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In the first days of 2020, the coronavirus (COVID-​19) pandemic 
began to spread across the globe. It prompted a concerted inter-
national research effort which set out to understand not just the 
workings of the virus, but the ways that we responded to, lived and 
died with it. This led to a significant body of work being produced 
at speed, in which arts and humanities played a crucial role. In 
the UK, The Pandemic and Beyond: The Arts and Humanities 
Contribution to Covid Research and Recovery was established by 
the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) early in 2021 
to coordinate this research effort.1 Over the span of two years, The 
Pandemic and Beyond grew into a virtual hub that enabled over 
seventy COVID-​19 research teams funded by the AHRC to meet, 
exchange ideas and work together to ensure that their research 
would make a difference on the ground.2

This series is a legacy of this collaboration and bears witness 
to an extraordinary period, in which arts and humanities research 
became an integral part of the UK’s research response to an emer-
gency, leading to tangible changes in the role, purpose and methods 
of the arts and humanities, and laying important human foundations 
for recovery. It is divided into four volumes, each corresponding 
to four research clusters co-​produced during the coordination 
process. A first group focused on working with professionals and 
policymakers in the creative industries to investigate the existen-
tial struggles of creative workers and organisations impacted by 
the ban on live in-​person performance, and to devise new ways of 
connecting people through live arts while trying to build more inclu-
sive and sustainable industry structures. A second set of research 
teams connected arts and creative practitioners with cultural and 
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viii The pandemic and beyond

community organisations, as well as care settings, with whom they 
worked to alleviate the social and mental health impacts of public 
health restrictions. These projects drew on arts-​ and nature-​based 
activities to forge pathways for improving mental and physical 
health for individuals and communities. A third cluster examined 
the informational and epistemic experience of a pandemic that was 
a whirlwind of often deeply confusing and contested data. Artists, 
designers and linguists explored design solutions and devised how 
public health messages could be formulated so that they would reach 
the communities most severely affected by the spread of the virus. 
A final group of researchers concentrated on scrutinising legislation 
and guidance issued in haste, and grappled with thorny questions of 
rights and responsibilities, seeking to underpin developing scientific 
understanding with values-​based frameworks that offered a more 
nuanced approach to balancing risks and benefits.

The richness of this research portfolio stems not only from its 
breadth but also from the ingenuity of the teams involved, members 
of which rapidly applied their expertise and creativity to a problem 
few had foreseen, working with communities whose vulnerabilities 
and prior marginalisation had been exacerbated disproportionately 
by the pandemic (Ryan, 2022: 198). What was initially perceived 
principally as a public health crisis was impacting on the popula-
tion in myriad ways that branched well beyond physical health; 
encompassing mental health, but also social cohesion, cross-​
generational justice, trust in governance, and economic distress. 
Looking back over the first few years of the pandemic, the authors of 
a report for the Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) conclude 
that the ‘pandemic was a watershed moment for the Humanities 
because the importance of the variety and quality of individual 
human experience rose to the surface in our collective re-​evaluation 
of priorities’ (Thain et al., 2023: 13). Arts and humanities research 
concentrated on the human impacts of the crises that intersected in 
this moment, working to resolve them, mitigate harms and examine 
some of the most fundamental human questions across macro and 
micro crisis contexts, from the national and international to the local 
and hyper-​local. As these volumes show, this work was characterised 
by cross-​fertilisation between disciplines and an emphasis on part-
nership working. It featured collaboration; between academic and 
public institutions, but also, notably, with community groups and 
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frontline organisations, such as those representing health and social 
care. Collaborations also extended to industry, and regional, sec-
toral and national policymakers. We know from analysis of surveys 
of those involved in Pandemic and Beyond research that for many 
this involved drawing on existing relationships, which deepened and 
strengthened as the fluctuations of the pandemic necessitated con-
stant dialogue and increased accountability on all sides (Aebischer 
et al., 2022: 26–​29). For others, the pandemic resulted in poten-
tially fruitful new connections, and the promise of further research, 
work that continues to be relevant and have impacts on policy and 
practice.

All of this required new ways of working, and the ability to rec-
oncile the theoretically conceptualised and deliberative methodolo-
gies associated with humanities research, which often take years to 
mature into publication, with quick and direct application, which 
often left little scope for fine calibration and reflective writing. The 
temporal demand for research outputs, and their new or altered 
audiences, exerted intense and immediate demands on researchers. 
Policymakers expressed an appetite for actionable findings to support 
decision-​making, and frontline workers, while exhausted and short 
of time and resources, were desperate for support; research, in con-
sequence, was predominantly pragmatic and focused on solutions. 
This meant a sometimes uneasy pivot to new ways of working 
and new modalities and timescales for doing and sharing work. 
Researchers did not always find it easy to reach those for whom 
their findings might have been most relevant, but many published 
policy briefings or held private meetings to share their insights 
and recommendations with potential user groups. Some projects 
embedded researchers within policy or service delivery organisations, 
narrowing the gap between research and practice still further. Work 
was often cyclical or iterative, with results shared earlier and more 
frequently, for example through pre-​prints or the release of pre-
liminary findings; if not a direct prerequisite for funding, the word 
‘rapid’ in the UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) COVID-​19 call 
certainly implied that researchers had to reconsider how and when 
in the life cycle of a project potentially significant knowledge was 
shared. There was a flowering of online engagement and dissemin-
ation as research was translated into a rich variety of deeply prac-
tical resources. These included frameworks for action, advice for  
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public health messaging, interventions that responded to real-​time 
problems such as the isolation of residents and staff in care homes 
or the design of personal protective equipment (PPE), and co-​
producing guidance for employers of artists performing in digital 
live shows from their homes.

As Pandemic and Beyond researchers explored the dynamic 
nature of individual and collective experiences of the pandemic, 
they also demonstrated a particular sensitivity to those for whom 
its effects have been felt unequally, and for whom suffering has been 
most profound. Readers will find this concern consistently exempli-
fied throughout these volumes. Indeed, our brief to the authors in 
this series invited them to create a space where those voices could 
be part of the conversation. Such work was by no means easy to 
do. It was ethically complex, requiring heightened reflexivity and 
cultural competency. It was complicated by the requirements for 
social distancing and the need to prioritise the safety and wellbeing 
of both participants and researchers. As one research leader put 
it: ‘you cannot build diversity into a project from scratch under 
these conditions’ (Aebischer et al., 2022: 27).

Carrying out research during a pandemic necessitated innov-
ation and adaptation at all levels. This is reflected in the research 
methods adopted: mixed, interdisciplinary and often participa-
tory or arts-​based, with projects bringing immediate benefits to 
participants and communities even as policymakers were targeted 
with written work. In many of the projects, more reflective and 
long-​form modes of writing were either not part of the research 
design or postponed to a later date, to allow for retrospective ana-
lysis and evaluation. Meanwhile, the nascent field of arts and health 
was propelled to the foreground by the pandemic. A growing evi-
dence base demonstrates the importance of multiple artistic modal-
ities (including music, visual art, poetry and drama) in supporting 
health and wellbeing for a range of physical and mental health 
conditions. In these contexts, research by Pandemic and Beyond 
teams was able to highlight the vital role of artistic and creative 
practice through exposing the dangerousness of working conditions 
for frontline staff, including for the predominantly female workforce 
in social care settings. Arts-​based projects were able to offer prac-
tical tools and emotional support for care workers, while helping to 
alleviate the isolation that many felt when confined to their homes 
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by re-​creating artistic activities that were delivered via post, online 
or outdoors. With remarkable speed, researchers working with arts 
and cultural providers pivoted to developing suitable resources and 
freely shared their work with collaborators and user groups.

At times, however, things moved frustratingly slowly, while 
structures around the research (including university recruitment, 
facilities, ethics and funding) creaked and failed to keep up; at other 
times, the most fundamental changes and compromises to research 
design had to be made at speed, to respond to events as they 
happened. When this research was at its best, there were refresh-
ingly democratic opportunities for everyone involved to learn and 
apply new skills and take on new responsibilities. At their worst, 
however, the conditions in which research was conducted during the 
pandemic replicated existing structural problems in the academy. 
A great deal of the work was done by early career researchers on 
short-​term contracts, for example, and researchers found themselves 
giving more than their contracted hours to this work, alongside 
their commitments to delivering newly remote or hybrid teaching, 
often while caring for home-​schooled children or dealing with the 
impacts of the pandemic on their own networks and home envir-
onments. While it was often deeply rewarding, many researchers, 
like others in the population generally, found the lack of a distinc-
tion between home, work and the stresses of pandemic life difficult 
to negotiate. Remote working proved methodologically, physically 
and mentally challenging. However, as these chapters demonstrate 
so clearly, it led to the rapid creation and deployment of new tools 
and technologies for data collection, analysis and collaboration. 
These, in turn, are exerting pressure on funders and policymakers 
in UK Higher Education to adapt their frameworks to recognise the 
value and complexity of this type of crisis-​ and solutions-​oriented 
collaborative response in arts and humanities research.

The work presented in this series as a distinctive and coherent 
portfolio is, of course, just part of a much wider programme of 
research to mitigate the effects of the pandemic and to address 
the COVID-​19 emergency that was funded through UKRI.3 
While the projects within the Pandemic and Beyond portfolio 
were all designed, in line with the parameters of the original 
rapid-​response funding call, to take a largely UK focus, a range 
of other projects and funding calls cast their gaze further afield.  
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For some existing projects with an international focus, this ‘created 
new opportunities for exploration of existing topics’ that were 
exacerbated by the pandemic (Pirgova-​Morgan, 2022: 27). Other 
schemes which are not represented in these volumes, for instance 
the UKRI Global Research Challenges/​Newton Fund, brought 
together researchers in the UK and in low-​ and middle-​income 
countries. More than forty such collaborative projects sought to 
gain insights and provide support during the pandemic, including 
projects aiming to improve engagement with COVID-​19 public 
health messages to develop online psychological support through 
the arts in Rwanda; and to find ways of engaging vulnerable com-
munities in Brazil on the consequences of the pandemic. This range 
of international projects is likely to offer an opportunity for further 
reflection, comparisons, dialogue and lessons in the future.

At the same time, we should not forget that despite the COVID-​19  
pandemic being, by definition, a global phenomenon, it has also been 
markedly culturally specific, local and hyper-​local. Even in purely 
scientific terms, the identity of the virus itself has not been a global 
constant. Different strains and variants have emerged in different 
geographies and populations, and symptoms and morbidities have 
varied from country to country, creating very different patterns of 
disease across the world. Similarly, our responses to the pandemic 
and our standards of evidence and certainty –​ alongside modes of 
reasoning, ways of knowing and understanding –​ vary across cul-
tural contexts, as we encounter different policymaking arrangements 
and civic communities. This is clear from the comparative work 
of the ‘Lex Atlas’ research in the Pandemic and Beyond portfolio, 
whose researchers examined dozens of countries’ legal responses to 
the pandemic (King and Ferraz, 2021–​23). Lessons learned in one 
country do not, therefore, translate cleanly to others.

Even within the UK, the response to COVID-​19 was not uni-
formly governed or experienced. Nor did the disease spread evenly 
across the country. Time and time again, low-​income households 
and communities, as well as groups with pre-​existing vulnerabil-
ities, felt the worst effects of both the disease and the measures put 
in place to protect the population. This pandemic was perhaps also 
one of the most challenging instances in which the arrangements for 
devolved administrations in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, 
and the powers of the Westminster Government to oversee or 
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coordinate national responses, were put to the test, prompting com-
parative analysis of the different modes and mechanisms of parlia-
mentary review across the UK. This was complemented by scrutiny 
of data-​driven approaches to decision-​making and research that 
probed ethical and human rights issues. A deep delve into the situ-
ation in the UK provides us with valuable insight into the state of 
the nation –​ as well as our collective experience of the COVID-​19 
pandemic –​ in the early twenty-​first century.

While arts and humanities research on COVID-​19 in the UK is 
ongoing, and many are now engaged in the more considered pro-
cess of retrospective analysis and critique, this series, produced at 
the endpoint of the rapid-​response funding period, does represent 
a significant milestone. As such, it offers an opportunity to reflect 
on the multiple temporalities and intersectional crises that have 
characterised the first two years of the pandemic, along with 
the wider epistemic structures and infrastructures at stake in the 
delivery of this research portfolio. While COVID-​19 had a fairly 
temporally precise beginning in the final days of 2019, at least as 
a distinct viral emergency, and was formalised as a global emer-
gency with the World Health Organization’s (WHO) declaration 
of a pandemic on 11 March 2020, it can also be understood as, at 
least in part, the product of a deeper crisis in terms of anthropo-
genic climate change and how we interact with the non-​human 
(Gupta et al., 2021). COVID-​19 has been a profoundly transforma-
tive, rupturing crisis, with over two million dead in Europe alone 
(WHO, 2022b). Worldwide, anxiety and depression increased by 
25 per cent (WHO, 2022a), and access to professional services 
was challenging; over 100 million lost their jobs (WEF, 2021), and 
while some accessed furlough and insurance payments, freelancers 
and those in the gig economy were often ineligible (Fowler, 2020). 
COVID-​19 identified and shone a light on ‘key workers’, who 
were defined as those whose work was deemed essential during 
the pandemic and who often turned out to be poorly paid, socially 
marginalised and previously ‘invisible’. These workers included 
healthcare professionals as well as bus drivers, food retailers, refuse 
collectors and care home staff. While healthcare staff were routinely 
celebrated in the UK, most notably through the ‘clap for our carers’ 
phenomenon, this was not accompanied by material changes in 
stagnant pay or harmful working conditions, and others –​ such as 
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domiciliary workers in care homes with older people –​ remained 
largely invisible.

As the virus began to transform the ways that we live and die, it 
pulled a series of overlapping crises and temporalities into tension, 
muddying any clean imagining of a shared pandemic trajectory. When 
the UK government announced extensive restrictions to movement 
and social life in the spring of 2020, disability scholars and activists 
noted that many disabled people had effectively been in ‘lock-
down’ for years (Shakespeare et al., 2021). Likewise, COVID-​19  
intersected with deep-​seated inequalities in race and health, landing 
disproportionately among people who had their ability to resist 
the virus eroded by generations of structural racism, and who 
were knowingly figured as disposable and exposed to greater risk 
than their white counterparts (Qureshi et al., 2022). Whole groups 
of people, including frail older people and those with underlying 
health conditions, were disproportionately negatively impacted. 
Other long and slow disasters and matters of justice (such as pov-
erty, burnout in healthcare workers, or our inability to sufficiently 
care for the old) further altered the temporal bounds of the pan-
demic and fragmented our experiences of pandemic time (Baraitser 
and Salisbury, 2020). For doctors, nurses, cleaners and porters in 
overstretched hospital departments, time sped up (often in cata-
strophic ways); for those who were shielding or placed on furlough, 
the opposite was frequently true.

Among this profound and intractable messiness, attempts to 
impose a temporal order on the pandemic have always done a par-
ticular kind of political work. Across the conception and execution 
of these four volumes, rates of infection, illness and death have been 
in considerable flux; the state of the pandemic at the date of publi-
cation is impossible to know as we write this introduction in early 
2023. We do know, however, that pandemics rarely –​ if ever –​ cleanly 
end (Greene and Vargha, 2020). The overlapping contexts and crises 
detailed above also frame wildly divergent apprehensions and real-
ities of risk. Any intimation that we are becoming ‘post-​pandemic’ 
must be met with a question the arts and humanities are uniquely 
poised to ask: for whom? The bereaved, still shielding, sufferers 
from ‘long COVID’, carers and healthcare professionals, after all, 
will continue to live pandemic time in different ways (Callard and 
Perego, 2021). One role of the arts and humanities amid this crisis 
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is (or has been) to make and preserve meaning out of what has 
been experienced. In each of these volumes, ‘rapid-​response’ arts 
and humanities work has had to navigate these slippery experiences 
of time. If many of our projects responded to the pandemic first 
in ways that were ‘quick and dirty’, acting to comprehend, fore-
stall, or inform the present, the research assembled here is more 
inclined to the future, seeking to take a tentative and reflective step 
back from the immediacy of the pandemic while acknowledging its 
ongoing nature.

The format of the crisis-​driven rapid-​response call is itself an 
unusual approach to the organisation of arts and humanities 
research, with its distinctively longitudinal and reflective modes 
of relating to social problems. In one sense, this speedy deploy-
ment of the arts and humanities at a moment of crisis is welcome: it 
positions researchers within these disciplines as having skills that are 
critical for intervening in moments of emergency and lifts human-
ities research out of the epistemic position of providing commen-
tary or representational analysis after the event. It thus refuses the 
disingenuous political position that cultural, literary, historical and 
theory-​informed analysis is incompatible with the crisis resolution. 
Indeed, as this is a moment in which arts and humanities research is 
itself widely understood to be in crisis (see Thain et al., 2023), this 
instrumentalisation presents important new possibilities, and per-
haps one or two pitfalls, for scholars within these disciplines. The 
assumption –​ implicit in the funding announcement –​ that research 
in the arts and humanities is already collaborative, engaged, prag-
matic, problem-​oriented, public-​facing and interdisciplinary, an 
image which many in the humanities research community have 
been promoting for some years, often in the face of opposition from 
colleagues, is itself worthy of note.

This also follows a long-​standing trend in which humanities 
research, whose structures have predominantly been based (some-
what stereotypically) on the model of a lone scholar, working 
diligently on their idiosyncratic topic over a period of years, 
is remade to resemble a more scientific model. Such a ‘scientific 
model’ notably involves the organisation of a project into research 
teams and work packages, the breaking down of disciplinary 
boundaries that are not methodologically salient, larger amounts 
of money being awarded to smaller numbers of research teams, 
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the need to clearly articulate the public impact of research, and 
responsiveness to government and industry priorities. This trend 
has been clearly accelerated by the reorganisation of humanities 
research infrastructures during the COVID-​19 pandemic, which, 
as we noted above, led to a much greater degree of collabor-
ation, with several authors working remotely to write together, 
crossing institutional, geographical, disciplinary and hierarchical 
boundaries. The epistemic effects of such reorganisation have been 
real –​ and mixed. The organisation of research, after all, plays a 
large role in governing not just the type of writing possible in such 
circumstances, but also what research can and cannot be done. 
While the funding that framed the Pandemic and Beyond port-
folio opened up many new possibilities for humanities researchers, 
it simultaneously foreclosed others. Scholars without a desire to 
work in teams, whose research did not need significant money 
or have clearly defined short-​ to medium-​term impacts, will have 
struggled to contribute; a significant loss that mostly remains invis-
ible. This portfolio showcases many new opportunities, but it also 
hides the opportunity costs –​ not only for humanities work directly 
on COVID-​19, but for humanities research generally, as already 
scarce resources were poured into immediate responses to a single 
public health crisis.

In the context of a UK government research funding strategy 
which, as the March 2023 HEPI report notes, ‘appears to down-
play the position of the Arts and Humanities in the UK’s ambition 
to become a “science superpower” ’ (Thain et al., 2023: 19), there 
is a wider political dimension to this, too. The COVID-​19 crisis 
also coincided with a series of crises around Brexit, one of the most 
prominent of which concerned the possibility of the UK’s participa-
tion in (or exclusion from) the EU’s Horizon research programme. 
This created a context in which research was wielded openly as a 
token of national competitiveness, and international collaboration 
was reframed as a luxury that could be removed at a government’s 
whim. While the UK focus of the Pandemic and Beyond research 
shielded this portfolio from some of these pressures, we nevertheless 
continuously faced the need to demonstrate, in a political climate 
ill-​disposed to critical humanities thinking, the relevance, success, 
impact or transformational potential of this body of research. 
Against this backdrop, it was often tempting to frame our work 
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to make it align with (party) political slogans such as ‘build back 
better’ or ‘levelling up’ to demonstrate a willingness to engage with 
political priorities. The need to establish such ‘synergies’ is now a 
common and perhaps unavoidable feature of research coordination 
and curation efforts such as that of Pandemic and Beyond. Indeed, 
the research we share through these volumes should also be under-
stood in the context of a wider, global attack on the humanities, 
whether departmental closures in the United Kingdom, the driver 
for teaching efficiencies in Denmark, or legislative attacks in coun-
tries such as Hungary and the United States. The quick pivot to 
rapid-​response work on COVID-​19 is both an affirmative rebuttal 
to such attacks (our work is indeed both important and useful) 
and a frank recognition of how successful they have been (our 
work is only viable to the extent that we can successfully position 
it as both important and useful). Our work, then, while bearing 
witness to the importance, usefulness and practical applicability of 
arts and humanities research in crisis contexts, also situates itself 
within broader national and international debates about the role 
arts and humanities play in fostering and sustaining the creative 
and open-​ended critical thinking that underpins democratic polit-
ical structures.

The Pandemic and Beyond series

The aim of this series is to preserve the breadth of the approaches 
taken by Pandemic and Beyond researchers in addressing the crisis, 
showcasing a form of arts and humanities research that has learned 
how to respond to, and mitigate, COVID-​19 as it unfolded, and 
that has constantly adapted its methods and research questions 
to ongoing developments and the needs of research participants. 
Reflecting the variety of the Pandemic and Beyond research port-
folio, the chapters we have selected range from in-​depth reflec-
tion on schools of thought and social and governance structures 
that have influenced approaches to the pandemic to those that are 
much more ‘hands-​on’. These latter chapters address subjects some-
times sidelined in conventional academic writing, as their focus on 
working structures, industrial practices and lived experience does 
not always lend itself easily to conceptual debates and theorisation. 
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Written from the retrospective vantage point of late 2022 and the 
first months of 2023, these chapters offer a rare insight into the 
findings and often invisible facets of research projects whose pri-
mary focus was rapid on-​the-​ground impact, knowledge exchange, 
and direct engagement with communities, organisations and deci-
sion-​makers. The chapters we collect not only offer reflection on 
what the research teams achieved, but also on what could be learned 
from their experiences to guide future responses to ongoing, acceler-
ating and emerging crises, whether in relation to climate, migration, 
violent conflict, the threat of vaccine-​resistant coronavirus variants, 
or other pathogens that could develop into new pandemics. The 
result is a series which models how, in responding to a crisis, the 
creativity, cultural sensitivity, community-​reach and knowledge 
base of arts and humanities researchers can be one of the best tools 
to understand a novel virus in all its dimensions, steer policy and 
alleviate suffering on the ground.

In our volume Adaptation and Resilience in the Performing Arts, 
we explore how live performing arts in the UK innovated during 
public health restrictions to everyday life to overcome the obstacles 
to co-​presence and performance in shared spaces that were a side-​
effect of pandemic mitigation measures. The volume explores 
the financial hardship and mental health impacts experienced by 
industry professionals as governmental discourses regarding the 
‘viability’ of arts careers, alongside the difficulties of connecting 
with networks and accessing arts opportunities, put a particular 
strain on creative workers and freelancers in the UK at a time when 
some Latin American countries were leading the way in valuing and 
supporting the arts. Against this backdrop of existential struggle for 
creative workers, this volume celebrates the ingenuity and creativity 
of artists and researchers who applied themselves to finding both 
digital and analogue solutions to the problem of co-​presence, and 
who, in so doing, broadened the access of previously marginalised 
communities to live performing arts. It highlights projects that 
explored how motion-​capture and green screen technologies can 
enable performers to come together despite geographical distance 
and interact in a shared virtual space to create new work, and how 
such digital work affects their art, wellbeing and ability to reach wider 
audiences. It also champions the value of local initiatives in outdoor  
spaces and suggests avenues for artists and local governments to 
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reimagine towns and cities as performance venues in which diverse 
communities can gather to celebrate their location and ability to 
communally enjoy art amid a pandemic.

The mobilisation of existing natural, community and cultural  
assets and resources to support individual and community  
wellbeing –​ conducted at speed and often using novel modes of 
delivery –​ was a notable feature of pandemic responses across 
the UK. Our volume Creative Approaches to Wellbeing presents 
detailed examples of research looking at how these kinds of activ-
ities sought to address issues such as the challenges of isolation, 
to support health and care workers, or to create spaces that could 
enable coping, recovery or renewal. Common to the chapters here 
are reflections on what it means and what tools and systems might 
be needed if we are to develop resilience during and after such crises 
in future, alongside examination of ideas of ‘vulnerability’. Authors 
bring to these discussions a particular focus on the experiences of 
those most marginalised during the pandemic because of mental or 
physical ill-​health, age, or due to deep-​seated structural and systemic 
inequalities. Individual contributions include an interrogation of the 
idea of ‘togetherness’ itself; an invitation to consider the benefits 
of ‘walking creatively’, a study of the work of small organisations 
in promoting health through interaction with urban nature; and 
investigations of the contributions of the cultural, museum and lit-
erary heritage sectors to wellbeing. Looking forward, authors invite 
us to consider how adaptations to ways of working for individuals, 
within organisations, and even at the level of a whole city region, 
could lead to changes in provision and lessons for practice.

Knowing COVID-19 looks at how different kinds of know-
ledge and meaning have been created and communicated, and 
the repercussions this has had –​ and continues to have –​ for how 
COVID-​19 is managed, experienced, understood and remembered. 
Knowledge-​making, it suggests, took various forms, and these are 
reflected in the diversity of chapters this volume curates. In the 
first instance, it demonstrates a rich humanities tradition of con-
structive critique, as ‘official’ communications around ‘staying 
home’, ‘keeping distance’, safety on buses, lateral flow testing, and 
vaccine hesitancy are tested and interrogated. Through this col-
lective work, we see one of the clear, indisputable values of the 
humanities; their attentiveness to the human, and the clarifying or 
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reflective power this might have had with greater embeddedness 
in policy and information design. In the second instance –​ and fre-
quently both are accomplished in the same short chapter –​ this 
volume collects a series of interventions which set out specifically 
to create and sustain meaning, particularly when dominant cultural 
narratives over the pandemic rely on those meanings slipping away 
from political or popular memory. Thus, we have rich and detailed 
explorations of the experiences of museum workers, people told 
to ‘stay home’, older victims of gender-​based violence, people with 
deafblindness, and racialised nurses working in the NHS; as well as 
extensive reflection on what it was like to make the projects which 
formalised this knowledge work. Taken as a whole, this volume 
critiques and redefines pandemic epistemologies, assembling a par-
tial blueprint for making future crises legible.

