show: the self-description and the description included as direction to the dancers worked well and felt integrated into the action and the intention of the pieces. The off-stage mike worked less well generally, and it's clear that the description of the reverse strip was misunderstood, even though I thought it was a clever idea. I don't know what I would do with that, it seems now that people didn't have the right information to make the leap which a sighted person makes in dealing with the feeling of being denied seeing a naked body. The reverse strip is a complete tease, a sophisticated play on the process of revelation, which relies on the viewer acknowledging that they are being teased. Somehow that acknowledgement has to happen immediately after the beginning... I think your team is inventive enough to have another go at finding a solution.

My personal preferences went slightly against the French accented description of Bifockular's strip, because I thought she was genuinely nervous about what she was describing, rather than play-nervous. This made me think about the intended audience, the male-female dynamics. I wondered if the describer was feeling protective of the performer, which took away slightly the power of the performance, which was the most sexually overt - something in the combination made me slightly uneasy.

There was no description of physical characteristics, including ethnicity and body shape. I haven't made anything of this, just observed it. These are factors which will have made an impact on the sighted people and conditioned their responses (comedy versus sexual turn-on for instance).

This all seems like such a lot to put on to one show, one situation, and really, the only things I would actually want to see addressed are the pacing and the overt confidence of the performance.

In the end I think the show is strong, makes its points, and gives great entertainment. I think your intention as a company to address the issues of access is really coming to fruition, and I just want to give my congratulations and my support for what you're doing.”
*Sighted female

“Margo’s energy was fantastic (high and sharp). Would like to work with Margo as I think I would learn a lot.  

I felt Heather’s audio description was so in tune with her body movements the sarcasm oozed. The most connected for me. 

Janee’s French voice worked well but was spoilt with the distortion from microphone. 

I didn’t expect the blind jokes, thought it was going to be a burlesque performance with VIP’s in it but felt the blind jokes worked brilliantly and delivered by all especially Margo. Not an easy balance to tell blind jokes and find them funny without anyone feeling stupid gilt. 

I expected it to be more risky than it was but maybe I’m comparing it to Penny Pepper’s gig plus I don’t know much about burlesque and how sexually it is pot raid.  Also having the performers come on stage undressed took away any teas as we were shown it all at once if you know what I mean. 

For me I see audio description as something, which has to be used as individually as each scene or line or word.  There are many techniques of A D and should be used none are wrong it’s just how they are used.“
*Visually impaired female

“Below are some thoughts on Monday evening.
The two girls who came on "spying" on the audience for me set up a situation of the watchers being watched so inverted the performance. Then the bit of humour helped me get a sense of what to expect - a cheeky, humours show with an element of subversion - subverting expectations and maybe ideology?
I thought the MC Margo Cargill was very self assured and confident. My experience of doing comedy has shown me how difficult the part she played is to pull off and she did it really well. She also had quite a strong stage presence. Not sure if she might have better placed centre stage? Might have made her even more commanding? Comedy can have an   alienating effect on the audience unless its a shared experience of some kind - there is a saying that drama is life close up and comedy is life at a distance.
But I thought the "audio description" managed to create a bond between audience and performer, maybe not for the reasons that you intended - I can't comment on audio description.
I thought Genevieve I Chang was a good choice for doing the audio description that she did. Not only did she give off confidence no doubt due to her knowledge of this subject but she also came across as a sweet person who was having a lot of fun - which was infectious. This helped engage with that performance. There was some expression in her voice - that of fun and of a little mischief - I think too much expression would have given us an interpretation of the performance taking away from the audience what they might have brought to it? Narrowed down their option as it were. I thought the pacing within the sketches was good but perhaps - and this might be unfair as it is a work in progress etc - the pace between some of the
sketches might be a bit tighter? Also as a somewhat sighted person I did not find the audio description intrusive - my experience of doing a multi delivery like this is it can be distracting for people with the sense being complemented - but then that's our problem! it wasn't the case with your production.
The filmmaker Eisenstien said one sense should dominate if you replicate the same image with another sense it can be distracting - I don't believe that was the case with your work.
Thanks again - I didn't know what to expect but I really enjoyed it - naughty but very nice! Please give my thanks to all who were involved - to do what they did is not an easy thing to pull off - or should I say achieve but I think they all did great!”
*Disabled male.