Finally, Governance, Democracy and Ethics in Crisis-​Decision-​
Making explores what it means to be in a situation in which rational 
or epistemic framings of the COVID-​19 pandemic, with a focus 
on data and scientific ways of knowing the world, rub up against 
more entangled accounts. In these accounts, humans, the virus and 
governance arrangements coexist as a broader, relational whole. 
Human connections, personal fulfilment and social groupings are 
inextricably intertwined with matters (and meanings) of govern-
ance, ethics and authority, the rule of law, the economy and, cru-
cially, public health. Looking at issues ranging from the authority 
of the WHO and the power of data during an emergency, to the 
role of public engagement as a source of policy evidence, we reflect 
on what it means to govern ethically in a pandemic, and whether 
the expected standards and norms of public life, evidence and deci-
sion-​making should be different in times of crisis. We also reflect 
on how the long tail of the pandemic seems impossible to disen-
tangle from a reduced trust in power and authority, creating an 
urgent need for ethics to move beyond normative assertions of the 
law and regulations. Our authors provide some suggestions as to 
how these things might be balanced more ethically and effectively in  
the future.

In 2020 and 2021, when televised government briefings on 
COVID-​19 remained commonplace, ministers insisted time and 
again that they were ‘following the science’ (Colman et al., 2021). 
Even when critics called the accuracy of this rhetorical device into 
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question, they rarely troubled the governing logic that, were we 
only willing to follow it, scientific and medical evidence offered an 
unclouded route map through the pandemic. However, ‘[c]‌oping with 
the pandemic was (for the lucky majority who were not severely ill) 
not so much a medical crisis as an existential one’ (Thain et al., 2023: 
13); indeed, given the complex interplay of social, cultural, ethical, 
economic and political framings of health, illness and disease, there is 
no such thing as a purely medical crisis (Ryan, 2022). The Pandemic 
and Beyond series reveals how the arts and humanities research com-
munity rose to the challenge of this complexity, growing in confi-
dence as it became increasingly clear that our methodologies, forms 
of knowledge and creative mindsets were key not only to tackling 
this all-​encompassing human emergency, but, in so doing, to allevi-
ating human suffering. As one of our researchers commented:

What has been evident across our COVID-​19 research projects is 
that arts-​based research methods and approaches can generate 
much more nuanced narratives, capture the complex experiences 
and engage people that wouldn’t otherwise find research accessible. 
Whilst of course medical research in such a crisis is fundamental, 
so too is understanding different people’s experiences, responses and 
how their lives have been impacted so we can make more effective 
policies and support people’s recovery and resilience looking for-
ward. (Aebischer et al., 2022: 30)

If, as another Pandemic and Beyond researcher put it, this work 
‘has been a game-​changer’ in revealing the skill and generosity of 
the research community (Aebischer et al., 2022: 29), then it is also 
a call to action in the future, as we face a multitude of ongoing and 
emerging crises, from climate to migration and economic decline, 
which demand collective and civic responsibility and the willing-
ness to continue to combine nuanced and context-​sensitive thinking 
with a solutions-​focused approach.

Without the vast collective knowledge, experience, methodo-
logical tools and expertise on which this type of research draws, 
our responses to ongoing challenges and future crises can only 
ever be impoverished. Expecting politicians of the future to say 
that they are ‘following the humanities’ might be wishful thinking. 
A pandemic response which made more extensive use of the kinds 
of evidence and interventions on show in these volumes, however, 
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would have been far more attentive to questions of power and 
justice; understood how, why and when particular people felt –​ 
and became –​ less safe; had a far better handle on how we engage 
with public health advice or vaccination drives; and begun from a 
richer knowledge of what the arts can do to keep us feeling human 
in the most difficult of circumstances. As a recent essay on cli-
mate change suggests, the arts and humanities have to be equal 
to the series of interlocking emergencies which frame our present 
historical moment (Pietsch and Flanagan, 2020). Over the past 
three years, scholars and practitioners have painstakingly built a 
‘pandemic humanities’ –​ and a pandemic arts and cultural sector –​ 
which demonstrates that the arts and humanities are more than 
equal to the task. Creating the conditions for this work to (con-
tinue to) thrive must, surely, constitute one of the best forms of 
crisis preparedness we have.

Notes

	 1	 Funded by UKRI/​AHRC from February 2021 to February 2022,  
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maintained until February 2028.

	 2	 The Pandemic and Beyond was responsible specifically for the AHRC 
segment of the research portfolio created by the UKRI call, first 
published on 31 March 2020, for ‘ideas that address COVID-​19’. 
A version of the call updated on 21 September 2020 is available at www.
ukri.org/​oppo​rtun​ity/​get-​fund​ing-​for-​ideas-​that-​addr​ess-​covid-​19/​  
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At the start of 2023, live events are said to be thriving: talking to 
the Artistic Director of the Theatre Royal Plymouth, which had 
just finished its ‘best season ever’, and other live events organisers 
in South West England, Emma Ruminski concludes that live events 
are selling out and audiences are flocking back to theatres and 
sports fixtures, hungry for culture and life in general to return to 
‘normal’ (Ruminski, 2023). This impression would seem to be 
corroborated by economic data: citing estimates by the Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), a report for the House 
of Lords Library suggests that ‘in 2022, music, performance and 
visual arts contributed an estimated £11.5bn to the UK economy’ 
and that in the wake of the COVID-​19 pandemic, the sector ‘had 
recovered to above its 2019 level’ (Hayes, 2023). 

The long-​awaited and hoped-​for recovery of live performance, 
however, is neither pervasive nor solid. Under the surface, the tec-
tonic plates of the UK’s creative industries have shifted, and deep 
fault lines have emerged. Live performing arts have suffered from 
‘the converging challenges of COVID-​19, Brexit, and the legacy 
of austerity’ that exposed structural weaknesses in the industry 
(Shaughnessy et al., 2022: 1; see also Kolb and Haitzinger, 2023) 
and made international touring into so mighty a logistical and 
administrative challenge that the National Theatre ‘shelv[ed its] 
plans to tour productions to mainland Europe’ (Slawson, 2021). 
Symptomatically, Cornwall-​based touring company Kneehigh, a 
regional theatre company with an international reach and reputa-
tion, has wound down, citing ‘changes in artistic leadership’ (Gayle, 
2021); Oldham’s 138-​year-​old Coliseum is shutting its doors and 
London’s Riverside Studios, a key venue which over decades had 
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2 Adaptation and resilience in the performing arts

built up a reputation for fostering exciting new live theatre and 
dance, has entered administration (Halliday, 2023; Wiegand, 2023). 
They join the growing number of performing arts organisations 
that are quietly folding across the UK.

Arts Council England’s reshuffle of its National Portfolio 
Organisations for 2023–​26, which involved a redistribution of 
funds outside of London in alignment with the UK Conservative 
government’s ‘levelling up’ agenda, has sent additional shockwaves 
through the world of theatre and opera. Three major opera com-
panies –​ i.e. organisations that serve local and national communities 
and that employ large numbers of highly skilled singers, musicians, 
dancers, technicians –​ were among the headline losers (Kenyon, 
2022), leading to online petitions, heated debates within the sector, 
an adjournment debate in the House of Commons (Brader, 2022), 
and eventually some partial back-​pedalling by the Arts Council 
(ENO, 2023). In theatres, cast sizes have noticeably shrunk, and 
industry professionals speak of greater rates of illness among 
casts and crews and more costly cancellations or postponements 
of shows than were common before the pandemic. And whereas 
pandemic mitigation measures in 2020–​21 meant that disabled 
audiences and people who are often excluded from participation 
in the arts were able to perform in and watch shows online, very 
few theatres continue with the online provision, with the recovery, 
supported by financial incentives in the form of taxation,1 focusing 
predominantly on in-​person shows (Walmsley et al., 2022: 44). 
This is just one example of the ways in which, as a House of Lords 
report acknowledges, ‘a policy landscape characterised by incoher-
ence and barriers to success’ is, at the start of 2023, still hampering 
recovery for the creative sector (House of Lords, 2023: 3).

Adaptation and resilience in the performing arts investigates a 
range of aspects that contribute to shaping the policy and industrial 
landscape of theatre and dance as they emerge from the COVID-​19  
pandemic. The volume’s narrative arc takes us from thinking 
through questions of digital access and innovations in telepresence 
that have the potential to transform live performance practices of 
the future, through the experiences of the creative workforce and 
freelancers during lockdowns, to examining analogue live arts and 
performance programming in rural and urban areas and reflecting 
on the lessons that might be learned regarding how better to integrate 
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communities and the artists who live within them to create vibrant 
local cultures. While no sector of the creative and cultural industries 
remained unaffected by the pandemic, live performance was left 
particularly vulnerable to public health restrictions banning people 
from gathering in groups. Since in-​person live attendance is central 
both to live performance’s ethos and business models, theatre and 
dance took longer to recover than, for example, film and TV pro-
duction, which was able to resume in the UK from July 2020 with 
COVID-​safe protocols in place (Walmsley et al., 2022: 31).2 Barred 
from in-​person performance indoors, theatre and dance companies 
and venues struggled to survive.

Some companies hunkered down and waited for the storm to 
pass, using the ‘pandemic pause’ to reflect ‘on the social value and 
civic role of theatre’ and ‘accelerate their anti-​racism and diver-
sity action’ (Gray and Walmsley, 2024). We are more concerned in 
this volume with the parts of the sector who rapidly adapted their 
working practices, organisational structures and the spaces in which 
they were able to connect safely with audiences, whether digital or 
outdoors, and who either adapted planned projects or created new 
work that responded to the pandemic environment (Busby et al., 
2023: 5). Many pivoted to delivering local arts for health and well-
being activities, such as those outlined in the Pandemic and Beyond 
volume on Creative approaches to wellbeing. In fact, throughout 
the pandemic, the performing arts industry remained alive and made 
itself more visible than ever through energetic lobbying activities 
designed to counteract some of the harmful effects for the sector of 
pandemic mitigation measures, along with funding decisions that 
seemed to privilege buildings over people, permanent staff over the 
self-​employed and freelancers, the ‘crown jewels’ of British cul-
tural institutions over smaller and regional companies. Grassroots 
groups like Freelancers Make Theatre Work also prominently took 
issue with the perceived hostility of government and government-​
sponsored campaigns to professions in the arts (Gilmore et al., 
2024b; see also Chapters 4 and 5 in this volume).

It is also clear that the impact of the pandemic was not felt 
equally across all cultural organisations: the pandemic both 
‘aggravated and accelerated existing inequalities and longer-​term 
trends across the arts and cultural sector’ (Walmsley et al., 2022: 4). 
Built-​in inequalities resulted in significant variation in the way that 
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organisations were able to adapt. While some larger and financially 
buoyant companies were able to weather the storm by furloughing 
staff, pausing the production of new live performances, and 
securing Cultural Recovery Fund grants and loans, smaller com-
panies desperately sought to generate alternative funding streams 
to stay afloat, whether through new live productions delivered in 
‘COVID-​safe’ ways, or through new partnerships (e.g. with char-
ities, gaming companies or health service providers) and sources of 
R&D funding. In doing so, some smaller companies found ways 
of reaching new and more geographically spread-​out audiences 
and were able to open up new markets, including overseas (e.g. 
Aebischer and Nicholas, 2020: 88). As Gemma Kate Allred and 
Benjamin Broadribb observe, ‘the individuals and collectives who 
created digital productions during the pandemic’ were motivated 
not only by a desire ‘to keep theatre alive […] but also out of a need 
to survive. They simply did not have the financial reserves or the 
funding to shut down indefinitely’ (2022: 3).3

The lack of financial reserves also hit individuals in the cre-
ative and cultural workforce. Within the broader workforce, 
those younger than 25 and those without degrees, along with 
female freelancers, were the most likely to drop out of the industry 
altogether (Feder et al., 2024). Freelancers were affected more 
than any other group, both in terms of financial and mental 
health impacts (Siepel et al., 2021: 23; Freelancers Make Theatre 
Work, 2021; Maples et al., 2022; see also Chapters 4 and 5 here). 
Throughout the UK, already precarious creative and cultural 
workers faced many barriers to accessing support, with multiple 
policies and schemes announced in a piecemeal manner creating 
significant obstacles to securing funding (Gilmore et al., 2024a). 
As a consequence, formal and informal networks and resources, 
such as those detailed in Chapters 6 and 8 in this volume, became 
particularly important for helping organisations and the cultural 
and creative workforce to adapt to frequent changes in guidance, 
support mechanisms and audience behaviours (Walmsley et al., 
2022: 22; Gray and Walmsley, 2024).

For many artists, organisations and local authorities, the pan-
demic represented a significant opportunity to re-​evaluate their 
values, aims and objectives. Organisations used the pause in 
‘normal’ activity to ask: ‘who is this for?’ and ‘how do we do it?’ 
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(Walmsley et al., 2022: 19). For artforms which often located value 
in the liveness of the in-​person encounter, lockdown restrictions 
forced a reflection about how theatre and dance might be of value 
in the absence of physical proximity, co-​presence of performers 
and audience, and dancers’ fundamental reliance on touch and 
‘kinaesthetic empathy’ (Tsitsou, 2022: 27). As such, the pandemic 
represented a significant intervention in decades-​old debates about 
liveness, and while digital and online theatre was establishing itself 
in mainstream culture and raising questions about the essence of 
theatre and liveness already in the run-​up to the pandemic, the 
hiatus in in-​person performance brought about by lockdowns and 
social distancing measures accelerated these trends. The oppor-
tunity to experiment with new ways of creating community and 
presence at scale and for more practitioners to engage in made-​for-​
digital theatre that did not rely on physical co-​presence between the 
performers has led to practical and theoretical re-​examinations of 
‘liveness’ and its connection to physical or virtual community and 
co-​creation (e.g. Allred, 2022; Fuchs, 2022: 5–​10; Pietrzak-​Franger 
et al., 2023), and to a growing body of literature that is focused on 
critical analyses of live performances and viewing practices during 
the pandemic (e.g. Aebischer, 2022; Allred et al., 2022; Bissell and 
Weir, 2022; Chatzichristodoulou et al., 2022; Fuchs, 2022; Gammel 
and Wang, 2022; Liedke, 2023). These debates and analyses inform 
but do not overdetermine the contours of the work undertaken by 
the contributors to this volume.

In response to urgent calls from policymakers and industry 
professionals for the evidence on which to base policy and business 
decisions, the research teams within the Pandemic and Beyond port-
folio grouped together as ‘Bridging Distance in the Creative Industries’ 
began, between mid-​2020 and 2022, to explore the adaptations and 
innovations within the broader creative sector: from libraries and 
heritage sites via museums and exhibitions to theatres and dance. 
Their interventions made a tangible difference to policy decisions, 
professional practice and sectoral strategies.4 Additionally, data on 
audience attitudes and the impact of the pandemic and remote ways 
of working on the creative workforce were needed at speed to feed 
into the decisions that organisations were forced to make about how 
to get through the crisis, as well as shaping the policies to support 
the industry. The sector itself, via commercial and other agencies 
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and grassroots advocacy groups, produced multiple surveys and 
reports to meet this need and chart how the creative industries and 
their audiences adapted as the pandemic progressed (Freelancers 
Make Theatre Work, 2021; Underwood et al., 2022).5 Within the 
Pandemic and Beyond portfolio, a large collaborative research 
team at the Centre for Cultural Value (University of Leeds), led by 
Ben Walmsley, worked with cultural agencies and policymakers to 
systematically analyse the datasets collected by both agencies and 
the project’s own audience researchers, sociologists, statisticians 
and arts management specialists.6 This work has now resulted in 
the publication of the seminal report Culture in Crisis: Impacts of 
Covid-​19 on the UK Cultural Sector and Where we Go from Here 
(Walmsley et al., 2022) and a book, Pandemic Culture (Gilmore 
et al., 2024a), the most comprehensive study to date of how the 
industry, its workforce and audiences have been transformed as a 
result of the pandemic.

The UK-​wide research featured in Culture in Crisis and 
Pandemic Culture provides the broader creative industry con-
text for the eight chapters in this volume, which take a more nar-
rowly focused approach by exploring adaptations, performances 
and impacts of the pandemic on live performing arts by specific 
groups of artists or by investigating particular impacts on audiences 
and the creative workforce. The research projects we feature here 
responded to the urgent need for evidence regarding the viability of 
programming performances in digital media or the open air. Often 
building on their existing networks in theatre and dance, both in 
the UK and internationally (specifically in Singapore and Latin 
America), our research teams, many of whom straddle the divide 
between academia and practice, worked with creative practitioners 
and adjacent professions, such as local authority event managers, 
to understand the skills and technological innovations that such a 
pivoting towards digital and outdoor performances would require. 
The researchers are interested not only in the digital and analogue 
adaptations made during the pandemic, but also crucially in the 
material conditions of working in this way and in the physical, art-
istic and mental health impacts of changes in the artists’ working 
practices and the consequences these may have for theatre and 
dance in the years to come. ‘Digital performance’, in particular, is 
explored here as an embodied set of practices that require physical 
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and psychological adaptations as performers come to terms with 
collaborating with others through technologies of telepresence that 
generate unexpected forms of connection and intimacy and impose 
new physical regimes and rules of engagement. The essays in this 
volume model a range of methodologies that include practice-​as-​
research, qualitative analysis of survey and interview data collected 
from individual companies and subsections of the industry, and 
a critical look back at the UK’s pandemic response from a future 
vantage-​point. Approaching the impact of the pandemic on live per-
formance from such different angles affords multi-​faceted insights 
into adaptations by companies, technological innovations, changes 
in working practices and the comparative benefits and drawbacks 
of policy responses in the UK and Latin America.

Interestingly, these insights are sometimes at odds with the dom-
inant narratives about the creative industries during the pandemic. 
The resulting friction is productive in that it forces a reconsider-
ation of generalisations such as that ‘digital distribution’ appeared 
not to have been ‘the great equaliser or diversifier that much of the 
sector was hoping it was’ (Walmsley et al., 2022: 68; see also Feder 
et al., 2023: 41, 52), highlighting the necessity to drill down further 
into the data and their analyses to understand what we can learn 
from practice that bucked those trends. In our first chapter, Richard 
Misek focuses on specific performances and emerging technologies 
and demonstrates that digital experiences were highly valued by the 
audiences who did engage with them during the pandemic: for many 
within those audiences who had previously had to grapple with 
severe barriers to access, digital distribution of live performance did 
contribute to mental wellbeing and to making live arts more access-
ible. While the assessments in the middle section of this volume 
regarding the mental health impacts of the pandemic on freelance 
workers and young people in the UK add yet another piece of cor-
roborating evidence to the well-​understood grim overall picture 
sketched out above (Chapters 4, 5 and 6), the research teams exam-
ining digital and analogue adaptations found examples of grassroots 
innovation, values-​led practice, creativity and community resilience 
that are beacons of hope (Chapters 2, 3, 5, 6, 7 and 8). 

As this suggests, against the backdrop of the devastating impact 
of the pandemic on the live performing arts, our authors share the 
learning about forms of adaptation and resilience that avoid relying 
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on the self-​exploitation of precariously employed creative and 
cultural workers which Roberta Comunian and Lauren England 
powerfully exposed and denounced in the first year of the pandemic 
(2020: 116–​117; see also Walmsley et al., 2022: 64). Working at 
pace to provide insights that fed into organisational and policy 
decisions and technological developments, the primary focus of the 
research presented in this volume is on adaptation, survival and 
forms of non-​exploitative resilience, modelling a type of solutions-​
focused performance research that combines analysis with drawing 
out conclusions and recommendations for practitioners, industry 
organisations and policymakers. Our authors concentrate on 
industry structures, collaborative approaches to local authority 
engagement and creative practices that foster more sustainable, 
wellbeing-​focused and inclusive creative communities. This book, 
then, affords insights into innovations and practices which, with 
the right kind of policy support and funding environment, consti-
tute a road to recovery that is values-​led and imbued with the sense 
of ‘creative optimism’ that was shared by many live performance 
artists during the pandemic (Svich, 2020: 3).

This volume is organised into three parts: it begins with digital 
dissemination and innovations, moves on to consider the pandemic 
effects on the creative workforce and ends with hybrid and ana-
logue adaptations. What unites the essays is a shared sense of pur-
pose that was strengthened by the authors’ exchanges in the course 
of the Pandemic and Beyond workshops and podcast conversations 
they participated in. That shared purpose is evident in the values of 
inclusion, community, innovation, equity and care that inform their 
reflections on the impacts of the pandemic and the lessons that can 
be learned to prepare the live performing arts and the communities 
they serve for future crises.

The opening essay on ‘The present and future of digital theatre’ 
sets the stage for the section of the book that is concerned with 
digital adaptations. Noting that the ability of digital cultural pro-
vision to diversify arts consumption during the pandemic seems to 
have been limited, Richard Misek homes in on the ways in which 
digital dissemination of live performance had significant benefits 
for existing audience members who had previously been presented 
with greater, often invisible, barriers to engagement with the 
arts. Complementing empirical evidence analysis with qualitative 
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research allows Misek to produce a more granular and nuanced 
understanding of the accessibility benefits of digital and hybrid 
forms of performance and to conclude that quality, including in 
the ‘booking journey’ that takes the audience from the box office 
through to the performance, is a key determinant of engaging older 
audiences. In the wake of the pandemic, disabled people and the 
d/​Deaf, as well as older participants and those unable to travel 
to venues because of sickness or caring responsibilities, now see 
streaming as an accessibility feature. The current reduction in the 
number of streamed performances, which Misek argues is mainly 
due to the high cost of such provision, has a potentially devastating 
effect on these audiences, who are not explicitly catered for by the 
new R&D initiatives that, as we emerge from the pandemic, push 
the sector towards immersive AR, VR and XR technologies. These 
technologies, Misek concludes, may themselves offer new creative 
ways of increasing the accessibility of live work: as his case study 
of Sacha Wares and John Pring’s Museum of Austerity for English 
Touring Theatre demonstrates, it is possible to integrate multiple 
digital accessibility options within an artwork or performance as a 
feature that is intrinsic to the experience.

A similarly hopeful and ethics-​led approach to immersive tech-
nologies, here in the shape of practical experimentation and innov-
ation involving motion capture, also informs Daniel Strutt’s essay, 
‘Dancing into the metaverse: Creating a framework for ethical 
and ecological telematic dance practice and performance’. Strutt 
worked with a team of dancers and creative technologists to create 
an open-​source software tool, the ‘Goldsmiths Mocap Streamer’. 
The tool allowed dancers from different locations to share a virtual 
third space in which their avatars, animated by the data collected 
by the motion capture suits they were wearing while dancing, were 
able to interact meaningfully with one another and virtually ‘touch’. 
Against the backdrop of the pandemic and the climate emergency, 
and in relation to the history of cybernetic and telematic theory and 
practice-​informed thinking, Strutt explores the technology’s ability 
to mitigate the need for touring and lower the barriers to access 
to collaborative digital spaces. His essay advocates a ‘technoetical’ 
approach ‘that weighs audience experience and artistic aspir-
ation against environmental impact’. Key to his thinking are the 
reflections of the dancers involved in this project, who discuss their 



10 Adaptation and resilience in the performing arts

experiences of virtual presence, touch, gravity and immersion, and 
how the technology acts as their ‘poetic collaborator’. The dancers’ 
accounts of how the technology afforded an augmented sense 
of proprioception that enabled non-​normative modes of dance 
embodiment, and that involved a distinctive affective and embodied 
investment in the avatar and its kinaesthetic possibilities, which 
was furthermore dramatically heightened when their avatar began 
to interact with and experience empathy towards other dancers’ 
avatars, contribute much-​needed evidence of the artistic and even 
activist potential alongside the experiential impact of digital tech-
nology on the artists who use them.

Steve Dixon and Paul Sermon’s essay picks up on Strutt’s pre-
occupation with giving artists the technological tools to connect 
and ‘touch’ in a shared virtual third space and exploring the new 
creative modalities afforded by those tools. ‘Breaking the fifth 
wall: Creating theatre on a telepresence stage’ shares the learning 
from a research collaboration between UK and Singapore-​based pro-
ject leads who used videoconferencing tools to provide ten profes-
sional theatre and dance companies in the UK with a stage platform 
for live online performances for which the project team designed 
visually immersive sets. This, then, was an alternative to Zoom and 
to the ‘boxed-​in’ aesthetic for performance that was dominant in 
the first lockdown and that limited performers in their scope of 
movement. The chapter documents the various approaches to scen-
ography and visual design adopted for each of the company ‘resi-
dencies’, and the artistic experimentations that resulted in ten live 
online performances. These performances serve as a starting point 
for a reflection on technologies and techniques that used a combin-
ation of twentieth-​ and twenty-​first-​century videoconferencing and 
vision mixing softwares along with physical green screens to create 
live shows that could be streamed to audiences live and that, in one 
configuration, could incorporate audience members into the pro-
duction. The effects generated during some of the experimentations 
resulted in what Dixon and Sermon term ‘theatre+​’: a transforma-
tive hybrid live performance mode that has a distinctive aesthetic 
and ontology and is capable of creatively expanding what is pos-
sible on an analogue stage, enhancing the performers’ own sense of 
proprioception and emotional connection with their scene partners 
in the process.
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While the first three chapters thus map out how digital spaces 
and virtual co-​presence may render the creative practitioners more 
resilient and adaptive in a post-​pandemic geographically dispersed 
global creative community, the second part of this volume looks at 
the working conditions in the creative industries during lockdown 
and thinks about how to foster workforce and audience resilience 
through adaptations to networks, industry working practices and 
audience engagement. As Sarah Price, Stephanie Pitts and Renee 
Timmers document in ‘Weariness, adaptability and challenging 
“viability”: Creative freelancers and pandemic resilience in South 
Yorkshire’, the ways in which freelancers were left particularly 
vulnerable by gaps in initial rounds of government support had 
wide-​reaching impacts on the creative ecology. The authors’ quan-
titative data analysis and interviews with creative freelancers in the 
Sheffield City Region reveal the deleterious effects of government 
rhetoric regarding the ‘viability’ of creative professions. With many 
interviewees stressing that working in arts, culture and heritage was 
intrinsic not just to their professional but to their personal identity, 
the government’s ‘viability rhetoric’ cut deep, prompting feelings 
of self-​doubt, loss of identity and questions regarding their contri-
bution to and place within society. Despite prominent campaigns 
in support of the arts throughout 2020, almost half the project’s 
survey respondents reported feeling less valued than before the 
pandemic, making it particularly difficult for them to be ‘resilient’ 
when ‘responsibility is put on the individual worker to be able to 
withstand a global pandemic, rather than critiquing the insecure 
employment structures in which they operate’. With public opinion 
and freelancers’ own perception of their value to society so strongly 
affected by government pronouncements, the authors advocate 
targeted funding to reboot the careers of the freelancers most nega-
tively affected by the pandemic alongside a fundamental reassess-
ment of how arts are presented in public discourse (including in 
schools). They call for policies by government and funding councils 
to be supported by more accurate data and by involvement of 
freelancers in decision-​making processes, to ensure that risks are 
absorbed by the industry rather than individuals.

Many of these concerns are picked up by the next chapter, in 
which Pascale Aebischer revisits the infamous ‘Fatima’s next job 
could be in cyber’ advert which questioned the viability of creative 
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professions in October 2020. ‘Reboot. Upskill. Rethink: A case study 
of digital adaptation in the creative workforce’ concentrates on the 
experiences of the creative workforce (freelancers and permanent 
staff) employed by Oxford’s Creation Theatre, often in partnership 
with Big Telly (Northern Ireland), throughout the lockdown periods. 
This case study is based on interviews conducted with company 
employees in the context of the ‘Digital Theatre Transformation’ 
project in 2020, followed by a second set of interviews carried out 
in September 2022 that shed light on the longer term consequences 
of the values-​led adaptations and innovations that have made 
Creation Theatre emerge as a leading digital production company 
and an example of how ethical employment practices within the 
industry might enhance a company’s resilience. As Aebischer shows, 
for the creative team involved in producing a digital Tempest at 
break-​neck speed in April 2020, digital work offered hope, struc-
ture, income and significantly better mental health outcomes than 
those in Price, Pitts and Timmers’ sample of freelancers struggling 
through the pandemic. The chapter explores the rapid adaptations 
this group of theatre workers made to pivot to digital formats as 
they upskilled within their chosen professions. Live digital perform-
ance, the interviews show, is technical and physical and draws on 
hybrid skills sets derived from theatre, television and radio. While 
requiring adaptation to demanding physical regimes, it also has sig-
nificant wellbeing and accessibility benefits for the creative team, 
along with sustainability benefits for the company. The agility with 
which the company used its technological innovations to pursue 
new partnerships in turn unlocked new funding opportunities that 
made it possible to offer fairer contracts, more inclusive working 
practices and increased financial stability for the workforce and a 
model for values-​led resilience for the industry.

The final chapter in this section transports us into the future and 
shifts its focus from freelancers to young arts practitioners, as it 
looks back to the COVID-​19 pandemic and its impacts on young 
people engaged in online creative projects from the vantage point 
of 2063. From there, Paul Heritage, Poppy Spowage and Mariana 
Willmersdorf Steffen reflect on the rapid-​response project Heritage 
led with People’s Palace Projects and a team of artists and aca-
demic partners in both Latin America (2020) and the UK (2021). 
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The multidisciplinary research underpinning this essay arises from 
the digitally enabled cross-​cultural collaborations set up by the 
‘Far Apart but Close at Heart’ project, which aimed to build self-​
confidence in young people engaged in participatory online cre-
ative projects at a time when pandemic mitigation measures were 
aggravating an ongoing global mental health crisis in young people. 
The fictional future vantage point, supported by an approach 
that challenges the Eurocentrism of knowledge production that 
dominates current discourses regarding the impacts of COVID-​19, 
creatively catalyses an incisive critique of the different approaches 
to the arts in the (by 2063 no longer united) United Kingdom and 
Latin America, arguing for a much more comprehensive integration 
of participatory arts activities in public health provision in order to 
support young people’s mental health resilience and recovery. The 
chapter revisits the evidence gathered through analysis of artworks, 
surveys, interviews and workshops that involved young artists from 
ten cultural organisations in Latin America and the UK as research 
partners, shedding light on how arts organisations working in 
under-​resourced, lower-​income communities were able to offer vital 
support for the young. In doing so, this chapter not only gives voice 
to marginalised narratives, but it offers important insights into the 
sometimes radically divergent experiences of the pandemic, support 
systems and digital arts provision of young participants in the UK 
and Latin America that point to the need for large-​scale policy 
interventions.

Part III of this book considers how live events were reimagined 
through analogue solutions to the challenges of venue closures 
and restrictions on social gatherings. ‘Going digital’ was not the 
only way that creative organisations and performers responded 
to the inability to gather in indoor performance spaces. The final 
two chapters in the volume are accordingly united in their focus 
on performers who took their work outside during the pandemic, 
where they could safely conduct performances with a live, if socially 
distanced, audience in attendance. In ‘Reconfiguring dramaturgies 
of place: Local authority event management during the COVID-​19 
pandemic’, Giselle Garcia explores how the pandemic accelerated a 
shift in thinking about the value of outdoor performances at the level 
of local government. Based on surveys and interviews conducted 
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with events managers in UK local authorities (LAs) as part of the 
‘Outside the Box: Open Air Performance as Pandemic Response’ 
project, Garcia documents how, in having to create events tailored 
to local communities, LAs began to recognise that outdoor events 
and performances hold value that reaches beyond the economic 
impact of attracting tourists and external footfall to the local area. 
Garcia describes how, in forcing them to think carefully about how 
to maximise their local assets and about how best to serve their 
local communities, the pandemic led events managers to reflect 
on the specific histories, geographies and community structures of 
their towns and cities. This resulted in events that were both more 
inclusive, aiming to open up public space to marginalised groups, 
and more sensitive and responsive to local contexts and ecologies. 
Turning to the future, the chapter concludes by suggesting that the 
pandemic will have a lasting impact on how events managers and 
teams perceive their roles, and therefore the types of public events 
and performances that they facilitate, with more LAs collaborating 
with creative producers and local creative talent to create events 
that are community-​driven.

Our final chapter complements Garcia’s essay by providing 
case studies that demonstrate the value of small-​scale arts and 
performance initiatives that are created with and for the local 
community. In ‘Reinventing live events, reinventing communi-
ties’, Sarah Pogoda and Lindsey Colbourne detail two examples 
of arts projects that ran during the pandemic in rural north-​
west Wales: Metamorffosis, a week-​long combined arts festival 
with indoor, outdoor and online elements, and Utopias Bach, an 
experimental and inclusive arts initiative open to all with a focus 
on the benefits of small-​scale working. As Pogoda and Colbourne 
explain, both projects were created for a local rather than a tourist 
audience and were formed outside of formal arts establishments, 
with a particular emphasis on experimental formats that fore-
ground co-​creation with the artistic community and audiences. 
Through this, both projects challenge ideas about ‘where and 
how we gather, and with whom’ for shared artistic experiences, 
returning us to the fundamental issue, explored earlier in the 
volume by Dixon and Sermon as well as Strutt, of how to negotiate 
co-​presence and touch when physical proximity is both potentially 
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dangerous  and legally restricted. The case studies detailed by 
Pogoda and Colbourne, however, offer approaches for tackling and 
interrogating the problem of presence which do not dispense with 
the live, in-​person experience. The authors argue that the innov-
ation required to negotiate restrictions on presence resulted in 
novel experiences which helped audiences to feel connected despite 
social distancing measures. This chapter underscores the import-
ance of small-​scale work and community co-​creation to building 
resilience for both artists and audiences; the authors conclude by 
suggesting that recovery in the creative industries might start by  
considering the value of small-​scale and long-​term work, and  
by prioritising deep engagement with communities over a focus on 
large audience numbers.

Together, the chapters in this volume thus contribute to the 
growing understanding of the effects of the COVID-​19 pandemic 
on live performance and provide insight not only into what went 
wrong, but also, importantly, into what went well: the practices, 
innovations and serendipitous discoveries that pave the way 
towards making live performance more sustainable, equitable, 
values-​led and able to withstand future shocks. Resilience, these 
essays show, stems not principally from the individuals’ finan-
cial, physical and mental ability to cope with disruptions to the 
industry and from their willingness to ‘go the extra mile’, but rather 
from a set of practices that centre the needs of the individual artist 
and/​or audience member and that work collaboratively to embed 
inclusion, security, adaptability and care within creative commu-
nities and company structures. It is when creative practitioners 
were supported by strong networks and a values-​led company 
ethos, and when accessibility and sustainability were part of the 
thinking behind technological innovation, that artistic communities 
grew stronger and much of the most exciting new work was able 
to develop despite the challenges of working through a pandemic. 
With the right leadership and structures of support, practitioners 
found ways of connecting with one another, with technology and 
with audiences to create the live shows that were a lifeline for so 
many culture-​starved people during the pandemic, contributing in 
measurable ways to the wellbeing and resilience of performers and 
audiences alike.
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Notes

	 1	 In the UK, Theatre Tax Relief explicitly cannot be claimed for 
productions where ‘the main object, or one of the main objects, is to 
make a relevant recording’. Made-​for-​digital shows that are performed 
online only and productions that are hybrid, with equal weight given 
to digital audiences, are therefore ineligible and disincentivised from 
creating a quality digital component as ‘one of the main objects’; see 
www.gov.uk/​guida​nce/​claim​ing-​thea​tre-​tax-​rel​ief-​for-​corp​orat​ion-​
tax, accessed 5 March 2023.

	 2	 The Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) splits the cre-
ative industries into nine subsectors, of which ‘music, performing 
and visual arts’ are one (House of Lords, 2023: 6), and this is the 
subsector which suffered the greatest job losses in 2020–​21 (Siepel 
et al., 2021: 8). It is noteworthy that none of the Pandemic and 
Beyond projects were concerned with supporting the music industry, 
although many arts and health projects represented in volume 2 of 
this series did investigate the relationship between visual arts and 
wellbeing.

	 3	 In its written evidence to the Digital, Culture, Media and Sport 
Committee in 2020, the Theatres Trust estimated ‘that approxi-
mately 35% of theatre charities have less than one month’s reserves 
and 59% have less than 3 months reserves’ (DCMS Committee, 
2020: 22).

	 4	 For a full list of projects in this cluster, see https://​pandem​ican​dbey​ond.  
exe​ter.ac.uk/​proje​cts/​bridg​ing-​dista​nce-​in-​the-​creat​ive-​ind​ustr​ies/​  
(accessed 5 April 2023; available at least until February 2028). 
The impacts of this cluster are documented in Aebischer et al.  
2022: 12.

	 5	 For the initiatives and projects collecting survey data on the impact 
of COVID-​19 on the Creative Industries, which was updated 
throughout the pandemic, see the list collated by the Creative 
Industries Policy and Evidence Centre (led by NESTA) at https://​
pec.ac.uk/​news/​how-​can-​the-​creat​ive-​ind​ustr​ies-​come-​toget​  
her-​to-​share-​how-​covid-​19-​is-​impact​ing-​the-​sec​tor (accessed 15 
April 2023).

	 6	 For more information about the ‘ “Impacts of Covid-​19 on the Cultural 
Sector and Implications for Policy’ project, see https://​pandem​ican  
dbey​ond.exe​ter.ac.uk/​proje​cts/​bridg​ing-​dista​nce-​in-​the-​creat​ive-​ind​  
ustr​ies/​impa​cts-​of-​covid-​19-​on-​the-​cultu​ral-​sec​tor-​and-​impli​cati​ons-​
for-​pol​icy/​ (accessed 5 April 2023; available until February 2028).
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Part I

Digital adaptation

  





The first two years of the coronavirus (COVID-​19) pandemic saw 
two seismic shifts in how the performing arts were delivered in the 
UK. The first was the shift online that followed the first wave of 
the pandemic in the spring of 2020. This led to a range of accessi-
bility benefits, as well as providing an impetus for many in the arts 
sector to look at accessibility in a new light –​ as something that 
extends far beyond physical access to venues. Yet within 18 months 
another shift, this time back towards venue-​based performance, 
was all but complete. For all the discussions about accessibility and 
new perspectives on social value that the pandemic prompted, at 
first glance it appears as though the UK’s performing arts have now 
mostly reset back to how they were at the start of 2020.

Is this so? If not, what has changed? In this chapter, I summarise 
some of the findings of the ‘Digital Access to Arts and Culture’ 
research project and use these as the basis of a critical reflection 
on both the short-​term and longer term results of the intensified 
digital experimentation that took place during the peak of the pan-
demic. I also look at the implications of this work on the future 
of accessibility within the sector. I do so by focusing mainly on 
the performing arts, and theatre in particular. Though many of our 
project’s findings are relevant to other fields of arts and culture, 
our research skewed towards theatre in part because it was in this 
field that some of the greatest ambivalence towards online activity 
was evident and the most work needed to be done to highlight its 
potential (Childs et al., 2021). This remains the case at the time of 
writing in late 2022.
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By contrast, though not without its own challenges, the 
museum sector’s ‘digital turn’ during the pandemic fitted more 
easily within a longer term process of engagement both with 
its social role and with emergent technologies (NEMO, 2021). 
For example, in addition to renewed interest in serving commu-
nities beyond their walls (something that the internet can play 
an important role in), there is ongoing enthusiasm across much 
of the sector for providing public access to digital collections 
through ‘OpenGLAM’ (Open Galleries, Libraries, Archives 
and Museums) policies. It is notable that, though the AHRC 
COVID-​19 project ‘Museums, Crisis and Covid-​19: Vitality and 
Vulnerabilities’ noted various ongoing challenges to be faced if 
the museum sector is to capitalise fully on its pandemic-​driven 
digital activities, the overall tone of its ‘Museums and Digital 
Media: Innovation, Engagement, and Practice’ report is largely 
positive about UK museums’ digital innovation, and optimistic 
about how this may develop.1

Within the performing arts, however, there seems to be a 
greater baseline of suspicion towards digital activities; the cre-
ation of works for online consumption in particular has often 
been regarded as somehow inimical to performance, or at least an 
awkward fit with it, not least because it problematises traditional 
notions of physical co-​presence. Of course, this could also be seen 
as a creative opportunity, and many practitioners, as detailed in 
Chapters 2–​4 in this volume, embraced the potential of Zoom and 
other platforms of telepresence during coronavirus lockdowns. Yet 
across the performing arts as a whole, digital performance remains 
viewed with ambivalence. On the one hand, there is a widespread 
acknowledgement that work and leisure are hybrid and will only 
become further hybridised in the future. For example, many of 
the sector workers that we interviewed as a part of our project 
expressed wholehearted enthusiasm for digital innovation across 
all areas of their organisations. On the other hand, for a mix of 
cultural and economic reasons, this in-​principle enthusiasm has not 
always translated into consistent practice. In light of this seemingly 
contradictory situation, in this chapter I also ask: what next for 
digital theatre? In addressing this question, I focus on theatre’s use 
of streaming and immersive technologies.
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Digital access: quantitative and qualitative research

Accessibility and diversity have become priority issues within the 
cultural sector over recent years, a move that has been reinforced by 
the requirement by Creative Scotland and the three Arts Councils 
that grant recipients gather equality, diversity and inclusion data, 
and by the incorporation of equality, diversity and inclusion into 
their fundamental investment criteria (e.g. ‘inclusivity and rele-
vance’ is now one of Arts Council England’s four investment 
principles). Yet many publicly funded cultural institutions remain 
limited in their social reach. Extensive research on cultural con-
sumption has suggested that higher levels of public engagement 
with the arts over recent decades have not necessarily gone hand 
in hand with greater diversity (e.g. Miles and Sullivan, 2012). Well-​
known differentials in access based on economic and cultural factors 
(Brook et al., 2020; Leguina et al., 2022) are amplified by complex 
regional divides (Leguina and Miles, 2017), and intersect with eth-
nicity, disability, and age effects (Widdop and Cutts, 2012; Brook, 
2016). Pre-​pandemic studies focusing specifically on online cultural 
consumption suggest a similar pattern. For example, while online 
participants in arts and culture have generally been younger than 
in-​person attendees, their socioeconomic profiles have tended to 
be quite similar (Leguina and Miles, 2017; Panarese and Azzarita, 
2020; Weingartner, 2020; Mihelj et al., 2019). Drawing on extant 
research, one could argue that the socially advantageous position 
of arts consumers who attend in person has historically made them 
more likely to engage online as well.

Research carried out by our own and other AHRC COVID-​19 
projects suggests that online provision continued to have limited 
success in diversifying arts consumption during the pandemic. For 
example, the longitudinal Cultural Participation Monitor surveys 
carried out by the ‘Impacts of Covid-​19 on the Cultural Sector’ 
project in partnership with the Audience Agency suggested that 
the demographics of participants who engaged with arts and cul-
ture online at the height of the pandemic were overall fairly similar 
to those who had previously attended in person (Walmsley et al., 
2022; Feder et al., 2022). Our own sector-​wide research comprised 
an equality-​focused analysis of the full dataset of the largest 
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COVID-​19 arts and culture survey, Indigo’s ‘Culture Tracker’, 
which featured 58,880 responses gathered from attendees of sev-
eral hundred UK cultural venues between October 2020 and July 
2021. This too found that online provision did not significantly 
diversify arts consumption during the pandemic, though our ana-
lysis suggested there were some small positive effects in attracting 
new participants from younger and minority ethnic demographics.

However, digital provision did lead to significant accessibility 
benefits for many existing cultural participants. Over the last two 
years, widespread evidence has emerged of the extent to which 
many d/​Deaf and disabled people in particular have benefited from 
online arts and culture. The numbers here are unambiguous: the 
Audience Agency research cited above suggested that 57% of 
disabled people in the UK engaged with culture online during the 
pandemic, compared to a figure of 35% across the entire UK popu-
lation (Torregiani, 2021). Our own project’s quantitative research 
also provided clear evidence of the benefits for d/​Deaf and disabled 
participants. For example, our demographic analysis of Indigo’s 
Digital Experience survey found that 64% of d/​Deaf and disabled 
arts participants remained interested in future digital offerings in 
autumn 2021, compared to 53% of non-​disabled participants. 

To gain multi-​faceted insight into cultural production and con-
sumption, top-​level quantitative research needs to be complemented 
by focused qualitative research. For this reason, our project 
aimed to complement the statistical work already being carried 
out by the Audience Agency, the Creative Industries Policy and 
Evidence Centre (PEC), our own project partner Indigo Ltd. and 
other organisations, with insights gathered from individual arts 
institutions via interviews and surveys about who their online activ-
ities were benefiting. Working at organisation level also allowed us 
to explore in detail how effectively cultural providers were shifting 
their programmes online, and learn about the opportunities that 
were opening to them as well as the challenges that they were facing.

As already mentioned, large-​scale surveys of online arts pro-
vision suggest mixed results, finding significant accessibility and 
inclusion benefits among some demographic groups but limited 
benefits among others. This top-​level finding raises an important 
question: were the accessibility effects of digital provision similar 
across organisations, or do the above sector-​wide surveys conceal 
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a diversity of accessibility outcomes from organisation to organ-
isation? If the answer to the above question is that all theatres 
witnessed a similar pattern of accessibility improvements in some 
areas (e.g. for d/​Deaf and disabled participants) and lack of improve-
ment in other areas (e.g. for older or minority ethnic participants), 
then this suggests that there may be an innate limit to the ability 
of digital provision to improve accessibility across multiple demo-
graphics. However, if the answer to the above question is that there 
was a significant disparity in the ability of different organisations to 
engage particular demographics through their online programmes, 
then the lack of sector-​wide increases in engagement among certain 
demographics (e.g. older participants) cannot be assumed to be a 
consequence of digital provision in itself, but must result from more 
specific and nuanced causes.

Though limited in scope, our qualitative research suggested 
that there was indeed a significant disparity between the ability of 
different organisations to engage audiences online. A key element 
of our research comprised interviews and follow-​up surveys with 
40 organisations, most of whom operate in the performing arts. 
Organisations were chosen to reflect a wide cross-​section of scales 
and types of activity, and of geographic location; our interviewees 
were typically artistic directors, digital managers and marketing 
managers. Across this sample, digital outcomes were drastically 
divergent: some organisations reported significant accessibility 
improvements across a wide range of demographics, while others 
struggled even to achieve double-​digit views on YouTube. This 
disparity foregrounds the possibility that many of the perceived 
‘failures’ of online provision to improve access and to diversify 
participation may have resulted from many organisations finding 
themselves unable to maximise the opportunities afforded by digital 
production and/​or distribution –​ for example, because of lack of 
funding, lack of expertise, lack of technical infrastructure or lack 
of interest. 

However, gaining detailed data about specific organisations’ activ-
ities proved highly challenging for our project. Many organisations 
did not gather detailed data about their digital activities: in 2020 
and 2021, arts funding agencies including Arts Council England 
eased their reporting requirements in order to take the pressure 
off struggling arts organisations; the result was a dearth of data 



28 Adaptation and resilience in the performing arts

at precisely the moment when we most needed it. Nonetheless, 
a small number of the more digitally mature organisations that 
we interviewed had extensive data on their digital activities (not-
ably Opera North, Darkfield Radio, Tank Museum and Pitlochry 
Festival Theatre), and we also initiated audience surveys with four 
further organisations (Bournemouth Symphony Orchestra (BSO), 
Imitating the Dog, the Lowry and the Barbican). Our findings 
from this data pool highlighted diverse accessibility benefits emer-
ging from digital activity, though these benefits were unevenly 
distributed among organisations. For some (often smaller, less well-​
resourced) organisations, accessibility benefits remained latent; for 
others, the benefits were immediately apparent. For example, our 
survey of over 500 live and online ticket holders for BSO’s 2020/​21 
season found that twice as many online viewers declared themselves 
disabled as compared to in-​person audience members.

One key finding of both our quantitative and qualitative 
research was that one of the most important (and often overlooked) 
variables in digital success is quality. Our quantitative research 
into Indigo’s sector-​wide Culture Restart surveys revealed a direct 
correlation across many thousands of respondents between the 
quality of their digital experience and their willingness to con-
tinue engaging with digital content post-​pandemic. Strong engage-
ment was directly related to quality of experience, which was itself 
closely connected to the effort that arts providers made to remain 
connected with their communities. Our qualitative research into 
BSO’s in-​person and digital activities in turn shed light onto the 
work required to achieve a high quality of experience. For example, 
as well as their success in serving d/​Deaf and disabled participants, 
BSO also achieved startling success in migrating over-​65s online in 
2020; our survey revealed that 87% of BSO’s online audience were 
over 65; 67% of this online audience were new to digital arts and 
culture, of which 85% found BSO’s concerts ‘easy’ or ‘very easy’ 
to access. BSO achieved this unusually high engagement among 
older participants by going far beyond the minimum required to 
mount a live stream. Aware of the age of their core audience, they 
ensured that the entire user journey involved in experiencing their 
live streams was as intuitive as possible across the various platforms 
involved in digital delivery –​ from providing a simple and easily 
navigable website, via simplifying the journey through the Spektrix 
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ticketing interface, through to providing videos to view. In a con-
text in which accessing digital performances can often involve 
progressing through over a dozen web pages, BSO’s membership 
packages allowed for two-​click viewing. Quality of experience also 
of course depends on the content of the streams themselves. To pro-
vide the best possible experience, BSO invested in a high-​quality 
remote-​controlled multi-​camera system that allowed them to live 
edit their concert videos (e.g. moving between close-​ups of indi-
vidual musicians at relevant moments in a performance), adapting 
for their orchestra the techniques and conventions of multi-​camera 
television broadcasts.

Qualitative research can also complement quantitative research 
by revealing the personal experiences of digital participants. In order 
to gain some sense of the human impact of this change, I worked 
as a co-​creator between January and March 2022 on Mystery Trip, 
a Lowry Digital Now! commission by Nigel Barret and Louise 
Mari, made in collaboration with a self-​selected group of d/​Deaf 
and disabled, and clinically vulnerable creators. The project used 
an adapted version of Zoom as a performance platform to provide 
a series of ‘mystery trips’ for online participants unable to travel. 
Week by week, I witnessed co-​creators articulating the joy, the cre-
ative satisfaction and the sense of connection that this remote col-
laboration was giving them. Disability activist Kerry Underhill, for 
example, noted: ‘This is the first time in 10 years that I’ve been able 
to collaborate on a performance. Before this, I’d given up on ever 
having the chance again’ (Misek et al., 2022).