“I found the work really interesting, thought provoking, funny, intelligent, sexy and imaginative.  It was further developed than I expected and it will make a great show.

Re: the issues around audio description that people raised on the night - Rikki did ask me to describe / explain a couple of things.  (I'm sure he'll tell you about this too.)
The two scenes which required additional description were the taking off and putting on clothes scene and the one with the woolly underclothes and pinny.

One regret - during the Q & A I didn't get to ask the actors about what the
process had been like for them, what had been the blocks, how they had felt about exposing parts of their bodies that are normally not exposed, and if they had benefited from the work personally.  This is something I'd have been interested in as a performer myself.

I have been part of an all female punk band for the last 10 years and I think some of the issues around voyeurism, exposure, audio versus visual, the imagined versus reality, and expectations from the audience might be surprisingly similar.  Anyway, that's a longer conversation!”
*Sighted female

“It was a very interesting experience. I suppose my main impression at the end of the evening was to discover how differently the visually impaired members of the audience experienced the audio description to those who could see what was going on on the stage. There was a slight sense of feeling cheated, but had there not been a Q and A I would not have realised certain aspects of the performance, i.e. the striptease. Having said all this I enjoyed the playfulness of the burlesque theatre.
The evening made me realise and appreciate both the limitations and the imaginative possibilities/deception that audio description can provide. Also that audio description is not necessarily a substitute for being able to see but in itself it offers another dimension of experience.”
*Visually impaired female.

“Hey Maria, me ere with some thoughts on the burlesque... Firstly, I loved it and thought that for the time you’d had, it appeared really polished and far more slick than I anticipated.  I don’t know if you’re aware but me and 2 other wheelies worked with a burlesque teacher / dancer called jo king earlier this year and so I watched your piece with some knowledge and some of my own questions and ideas.  What struck me very much was that your piece was very collective, it was very much about the experience of blind women and their take on sex and sexuality and actually to that end it felt very much like a strong piece of disability arts.  It was totally unapologetic and in fact wantonly embraced ‘the blind experience’ and I loved it for that. The
weakest part was the q and A for me, which I found, became too focussed on audio description – important and integral discussions to the work but I thought a sense of the fun and a sense of what you were doing and the work done was lost in the discussion... Infact what I thought was that a lot of people in
the audience felt safer / more able to talk on the ‘access’ issues rather than address the more uneasy questions surrounding disability and sex, blindness and sex... It was a bit of a red herring in some ways I felt.  I very much enjoyed heathers piece and jane’s pieces – infact I actually enjoyed the women
who were less conventionally attractive and less confident... I loved character and yet the strip wasn’t as erotic to me as I knew she would do it and she had a total confidence and control... Interesting... But then that’s the great thing about all this – what’s sexy and what’s erotic is so subjective.
 The piece where the description and audio description were at odds – I actually loved because infact I found the description of being undressed yet the reality of being dressed, much sexier and I was left at the end feeling that she (sorry, can’t recall her name!) was much sexier with all her clothes on
and that experience was a real thrill!  On audio description – I enjoyed the fact that each piece was pretty much described in a different way – it wasn’t samey in any way and this added to the texture of the whole show I thought.  Some worked better than others... I did enjoy the scarf piece but I actually didn’t really like Jane’s French description of Margot’s strip – no idea why... But again, I think it was a pot pourrit of a show and some bits I liked
more and some less... Some were about what I find sexy and erotic.  The humour was fantastic – the jokes – bad, rude, allowing us to relax... Basically I really enjoyed the show and think you should keep going with it!  
Margo’s”
 *Disabled female