Indeed, a key learning outcome of our project was that many 
participants with accessibility needs now see streaming arts and 
culture not only as a conduit for accessibility features (including 
closed captions, BSL interpretation and audio description) but also 
as an essential accessibility feature in itself. Online productions 
lower the physical, economic and social barriers faced by d/​Deaf 
and disabled creators and audiences alike when visiting physical 
venues. Understanding online distribution as an accessibility feature 
opens the door to a more inclusive approach to accessibility that 
also addresses previously invisible barriers to engagement with arts 
and culture. For example, one of the biggest barriers is travel: the 
effort, the time and the cost (Brook, 2013). For many who are d/​
Deaf and disabled, older, vulnerable, low income, overworked, 
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geographically remote, chronically ill, dependent on local trans-
port, time-​poor or carers, this can form such a hard barrier to par-
ticipation that no on-​site accessibility features can make the trip to 
a physical venue feasible. In our post-​interview survey, 100% of 
organisations that responded noted ‘widened geographic reach’ as a 
benefit of online arts and culture. Widened geographic reach in turn 
provides a strong foundation for organisations to reach new and 
more diverse audiences. For example, a 2020 live-​streamed pro-
duction of Fidelio by Opera North reached new bookers in widely 
spread UK cities including London, Bristol, Edinburgh, Stockport 
and Rochdale, and in 16 countries across four continents. The 
reduction of geographic barriers to engagement is not in itself suf-
ficient to diversify audiences, but the experience of the coronavirus 
pandemic has demonstrated that –​ though previously overlooked –​ 
it can play a crucial role in facilitating diversification.

Unfortunately, despite the willingness of many (especially d/​Deaf 
and disabled) participants to continue engaging with digital content 
beyond lockdown, as well as the widespread enthusiasm of many of 
our interviewees towards future digital projects, the intense digital 
activity of 2020 and early to mid-​2021 did not last. By late 2021, 
theatres across the country were downscaling or abandoning their 
digital programmes.

The present and future of digital theatre

The balance of factors relating to why many organisations have 
now returned to exclusively in-​person performances remains open 
to interpretation, but the extent of this ‘snap back’ is clear. In 
the first 18 months of the pandemic, of the 219 publicly funded 
theatres and theatre companies in the UK, 123 (56%) streamed 
live performances, offered digitally native performances or offered 
online workshops. For the autumn 2021 season, this figure went 
down to 60 (28%), and in the winter/​spring 2022 season, this figure 
declined further to 35 (16%).

The above statistics also demonstrate that many theatres never 
went online in the first place, lending support to the argument that 
historically apprehensive attitudes towards technological innov-
ation rooted in a traditional live/​digital binary are still deeply 
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ensconced within the performing arts (Manninen et al., 2021). At 
the same time, as previously mentioned, many of our interviewees 
expressed great enthusiasm for digital content. Many progressive 
artistic directors in particular looked forward to a hybrid future 
in which different forms of arts activity could coexist, and the 
traditional hierarchisation of venue-​based performances could, at 
last, be challenged. For example, in our project interviews, Kris 
Bryce, Executive Director of Pitlochry Festival Theatre, highlighted 
the importance of being ‘platform blind’ and open to the possi-
bility that streaming and social media platforms could sometimes 
be even more effective tools for delivering content than physical 
theatres. Jess Thorpe, Artistic Director (Engagement) at Dundee 
Rep, similarly highlighted the importance of combining in-​venue, 
public and online activities in whatever combination worked best 
for achieving her organisation’s main goal of community engage-
ment. Meanwhile, Sanjit Chudha, Marketing and Communications 
Manager at Talawa Theatre, saw his organisation’s digital pivot as 
an opportunity ‘to unthink the transactional relationship’ of con-
ventional venue-​based theatre altogether.

However, the widespread enthusiasm for digital theatre during 
successive lockdowns seems not to have had a lasting impact on 
how performing arts organisations have allocated their budgets 
since. How to explain the paradox of widespread enthusiasm for 
digital accompanied by widespread retrenchment in online activity?

A key answer is cost. The high levels of digital activity seen during 
successive lockdowns were made possible by the UK government’s 
£1.57 billion Culture Recovery Fund and by budgets diverted from 
live activities (Bradbury et al., 2021). As most of our interviewees 
noted, production costs for digital content are typically high –​ often 
in the tens or even hundreds of thousands of pounds –​ and digital 
projects rarely break even. The only way to generate a profit from 
streaming content is by reaching a mass viewership, something that 
only the very largest organisations with international brands can 
realistically hope to achieve. Unsurprisingly, as venues reopened, 
and emergency funding for digital projects dropped away, the high 
costs and low revenue potential of typical digital projects militated 
against continued online activity (Holcombe-​James, 2021). In the 
face of an economic landscape that is now generally inimical to digit-
ally created and/​or distributed performances, many organisations’ 
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enthusiasm for digital provision no longer translates into specific 
projects.

Another possible explanation for the paradox that many 
organisations’ enthusiasm for digital seems to be generating limited 
online work is that this enthusiasm has not abated but is instead 
following a new trajectory. Though live-​streaming of venue-​based 
performances is significantly down, and online native performances 
utilising Zoom and similar platforms have all but disappeared 
(with notable exceptions, see Chapter 5 in this volume), much 
digital exploration continues –​ especially in the field of immersive 
technology.

Attention within and beyond the tech sector has increasingly 
focused over recent years on extended reality (XR) technologies 
such as augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR), and their 
role within the emerging metaverse. Major UK funders of Arts and 
Humanities research, UKRI and the AHRC, have been quick to 
direct funding at this potential growth area –​ not least because, with 
the combined pressures of pandemic recovery, a war in Ukraine, 
a domestic cost-​of-​living crisis and government debt, framing the 
arts as a form of R&D for the creative industries is more likely 
to lead to funding than is arguing for their social value. Notable 
developments include the establishment of the UKRI-​funded 
StoryFutures Creative Cluster, a national centre for immersive 
storytelling based at Royal Holloway, University of London, whose 
partners include the National Gallery, immersive theatre company 
Punchdrunk and virtual reality system Vive, which forms part of a 
£120 million UKRI creative clusters programme. Another develop-
ment is Innovate UK and the UKRI’s £39.3 million ‘Audience of the 
Future’ project, with beneficiaries including the Royal Shakespeare 
Company (RSC) and Aardman Animation. Most recently, UKRI 
has announced funding for a £75.6 million CoSTAR (a hub focused 
on the gaming, screen and performance sectors). Tellingly, accessi-
bility, inclusion, diversity, social value and community engagement 
are not referenced at all in CoSTAR’s application guidelines.

The paradox of widespread enthusiasm for digital accompanied 
by widespread retrenchment in online activity can thus perhaps 
be resolved by suggesting that organisations’ short-​term focus is 
on survival, which means a return to venue-​based core activities, 
while at least some of the last three years of this enthusiasm is being 
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channelled towards immersive experiments. Due to their intensive 
use of emergent technology, these experiments may not always be 
suitable for widespread online distribution, and so are unlikely 
ever to achieve the kind of visibility of high-​profile streaming arts 
programmes like the National Theatre’s NT at Home initiative. 
They also typically require workarounds to accommodate the fact 
that VR headsets are still ‘early adopter’ technologies and far less 
widespread than phones and laptops. For example, StoryFutures’ 
StoryTrails project, made as a part of the UK government’s contro-
versial £120 million Unboxed festival in 2022 (see Weaver, 2022), 
featured seven AR and VR experiences that were based in local 
libraries and depended on loanable iPads and VR headsets. 

In short, while in 2020 and much of 2021 the prevailing wind 
was directed towards online experiences, at the time of writing in 
late 2022, it has shifted towards the use of ‘cutting-​edge’ immer-
sive technology in venue-​based experiences. Interestingly, many 
organisations (including big players like the RSC and the Royal 
Opera) who showed ambivalence towards streaming seem to be 
more open to immersive technology. This is perhaps not entirely 
surprising. The pivot to streaming video was an externally imposed 
necessity that often did not fit easily with existing processes and 
some saw it as an instance of the tail wagging the dog. By contrast, 
XR is a creative tool that can be embedded within the stage-​based 
rehearsal process. Crucially, it also leans into performers’ embodi-
ment, the performing arts’ basic constituent. For example, the use 
of social VR technology in Dan Strutt’s ‘Dancing into the metaverse’ 
(see Chapter 2 in this volume) offers a way for dancers simultan-
eously to engage with their own bodies and those of the remote 
dancers with whom they collaborate, as well as their technological 
mediation.

Immersive performance in English Touring Theatre’s  
Museum of Austerity: a new frontier for digital access?

The increased use of XR technology within the performing arts 
brings many new accessibility features within relatively easy reach. 
For example, one of our case studies, Museum of Austerity, a mixed-​
reality installation by Sacha Wares and John Pring produced by 
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English Touring Theatre, featured a jaw-​dropping array of accessi-
bility features. Museum of Austerity recounted the personal stories 
of disabled benefit claimants who died between 2010 and 2020 
and invited participants to reflect on the human cost of austerity. 
Wearing HoloLens 2 mixed-​reality ‘smart glasses’, participants 
could walk around a room, encounter volumetrically captured life-​
size images of individual victims of austerity, and hear their stories 
as told by surviving friends and relatives. Accessibility options 
included in-​headset captions (the result of an extensive process of 
experimentation into how to position text in virtual space); mul-
tiple options for controlling sound and integrating the installation 
with hearing aids, including the option of experiencing the work 
without background audio; and the option to bypass narrative elem-
ents that featured specific trigger content. The astonishing level of 
innovation involved in some of the work’s accessibility solutions is 
exemplified by the audio description for blind and partially sighted 
participants. The installation featured verbal testimony that was 
triggered when participants approached each holographic figure. 
The audio description therefore needed to be cued by the user’s 
position and to trigger a delay in the narration of each story until 
the audio description itself was complete; the audio description also 
needed not to repeat if a user returned to a figure that they had 
already visited. All of these accessibility solutions were so innova-
tive that no model for their implementation yet existed, and each 
had to be developed by the creative team themselves, as a part of 
the production process.

Particularly impressive is the fact that none of the digital acces-
sibility options offered by Museum of Austerity were mutually 
exclusive: users could choose any combination from a wide menu 
of choices. Many of the technologies incorporated into this work 
are still emergent, and not yet ready for sector-​wide implementa-
tion; the diverse accessibility features embedded within Museum 
of Austerity only came about because the director pushed for their 
inclusion and applied for additional Arts Council England funding 
to implement them. Nonetheless, it is exciting to imagine a near 
future in which all venue-​based arts are routinely accompanied by 
a menu of digital accessibility options similar to that of Museum 
of Austerity. For example, instead of having to wait three weeks 
for an audio described performance and another three weeks for 
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a captioned performance, the time is near when every perform-
ance will have these options available. It is possible that one of the 
most lasting effects of the digital experiments of recent years may 
yet end up being the normalisation of accessibility features previ-
ously reserved for streamed performances across all areas of the 
performing arts.

At the same time, although the potential for XR to facilitate 
the integration of accessibility technologies into the next gener-
ation of digital arts and culture is immense, this future promise is 
counterbalanced by the present reality that XR is currently among 
the least accessible consumer technologies available. If the acces-
sibility benefits of digital arts and culture during the pandemic 
often failed to extend to people on the wrong side of the digital 
divide, then with XR this challenge returns with a vengeance. 
Immersive XR experiences typically require high-​end headsets and 
base stations, as well as expensive gaming computers to experience. 
They also require technical proficiency to set up and troubleshoot. 
Additionally, the many challenges around how d/​Deaf and sight-​
impaired users can engage with VR remain unresolved, and in con-
trast to Museum of Austerity, most VR experiences still lack even 
basic accessibility features such as captions.

In partial mitigation of these various exclusions, many 
performing arts organisations that create work using immersive 
technologies also exhibit such work on-​site, where they can provide 
users with hardware and support. This was the case, for example, 
with Current, Rising, a collaboration between StoryFutures and 
the Royal Opera House (ROH) that was exhibited at the ROH’s 
Covent Garden venue in 2021. But rather than overcoming VR’s 
accessibility problems, creating work for a sited exhibition just 
pushes them onto curators and programmers. Every user needs 
their own computer and headset, as well as someone watching over 
them. As a result, VR installations are resource-​hungry, yet can 
only be experienced by tiny numbers of people. Unsurprisingly, the 
costs of these elaborate exhibition logistics are typically passed on 
to the user. For example, Current, Rising cost £20 for a 15-​minute 
experience. Per minute, that is just slightly less than the cost of a 
top-​priced Grand Tier seat for a performance on the Royal Opera 
House’s main stage. In this way, the pre-​existing barriers to engage-
ment associated with live performances at (often metropolitan) 
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arts venues are compounded by the default inaccessibility of VR 
experiences themselves.

Even Museum of Austerity, though a best practice in access-
ible XR storytelling, found itself enfolded within various external 
barriers to access associated with its exhibition conditions. To 
experience it, participants needed to be in London during the 2021 
London Film Festival; buy a ticket for one of the (over-​subscribed) 
90-​minute limited-​entry slots to the festival’s immersive exhibition; 
travel to the South Bank; queue up outside the exhibition venue 
beforehand; and then –​ having gained access to the venue –​ be for-
tunate or ruthless enough to secure a slot for Museum of Austerity 
itself, whose capacity was about three users per half hour. I wonder 
how many wheelchair users would have been able to race to the 
back of the exhibition venue as I did, as soon as the doors opened, 
in order to get their names down on the booking sheet. The mul-
tiple barriers associated with physical installations remind us that, 
to fulfil its potential, accessible technology needs to be folded into 
a much larger, holistic approach to accessibility that looks at the 
entirety of arts participants’ journeys –​ for example, from social 
media ads, through exploring organisations’ websites, to navigating 
ticketing systems and accessibility schemes, through to experien-
cing the work itself.

The second factor that should prevent anyone from feeling san-
guine about the recent shift of resources from streaming to immer-
sive performance is that the latter is not only inaccessible to most 
users, but also inaccessible to many organisations. The fact that 
VR installations are resource-​hungry but can only be experienced 
in small numbers makes them particularly difficult for small and 
mid-​sized organisations to utilise. Already before the pandemic, 
commentators were beginning to notice digital inequalities between 
cultural organisations, typically based on organisations’ size and 
prestige (ACE and Nesta, 2019; Mihelj et al., 2019). Our own 
research and that of others suggests that the disparity between many 
organisations’ ability or willingness to embrace digital activity 
while COVID-​19 mitigation measures were in place has confirmed, 
and further exacerbated, these inequalities (Leguina et al., 2021; 
Holcombe-​James, 2021). Without intervention, inequalities 
increase, as those with resources are able to pull ever further ahead 
of those without.
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Judging by the beneficiaries of AHRC digital innovation funding 
so far, this seems to be exactly what is happening. Sector leaders 
including the National Theatre, the RSC and the Royal Opera have 
been most able to dedicate significant resources to immersive tech-
nology, so they have also become de facto centres of expertise in 
immersive performance and now have an advantage when it comes 
to gaining additional digital innovation funding. This compounds 
previous advantages that come from partnerships with Nesta and 
other innovation funders, the Arts Councils, industrial partnerships 
and so on (Aebischer, 2020: 85–​87). It is perhaps no coincidence 
that the AHRC has recently awarded the RSC Independent Research 
Organisation (IRO) status, opening the door for it to collaborate in 
more funding bids and to apply directly for research funding. Top 
of the RSC press release’s list of activities that this change in status 
will enable is ‘immersive technologies in performance’ (RSC, 2021). 
It is hard to imagine the RSC not playing a key role in the forth-
coming CoSTAR super-​project (UKRI, 2022). 

In short, the gradual shift of focus away from streaming perform-
ance towards immersive tech risks exacerbating existing barriers to 
engaging with arts and culture, with digital innovation increasingly 
becoming the preserve of elite institutions making works that are 
shown at their own metropolitan venues, in exhibitions that require 
familiarity with these institutions to access. As a result, digital 
theatre currently finds itself in a double-​bind. ‘Lo-​fi’ lockdown-​
inspired digital solutions with relatively low barriers to engagement 
(e.g. Zoom performances) have largely disappeared. However, the 
radical accessibility promised by emergent technologies remains in 
the future. The result, for now at least, is a further dilution of the 
promise of digital access.

Conclusion

The example of Museum of Austerity suggests that there is no 
‘either/​or’ in digital access, just ‘both/​and’. Overall advances in 
access emerge from an incremental addition of accessibilities –​ from 
reserved parking and step-​free access to phone-​based caption apps 
and streaming performances. Why choose between these, if all are 
possible?
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For much of 2020 and 2021, digital programming was mostly 
necessity-​driven, and the focus of discourse within the performing 
arts was on how to use digital as an alternative to venue-​based per-
formance. This led to extensive discussion about the relative effect-
iveness and value of venue-​based versus online activities, resulting 
in an artificial binary in which liveness and digitality were somehow 
seen as existing in competition with each other. This binary is 
no longer useful. To maximise accessibility, the future of the 
performing arts needs to be neither venue-​based nor online exclu-
sively, but both, in tandem: it needs to be hybrid. True hybridity 
entails overcoming historical preconceptions that equate ‘theatre’ 
as an artform with physical theatre venues.

Effective hybridity also necessitates being open to multiple digital 
production tools and distribution platforms. For example, many of 
our interviewees often expressed views about the relative merits of 
live streams (good at creating a sense of occasion) and on-​demand 
video (good for convenience), as if the two options were mutually 
exclusive. However, they are not. Our research suggested that the 
most accessible option for an organisation is to have both. Live 
streams are more popular with older viewers used to live televi-
sion broadcasts, while on-​demand videos are more popular with 
younger viewers used to playlists.

So how to ensure that the performing arts’ emergent hybridity 
also maximises accessibility? The answer is very different for 
creators and organisations. Creators need to be free to create work 
using whatever technologies they choose and present it in whatever 
way works best for their project. For a creator, hybridity could be 
seen as the opportunity to choose freely between the diverse forms, 
platforms and technologies currently available. Of course, all artists 
have a responsibility to consider accessibility. Certain forms of 
accessibility are a legal requirement, others are a moral imperative. 
However, if a work really needs to be experienced by a few users 
at a time, so be it. For example, the power of Museum of Austerity 
stems from users standing next to its life-​sized holograms of people 
who died as a result of austerity and listening to their stories; it 
could not work without the unsettling combination of presence and 
absence that the Microsoft HoloLens 2 creates.

However, on an organisational level, hybridity should perhaps be 
seen not as the option to choose between forms and technologies, 
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but as the practice of working across as many forms and technolo-
gies as possible, in tandem. For organisations, the answer to the 
question of whether to provide live performance or online per-
formance, live streams or on-​demand videos, online-​native per-
formance or digitally augmented venue-​based performance, is to 
do both, all six, and more besides. The best way for performing 
arts organisations to maximise access to their work is to include 
as many combinations of liveness, asynchronicity, ‘sitedness’ and 
remoteness as possible across their programmes. Diversity requires 
not only diverse content created by diverse artists but also the pres-
entation of this diverse content through diverse means. Artistic 
programmes that include a diverse mix of hybrid activities allow 
organisations to meet their communities wherever they are, rather 
than expecting people to come to them. Now as ever, the more 
routes that exist for engaging with arts and culture, the easier it is 
to engage with and the more inclusive it can become.

Note

	 1	 See Elizabeth Crooke and David Farrell-​Banks, ‘Crisis and Engagement:  
The Emotional Toll of Museum Work during the COVID-​19 
Pandemic’ in Knowing COVID-19 in this series.
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In the last 12 years, several developments and convergences in 
motion capture (mocap) and immersive media technology have seen 
the synthesis of new and hybrid systems for embodied, extended 
and augmented digital performance.1 In the same way in which 
‘camcorder’ home video recording and playback became affordable 
in the 1970s and 1980s and subsequently revolutionised many arts 
and performance practices to become ‘multimedia’, the recent waves 
of hardware and software tools have quickly come down in price, 
such that they have become accessible to small companies and even 
enthusiastic individuals.2 More recently, the conditions surrounding 
the various coronavirus (COVID-​19) pandemic lockdowns –​ with 
artists frustrated by both the impossibility of sharing analogue/​
physical spaces, and the two-​dimensional limitations of videocon-
ferencing for sharing work and practising –​ generated a clear and 
decisive turning-​point in immersive tech production practices, both 
in their take-​up within the performing arts and in wider cultural 
engagement with a discourse about the kinds of artistic expression 
that ‘Metaverse’-​type virtual performance systems can afford.3

Around the same time as the onset of the pandemic in 2020, a 
network of academics, dancers and creative technologists based at 
Goldsmiths, University of London, began to think about the kinds 
of existing technologies that could be drawn together to build a 
system for meaningful remote dance interaction. We offered a con-
cept of a system for the streaming of motion capture data, asking 
could we bring three-​dimensional dance movement from remote 
performers around the world into a connected virtual space, live and 
in real ​time, as a legitimate form of dance practice? We developed 
a simple-​to-​use, open-​source software tool named ‘Goldsmiths 
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Mocap Streamer’, which could grab motion capture data locally 
and send it to any other computer in the world to be rendered 
within a real-​time graphics engine (Figure 2.1), or indeed within 
a cloud-​based Metaverse provider. Our team then used this frame-
work to address experimentally a set of critical aesthetic and tech-
nical questions. What kinds of meaningful movement and dance 
interaction and communication can be generated remotely through 
the use of immersive tech? What kinds of alternative or augmented 
aesthetics of dance interaction could be explored in shared virtual 
spaces, where the dancer’s avatar body does not even need to be 
fully ‘corporeal’? What are the limitations of, and obstacles to, this 
kind of remote collaborative dance practice in terms of connection, 
interaction and sense of presence? 

These original research questions are now complemented by an 
awareness of the need, in the current state of climate emergency, 
to clearly connect innovation ideals with actual societal needs. 
At the end of 2020, the meeting of the International Network for 
Contemporary Performing Arts (IETM) set an agenda for ‘greening 
the performing arts’ that was positioned both within the ongoing 
climate emergency, and within the pandemic itself. Their report, 
Climate Action and the Performing Arts, evoked the landscape in 
which it was written:

Skies cleared over the most polluted cities on Earth, while people 
sought cover from a deadly virus whose origin we now know to be 
directly related to damages humans inflicted on ecosystems. Climate 

Figure 2.1  Screenshot from the second Goldsmiths Mocap Streamer 
showcase performance ‘Dancing in the Metaverse’, November 2021.  

Two performers in the UK (Jack Thomson, Hannah Burfield) were able  
to dance in real-​time with another dancer in Brooklyn, New York  

(Kristia Morabito) (image author’s own).
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change became more visible and tangible than ever. And so did the 
urgency to tackle it within the performing arts scene. (Skolczylas, 
2020: 3)

This vivid picture of a cessation of normal polluting activity invites 
a reconsideration of the current Zeitgeist moment in performance 
tech (and Metaverse hype) through a more socially pragmatic lens, 
framing it through the possibility of mitigating the need for envir-
onmentally damaging touring practices. In addition, could this 
moment also instigate the lowering of barriers to access into col-
laborative digital spaces, so that people, regardless of geography, 
disability or social status, can come together over great distances 
to move and create with a convincing sense of embodied presence, 
interaction and communication? We now move to ask: could ‘dan-
cing in the metaverse’ come to be seen, not only as legitimate, but 
even as the ethical form of future dance performance?

As we have discovered in our research, technical, aesthetic 
and environmental innovation goals are not necessarily in oppos-
ition to each other. In contemplating the historical lineage of 
remote, networked, distributed or telematic performance practice, 
developing as a form since the 1960s through the work of artists 
such as Roy Ascott, Paul Sermon (see Chapter 3 in this volume), 
Laurie Anderson, Joan Jonas and ORLAN, we can see that prac-
tical concerns around embodied presence and liveness, collabor-
ation and interaction have often coexisted with more philosophical 
questions of conscious evolution, empathy and ethics. This has usu-
ally involved speculative and utopian ideas around altered states 
of extended embodiment, what it means to be ‘together’ or virtu-
ally present, and of harmony and care for the other. However, this 
philosophical approach to immersive networked technology may 
also frame solutions to ecological and other societal concerns. Such 
ethical practice might generate an understanding about the role of 
the performing arts in future visions of digital society, and of a 
social and cultural metaverse.

In this chapter I work towards a genealogically supported vision 
of telematic dance and performance work as driving the sort of 
innovation that might address some of these ecological and other 
societal concerns. To do this I draw together some historical and 
then institutional discourses before turning to a model of analysis 
of ‘user’ experience, to frame the research of Goldsmiths Mocap 
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Streamer through the words of the dancers themselves. In doing 
this, I approach the speculative ‘promise of the digital’ through 
not only short-​term technical and aesthetic innovation concerns, 
but also through affective, ethical and ‘technoetic’ philosophical 
frameworks.4

From telematic to metaverse futurity

In 1966, cybernetic visionary and artist Roy Ascott

articulated a cybernetic vision for the arts that began with the premise 
that interactive art must free itself from the modernist ideal of the 
perfect object. He proposed that artwork be responsive to the viewer 
rather than fixed and static, suggesting that l’esprit cyberne﻿́tique 
offered the most effective means for overcoming the separation 
between artwork and spectator. Ascott’s vision of networking as a 
shared activity that is ‘both dance and an embrace’ resonated with 
performance artists who … brought together remote participants to 
produce multi-​site, real-​time, interactive dance, music and theater 
experiments. (Giges and Warburton, 2010: 25)

In what is effectively an alternative origin for the type of shared 
virtual space now dubbed the ‘metaverse’, Ascott imagined a non-​
linear, processual interaction between participant and artwork 
that ‘is not primarily a thing, an object, but a set of behaviours, 
system, actually a system of systems’ (1990: 243). He emphasised 
the emotional and embodied nature of this vision, in a relationship 
of mutual becoming –​ where the artwork ‘embraces the viewer in 
the creation of meaning’ (1990: 242) in a ‘spiritual interchange’ 
imbued with a sense of intimacy and affection (1990: 247). 