Quick thoughts from me:
• Great fun
• Liked the fact that there was a combination of individual acts and group scenes - gave it a feel of a more ensemble piece - a troupe of performing ladies
• The combination of characters worked well and offset each other - two clowns/buffoons, one confident young thing and one bitter dominatrix!
• Thought the different experiments in audio description were great - and good to see so many styles being used. Would be interesting next time to add in the option of AD via headsets at specific moments to allow visual impaired audience access to a secret word - perhaps using a describer with a defined
character joking with her own private audience - leaving the sighted people wondering what the visually impaired were laughing at.
• Margo's character can go even further - and felt the description her her strip using the comic French voice took the edge away particular for non-sighted
audience
• Loved the elements of stand-up comedy AND the dark edgy side in combination
• like the reverse strip but could see why some people would struggle with this one
• Enjoyed the themed approach around sight
• Thought heather was going to do her whole act behind a curtain - so whole audience just got her description -, which could be really extreme!
• Definitely should be developed
list end
Well done to all and thanks for inviting me.”
*Sighted female

“I enjoyed it very much and thought a lot
about various aspects afterwards.  Various comments -

I missed most of the pre-show sequence.  I was sitting with Sian and Ruth about six or seven rows back (I didn't count) where the wheelchair spaces were.  From there, the sight lines were such that I simply didn't see the two women creeping around the stage for some time and couldn't hear them either over all the conversations still going on.  I think they were doing the equivalent of peeking through the gap in the curtain to cheer themselves up with disparaging remarks about the audience - and so I'm not sure whether we were supposed to know they were there or to hear their comments - but I was puzzled.  With no description, this whole passage must have been beyond
more than me, including anyone who was just talking too much.  Were we supposed to notice?  If not, why not?

I liked the staging of the first item, where Genevieve "directed" from the audience so that she was not only describing what was happening for those
who couldn't see at all but also explaining some of the terminology for those of us who could see something. That was an excellent introduction.Though whether people who were just listening would have followed the terms I don't know.  I didn't get the costumes either - it wasn't until the discussion afterwards that I heard the women were wearing bubble-wrap, which I thought (when I found out) a clever comment on the packaging of women in such circumstances.  But should something have been done to tell me sooner?

I thought a lot about the different types of AD used - whether the
performers were describing themselves (Amelia's piece with the scarf was particularly effective, as the discussion made clear, but I could understand the comment that describing as well as doing would have been too complicated in other places - especially, I imagine, when the action was pretty energetic), describing each other (it was interesting that Janee felt she
had to adopt a different persona to describe Margo) or being described by Genevieve (which not everyone was able to believe, when it came to the reverse strip).  I also enjoyed the item where Heather (was it Heather?) was being "corrected" from off-stage as she blundered around - although theperson doing the correcting wasn't very audible.  The description was mostly sufficient for me - but obviously not for everybody, as the comments madeclear.  The conflict between an essentially visual medium and a partially-VI audience was well made, if not fully resolved.

I laughed a lot, but the amount of laughter increased the audibility problem. I simply didn't get a lot of what was being said because Icouldn't hear properly.  Blindness probably came in there too – some throwaway comments were thrown away in the wrong direction.  I realise that microphones all round would add to your costs but either their introduction or more work on voice production and directing speech effectively would improve communication considerably.

I've never seen burlesque before and know almost nothing of its conventions. I can't therefore comment on your handling of the conventions, although subversion was clearly important.  I liked that.  I probably wouldn't have liked a "straight" approach - not that I know quite what that would be -
although I don't think I'd take the hard-line absolute of saying burlesque exploits women and is always to be condemned.  What you did seemed to me to hit the right note - although I don't think everyone agreed.