First framed by cybernetic theory, Ascott’s artworks and 
writings later became primarily positioned through the idea of the 
‘telematic’, a term introduced in 1978 by Simon Nora and Alain 
Minc (Shanken, 2000). As a concept, ‘telematic’ simply refers to 
remote subjects brought together through computer-​mediated com-
munication. But even early on, it gained, particularly for Ascott, 
a decidedly utopian nuance, regarding the evolution of human 
consciousness:

With the computer, and brought together in the telematic embrace, 
we can hope to glimpse the unseeable, to grasp the ineffable chaos of 
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becoming, the secret order of disorder. … More than a technological 
expedient for the interchange of information, networking provides 
the very infrastructure for spiritual interchange that could lead to 
the harmonization and creative development of the whole planet. 
(Ascott, 1990: 247)

While aspects of this utopianism seem somewhat anachronistic 
today, much of Ascott’s telematic vision does still remain relevant 
at a time when tangible interfaces are disappearing and we are 
becoming increasingly immersed in virtual worlds. Ascott offered 
a cyborg vision of conscious fusion with the computer that clearly 
suggests itself to new immersive technologies: ‘As we come to see 
more, we shall see the computer less and less. It will become invis-
ible in its immanence, but its presence will be palpable to the artist 
engaged telematically in the world process of autopoiesis, planetary 
self-​creation’ (Ascott, 1990: 247).

Current metaverse visions can be seen as simply the next iteration 
of this same idealistic imperative, now framed by the convergence of 
new VR and XR interfaces, real-​time generative graphics and motion 
capture systems. However, it should be noted that when we arrive at 
current simulation technologies, a decisively new dynamic relation-
ship between felt presence and embodiment emerges. Performance 
theorist and practitioner Johannes Birringer describes this as a ‘histor-
ical shift … between video dance (choreography for the camera) and 
interactions systems’, described as ‘sensing systems worn on the body 
which generate data in real time or produce data that can be digitally 
processed and transcoded’ (2008: 25). We now see simulation com-
putation rendering complex models in real time and on immersive 
interfaces, with open-​ended, generative images forming in response 
to participants’ actions. This, for Birringer, yields a significant disrup-
tion of previous practices, even a new ontological landscape:

For example, [post-​human performance artist] Stelarc’s strategic 
exploration of the non-​conscious agent, of telematic scaling and the 
engineering of external, extended, and virtual nervous systems for 
the body undermines the humanist and rationalist conceptions of the 
body and subjectivity, of mind, instrumental reason, and conscious-
ness. (Birringer, 2008: 25) 

However, while this technology is no doubt disruptive to the 
structures of representation that have developed through media 
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technology over the last 150 years, and while it may indeed shift 
our understanding of humanity, in a more pragmatic sense can 
we truly say that it addresses our contemporary and urgent real-​
world needs?

Contemporary concerns and realities

What twenty-​first-​century developments in virtual and immersive 
media mean in relation to ‘physical’ reality, consciousness and 
experience is hotly debated.5 The quasi-​spiritual futurist vision 
of a ‘technoetic’ evolution of consciousness that Roy Ascott still 
pursues to this day can seem naïve when tech corporations manipu-
late global democracy through the harvesting of sensor data, and 
when fresh hardware with built-​in obsolescence is released daily 
while a climate disaster looms (Chua, 2006: notes 12–​14). What 
seems called for is a more context-​specific and pragmatic approach 
to assessing the value of metaverse technologies, including our own 
Mocap Streamer tool, within our present-​day eco-​political con-
text. This might mean exploring whether the new immersive tech-
nologies for remote collaboration and performance offer a viable 
alternative to touring that might help address the climate impact 
of the performing arts. While lockdowns rather forced the issue 
of maintaining arts and culture in online forms, can we now con-
sider the more long-​term ecological benefits and potentialities of 
this shift to virtualised media arts?

The environmental sustainability of arts, culture and the 
performing arts was an issue that was being institutionally 
foregrounded prior to the pandemic. The 2019 Arts Council England 
Sustaining Great Art and Culture Report acknowledged that ‘cul-
ture has a carbon footprint, and data matters … There should be 
no opposition between what art is and how art does: reducing 
emissions prompts creativity and activism, and vice versa’ (ACE, 
2019). This report offered figures on the most common impacts 
that can be meaningfully tracked –​ of energy, water, waste, business 
travel and touring –​ across 747 arts and culture organisations in 
England. Travel and touring were found to equate to 114,547 
tonnes of CO2, with dance and theatre together generating about 
20% of this. While this damaging activity pretty much ceased 
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during the lockdowns, at the time of writing, and in our haste and 
desperation to get back to ‘normal’ regardless of how damaging 
that ‘normal’ might have been, we seem to have backslid in terms 
of progressive environmental policy without learning any lessons 
from the pandemic.

The 2020 IETM report gathered many ideas, suggestions, tools 
and experiences that considered the role of performing arts in 
addressing climate change.6 The report includes a section on ‘the 
promise of the digital’ which asks a set of technical and aesthetic 
questions to frame the potential of digitally streamed performance, 
motion capture and gaming tech, for sustainability and reduced 
environmental impact:

Producing digital works opens up the question of the live quality of 
such recordings, of whether it can be replicated, and if not, is it neces-
sary? What is the value of these new experiences? How do we direct 
the gaze of the public in such a setting? What audiences does this 
include (people with disabilities or unable to afford the ticket in the 
opera), and which does it exclude (those with poor internet access or 
insufficient digital skills)? How to create performances that can work 
as hybrids, and can be rehearsed online? Can video games provide 
interesting solutions designing engaging, first-​person experiences for 
the audiences? Finally, can performing arts participate in shaping 
new technologies, rather than passively adopting them? (Skolczylas, 
2020: 11)

It is worth noting that even these digital modes of access to per-
formance through streaming and cloud computing are not carbon 
neutral of course, and in fact got progressively more polluting 
during the pandemic. Media philosopher and activist Laura Marks, 
creator of the Small File Media Festival (which challenges the need 
for high-​definition media images), speaks to the real impact of our 
media streaming culture:

We can now corroborate the [French think tank] The Shift Project’s 
analysis that streaming video is responsible for over 1% of greenhouse 
gas emissions worldwide. Exacerbated by new habits established 
during the Covid-​19 pandemic, that figure is currently estimated at 
1.2% to 1.4% and rising fast. (Marks, 2021: paragraph 2)

The main impact of this activity is from the power consumption 
of media streaming giants such as YouTube and Netflix, where the 
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pursuit of ever higher quality images directly compounds carbon 
output. Videoconferencing, due to the standard lower resolutions, 
pollutes considerably less than streaming video. Furthermore, the 
streaming of motion capture data rather than of whole images, with 
tiny packages of lightweight data, is less energy consuming than 
this again.7 This does not mean, however, that our own Goldsmiths 
Mocap Streamer tool, and this mode of virtual production more 
broadly, is without impact. We still extensively use video conferen-
cing platforms adjunct to the streamer itself, to meet, plan, share the 
image back to remote dancers and provide a simulcast video feed of 
the physical dancer(s) for audiences (to allow them to understand 
the performance’s liveness). We must acknowledge that techno-
logical innovation in the performing arts is not simply a quick solu-
tion to climate realities. The promise of the digital, as much as it is 
about technical and aesthetic innovation, must also be guided by 
an ethical approach of moderation and sensitivity towards ecology, 
embedded in day-​to-​day practices, that weighs audience experience 
and artistic aspiration against environmental impact. We can, how-
ever, think about how this sensitivity can catalyse innovation, cre-
ativity and activism in ways that might allow the arts to shape new 
technologies for social good, rather than merely adopting them.

Goldsmiths Mocap Streamer: User experience

It is perhaps easy to accept in principle that the new metaverse-​
type iterations of telematic performance work are a good thing, 
in terms of their potential not only to connect performers and 
audiences remotely but also to diminish the climate impact of the 
performing arts. However, in the same vein as the stated goal of 
the Small File Media Festival –​ ‘Movies don’t have to be big to be 
bingeworthy!’ (Marks 2021, section ‘Call for work, Second Annual 
Small File Media Festival’) –​ can we yet say that good live per-
formance doesn’t require the physical presence of either audience 
or performers? Or confidently state that we can deliver experiences 
which are aesthetically satisfying, and no longer merely a substitute 
for live theatrical performing arts?

Much recent research has turned to audience research to 
address these questions. A recent UK government policy POSTnote 
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(May 2022) acknowledged that, while there is a relative abun-
dance of quantitative research ‘mostly focusing on audiences or 
organisations’, … ‘there is limited evidence on how performers 
and artists are affected by digital technology’ (Cîrstea and 
Mutebi, 2022: 4). Acknowledging this dearth of research on how 
performers actually feel about digital technologies within their 
disciplinary practice, it is perhaps also key to note, as performance 
theorist Johannes Birringer does (2008: 35), that in interactive 
performance systems, the distinction between audience and per-
former, or between ‘viewer’, ‘participant’, and ‘user’ can become 
complexified, or even break down. Understanding the new kinds 
of interactions, actors and interfaces within non-​linear, interactive 
performative events can mean that it becomes difficult to ascertain 
what ‘audience’ even means, as all participants effectively become 
co-​creators.

In what follows, I seek to explore this convergence of experi-
ence by bringing a structured model of audience research to 
my own qualitative and often informal research into performer 
experience. I focus on the experience of our project’s collaborating 
practitioners, who have led or participated in the workshops and 
showcases in which we have connected dancers from Singapore, 
New York and Hong Kong to those in the UK. In these sessions, 
the dancers wore Noitom ‘Perception Neuron’ inertial motion 
sensor (IMU) capture kits, allowing them to move and interact in a 
virtual landscape in real time. The virtual performance spaces were 
generated by real-​time games engines Unity and Unreal Engine, 
with live interaction design through sets of digital tools such as 
shaders, colliders, and GPU particle effect. These tools permit 
reactions between avatars and objects, and give dancers the feeling 
of virtual touch, proximity and gravity, that allows a sense of 
kinesthetic embodiment within the virtual scene. More than this, 
it allows a kind of augmentation of both kinetic force and pro-
prioception which can both extend and distort normative modes 
of dance embodiment (Figure 2.2). Throughout the research we 
asked dancers about how this mode of practice feels, the kinds of 
obstacles that they face both cognitively and physically, and if they 
can see themselves productively and creatively engaging with these 
systems in the future.
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The IMPACT audience research model

In 2018, Nesta and i2 Media Research group released a report 
on Evaluating Immersive User Experience and Audience Impact, 
which drew attention to the ‘challenges of understanding the value 
of creative content while … traditional quantitative measures of 
measuring impact are not always available or reliable’ (Nesta and 
i2, 2018: 1). They proposed to ‘develop a research methodology 
for testing and evaluating the experimental immersive content that 
is being made now, in a way that will help us predict the potential 
audience appetite, cultural impact, and commercial opportunity in 
the future’. This report identified some key predictors of experi-
ence in immersive experiences through concepts of positive affect, 
engagement, and sense of presence, drawn from psychological 
models which render these states quantifiable. i2 Research then 
honed their own model as a toolkit for both the creation and evalu-
ation of immersive experiences, offering what they call quantifiable 
‘high level categories’ as ‘helpful thinking aids to stimulate conver-
sation and deliberation during design sprints’ (Kurta and Freeman, 

Figure 2.2  Dancers Alexander Whitley, Tia May Hockey and Nicola 
Henshall dance together in May 2021 in a scene called ‘Bubblegum’ –​ 

designed to explore altered feelings of embodiment and proximity  
in the virtual environment (image author’s own).
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2022: 209).8 These categories of experience, or ‘states’, are offered 
with the acronym IMPACT (Kurta and Freeman, 2022: 200):

•	 Interesting: Capturing initial interest through automatic and 
personalised attentional cues.

•	 Meaningful: Connecting to user values and cultural or universal 
goals. Meaning goes beyond initial interest.

•	 Personalised: Personalising design features. Personalisation 
focuses on individual relevance, e.g. achieves personal ‘to be 
goals’. [sic]

•	 Affective: Emotionally arousing. The affective dimension 
acknowledges how changes in arousal level are important for 
maintaining interest and engagement.

•	 Collective: Enabling social experience or ability to connect and 
share with others. Features may connect individually or demon-
strate collective action or community.

•	 Transportive: Feeling presence, sustained attentional engage-
ment. The transportive dimension guides design which resolves 
user friction and minimises disengagement via distraction. 

While these categories are deduced as insights into the key domains 
of audience experience, they suggest themselves as useful modes of 
thinking about the relative quality or success also from the performer’s 
point of view. Below, I adopt the IMPACT model as a thinking aid 
to reflect in a structured way on the experience of our own project’s 
dancers and choreographers in their collaborative practice with 
our 3D interaction designers and creative technologist. This inter-
view material was gathered through question-​and-​answer sessions 
and personal interviews with some of the dancers, choreographers 
and project partners that we worked with in the course of the pro-
ject. The dancers quoted here are Mavin Khoo, Creative Associate 
of Akram Khan Company, and Alexander Whitley and Tia May 
Hockey of Alexander Whitley Dance Company.

The performer’s experience

Interesting/​meaningful

The first two IMPACT states of ‘interesting’ and ‘meaningful’ are 
intimately connected. The first ‘captures initial interest’ through 
a measure of novelty. The second is concerned with sustaining 
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interest and attention through embedding technological innovations 
within a meaningful structure (Kurta and Freeman, 2022). The 
i2 researchers note that the ‘psychological impact of content can 
be “broken” or diminished by poor technology implementation’ 
(Nesta and i2, 2018: 10), referring to the possibility of tech failure 
or a glitch that would draw the participant out of the experience. 
They also note how perceived gimmickry may cause the same 
‘break’, as the initial point of interest proves to be depthless. Mavin 
Khoo spoke eloquently on this point in relation to his company’s 
storytelling ethos:

One of the things that I have been questioning is: how are we able 
to embrace this element of motion capture creatively into our work 
without it becoming an impressive tool that is there to impress? How 
does it sit within the poetic nature of the kind of work that our com-
pany does? Is there a possibility for it to become a poetic collaborator 
in the kind of dramaturgical frameworks of the kind of work that the 
company makes? And so I think that has been a consistent frame-
work that is always there to push me, to ensure that it doesn’t just 
become an impressive tool. (Khoo, 2022)

In conversation with the author, Khoo expanded on this point of 
striving to avoid gimmickry. Having just extensively used a form of 
motion capture animation (rotoscoped) in Akram Khan Company’s 
production of The Jungle Book (2022), he mused:

One of the things I’ve discussed many times in the process is, for 
me, it’s such a dangerous point when an audience gets taken into 
an emotional experience journey, and suddenly for one second they 
go: ‘wow that’s really clever!’, and that really clever part means we’ve 
lost them from the story, and we’ve lost the ability for the work to 
speak. (Khoo, 2022)

In many ways, Khoo’s issue of the technology being a ‘poetic col-
laborator’ became the guiding mantra throughout our research. We 
are acutely aware that the technology must serve the intention of 
the dancer if it is to become embedded meaningfully within prac-
tice. On this point, Khoo had some critical thoughts about some of 
our 3D avatar and interaction design (see Figure 2.3).

There’d be something so beautiful that Neal [Coghlan, 3D designer] 
would have constructed and designed so beautifully, and it’s amazing, 
and then my question is, okay, after two minutes we’ve got it, and 
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then what? One rule I would always have is that, however much it’s 
integral in that process for those elements to come together, the rule 
that I have on myself is also independent of all those elements, i.e. 
how strong is the dancing? (Khoo, 2022)

Khoo’s comment highlights how important it is that the whole 
team, from software developer to animator, to dancer, and then, 
ultimately, to the audience, focuses on the poetics of the perform-
ance, which needs to lead (if not limit) the technological marvel. 
There is, then, a magical moment when this human/​technology col-
laboration clicks. As dancer Tia May Hockey observed:

What was interesting for me was that when we all had the same 
ideas, and timings of when those ideas were happening, even though 
the movement wasn’t necessarily choreographed, we were connected 
by the same ideas … It was very interesting to experience [the diffe-
rence between] days where we were just playing around with no idea 
set and we’re all just exploring in our own worlds, to then suddenly 
as soon as we all have the same intention it does feel like there’s 
meaning. (Hockey, 2021)

Figure 2.3  Dancers Jack Thomson and Hannah Burfield in a performance 
designed as a dance battle called ‘Bird of Prey’. With complex gravity, 
inertial and elaborate costume effects built into the scene, Mavin Khoo 

felt that this design did not adequately serve the dance  
(image author’s own).
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Khoo and Hockey’s comments give insight into the way that, from 
the perspective of both dancer and audience, the technical and 
aesthetic innovation of the work must be in the service of artistic 
expression and poetry. To be interesting and meaningful it must 
mesh with both the intention of the performer and the broader 
discipline in which they work –​ to generate meaning (embedded 
within a dramaturgical framework or ‘journey’), to exhibit a 
disciplined artistry and to ‘allow the work to speak’.

Personalised

For dancers within the mocap streaming framework, the question 
of personalisation as ‘individual relevance’ seems, to a large extent, 
to come down to the feeling of embodiment within the avatar figure. 
Our dance partner Alexander Whitley spoke about the negotiation 
involved in achieving this sense of personal investment with the 
virtual body, particularly when the expression of the body is not 
exactly figurative:

I mean there’s a few things going on; there’s the avatar figure itself 
which obviously has kind of added appendages and things that 
aren’t naturally part of your body. So there’s some interesting kind 
of working out of how it relates to you, which naturally changes 
how you’re thinking through your body. The different qualities and 
rigidities or softness of the figures you embody quite naturally, … 
so when you recognize enough of yourself in those figures you auto-
matically start to take on their characteristics or qualities. (Whitley, 
2021)

It is this process of ‘taking on’ and internalising the traits of these 
avatars that seems to enhance the personalisation of the experience, 
where one starts to identify, and to feel and act differently. In a 
second interview, Whitley explained:

The thing that really just stood out to me immediately is that the 
process of visual feedback about action perception and negotiation 
of space is really different and just really interesting in terms of how 
it provokes responses in you as a mover. These real-​time live setups 
are so exciting in terms of how you can embed ideas or concepts into 
a system, in a process that will have a really significant effect on the 
kind of movement that you then generate. (Whitley, 2022)
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This real-​time feedback, and the practice of feeling-​out the  
kinaesthetic possibilities of the avatar, are a process through 
which we come to ‘recognise’ it as an extension of self. Moreover,  
this is a modified self, structured by a set of intentions and concepts 
made ‘flesh’ and with which the dancer can explore alternative  
or augmented subjective and personal experiences of embodiment.

Affective

The affective dimension of experience seems to follow from and 
extend this sense of personalised embodied investment in the avatar 
and its potentialities into a deeper emotional sense of ‘presence’, 
such that the dancer can feel that they are expressing something 
of their interiority through it: to ‘reveal ideas of choreographic 
intention or performance intention through the kind of visuals that 
are generated’ (Whitley, 2022). For Whitley, this kind of ‘deep’ 
connection is really the purpose of continuing to engage and experi-
ment in this realm. He states, ‘I guess facilitating those more deeply 
embodied experiences through this kind of technology is what 
really excites me. And it obviously presents some great solutions 
to the challenges we’ve been experiencing over the last year [of the 
pandemic]’ (Whitley, 2021).

For Khoo, however, there were always reservations. He confessed, 
early in our research process in 2019: ‘I was genuinely concerned 
that the presence of motion capture in my process would be prob-
lematic in generating a kind of emotive human ownership to the 
work’ (Khoo, 2022, in Strutt, 2022). Later, he again noted the aes-
thetic and design element as a major factor in being able to achieve 
this sense of investment: ‘whatever the creation of that avatar is, if 
you like the nature of that, plays a huge importance in terms of how 
far one is able to invest in it from an emotional perspective’ (Khoo, 
2022). He describes:

The dancer has to go to a space where they understand the potential 
of what the avatar is and what the potential of their physical body 
is in relation to those other elements of the form. They start off just 
negotiating and navigating that, and then they become engaged and 
aware of these supporting avatars around them, and then eventually 
merge into one. (Khoo, 2022)
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Our research attests that it is certainly possible to experience a kind 
of affective immersion or ‘merging’ with the system through an 
iterative process of exploration and experimentation. While Khoo 
and Whitley’s remarks show how this ‘merger’ is initiated through 
a dancer’s exploration of their own avatar form, one of the most 
significant findings of our research is how emotional ownership is 
dramatically heightened when the participant starts to move and 
‘merge’ with other avatar performers within the remote streaming 
‘metaverse’ framework. Ironically perhaps, it is in the displacement 
of the attention on self, through focusing on moving with the other 
avatar figures, that the potent, transcendent affect of ‘deep embodi-
ment’ seems to occur. This collective sharing of experience, with 
real-​time sensory feedback from a partner, enhances the sensation 
of deep kinaesthetic embodiment within the avatar form.

Collective

Fitting neatly into the IMPACT model’s categorisation of collective 
experience, the primary purpose for the development of our own 
mocap streamer tool from the outset has been to ‘enabl[e]‌ social 
experience or the ability to connect and share with others’ (Kurta 
and Freeman, 2022: 200). The dancers’ reflections then show how 
the collective aspect of the work takes on an even more affective 
and almost ethical nuance of ‘taking responsibility’ for the remotely 
connected other. Khoo described: ‘There’s a sense for the dancers of 
having to first take responsibility in terms of what their own poten-
tial is, and then of course the minute there is the engagement with 
the second or third avatars, to take responsibility for the others as 
well’ (Khoo, 2021).

Of course, this is something that would happen in the physical 
studio quite normally. However, as Whitley observes, the remoteness 
of the streaming tool is not too much of an obstacle to this, though 
there is a need to develop a set of task-​based, semi-​improvisational 
techniques to lean into this sensitivity, honing attunement with the 
rhythm, intention and nuanced expressivity of the other, remote, 
dancers through their avatars.9

Choreographing something would defeat a lot of the purpose of 
this and what makes it really special as a tool is its liveness, and 
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the fact that we can be interacting and responsive to each other in 
the moment. I think the fact that we could be as responsive to each 
other, and work around the kinds of tasks that we would normally 
work with in a studio setting, shows the success of this tool –​ that it 
… really enables us to interact in three-​dimensional space with other 
people in a way that feels quite natural and intuitive to us as dance 
practitioners. (Whitley, 2021)

Tia May Hockey adds nuance to this idea of responsivity, and 
responsibility, in an interesting analogy between the avatar and an 
animal (Figure 2.4):

When I had a shared intention to play with in improvisation with 
another performer, I felt moments of connection with our virtual 
characters and through to my being. It’s kind of like the connection 
you make with an animal and you both know that you’re watching 
each other, there’s a level of sensitivity required by both parties to 
listen, anticipate, predict, and respond. It was hard to maintain 
this sensitivity, but I did experience flashes of it. It’s easy for this 
experience to be cold and alienating, and so far it has mostly felt this 
way. However, with shared intentions, heightened awareness, con-
scious effort and sensitivity I believe a connection can be formed and 
enhanced. (Hockey, 2021)

There is a complexity to this work that a dancer, perhaps intui-
tively, understands more than most, due to their already disciplined 
practice of sensing, anticipating, predicting and responding to the 

Figure 2.4  Nicola Henshall and Tia May Hockey explored a hide  
and seek dynamic in a fantasy woodland scene in May 2021  

(image author’s own).
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movement of another. However, what we have noted is that there 
is implicit ethical inflection to these practices when the ‘other’ is 
remote and not even within their own body. We could perhaps 
call this an ‘alien phenomenology’ which can yield transformative 
experiences of connection and interaction through exploration of 
alternative forms and ‘augmented’ embodiments.10

Transportive

With her expression of the experience of ‘connection through to 
her being’, Tia May Hockey nicely leads into the IMPACT model’s 
notion of the transportive as a sense of flow or deep unbroken 
attentiveness. In the same interview, she explained:

There were definitely some out-​of-​body experiences and moments 
where I felt the potential of the virtual connection with the other 
performers. It required me to fully engage with my imagination and 
to let the reality around me disappear in order to let my attention be 
fully present in the virtual space. (Hockey, 2021)

Similarly, Khoo noted that there is a kind of altered state that needs 
to be reached, where ‘psychologically the dancer has to come to a 
space where they are able to let go of what their habitual pattern 
would be’. This led him to reflect that ‘[y]‌ou get quite easily in this 
state like “I’m in another realm and so much new is happening”. …  
It’s so interesting and there is something in that psychology, I think, 
that is actually bigger than we consider’ (Khoo, 2022). It seems 
that here, in the collective moment that is facilitated by the motion 
capture streamer as much as by the elements of avatar and inter-
action design, there can be an intense and transportive sense of 
almost ‘out-​of-​body’ engagement that fixes our attention on our 
attunement and sensitivity to the other figures. This, as Khoo notes 
in terms that seem close to Roy Ascott’s utopian dreams of global 
harmonisation, is perhaps ‘actually bigger than we consider’.

Conclusion

This chapter set out to question whether, within our current moment, 
we are truly at a point of sufficient technological advancement in 
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which remote connection can become a legitimate, mainstream 
and carbon-​conscious alternative medium for dance practice and 
performance. It is clear, however, that there are no quick or direct 
fixes in terms of technological or aesthetic innovation. We need to 
look a bit deeper, and more speculatively, at the ‘promise of the 
digital’ (here, specifically, of metaverse-​adjacent tech) as a perform-
ance medium that can meaningfully connect people toward shared 
experience. Indeed, this is not a new critical approach, but one that 
is broadly in line with a longer genealogy of telematic connection 
in the arts.

Though in one way these questions about consciousness and 
rationality might still seem a little disconnected from the clear 
and present climate emergency, there is a burgeoning literature on 
how this more philosophical approach does in fact speak to these 
concerns. While there is a fair amount of good critical work on 
VR and immersive media as an ethical ‘empathy machine’,11 it is 
particularly interesting to think about Laura Marks’ recent work,12 
where she speaks of a ‘talismanic image’ that cultivates an active 
form of sensory engagement with images, and which makes us 
palpably feel the ‘interconnectedness’ of things. She says:

Some films carry out operations on the universe: performative films, 
and fabulative documentaries, movies that make things happen. 
Many movies, including some environmentalist films, activate sym-
pathy among entities at different levels of the cosmos. A very few 
works make an affective fold that reaches all the way from the 
cosmos to your body, through delicate and risky processes of con-
tact, correspondence, sympathy, and passion. (Marks, 2020: 253)

She asserts that this kind of image can not only alert us to our 
responsibility to other entities, but also stimulate activism and 
action: ‘When images make contact with us, we recognise that we 
are strung in webs of causality. By cultivating affective response and 
indexical awareness, we can draw the universe close, even rearrange 
it’ (Marks, 2020: 255).

Ending on this point, I suggest, drawing Roy Ascott close to 
Laura Marks, that the promise of ‘dance in the metaverse’ is 
not only that it might just mitigate the carbon footprint of the 
performing arts, but moreover that telematic performance has the 
potential to cultivate structures of empathy and awareness in ways 
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that are not just abstract messages. Rather they are embodied and 
connected practices and processes which might lead into action 
(the modification of existing damaging behaviours) and even 
activism (spreading the word and creating new kinds of content). 
Returning to Tia May Hockey’s words, ‘with shared intentions, 
heightened awareness, conscious effort and sensitivity’, we might 
get there yet.

Notes

	 1	 Developments such as inertial motion sensors (IMU mocap systems 
emerging in around 2016 onto the consumer market), machine 
learning tools (ML), Virtual Reality 2.0 (VR, with this phase generally 
acknowledged to have commenced with the arrival of the Oculus Rift 
in 2014), and increasingly sophisticated real-​time graphics engines 
such as Unity and Unreal Engine.

	 2	 To illustrate, the most recent version of the Perception Neuron kit 
(v.3) is priced at $3,400, the Rokoko Smartsuit pro at €2,800. Virtual 
Reality headsets have become more accessible at £400, with Sony 
PlayStation VR at only around £200. Games engines for real-​time 
graphics rendering such as Unreal Engine and Unity are now largely 
free to use.

	 3	 See the foreword to the European Dance Network’s 2021 report 
Virtualised Dance? Digital Shifts in Artistic Practices for a neat sum-
mary of this: ‘Since March 2020, we have observed that artists and 
dance professionals have altered their practices and that the cre-
ation, production, and distribution of artistic work have increasingly 
explored digital spaces and tools. Pre-​existing trends have become 
predominant’ (Floch, 2021).

	 4	 Ascott describes technoetics as the evolution of consciousness through 
technology (2008: 204)

	 5	 For instance, in David Chalmers, Reality+​: Virtual Worlds and the 
Problems of Philosophy (2022).

	 6	 Similarly, during lockdown, the ‘Theatre Green Book’ was produced 
through in-​depth studies, workshops and consultations with the UK 
theatre community, offering guidelines around sustainable produc-
tion, venues and operations. See https://​theat​regr​eenb​ook.com/​.

	 7	 A common streaming service requires 7GB per hour of streaming in 
high video quality (Ultra HD or 4K). A standard videoconferencing 
service uses about 2.5GB per hour (Obringer et al., 2021). Streaming 
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motion capture in two directions (a duet) within our own project, 
based on our own cloud server usage, peaks at 1.8GB per hour.

	 8	 This was achieved through extensive surveying of the audience for the 
RSC’s 2021 Dream online production eliciting some 6,500 audience 
responses.

	 9	 Attunement is a psychological term that has moved through affect 
theory. A definition of attunement ‘is a kinesthetic and emotional 
sensing of others, knowing their rhythm, affect, and experience by 
metaphorically being in their skin, and going beyond empathy to 
create a two-​person experience of unbroken feeling connectedness 
by providing a reciprocal affect and/​or resonating response’ (Erskine, 
1998: 236).

	 10	 Alien Phenomenology is a term coined by Ian Bogost within an 
Object-​Oriented ethical and speculative philosophy, a project that 
displaces humans as the sole-​makers of meaning and explores alter-
nate subject positions: ‘A bold new metaphysics that explores how all 
things –​ from atoms to green chillies, cotton to computers –​ interact 
with, perceive, and experience one another’ (Bogost, 2012).

	 11	 See for instance Rueda and Lara (2020) ‘Virtual Reality and Empathy 
Enhancement: Ethical Aspects’ as an example of good work that 
speaks about ‘fostering empathy-​related abilities through virtual 
embodiment in avatars’.

	 12	 I have reflected on the connection of VR and environmental awareness 
in greater length before in the article ‘Mystical-​Type Experience at 
The Virtual Reality Interface: Technics, Aesthetics, and Theology in 
the Search for Cosmic Connection’ (Strutt, 2021).
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Introduction: Breaking out of the box(es)

Traumatic times have heralded new directions and forms of art, 
such as the development of the twentieth-​century avant-​garde 
movements of Constructivism, Bauhaus, Dada and Surrealism in 
the years immediately following World War I. Whether the corona-
virus (COVID-​19) pandemic will bring about comparable artistic 
paradigm shifts remains to be seen. But at moments of historical 
crisis, artists look to transform the harsh realities of the day into 
representations of a quite different and more visionary future. As 
the pandemic of the early 2020s divided people physically, artists 
sought new ways to bring them back together, strengthen their 
bonds and establish new creative modalities for their interactions.

One such initiative was Collaborative Solutions for the 
Performing Arts: A Telepresence Stage, led by telematic artists 
and researchers Paul Sermon (Principal Investigator, University 
of Brighton, UK) and Steve Dixon (Co-​Investigator, LASALLE 
College of the Arts, University of the Arts Singapore), together 
with research consultants Sita Popat Taylor, Satinder Gill and 
Randall Packer. It responded to the crisis in the live performing arts 
following the closure of theatres and the inability of performers to 
devise, create and rehearse together in person during lockdowns. 
The Telepresence Stage project countered both by providing a new 
and highly ‘theatrical’ stage platform for live performances online, 
and by designing visually immersive stage settings where remote 
individual performers could meet, rehearse and perform together in 
a digital ‘third space’ using videoconferencing tools.
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Such systems were found by performers to be far more powerful 
than and preferable to the predominant platform used by groups 
to rehearse and perform during lockdowns: Zoom. The pandemic 
saw a plethora of Zoom performances online and the format was 
adopted for notable television productions such as the BBC’s Staged 
(2020) starring Michael Sheen and David Tennant. Its first series 
follows two (comically) temperamental actors who become increas-
ingly frustrated and finally disinterested as they attempt to rehearse 
a theatre play via Zoom during lockdown. Videoconferencing 
platforms strategically adapted televisual aesthetics, and the lines 
between TV and computer screens were ever more blurred during 
the pandemic, as screens became ubiquitous and used indiscrimin-
ately for leisure, work and art.

But a significant drawback remains Zoom’s fixed visual format, 
with each participant appearing quite separately in their own 
window. Most users also position their computer cameras to frame 
themselves in head and shoulders close-​ups, resulting in Zoom 
‘theatre’ productions resembling television far more than live 
stage shows. This separation of the performers in rows of boxes 
remains a source of disappointment to stage actors, including 
those in Improbable, one of the research residency theatre com-
panies, who had done previous shows via Zoom. They described 
working on the Telepresence Stage platform as a blessed relief, since 
the boxes were gone and the full bodies of their live performers 
could be composited simultaneously within a shared virtual stage 
space. They named their residency production Outside the Frame 
and literalised the metaphor of breaking out of Zoom boxes with 
an opening sequence where three characters in a simulated Zoom 
meeting (created using a visual overlay) discuss separation through 
the pandemic, but then discover they can actually reach into each 
other’s windows. They reach out to each other and then ‘break out 
of their boxes’ to climb into one another’s windows, appearing at 
different angles or upside down (Figure 3.1).

The research involved the participation of professional theatre 
and dance companies in ten separate projects experimenting with 
different technological systems and configurations, as well as diverse 
approaches to scenography and visual design. The core equipment 
was provided by the research team: cameras, monitors, green 
screen ‘walls’ and floors that could be set up in performers’ homes.1 
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Our team aimed to provide practitioners with a range of scalable 
solutions to bring remote performers and audiences together, from 
straightforward systems able to be utilised by student or amateur 
performance groups at little or no cost, to those suited to large 
professional troupes. Each company’s residency culminated in a 
live performance. The Telepresence Stage team then presented case 
studies sharing the research findings online, and provided ‘how 
to’ help guides, tutorial support and open-​source resources for the 
performing arts sector, to encourage use of the available technolo-
gies and techniques.

The chapter draws on these case studies as well as interviews 
with the performers to analyse the projects, explore their highlights, 
differences and commonalities, and to present key research findings. 
These interconnect in interesting ways with Richard Misek’s discus-
sion of video-​streaming as a means of improving the accessibility 
of live performances and Dan Strutt’s on telematic performance, 
motion capture and virtual dance. Some of Strutt’s themes entwine 
and harmonise with ours, around presence, liveness and the 
uncanny power of virtual touch.2 In common with other chapters, 

Figure 3.1  After sharing some ‘magic mushrooms’ the three Improbable 
actors (from top left to right, Angela Clerkin, Adedamola Bajomo and 
Cassie Hercules) laugh hysterically as they appear strangely doubled  
in each other’s Zoom boxes, turned upside down and on their sides  

(© Telepresence Stage, University of Brighton).
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too, our research emphasises the importance of exploring real-​
world solutions by working in partnership with professional com-
panies who beta-​test a range of technological systems, following 
which, findings are shared with the creative sector in ways that can 
be practically applied, including technical help guides.

Aims and objectives of resident companies

The theatre and dance companies involved in the Telepresence 
Stage project varied from the young, recently established and ‘tech-​
savvy’ to some of the longest established UK touring groups. These 
include Red Ladder, founded in 1968 and renowned for its dis-
tinctive approach to radical ‘agit prop’ theatre, and Phoenix Dance 
Theatre, founded in 1981 by three black British men, and the 
longest-​standing UK-​based professional contemporary dance com-
pany outside London.

Some came with prepared or pre-​scripted ideas, others adapted 
or expanded previous stage productions, some worked purely 
through improvisation and others began with a blank sheet but 
built up their ideas progressively to develop well-​crafted shows. 
Some companies adopted more traditional theatre and dance styles, 
others used comedy and cabaret formats, while still others focused 
on more abstract and experimental visual aesthetics.

Their aims and objectives in undertaking their research residen-
cies also varied:

Telematic Quarantine was the first performance, an R&D pilot 
by the research team to test out some telematic systems, virtual 
scenographies and effects. For the livestreamed two-​and-​a-​half-​
hour event, international participants were scheduled at different 
times to join Paul Sermon via Skype and were composited in 
painterly rendered 3D simulations of rooms in his actual house 
(Figure 3.2). Together, they played, improvised and shared their 
stories of self-​isolation while exploring genres from kitchen sink 
drama to political satire, and from hospital drama to magic 
realism and the theatre of the absurd.

Improbable’s desire to break out of boxes aimed to create a more 
spacious open ‘stage’ to express what they described at the begin-
ning of their residency as ‘the fun, the creativity, the outrageous, 
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the intimate, the beautiful, the human, the theatrical, the unex-
pected and unlikely’. Outside the Frame combines live action, 
puppetry, animation and psychedelia in a vivid presentation of 
autobiographical stories by the ensemble of women and non-​
binary performers.

Creation Theatre used their residency to experiment with the 
paradoxes and potentials of how the physical can interact with 
the virtual in telematic theatre. The remote performers revel in 
the challenge of achieving the impossible by passing drinks and 
throwing balls to one another and stabbing a person’s hand as 
they bring to life the characters in Paul Cézanne’s 1895 painting 
The Card Players (Figure 3.3). They use a mix of ingenuity, 
sleight of hand and comic slapstick, but like absurd Samuel 
Beckett characters, they seem destined to try and fail, and try 
and fail again, but better.

DAP-​Lab (Design and Performance Lab)’s intention was to create a 
telepresence performance based on environmental issues and the 
climate crisis through an exploration of hydrocommons, a shared 
ecological water and plant culture. In The River of No one, they 
were interested in seeing how they could incorporate scenes of 

Figure 3.2  Visitors from Singapore, Alex Kong (left), Indumathi 
Tamilselvan (centre right) and Nurulhuda Hassan (right), dance and  

sing gospel songs to bring Paul Sermon in the UK (centre left) out of his  
dark mood, in Telematic Quarantine (© Telepresence Stage,  

University of Brighton).
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devastation from recent flooding, scientific measuring data and 
underwater environments to create a compelling narrative about 
a botanist’s global journey.

Female collective Guttersnipe Theatre had received Arts Council 
funding to create a new show but their tour was cancelled due 
to coronavirus. They approached the research team to utilise the 
Telepresence Stage platform to transpose it into an online per-
formance. SHUGA FIXX vs The Illuminati is a black comedy 
parodying X Factor-​style talent shows, and satirising conspiracy 
theories and the media’s manipulation of young people.

Phoenix Dance Theatre wanted to investigate the choreographic pos-
sibilities of working with telepresence and virtual scenographies, 
and to conceive new types of creative space. Using unusual camera 
positions, they explored dramatic viewpoints and perspectives, 
including seemingly defying gravity and pulling one another out 
of holes in the ground and into the sky (Figure 3.4).

Pigeon Theatre’s central research concern focuses on the formal 
structures of space, environment and architecture, and the pro-
ject gave the company an opportunity to extend their experiments 
using virtual scenography. Their performance follows two 

Figure 3.3  Creation Theatre actors (left to right) Graeme Rose and Giles 
Stoakley fill the empty seats in Cézanne’s ‘The Card Players’ and attempt 

to impress their audience member visitor (centre) with a simple,  
yet impossible game of catch the ball (© Telepresence Stage,  

University of Brighton).
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mother characters as they lose and find one another and traverse 
a dizzying array of ‘real’ and fantastical locations, grow from 
small to tall, tidy away toys, drink, dance and repeatedly wonder 
Where are the Children?

Red Ladder approached their residency with the aim of creating 
what they called ‘a world in which strange and surreal events 
could happen in a believable way around the physical actors, 
and to blend reality and fantasy to make the audience question 
their perceptions of reality’. In TAXI, a conversation between 
a male driver and his female passenger begins to unravel issues 
around mental health and the fragility of society.

Ririe-​Woodbury Dance Company’s collaboration with The Third 
Space Network brought together a black tenor singer (Charles 
Lane) and a white choreographer/​dancer (Daniel Charon) 
to create a response to racial polarisation in the wake of the 
Black Lives Matter movement and the crisis of personal isola-
tion following the coronavirus lockdown. Black|White explores 
notions of intimacy, conflict, harmony and humanity as the 
bodies of the two performers, who have never met in person, 
are doubled, silhouetted and composited amidst various video 
backgrounds.

Figure 3.4  Phoenix Dance Theatre performer Reynaldo Santos  
pulls Mirabel Hung-​Smith out of a mossy hole in a woodland in 

‘Experiments in Wonderland’ (© Telepresence Stage,  
University of Brighton).
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Sharp Teeth Theatre wanted to build on their experience and 
success with acclaimed murder mystery audience participation 
shows they had previously presented both to physical audiences 
and via Zoom. Sherlock in Homes is set in a 1920s Antarctic 
expedition base camp following a blizzard and a murder, with 
audience members given clues through flashback sequences and 
guided to interrogate the eccentric character suspects to uncover 
‘who done it’.

Technologies and techniques

Throughout all the residencies the central compositing was completed 
using various video production and VJing applications (which allow 
real-​time manipulations of digital imagery, normally in synchron-
isation with music) to mix and switch the audio and video layers, 
together with live video calls from the remote actors. Whilst the ini-
tial pilot residency with Telematic Quarantine and the first sessions 
with Phoenix Dance Theatre used the VJing application ‘Resolume 
Avenue 6’ (first release 2017) in combination with ‘Skype’ (first 
release 2003) for the video communications, all subsequent residen-
cies made full use of ‘WebRTC’ (Web Real-​Time Communications, 
first release 2011) in order to visually overlay and composite together 
all the remote actors participating in the production. WebRTC is a 
free and open-​source protocol allowing audio and video communi-
cation to work inside web pages, providing direct high-​quality, low 
latency peer-​to-​peer audio and video communication, eliminating 
the need for native applications such as Skype.

For the residency with Guttersnipe Theatre, guest researcher 
Boyd Branch incorporated the WebRTC platform OBS-​Ninja (first 
release 2020) with his self-​built, open-​source video production soft-
ware ‘Virtual Director’, specifically designed for remote improvisa-
tory theatre. It resulted in a performance with kaleidoscopic and 
kinetic set designs including a grandiose, multi-​screen TV talent 
show (Figure 3.5), with shattering mirrors which announced the 
winners’ descent into a purgatory underworld lair. For the DAP-​
Lab residency, project partners the Third Space Network used 
LiveToAir (first released 2020) to manage the WebRTC video calls in 
combination with the ‘VDMX’ VJing/​video processing application  
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(first release 1998) for the compositing. In both these cases, and 
with the earlier solution using Resolume Avenue 6 and Skype, the 
remote audio and video communications were brought directly 
into the video production via the newly developed NDI (Network 
Device Interface) protocol for seamless sharing of audio and video 
between applications and local area networks.

The other residencies used ‘vMix’ (first release 2009), a complete 
video production platform, incorporating WebRTC communications 
with video mixing and chromakeying effects (where, as in film and 
TV production, software recognises the (non-​green) figure of a 
person/​people or object and separates them from the background), 
all in one application. Two key aspects –​ stability and functionality –​ 
made this the software platform of choice. Using a Google Chrome 
browser and the vMix Call website, the remote actors simply called 
into the Telepresence Stage vMix platform operated by a member of 
the research team, who could apply a full range of video switching 
functions and effects. The incoming video calls were chromakeyed 
and composited together within the virtual sets with the output 

Figure 3.5  Guttersnipe Theatre’s girl-​band SHUGA FIX (left to right, 
dancing, Grace Church, Molly McGeachin and Polly Pedder) take to  

the stage live for their Triple Threat Teen Award performance,  
complete with triangular pre-​recorded video versions of themselves  

(© Telepresence Stage, University of Brighton).
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relayed back to the actors and simultaneously streamed online for 
audiences on YouTube, Zoom and Microsoft Teams.

During the latter stages of the project, Sharp Teeth Theatre 
explored ways to bring Zoom audience members directly into 
their production using ‘ZoomISO’ (first release 2021), which 
allows the video outputs of Zoom participants using virtual green 
screen backgrounds to be incorporated as live video assets in 
their production. Their live head and shoulder images appeared 
in a variety of positions within the stage sets in the Sharp Teeth 
production, including in mirrors and ship portholes, and framed 
upside down under tables. In addition, live chat from the audience’s 
Zoom meeting was placed within scenes as titles and text overlays 
using ‘vMix Social’, which also integrated Twitter, Facebook, 
Twitch, YouTube and IRC social media content directly into the  
live production.

A telepresence stage of possibilities

Sophisticated and accurately perspectival 3D digital scenographies 
were perhaps the most critical element in providing a sense of the-
atricality to the productions, and a vast array of designs and visual 
effects were created and explored. Two companies chose a single 
setting (Cézanne’s room with a card table for Creation Theatre; 
the interior of a taxi for Red Ladder) to stage their final perform-
ance, providing a highly concentrated focus and increasingly claus-
trophobic atmosphere (Figure 3.6). But while apparently simple 
scenographies, these had many separate digital layers to provide a 
sense of scale, depth and three-​dimensional reality, with the former 
including walls, two chairs, a table, and a bottle of wine, as well 
as the two actors (Figure 3.3). Invisible cross-​fades were applied 
in real time to place the different layers to the foreground or back-
ground. This allowed the remote actors to move and be positioned 
in different perspective configurations, such as in front of or behind 
one another, and to walk around the virtual table and in between 
the chairs convincingly. In preparation, the performers set up a 
table of the same dimensions and a chair (both covered with green 
cloth) in their homes and aligned them precisely with the positions 
of the virtual ones they could see on their screens. Their positions 
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when sitting down, or when leaning on the table and placing real 
objects onto it (cards, drinks, etc.) matched the digital picture per-
fectly to create a believable three-​dimensional mise-​en-​scène of one 
single space.

Designing and layering of foreground and background elements, 
objects and planes was key in developing virtual scenographies with 
sufficient visual depth and perspective to truly resemble a theatre 
stage set. In the research team’s introductory briefings to the com-
panies, the concept was explained using the analogy of a ‘Victorian 
paper theatre’ –​ a traditional model theatre constructed from 
cardboard, complete with changeable backgrounds and wings. 
Different full and partial scene settings can be placed progressively 
at different points and planes (usually between three and five) on 
the stage from downstage to upstage, while cardboard miniature 
characters, inserted through the wings from stage left and right, can 
be introduced and moved about on sticks.

This layering of 2D paper scenography and actors to produce a 3D 
effect is an apt metaphor to explain how scenic and video layers were 
composited for the Telepresence Stage, with actors positioned in front 
of and behind elements of scenic locales such as pillars, and objects 
such as furniture. Just like the Victorian paper theatre, the central 

Figure 3.6  The taxi driver (Matthew Lewney) reads an address on a piece 
of paper handed to him by his passenger (Stefania Pinato) in Red Ladder 

Theatre’s ‘TAXI’ (© Telepresence Stage, University of Brighton)

 



76 Adaptation and resilience in the performing arts

node operator has all the digital assets at their disposal to composite 
the scene. This includes the remote actors, who are live video assets 
calling in from their individual homes and who are cut out from their 
green screen backdrops using chromakey techniques. These live cut-​
out figures can be quickly and easily placed by the operator into any 
position within the scenography, scaled as tiny or huge in comparison 
to the set and other performers, rotated to be upside down, and so on.

The ease with which the system’s software can instantly 
render Gulliver’s Travels-​style size transformations of characters 
was utilised by a number of groups, most strikingly with DAP-​
Lab’s image of a giant biologist with a VR helmet examining and 
touching the miniscule female figure of Ariel, who appears like 
a tiny bee on a petal of a huge flower (Figure 3.7). Other visual 
body effects that were applied at the touch of a button included 
inverting bodies to negative and rendering them as silhouettes. 
Turning the actors into silhouettes provides them with the oppor-
tunity to interact as a complete composition, without the concern 
of who is in front or behind the other, and worked particularly 
well in physically oriented scenes, such as fights. Its use included 
disguising the identity of the murderer in Sharp Teeth’s Sherlock 

Figure 3.7  The tiny figure of Ariel (Dee Kathleen Egan) appears like a 
bee on a huge red flower ten times her size, while the VR-​helmet wearing 
botanist (Zhi Xu) observes and pokes at her with his finger, in DAP-​Lab’s 

‘The river of no one’ (© Telepresence Stage, University of Brighton).

 

 



77Breaking the fifth wall

77

in Homes (Figure 3.8). In a sequence in Ririe-​Woodbury Dance 
Company’s Black|White, the silhouette of the black character was 
rendered white, and the white character’s silhouette rendered black.  
The performance thus celebrated the Black Lives Matter movement 
(Figure 3.9), while also pointing to the tensions leading to the murder 
of George Floyd on 25 May 2020 and the activism it prompted 
across the Western world.

The visual styles and renderings of digitally created scenographies 
varied from gritty realism to graphic novel genres and from the 
painterly and impressionistic to sci-​fi futuristic and fantastical. 
Deep spaces were explored, including Pigeon Theatre’s extended 
corridor with a long vanishing perspective that became filled with 
toys and children, and for the denouement entirely submerged 
in water (Figure 3.10). Many virtual settings and effects such as 
these, and others including vertiginous ones with characters placed 
in the sky or upside down, were created by the companies specif-
ically because they would be impossible (or at least prohibitively 
expensive) for them to stage in a physical theatre. Such benefits are 
important when evaluating the broader significance of the project 
and its usefulness beyond the pandemic. This is theatre+​: it is pre-
cisely not theatre but is enabling ways of being ‘theatrical’ within 
a digital medium combining both analogue and digital affordances 

Figure 3.8  Sharp Teeth Theatre performers Alice Lamb (left) and Tom 
Fletcher (centre left) re-​enact different murder scenarios, silhouetted to 
disguise their identity (© Telepresence Stage, University of Brighton).
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in order to create something that is neither theatre nor television, 
but an exciting hybrid that has its own aesthetic and ontology.

Improbable’s team included an experienced video designer and 
animator, which enabled their scenographies to juxtapose digital 

Figure 3.10  As rain falls outside, Anna Fenemore leans in through a 
window with a toy watering can to fill up the corridor with water as 
Gillian Knox looks on, in Pigeon Theatre’s ‘Where are the children?’  

(© Telepresence Stage, University of Brighton).

Figure 3.9  In ‘Black|White’, the silhouetted performers Daniel Charon 
(left) and Charles Lane (right) meet in the middle with their two 

neighbourhoods superimposed behind them (© Telepresence Stage, 
University of Brighton).
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settings with physical backgrounds. In addition, they framed 
full-​body live action sequences with close-​up shots of hands that 
crafted and manipulated the scenes in real time by moving physical 
objects and layers. The giant hands moved the performers inside 
books whose pages turned to reveal them within another picture 
setting, and within scenes that were hand-​drawn and painted in 
real-​time around them. Settings were assembled from paper cut-​
outs to fit with the performers’ dialogue. For example, as one per-
former read the words ‘scrub, scrub, scrub’ aloud from the book, 
the artist’s hands rubbed white chalk onto a (green screen) piece of 
paper, chromakeyed over another setting, thus changing the entire 
scene to the one described in the story (Figure 3.11). In a dark, 
child-​like silhouette of a street filled with washing lines, one of the 
live actors appeared with flapping, animated black wings, and the 
manipulator’s giant hands suddenly obscured her face and head by 
placing a cut-​out paper crow’s head on it.