I also detected in overheard comments some concern (is that the word?) about the VI jokes and perceived "negative" representations of disability.  I think that sort of thing rubbish - if I want to make jokes about the struggle I've had putting my new computer together, that's my business – but other people do seem to find it a problem.  I suspect the uncomfortable ones
are non-disabled people who need educating but I don't know how to do it.”
*Visually impaired female

“I loved the show -- thought the jokes were great and they really worked to put me at ease ... feeling a bit apprehensive about what to expect re the subject matter and never having been to a performance like this before .. but I found the experience very funny and never felt uncomfortable --- only perhaps at the very end because the last striptease was VERY sensual ... and was much more of a full-on experience than I’d been expecting ...
loved all the sketches and thought all the performers were great ...
didn't totally get the relevance of the last scene where the four women sung excerpts of different songs.. but enjoyed it
thought it was pertinent in the discussions afterwards when two blind women said they hadn't realised that the final "striptease" was performed by the character who had been the joke teller and introducer of acts ... I hadn't been sure at first whether it was meant to be her, i.e. whether in taking her wig off
she was supposed to be a different character to us ...
I’m still thinking on about what that bloke said about having issues about the whole voyeur/burlesque thing .... but find myself erring on the side of thinking he was just a typical pervy male (!!) ... how about you?”
*Disabled female

“I really enjoyed the showing; it was fun and had that slightly anarchic edge to it that the Effing & Blinding cabaret had, up in Edinburgh.  I thought the Woolly 1-piece act worked really well - and the cane dance!  I thought Amelia was fab!  The venue felt a bit too big / formal somehow but I know you originally

wanted the audience just to be sitting on stage with you all, which would've worked well, I think.
*Disabled female

Conclusion and Recommendations
Through this research process we began to achieve an honest, liberating and rye examination of the sometimes uncomfortable and somewhat taboo zone of disability and sexuality.
The project offered all the participants a chance to explore challenging movement styles of performance not usually accessible or perceived to be of interest to visually impaired performers, and did this within a safe supportive space.  This bonding and the general openness of the group created a valuable good team spirit, which led to a cohesive    sharing that we road -tested to our audience.  The general positive reception that we received has led to a strong sense that the work started should most definitely be developed. Though we did not meet one of our project aims, in achieving feedback from venue programmers to the work, the response from the   Cochrane was very enthusiastic, and since then venues like the Albany have expressed initial interest in hosting a show if one were ever produced.

Recommendations:


· That some of the work started to be developed forms the foundation of a future production for Extant, which has potential to tour   with new tour management systems in place. Extant toured England extensively during 2005 and though it is probable that this future tour could include some of the venues that we toured to previously, E.G. tobacco Factory Bristol, Hawth crawley and Albany Deptford – It is hoped that we could attract bookings from venues on the performance comedy circuit as well, which would extend and develop our audience base.

· That a full production includes as many of the original research team as possible and that adequate time and resources are achieved for a production, for  
· rehearsal, access development and support with technical and tour production.

· That as much of the audience feedback and project participants feedback gained during this research is fully considered and integrated in any future production.


Extant
October 2007.
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Show Girl – Research and Development evening Monday 17 September 2007.

Performers:

Margo Cargill			MC Byfuckular
Amelia Cavallo		Miss Gloria Coma
Heather Gilmore		Miss (RP) Regina Prostrait
Janee Hall			Miss Monocle Luinsky

Director Alex Bulmer
Burlesque consultant and choreographer Genevieve I Chang
Writer Mandy Redvers Rowe
Assistant Director and project manager Maria Oshodi.
Access worker and stage Manager Kerry Mapp.

The performance starts at 8pm, lasts approximately 40 minutes, and will be directly followed by a Q and A, where feedback on our work in progress will be appreciated from all audience members who want to contribute.

This project was supported by Arts Council England.
Special thanks go to The Cochrane Theatre for their kindness in hosting this event.

For more information on Extant and our work visit
www.extant.org.uk
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