Such experiments demonstrate the potential of the Telepresence 
Stage system to stir the imaginations of performance artists and to 
foster unexpected juxtapositions and haunting effects. The extensive 
palette of forms –​ from theatrical and televisual to craftwork and 
animations –​ and the ability to reveal, activate and combine them 
at the touch of a button catalysed the company’s creativity, their 

Figure 3.11  Hands rub away chalk to reveal a forest scene, as Cassie 
Hercules sits by a campfire in the foreground, reading out a story from 

a book in Improbable’s ‘Outside the Frame’ (© Telepresence Stage, 
University of Brighton).
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appetite to experiment and ambitions to create unique images and 
coup de théâtre moments. The performance ended with an equally 
arresting and unexpected sequence, where all the performers sud-
denly pulled back their green screen cloths to disrupt the spectacle 
and reveal the mundane domestic rooms that lay behind the virtual 
illusions.

Virtually touching: Phenomenological  
aspects of telepresence

Telepresence is akin to a lucid dream where distance is forgotten 
and a bridge is forged through time and space, making a col-
lective dream of our existing together somewhere else, come true. 
Telepresence is arguably the most significant cultural development 
of our age. Whereas not long ago, videophones existed only in the 
realms of science-​fiction fantasy, Star Trek-​style telepresence, too, 
has now become a reality and, just as Walter Benjamin noted with 
the coming of photographic and reproductive media, it has entirely 
changed our ‘sense perception’ (Benjamin, 1999 [1936]: 211–​245). 
Technological changes materially alter people and their psycholo-
gies, and telepresence systems –​ and specifically in our research, 
stages –​ are witness to profound moments, evidencing not only 
significant changes to human sense perception, but propriocep-
tion: our body’s self-​perception and instincts in sensing our own 
and others’ movements and spatial positioning.

One of the first concerns, and delights, of almost every per-
former we worked with when they first encountered other bodies 
in the ‘third space’ of the Telepresence Stage, was to reach out 
and try to touch them (my location is the first space, yours is the 
second and the screen compositing us together is the third space). 
They virtually shook hands, high-​fived, embraced, stroked one 
another’s hair, kissed, pushed, pulled, punched, kicked and 
fought with one another. Telematic touching was the recurring 
and defining feature of every single first practical session we had 
with the companies. Grasping only at the air, the participants 
nonetheless shared a palpable intimacy and extraordinary energy 
in their telematic touching. Their proprioception was not only 
highly attuned when working within the virtual sets, it was 
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actually heightened by the need to adjust their positions and 
actions in relation to these new and unfamiliar parameters, in the 
same way that proprioception is intensified during moments of 
physical uncertainty or danger.

One performer described the effects of virtual hugging as giving 
‘a level of solace and a sense of closeness I wasn’t expecting’ (Grace 
Church, Guttersnipe Theatre) and explained how she suddenly felt 
very alone on her green screen after shutting down her laptop at the 
end of a session. Virtual touching is sensorily highly affective even 
though it remains non-​tactile, since the body can experience tactile 
feelings through visual stimuli, what Laura Marks calls ‘haptic 
visuality’ (2014: 269–​274). As Hao (2022) notes:

Virtual touch can create a synaesthetic experience –​ a neurological 
condition that causes a blending of the senses … where the proprio-
ception of the body is re-​engineered through telematic technology … 
a heterotopic virtual interface to situate an uncanny fusion of real 
and fictional experience.

The Telepresence Stage experience is uncanny not only because it 
blends reality and fantasy, but also because it offers a new per-
spective that goes beyond a physical encounter, since each partici-
pant sees themselves as well as the others in the ‘third space’ of 
the screen. With the exception of looking in a mirror, we never 
observe ourselves interacting with others, but doing so on the 
Telepresence Stage reinforces our sense of self and responsibility for 
our actions. We directly witness ourselves interacting with others, 
making choices and acting upon them, while simultaneously seeing 
ourselves as others see us. Being doubled and witnessing ourselves 
outside ourselves provides both an uncanny and an existential 
experience.

For existentialist philosophers, the encounter with the Other 
is a revelatory one that is a key to understanding the essence of 
Dasein (Being): from Emmanuel Lévinas’ (1991 [1961]) phil-
osophy of ethical responsibility for the Other without waiting for 
reciprocity, to Jean-​Paul Sartre’s notion of being-​for-​others (2003 
[1943]) and Gabriel Marcel’s reflections on ‘separation with com-
munion’ (1995: 39). Responsibility for others has also emerged 
as an important theme within performance theory, from Helena 
Grehan’s ideas on ethical spectatorship and responsible theatre 
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(2009) to Hans-​Thies Lehmann’s observations on responsibility/​
response-​ability in performance (2006). Seeing ourselves in the 
third-​person position while watching our own encounters with 
Others on the Telepresence Stage is a poignant and sometimes 
tragi-​comic experience, since we recognise ourselves as our own 
puppet-​masters.

The strong sense of intimacy and empathy possible through 
telematic encounters has been well documented and discussed over 
decades. In an article, telematic arts pioneer Roy Ascott answered 
his titular question ‘Is there Love in the Telematic Embrace?’ very 
affirmatively (Ascott, 1990); in 2002 Stephen Wilson called tele-
presence the ‘major goal of telecommunications in both research 
and art’ (Wilson, 2002: 526). Meanwhile, Oliver Grau concluded 
that in Paul Sermon’s Telematic Dreaming (1991) installation, 
where remote participants encounter one another via projections 
on beds in different spaces,

a feeling of astounding nearness arises … many visitors seize the 
opportunity for uninhibited mischief and make virtual seductive 
advances, indulge in intimacies or even come to blows … the restraints 
that reality imposes on us are lifted and the actual consequences of 
our actions removed. (Grau, 2003: 275)

The residency actors and dancers were initially surprised that 
working from separate spaces they could so quickly and easily 
relate to each other in human, physical and visceral ways. They 
reported their sensations of connection, intimacy and empathy as 
being highly pronounced. Even more surprising was that the more 
they interacted and performed together within the third space, the 
more they forgot –​ often entirely for long periods –​ that they were 
still in their own homes and felt physically transported into the vir-
tual setting. A number of the residency companies were fascinated 
by the potential of how this sense of total transference, as well as the 
proprioceptive intensities of their performers’ telematic encounters, 
could embellish, amplify or complicate the audience’s perceptions 
of ‘liveness’ to enable their productions to still be located within a 
live theatre context rather than simply being perceived by audiences 
as streaming video.
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Ontological issues: Can theatre ever truly  
exist on a screen?

For decades, artists and critics have argued that theatre remains 
impossible on a screen, since theatre and screen media are not 
only ontologically different, but incompatible enemies alien to one 
another (e.g. Grotowski, 1968; Phelan, 1993; Sontag, 1966; Pavis, 
2003). During the pandemic, that argument was renewed and inten-
sified as the screens presenting live online theatre became doubly 
shrouded by the chastening knowledge of what had positioned it 
there –​ the state of fear of contagion and death –​ together with the 
reminder of the internet’s central and sometimes insidious role in 
guiding our understandings and responses to the virus:

One of the reasons why theatre performances using Zoom and the 
like have failed … [is] that the digital pandemic theatres are not only 
mounted on the effects of biological fright, but also encircled by the 
‘digital feelings’ of hypertrophied cosmic fear. … As of now, all the 
world’s a stage haunted by the effective virus and affective #virus. 
The virus is spatially within and among us. (Kyoko, 2020)

The research team acknowledge that live theatre presented on a 
screen will never replicate its physical experience, but we argue 
that what the residency companies created was not simply online 
media or live television, but another form of theatre. For decades, 
performance companies have been experimenting with and creating 
innovative new forms of theatre using digital technologies (see 
Dixon, 2007), and while the pandemic further accelerated those 
activities, it was not responsible for it. Thus, the sort of Angst that 
Kyoko stresses in the quotation above is not intrinsic to all digital 
experimentation, but rather layered onto those developments in 
the years immediately following 2020. It was a central concern 
of several residency troupes to try to transcend the televisual/​
filmic and two-​dimensional aspects of online streaming video and 
‘make it feel like theatre’ by highlighting aspects such as liveness, 
ephemerality and materiality: to retain the particular language and 
qualities of a theatrical experience. Whilst they fully engaged with 
the digital scenography and technical possibilities, they wanted to 
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expand and celebrate the Telepresence Stage’s material aspects, 
physical capabilities and analogue aesthetics in order to render it a 
theatrical performance space ‘fit for purpose’:

I really wanted it to still feel like theatre, and to me it did! … This 
really opened up a world for us, that we could use different techniques 
that felt real … you could feel the set wobble, you know, that’s what 
I really liked about it. … It felt really right with the type of work that 
we were developing. (Angela Clerkin, Improbable)

Performers spoke of the nerves and adrenaline they experienced 
before their live performances, just as they would waiting in the 
wings prior to their physical stage entrances. Interestingly, they also 
reflected on the imperfections and mistakes during performances in 
a positive light, since these reaffirmed the unpredictability of live 
experiences they were aiming for: ‘it did feel like theatre when things 
went wrong’ (Cassie Hercules, Improbable). Some groups played 
with ideas of screens within screens, and in doing so highlighted the 
medium in a meta-​theatrical way, emphasising its hybrid form com-
bining live theatre with pre-​recorded televisual aesthetics. Sharp 
Teeth’s ‘captain’ introduced the 1920s murder mystery characters 

Figure 3.12  Finding themselves miniaturised on the television console, 
Pigeon Theatre’s Anna Fenemore (left) and Gillian Knox (right) decide 
to attempt to get inside the TV –​ and succeed (© Telepresence Stage, 

University of Brighton).
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while scratchy black-​and-​white film footage played on an old-​
fashioned screen in a ship’s cabin. Two characters in Telematic 
Quarantine mysteriously disappeared from a living room then 
reappeared on the TV set in the room, looking very confused, while 
miniature versions of Pigeon Theatre’s mother characters physically 
pulled one another into a vintage TV set (Figure 3.12).

Thinking beyond the pandemic

Although the research was initially concerned with enabling theatre 
productions to effectively migrate online to provide solutions to 
counter lockdowns, closed theatres and safe distancing protocols, 
its findings are of lasting value and impact for the creative indus-
tries. The project had a profound effect on the resident companies, 
with the use of immersive virtual scenographies proving a signifi-
cant spur to creativity, taking troupes into whole new realms of 
imagination and ideas. Some spoke of it entirely changing their 
styles and taking them in much more experimental and ‘other-
worldly’ directions.

In debrief sessions concluding the residencies, many reflected 
on the platform’s transformative potential, including creating 
sequences and illusions that would be impossible in live theatre, and 
of experiencing a particular sense of freedom or playfulness that 
provided impetus to change artistic directions. Creation Theatre’s 
Giles Stoakley spoke of ‘discovering an entirely new medium, and 
experimenting with it exuberantly to discover its magical possi-
bilities in much the same way that Georges Méliès and the early 
cinema pioneers did over a century ago’.

The platform’s intuitive interface and user-​friendliness (following 
the initial setting up process) was praised, with many noting both its 
simplicity –​ one company unused to employing technology reflected 
‘if we can do it, anyone can’ (Gillian Knox, Pigeon Theatre) –​ and 
cost-​effectiveness. Huge and spectacular virtual sets can be built 
quickly with opensource software at a fraction of the financial cost 
of building a physical set. Groups spoke about the future possi-
bilities of the platform, from its ease and convenience for script 
read-​throughs, casting, preparing sets and reducing production 
costs to its potential to inspire ambitious new hybrid theatre forms, 
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slipping between stage and screen. Other companies speculated on 
the emergence of a future role, somewhere between a director, stage 
manager, controller and QLab operator, as increasingly essential to 
elevate and expand digital productions; and these possibilities may 
prompt the performing arts sector to consider upskilling initiatives 
to embrace and accelerate such developments.

Some participants enthused about the flexibility the system 
provides for people who have limitations on travel, such as those 
with mobility issues and caring responsibilities. Pigeon Theatre’s two 
performers are mothers with young children who discussed the tre-
mendous benefits of devising and rehearsing from home with their 
children there with them (they also incorporated them as performers 
in the Where are the Children? production) without the need for 
childcare arrangements which rehearsals normally involve. They 
also reflected on the inherently playful and childlike qualities of the 
Telepresence Stage, which ‘created a world that you just did want 
to spend time with and mess around with … a space that’s natur-
ally making you want to experiment, to be in and enjoy. The kind 
of theatricality that it’s able to create is incredibly exciting for us’ 
(Gillian Knox).

The pandemic has changed working patterns across all industry 
sectors and many of these will last, including more working from 
home, since the experience has shown the benefits –​ not only is 
it convenient for people and saves costs (from travel to office 
space), but it also works. The project’s experiments demonstrate 
the same for the theatre and dance industries –​ these platforms and 
techniques work and are highly effective, enabling intimate and 
immersive experiences across distances. Performers within the same 
city can devise, rehearse and perform together from their homes, 
but perhaps more significantly, the techniques enable ambitious 
cross-​border collaborations.

Telematic Quarantine conjoined individuals and groups from 
the UK, Singapore, Australia and Brazil in a spontaneously 
improvised yet vividly memorable performance, with participants 
needing no more than a laptop, a Skype connection and a large 
green cloth. Phoenix Dance Theatre described the system’s ‘poten-
tial to reinvent collaborative workshopping’, while Improbable 
advocated scheduling regular open events using the Telepresence 
Stage, making it a space for global improvisations where artists 
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from around the world meet frequently to collaborate, invent and 
perform together.

The project provides a scalable Telepresence Stage for global 
connectivity without the need to physically travel, and in the push 
for a green world, it can thus reduce carbon footprints. It catalyses 
originality and innovation and opens up bold new vistas and inter-
national collaborative opportunities for the performance industries.

Conclusion

In the light of lockdowns and social distancing, the Telepresence 
Stage project developed effective, affordable approaches to connect 
theatre and dance performers from their separate homes and place 
them together within virtual sets online. Freed from Zoom-​style 
walled boxes and able to physically and verbally interact, the theat-
rical tradition of ‘breaking the fourth wall’ to address the audience 
reaches another level, with the actors seemingly breaking a fifth 
wall of space and time.

The ten residencies developed new online approaches and forms 
of performance, developed and tested a range of proprietary systems 
and bespoke online video encoder/​decoder laboratory platforms, 
and undertook technical and creative experiments towards proof-​
of-​concept testing and prototyping. Ambitious, visually immersive 
3D scenography environments were designed to the companies’ 
requirements and employed in ten original productions performed 
live for online audiences.

The projects were highly diverse in their aims, styles and 
narratives, but had in common a trinity of key elements: drama-
turgy, telematics and scenography. The platform’s use of multi-​
layered and multi-​perspectival digital sets aimed to replicate 
conditions on a physical theatre stage and resulted in a strong sense 
of performance intimacy, empathy and telepresence between the 
performers. A range of arresting visual effects and illusions, many 
of which would be impossible to achieve without significant budgets 
in a theatre building, were achieved at minimal cost.

The experiments undertaken transpose theatre into another 
context while retaining the sense of communion and ‘liveness’ 
that lie at the heart of theatrical performance. They herald new 
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creative modalities, ways of collaborating, staging and delivering 
performances that will long outlive the pandemic.

Notes

	 1	 After gathering information on the participants’ own available com-
puter resources, such as laptop or desktop computer and internet 
router and speed, as well as room dimensions and its distance to 
the router, the research team could supply the bespoke green screen 
resources required. The actors were each supplied with: one 3×5 
metre green screen backdrop and stand, for the floor and wall (three 
metres being the maximum width of most domestic rooms); two 
LED video lights on stands, providing bright saturated lighting; one 
webcam and stand to position the camera at eye level; and various 
cables and adapters including HDMI cables, USB extension cables 
and most importantly an Ethernet cable to connect their computer to 
the router to maximise on available internet bandwidth. They were 
also supplied with one, and in some cases (preferably) two 24″ video 
monitors, positioned to one or both sides of the green screen, pro-
viding them with the ability to monitor the performance on both sides 
of the green screen, left and right, as well as straight ahead using their 
computer screen, giving them complete observation and control of 
their telepresence performance from all three available angles. The 
equipment was dispatched and set up in their homes according to 
the green screen studio instructions provided before each residency 
session, which they all perfected with increased speed over time.

	 2	 For a discussion of digital access, telepresence and the future poten-
tial of live online performance between Misek, Strutt, Sermon and 
Aebischer, see Aebischer (2021).
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Part II

Crisis and the creative workforce

  





From the early days of the coronavirus (COVID-​19) pandemic, 
freelancers in the UK were particularly vulnerable to the finan-
cial impact of coronavirus restrictions (Hutchison and Yordanova, 
2020). As financial rescue packages were announced to support 
workers, it quickly became apparent that many freelancers would 
fall through the cracks and not receive any financial assistance 
as their work ground to a halt (House of Commons Treasury 
Committee, 2020). People working in the arts, culture and heri-
tage sector were badly affected, owing to the high proportion of 
freelancers (70% of the workforce in music, performing, and visual 
arts; Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport, 2020), 
lengthy coronavirus restrictions on arts activities and the fact that 
many arts workers were ineligible for support as a result of moving 
between employment and self-​employment (Woronkowicz and 
Noonan, 2019: 660).

Studies on the effects of coronavirus restrictions, including our 
own interim report (Price, 2021), have shown the extent to which 
freelancers lost work during lockdowns, faced financial instability 
and experienced a worsening sense of wellbeing (May et al., 2021; 
Spiro et al., 2021). These have demonstrated how coronavirus 
restrictions exacerbated existing problems, such as freelancers’ 
‘forced dependency’ on arts organisations, the precarity and finan-
cial risk of freelance work and the systemic inequalities in the sector 
(Freelancers Make Theatre Work, 2021: 15–​16; see also Pratt, 
2017: 136; Comunian and England, 2020). It is therefore hardly 
surprising that the number of freelancers in creative occupations 
declined by around 38,000 from the start of 2020 to the end of 
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2020, with music, performing and visual arts found to be the ‘epi-
centre’ of the crisis (Florisson et al., 2021).

This chapter contributes to the critique of the UK government’s 
handling of the coronavirus pandemic by exploring the mental 
health and wellbeing impact of UK coronavirus restrictions on free-
lance arts, culture and heritage workers in South Yorkshire, a region 
in the North of England. We argue that one of the most destruc-
tive elements of the lockdown period for this population was the 
‘viability’ rhetoric that surrounded debates about governmental 
financial assistance (discussed below), leaving freelancers feeling as 
though they were not valued and not deemed worthy of support.

Coronavirus restrictions in England in relation  
to arts and culture

Prior to the pandemic, the creative industries in the UK were growing 
faster than the wider economy (DCMS, 2022). According to a 
report by the non-​profit Creative UK Group (2021), the Creative 
Industries contributed £116 billion per year to the UK economy in 
2019, in addition to the immeasurable cultural, social, health and 
wellbeing value that they bring to their local areas and populations 
(e.g. see Mowlah et al., 2014; Perkins et al., 2021). Furthermore, 
the Creative Industries play an important role in the UK’s global 
exports and soft power (Arthurs, 2019). Much of this growth has 
been produced by freelancers, who comprise one-​third of workers 
in the creative industries, accounting for one-​seventh of all self-​
employed workers in the UK (Creative UK Group, 2021: 15). These 
workers are often freelance by necessity (Easton and Caldwell-​
French, 2017: 10) and have been found to move frequently between 
different forms of employment, taking on commissioned projects, 
sourcing funding for their own ideas, as well as carrying out work 
on temporary contracts (p. 15). Because creative organisations 
regularly rely on freelancers for specialist skills or to increase their 
capacity to deliver specific projects (p. 28), the sector is structured 
on a large proportion of its workforce having precarious employ-
ment. While many arts workers had successfully sustained careers 
in freelance employment prior to the pandemic, the feast-​and-​
famine nature of freelance employment has led to inequalities in 
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who is able to access paid opportunities and often made it so that 
only those with financial safety nets are able to pursue this type of 
work (Brook et al., 2020). Freelancers disproportionately shoulder 
the risk of staging arts events, and the precarious nature of free-
lance employment left them exposed when the coronavirus pan-
demic took hold.

Lockdowns put a stop to many activities in the cultural and cre-
ative sectors. The gathering of audiences indoors for large-​scale 
events such as gigs and theatre performances was prohibited in 
England during national lockdowns in 2020 and 2021. Activities 
were also often not permitted or practicable outside of these dates 
owing to further social distancing measures and additional local 
lockdowns and restrictions. The government financial assistance 
schemes designed to alleviate the burden of the pandemic on 
affected industries were welcomed but were not enough to pre-
vent insolvencies. The Self Employment Income Support Scheme 
(SEISS) was designed to help freelancers survive this period, but 
large numbers of freelancers were ineligible for the support. New 
freelancers, those who were earning over £50,000 a year and those 
who were directors of limited companies were excluded from 
support across numerous business sectors. The scheme was par-
ticularly detrimental for arts freelancers as they had often moved 
between fixed term employed and self-​employment: many did not 
meet the threshold of 50% self-​employment to be eligible for SEISS 
(House of Commons Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee, 
2020: 27–​28). Studies into the experiences of freelancers across 
the UK have found that this disproportionately impacted those 
with protected characteristics and caring responsibilities (Donnelly 
and Komorowski, 2022: 24–​25), as well as those who experience 
racism, disabled individuals and those without higher education 
qualifications (Walmsley et al., 2022: 41). Despite high-​profile 
campaigns calling on the government to address these deficien-
cies, the government was described as showing ‘no inclination 
to expand or provide alternatives to SEISS’ (House of Commons 
Treasury Committee, 2021: 23). The Coronavirus Job Retention 
Scheme paid the wages of furloughed employees who were not able 
to continue with their usual work in order to avoid redundancies. 
This alone was not sufficient to address the financial difficulties of 
arts and cultural organisations, leading to the announcement of a 
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£1.57 billion Cultural Recovery Fund (CRF) on 5 July 2020. While 
these schemes have saved many organisations from going under, 
criticism has been rife (see Hill, 2020; Musicians’ Union, 2020). 
This is especially the case around the government’s desire to save 
institutions over individuals (see House of Commons Committee of 
Public Accounts, 2021: 12–​13).

In the autumn of 2020, a series of government announcements 
led to the emergence of the ‘viability rhetoric’, in which the legit-
imacy of a career in arts, culture and heritage was challenged 
on a public stage. This began with the launch of the Winter 
Economy Plan on 24 September 2020 (HM Treasury, 2020),1 
where furlough was replaced with the new Job Support Scheme, 
narrowing the remit of support to only ‘viable jobs’ (Gov.uk, 
2020). Jobs were deemed ‘viable’ if employees had returned to 
at least a third of their normal working hours, thereby excluding 
most of the cultural sector where activities were still subject to 
many coronavirus restrictions. Immediately, the cultural sector 
rejected this definition of their work as ‘unviable’ (Roberts, 
2020; Wiegand, 2020). This was compounded by a controver-
sial interview with then Chancellor Rishi Sunak (ITV, 2020) in 
which he was interpreted as saying that arts and cultural workers 
would need to move sectors following the coronavirus pandemic  
(Allen-​Kinross, 2020).

Anger amongst arts freelancers was further fuelled on 12 October 
2020 by the emergence on social media of the now-​infamous ‘Fatima’ 
advert (Parkinson, 2020; see also Chapter 5 in this volume). The 
advert consisted of a photo of a ballet dancer lacing up her pointe 
shoes, with the tagline ‘Fatima’s next job could be in cyber (she 
just doesn’t know it yet). Rethink. Reskill. Reboot.’ with logos for 
CyberFirst and the UK government. The outcry from the creative 
community was swift and damning. While the government was at 
pains to distance itself from this campaign (Jordan, 2020), stating 
that it predated the coronavirus pandemic and was one image in 
a series of posters showing people in a range of occupations, the 
damage was done: the government was seen by many to have entirely 
dismissed arts careers as lacking substance and being inconsequen-
tial and unworthy of support. This is despite their well-​documented 
contribution to the UK economy, society, health and wellbeing (see 
Creative approaches to wellbeing in this series).
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The research conducted with freelancers in this project was 
carried out from autumn 2020 onwards, after the emergence of 
the viability rhetoric and amongst ongoing debates about the 
support for arts and culture through the coronavirus pandemic. 
Following an overview of our data collection methods below, we 
share how these debates around viability and legitimacy of arts 
careers impacted the health and wellbeing of our participants. We 
end by suggesting ways in which the government could rebuild trust 
amongst the cultural sector through more informed policymaking 
and ongoing funding of arts workers.

Methods

The data explored in this chapter were collected as part of a larger 
project, ‘Responding to and Modelling the Impact of COVID-​19  
for Sheffield’s Cultural Ecology –​ a Case Study of Impact and 
Recovery’.2 Taking place from July 2020 to November 2021, this 
project investigated how the coronavirus pandemic affected various 
stakeholders in the arts, culture and heritage sectors in the Sheffield 
City Region (synonymous with the ‘South Yorkshire’ region) com-
prising Barnsley, Doncaster, Rotherham and Sheffield. We collected 
information from: (1) cultural organisations and businesses, 
(2) audiences and arts participants, (3) freelance arts workers, (4) 
key decision-​makers in the city, as well as (5) commissioning an ana-
lysis of national economic data (Chamberlain and Morris, 2021). 
Ongoing discussions with stakeholders from the region ensured 
that their experiences of the pandemic fed into our research design, 
and findings were communicated back to local decision-​makers 
throughout the project.

This chapter reports on our longitudinal study of arts, culture 
and heritage freelancers in South Yorkshire. This strand saw 98 
freelancers complete three online surveys during the period October 
2020 to August 2021, with nine participants taking part in follow-​
up semi-​structured interviews between 18 February 2021 and 17 
March 2021.3

Reports from each strand of the project and a breakdown of 
socio-​demographics of respondents are available via the pro-
ject website, containing detailed analysis of survey and interview 
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data. Here, we focus on data pertaining to the themes of wellbeing 
amongst freelancers, deriving from quantitative and qualitative 
data from all three surveys and from the semi-​structured interviews. 
Qualitative data has been analysed using thematic analysis to iden-
tify key topics, which were often then investigated further in later 
phases of the study; particularly relevant to this chapter is the iden-
tification of an interview theme around feeling unvalued as an artist.

Findings and discussion

Deterioration of wellbeing

For the vast majority of freelancers in our study, coronavirus 
restrictions had led to them losing most of their work and experi-
encing a deterioration of their mental health and wellbeing. The 
availability of work had decreased ‘dramatically’ for 72% of 
respondents, consistent with findings from freelancers in Wales who 
experienced an average 76% reduction in income in 2020 and with 
little improvement in 2021 (Donnelly and Komorowski, 2022: 2). 
Almost half (47%) of the respondents to Survey 1 reported feeling 
stressed about personal finances to the point where financial 
pressures were constantly on their mind or keeping them awake 
at night (question adapted from the COVID-​19 Social Study: Bu 
et al., 2020). Respondents who self-​identified as being from a 
disadvantaged background experienced major stress about their 
personal finances at greater levels. Those who described their work 
as ‘event crew, lighting or sound engineer’ were particularly badly 
affected, with larger reductions in income (Price, 2021).

Unsurprisingly, given these high levels of stress, 77% of the 
freelancers reported in Survey 1 that their mental wellbeing was 
worse since the start of lockdown in March 2020. This worsening of 
mental health was reported at greater levels from male freelancers, 
those with diagnosed mental health conditions, those who were 
under 30, and event crew, lighting and sound engineers. We used the 
standardised ONS4 questions (Office of National Statistics, 2018) 
to provide comparable data on wellbeing between our respondents 
and the UK population. Freelancers in our study rated lower 
levels of life satisfaction than the UK population, felt life was less 
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worthwhile and reported lower levels of happiness, when compared 
with the UK population statistics recorded through weekly surveys 
by the Office of National Statistics during the same period. These 
findings are consistent with the decline in mental health reported by 
freelancers in other areas of the UK (May et al., 2021; Spiro et al., 
2021; Donnelly and Komorowski, 2022).

The uncertainty around the future meant that many respondents 
were calculating how long they could withstand the financial inse-
curity of working in the arts during the coronavirus pandemic, 
while being at pains to say that working in arts, culture and heri-
tage was an intrinsic part of who they were, that they were loath to 
give up. When asked whether they were likely to leave the sector, 22 
respondents to Survey 2 (29%) indicated it was unlikely that they 
would ever change careers because their work in arts and culture 
was their passion, part of their identity and fulfilled them in a way 
that other jobs did not: ‘I am by definition a Musician and will not 
be happy in any other role’ (Survey Respondent 51). This survey 
question was designed in consultation with our advisory board in 
order to investigate arts freelancers’ intention to leave the sector, 
insight that was not possible to ascertain through official statistics 
like the Labour Force Survey (Walmsley and Feder, 2022). Our 
study suggests that participants had every intention of staying in 
the sector if they were able to. However, there was a sense of inner 
conflict running through many of the responses, as respondents 
reflected on the possibility of having to leave the sector in order to 
stay financially afloat:

The main issues that I’ve had to deal with have been … a loss of  
self. … You’ve found the one career that you think you’re going to 
be particularly really good at and you’ve worked really hard to build 
that up and then it’s taken away … and then you have to find some-
thing else but then you’re not really trained in anything else, you 
have a loss of self, you have like, ‘Have I wasted years of my life?’ 
(Interview 04)

Probably too old to retrain to do anything else –​ and all my skills lie 
in music. However, if work dries up completely I’ll be forced to look 
elsewhere. To an extent it has always been a precarious way of making 
a living, but COVID has completely rocked the arts scene, and made 
life far more precarious than before. (Survey Respondent 15)
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Interview Participant 04 described the sense of ‘loss’ that came with 
not only having to stop working at their chosen career, but also 
having to look for work in a field where they are not skilled, feeling a 
loss of identity as a result. This was echoed by the theatre freelancers 
study in which people felt a ‘loss of personal identity and a place 
within society’ as a result of not being able to work (Maples et al., 
2022: 10). Survey Respondent 15 also acknowledged the likelihood 
of having to look for work elsewhere, again recognising that they 
lacked the skills to work in other sectors, but with a wry comment 
that they were ‘too old’ to make retraining in a new career a real 
possibility. The two responses show varying levels of determination 
to remain in the industry or resignation to the thought of having to 
leave, as well as a concern from some that they may not have the 
skills or confidence to get back to their pre-​coronavirus work. Some 
worried that the long break in their work forced by the coronavirus 
pandemic would make it hard to return to it, having to rebuild 
their client base, regain confidence in performing to audiences and 
potentially start again from scratch. Three respondents gave them-
selves timelines of one-​to-​two years to see if they could regain lost 
ground, otherwise they were planning to find a new career. This 
shows that the full impact of coronavirus on freelancer careers will 
take some time to be fully evident, as some decisions are postponed 
until the recovery –​ or otherwise –​ of the sector has stabilised.

What is striking about these and other responses is the sense that 
building a career in the arts has always been difficult and precar-
ious, a perception that is very much confirmed by existing literature 
(Comunian and England, 2020). Indeed, 18 respondents (23%) 
reflected on the pros and cons of forging a career in the arts, namely 
the sense of fulfilment versus precarity, a dilemma that many had 
been experiencing since long before the pandemic: ‘I’m always 
thinking of leaving the sector. It’s hard. There’s less money. But it’s 
also fulfilling’ (Survey Respondent 13). The balance between doing 
a career you love and finding enough work to be able to pay the 
bills was nothing new to the freelancers in our survey: ‘the desire 
for stability and a salary has certainly been playing on my mind, but 
ultimately, I love what I do and so I’ll threaten to leave all I want, 
but I just won’t!’ (Survey Respondent 26). Indeed, the sector is 
reliant on there being an oversupply of people who are desperate to 
work in this sector and hence will tolerate poor working conditions 
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and a lack of job security. The poor mental health reported above 
points to a workforce that was already vulnerable to fluctuating 
work availability, and who were fully aware that forging a career 
in the arts has always needed a sense of determination, tenacity or 
even obstinance to be successful. Nonetheless, as we discuss below, 
the public undermining of the validity of arts careers threatened 
the emotional resilience that had driven these freelancers in their 
careers to date, leaving more of them with doubts about their cap-
acity to return to ‘normal’.

The viability question

The first indication that the viability rhetoric was compounding the 
doubts and fears of freelancers in our study came in an interview 
following Survey 1. When asked to reflect on whether there had 
been any gaps in support, one respondent commented:

There has been a bit of a focus around, ‘Is this … are you viable?’ … 
The discussions that have been had around whether or not being an 
artist is an actual career or an actual job, that’s been devastating to 
hear. … it’s just like the worst thing that you ever think in your head 
is, ‘Am I a job’s worth, am I just doing absolutely nothing, am I a louse 
and a sponge or whatever?’ and then to hear people say that they 
think you are, that’s been probably the toughest thing. (Interview 04)

This interviewee vividly described the way in which the viability 
rhetoric had a direct negative impact on their emotional well-
being. Significantly, for this participant, hearing people question 
the validity of their work was particularly devastating because it 
compounded their own long-​standing insecurities about not having 
enough work. This is not a new sentiment, with, for example, 
Cooper and Wills finding that a key stressor for popular musicians 
was ‘ignorance’ from the public and the ‘low esteem’ in which 
society held popular music as work, with musicians regularly being 
told to ‘get a real job’ (1989: 26–​27). While not every freelancer 
had these doubts about their own work, the power of the viability 
rhetoric resulted from ongoing misgivings amongst the British 
public about the legitimacy of careers in the arts. Furthermore, this 
participant questions whether, in choosing to pursue a career in 
the arts, they are being a parasite on society, describing themselves 
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as potentially being a ‘louse’ and a ‘sponge’, but then justifying 
the value of what they do both in terms of the economic contribu-
tion, as well as providing ‘people, everyday people with a release in 
their life’. As described above, the creative industries are built on 
a largely freelance workforce and are a big contributor to the UK 
economy and to people’s wellbeing, so their conclusion that their 
work is valuable is rooted in strong evidence. However, the emer-
gence of the viability rhetoric meant that many artists, researchers 
and public figures felt the need to proclaim the value of the arts 
publicly in a way that had not really been seen before the pandemic 
(see Roberts, 2020; Savage, 2020).

Having noticed the impact of the viability rhetoric in freelancer 
interviews, we interrogated this idea further in the second survey by 
asking respondents to reflect on the extent to which they felt valued 
as artists. When asked ‘do you feel more or less valued as an arts 
worker than before the pandemic?’, 49% of respondents felt less 
valued, with only seven (9%) feeling more valued than before the 
coronavirus pandemic. Similarly, a study with theatre freelancers 
from around the UK found that the overwhelming majority of 
respondents were dissatisfied and angry at the way in which they 
had been ‘unvalued’, ‘ignored’ or rendered ‘invisible’ by the govern-
ment (Maples et al., 2022: 93). We asked participants to describe 
in their own words how this had affected them. The treatment of 
the arts by the UK government was felt by many to not recognise 
the economic, social and cultural value that the arts bring to the 
UK, ‘massively punch[ing] above our weight on the global market’ 
(Survey Respondent 61). Instead, the arts were felt to be treated as 
a luxury, with little consequence if they were to fail:

Being told by the government to retrain made me feel my career 
wasn’t worthwhile. (Survey Respondent 49)

I often feel as though what I do for a living isn’t considered ‘real’. A 
few people have said ‘what business?’ when I mention how difficult 
it’s been to keep my business afloat. As though business and the arts 
don’t go together?! (Survey Respondent 26)

Survey Respondent 49 explicitly linked the viability rhetoric to 
negative feelings about their own work, stating that the publicity 
which suggested that artists retrain into new careers made them 
feel like their career was not ‘worthwhile’. In a nationwide study of 
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freelancers during the same period, the ‘Fatima’ advert and govern-
ment advice to ‘retrain’ were also cited as making participants feel 
demoralised in their career (Maples et al., 2022: 94–​95). For Survey 
Respondent 26, it was not government campaigns but public opinion 
that they were having to contend with, having had to explain to 
people that they were running businesses as a freelance arts worker. 
Their comment (‘as though business and the arts don’t go together’) 
points to a perceived conflict between the two amongst people out-
side the sector. The impact of this discursive devaluation of their 
career choices on respondents’ emotional wellbeing was strongly 
evident, summarised by one as being ‘demoralising to see our sector 
not only ignored but dismissed and devalued’ (Survey Respondent 
21). Participants reported that it had been hard to maintain any 
resilience when they were not able to do what they have trained to 
do, were isolated from other artists and were regularly being told 
that their artistic practice and business was unimportant.

Over this period, the question of whether or not arts workers 
were worthy of support became inextricably linked to whether or 
not working in the arts was a ‘real job’, which in turn connects to, 
we would argue, long-​standing distrust amongst the public towards 
people who pursue artistic careers (see Cooper and Wills, 1989; 
this sentiment is under-​explored in academic literature, but testi-
monies abound in the media, e.g. Benson, 2020). Furthermore, it 
shows the way in which public opinion is both filtered through and 
shaped by media and government policy, having a tangible impact 
on freelancers’ livelihoods and wellbeing. The financial difficul-
ties faced by creative workers as a direct result of the coronavirus 
restrictions were depicted as essentially an inevitable consequence 
of choosing an arts career, which here is presented as synonymous 
with precarity as a result of the widespread use of freelancers to 
sustain the sector. The responsibility is put on the individual 
worker to be able to withstand a global pandemic, rather than cri-
tiquing the insecure employment structures in which they operate. 
Furthermore, any financial successes prior to coronavirus were not 
recognised as evidence of a viable business. The responses above 
showed that freelancers, in addition to coping with the disruption 
of lockdown and the stress of not having work, were also having to 
withstand a kind of crisis of legitimacy within the media and public 
opinion. While many people were outspokenly supportive of arts 
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and culture, this rhetoric brought to the surface a sense that those in 
power did not understand or value the contribution that freelance 
arts workers make to the cultural life and economy of the UK.

Looking to the future

Despite the many difficulties facing freelancers through the corona-
virus pandemic, participants in our study showed enormous apti-
tude for adaptation and innovation. Twenty-​six respondents (34%) 
spoke of managing through the coronavirus pandemic, as a result of 
successful funding applications or through the support of long-​term 
collaborating organisations, 14 respondents (18%) had adapted 
their work and business in creative ways to cope, 9 respondents 
(12%) saw this period as a time for reflection and a chance to 
evaluate their existing work, and 21 respondents (27%) described 
their experience of the coronavirus pandemic as a struggle to stay 
financially stable and to generate any work. Despite the resilience 
shown by freelancers, there is a real risk that the pandemic will con-
tinue to impact their careers for years to come. In the first survey, we 
asked people to report on what barriers they faced in returning to 
work, and they highlighted a loss of momentum (48%) and loss of 
visibility (37%) as concerns, with under-​30s and respondents from 
disadvantaged backgrounds feeling these even more keenly. Some 
respondents worried that the long break in their work forced by 
the pandemic would make it hard to begin again, having to rebuild 
their client base, regain confidence in performing to audiences and 
potentially start again from scratch. Amongst our participants, these 
challenges were experienced differently according to career stage, 
being hardest for those who had just begun to build networks and 
would have to start again. As one interviewee succinctly stated: ‘the 
idea of [work] just being on pause is not realistic. It’s not that we 
could pick this up this May … the recording fees, the contracts, 
it’s gone’ (Interview 03). The focus on momentum is indicative of 
how the freelance world works, which is that one gig often leads 
to the next booking in a way that gradually accumulates over time. 
The prospect of having an ‘empty diary’ was therefore alarming 
for respondents not just in terms of a lack of income, but also their 
diminished visibility and the chances of getting work in the future.
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Conclusion

The effects of coronavirus on the careers of our participants will be 
long-​lasting. Our study showed a burgeoning crisis in mental health 
amongst arts and cultural freelancers, not only as a result of lock-
down restriction and lack of work, but also the damaging viability 
rhetoric which made freelancers feel unvalued by the government, 
media, and in public opinion. As noted above, our respondents 
demonstrated the way in which poor public opinion of arts careers 
both influenced and was influenced by media reporting and govern-
ment policy. This also demonstrates the way in which precarity is 
assumed to be an inevitability in pursuing a career in the arts and 
cultural sector, with freelancers shouldering the risk –​ but rarely 
seeing the benefit –​ of booming creative industries in the UK.

In order to create a better environment for freelancers, change is 
needed across arts policy, cultural organisations and public opinion 
of arts workers. This begins in childhood, by ensuring that the arts 
are taken seriously as legitimate and worthwhile school subjects 
that are properly resourced, reversing the trend towards the arts 
being seen as disposable school subjects in England (Welch, 2012). 
Public opinion could also be shifted through publicity campaigns 
by bodies such as Arts Council England and Department of Digital, 
Media, Culture and Sport (DCMS) which emphasise the economic 
and social contribution of arts and culture, with a strong focus on 
the entrepreneurial nature of arts careers and the business acumen 
of cultural freelancers. Cultural organisations must do more to 
support the freelancers they hire, through efforts to create longer 
term employment opportunities, commitments to following through 
on paid work even if events are cancelled and offering wellbeing 
support and guidance for staff on all forms of employment. Finally, 
the apparent lack of understanding amongst policymakers about 
the nature of freelance arts work demonstrates the desperate need 
both for more accurate data collection on freelancers (also noted 
by Walmsley et al., 2022: 65) and for people with arts backgrounds 
to be in the room when policy decisions are taking place. Given 
that before the pandemic, the creative industries contributed £166 
billion to the UK economy with 2.1 million workers, representatives 
from this sector should be properly consulted on policy matters 
relating to employment.
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Coronavirus restrictions are likely to have put freelancers’ careers 
back by many years, plunging many into debt and neutralising the 
momentum and visibility that they had worked hard to attain. 
Freelancers are therefore in need of ongoing support from DCMS 
and Arts Council England to provide work opportunities to get their 
names back into the sector. More recent analyses from the Centre for 
Cultural Value has shown that the performing arts sector is experi-
encing a particularly slow recovery (Walmsley and Feder, 2022). 
Funding to enable freelancers to make new work, have periods of 
research and development, and improve their skills or make new 
contacts would help to mitigate some of the impacts of the corona-
virus pandemic; our research provided the basis for such funding 
within the Sheffield City Region (University of Sheffield, 2021). 
Funding opportunities like this should be aimed at those who are 
most severely affected by the pandemic restrictions, namely: under-​
30s who did not have an established reputation and extensive 
contacts to rely on; those from disadvantaged backgrounds and low 
economic status who had to quickly find alternative employment 
and were not able to continue with their career development during 
the pandemic; and event crew, lighting and sound engineers who 
often reported being the hardest hit in our study. Systemic inequal-
ities in the arts sector have only been exacerbated by the pandemic, 
so funding should be targeted towards under-​represented groups 
within the arts sector, especially disabled workers, people from 
low-​income backgrounds and freelancers from global majority 
communities.

Whereas the UK government’s and hence the English approach 
to supporting the arts and cultural workers through the corona-
virus pandemic focused on the survival of institutions (as noted by 
Wright, 2020: 16), the devolved nations of Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland each structured their policies around helping 
individual arts workers. Indeed, the Scottish government quickly 
recognised that many freelancers would fall through the cracks of 
the UK-​wide support schemes and devised their own fund to help 
(Wright, 2020: 15), in contrast to central government who, as noted 
in House of Commons Treasury Committee (2021), were unwilling 
to alter their existing schemes despite the flaws repeatedly being 
pointed out. Many European countries offered far more in the way 
of tailored financial aid for creative freelancers. Denmark, notably, 
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designed a fund for artists who move between paid employment 
and self-​employment and thereby fell through the gaps of their 
other schemes (Eurofound, 2020).

The fact that many freelancers immediately felt the impact 
of lockdown is indicative of the difficulties of working freelance 
where income is generated week-​to-​week. Arguably, coronavirus 
restrictions only exacerbated this existing precarity, noted in pre-
vious research as having class and accessibility biases that are 
likely to have become worse as people struggle to return to the 
sector (Brook et al., 2020; Perry et al., 2015). While many of our 
participants were committed to staying in the sector, local cultural 
organisations who participated in the research have reported that it 
is harder to find freelancers to fill roles such as sound and lighting 
technicians since reopening. It may be that those workers have 
found better job security, work-​life balance and working conditions 
in other sectors, in which case improvements would need to be 
made in how the cultural sector looks after freelancers in order for 
this type of work to be attractive and competitive. Models for how 
the UK government could reduce precarity amongst arts freelancers 
in the long term can be found across Europe, with Austria, France 
and Germany having artist social insurance schemes, and Ireland 
trialling regular payments for artists beyond the coronavirus pan-
demic by embarking on a Basic Income for the Arts pilot scheme 
(citizensinformation.ie, 2022). As the country enters another tur-
bulent period of post-​Brexit changes, cost of living crisis and an 
unsettled political landscape, support for arts sector jobs will be 
essential to maintain strong creative and cultural industries and 
avoid a future skills gap as potential new entrants seek out more 
secure and institutionally supported work.

More optimistically, many respondents demonstrated how they 
had established sustainable creative businesses prior to coronavirus 
that would have continued to succeed had it not been for the pan-
demic. We should be mindful as to how emphasising the vulnerabil-
ities in this sector might reinforce the viability rhetoric and leave 
the arts sector open to future criticism. As researchers, we have a 
responsibility to highlight the strength of the freelance arts sector 
workforce and its contribution to the economic and cultural fabric 
of society, while also identifying the ways in which its inequities 
limit the pool of people who are able to work, and its precarious 
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conditions negatively impact those who elect to work in this sector. 
Change is needed to both arts policy and working practices to 
ensure that risk is not shouldered by ‘resilient’ freelance workers, 
but instead absorbed by the industry as a whole through better job 
security and financial support for freelancers.

Notes

	 1	 While the introduction of a second lockdown in November led to this 
policy being withdrawn, the term ‘viable jobs’ which peppered the 
Winter Economy Plan had entered circulation and did not disappear 
with the policy.

	 2	 www.sheffi​eld.ac.uk/​city-​reg​ion/​enhanc​ing-​cultu​ral-​vibra​ncy/​covid-​
resea​rch-​0

	 3	 The topics included in each phase of the longitudinal study as well as 
the full questionnaires can be found on the project website. Ethical 
approval for this research was granted by the University of Sheffield 
Research Ethics Committee.
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In October 2020, an advertising campaign by the UK government 
showed a young black dancer, hair pulled back into a tight bun, 
sitting on the hard bench of a scruffy studio, her right leg elegantly 
lifted mid-​air to allow her to tighten the straps of her pointe shoe. 
Branded with the logos of CyberFirst and HM Government, the 
slogan on the ad read: ‘Fatima’s next job could be in cyber. (she just 
doesn’t know it yet). Rethink. Reskill. Reboot.’. Although appar-
ently commissioned by the National Cyber Security Centre before 
the coronavirus (COVID-​19) pandemic (Dawson, 2020), the ad 
appeared against the backdrop of the Winter Economy Plan that 
was focusing the financial support of the Job Support Scheme on 
‘viable jobs’ (Gov.uk, 24 September 2020), and so seemed not so 
much to ‘encourag[e]‌ people from all walks of life to think about 
a career in cyber security’, as the then Secretary of State of Digital, 
Culture, Media and Sport Oliver Dowden hastened to explain 
(Dowden, 2020), but to specifically target artists and compel 
them to rethink their life choices. More than that, as Marianka 
Swain was quick to point out, choosing a woman of colour to be 
the ad’s ‘Fatima’ seemed to specifically take aim at those members 
of the artistic community who, because of their race, gender and 
socio-​economic background, were already facing multiple struc-
tural barriers, suggesting that they ‘must not entertain aspirations 
above [their] station’ (Swain, 2020). Within hours of its publi-
cation, and overshadowing the announcement of the allocation 
of ‘£257 million to save 1385 theatres, arts venues, museums 
and cultural organisations across England’ (Gov.uk, 12 October 
2020), the ad thus became a lightning rod for the ‘ “viability” rhet-
oric’ concerning financial support for freelance artists during the 
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pandemic which Sarah Price, Stephanie Pitts and Renee Timmers 
have shown to have been profoundly damaging to the mental health 
and morale of the artistic community (see Chapter 4).

Crucially, the campaign ignored evidence that many creative 
practitioners had flipped the slogan on its head and had indeed 
rebooted, reskilled and rethought, and had done so within their 
professions to work towards building a more inclusive, secure 
and resilient industry. During the lockdowns of 2020, many free-
lance theatre artists and smaller production companies stepped 
up to produce new work, often repurposing digital social media 
and videoconferencing platforms. This chapter focuses on the agile 
digital transformation undertaken by the creative and cultural 
workers associated with the OnComm Award-​winner for online 
platform-​based shows: Oxford-​based Creation Theatre. 

This mid-​size theatre production company collaborated closely 
with Big Telly in Northern Ireland in 2020 to produce several 
shows performed live on the Zoom videoconferencing platform. 
Their Tempest, which opened a mere three weeks into the first UK-​
wide lockdown, offered its permanent staff and its freelancers –​ dir-
ector, designer, stage manager, performers –​ financial independence, 
dignity and the chance of a future in their chosen profession. In 
the summer of 2020, Creation Theatre and Big Telly worked 
together again to produce Alice: A Digital Theme Park, a show for 
which they collaborated with charisma.ai to involve an artificial 
intelligence-​operated Cheshire cat that chatted with the audience 
and to move beyond the Zoom platform as viewers were invited 
to download an app on their smartphone (designed by Foxdog 
Studios) that allowed them to design a hedgehog with which they 
could race through croquet hoops. By the end of the year, Creation 
Theatre had secured an Innovate UK grant that allowed it to hire 
a company of five performers for a six-​month season of digital 
shows (January–​June 2021) and to collaborate with a tech com-
pany to design a new digital performance platform, Auditorium. It 
is with members of this company that, in 2021, Creation Theatre 
enjoyed a virtual residency with the Telepresence Stage project (see 
Chapter 3).

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the impact that the 
company’s rapid adaptation to digital modes of working had on 
the working conditions of the performers and production company 
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staff, both in terms of physical regimes and in terms of the mental 
health and wellbeing of the creative workforce. The evidence for 
this chapter is drawn from a survey of 13 Creation Theatre and Big 
Telly (NI) workers carried out in June and July 2020 as well as two 
sets of interviews with the workforce involved in producing and 
performing in the 2020 Tempest and subsequent digital shows. The 
survey and first set of interviews carried out at the start of July 2020 
were part of the AHRC-​funded ‘Digital Theatre Transformation’ 
project (July to October 2020). Follow-​on interviews with the 
company’s Chief Executive and four performers who worked for 
Creation Theatre and their occasional partner Big Telly in the 
Digital Repertory Company of 2021 were carried out in September 
2022, to gather evidence of the longer term impacts of the pandemic 
on the theatre workers who were in Creation Theatre’s employment 
in 2021.1

The sample sizes on which this essay is based are correspond-
ingly small and the study participants’ comments impossible to 
anonymise, but they complement the larger datasets collected by 
Price, Pitts and Timmers (Chapter 4) and by the team led by Ben 
Walmsley at the Centre for Cultural Value in Leeds (Gilmore et al., 
2024) in providing an in-​depth insight into how an early digital 
adopter in the theatre industry shaped the experience of its work-
force, and how a group of creative practitioners have found their feet 
in a hybrid performance environment. In doing so, this case study, 
alongside Dan Strutt’s work (Chapter 2), adds to the still limited 
evidence base regarding ‘how performers and artists are affected by 
digital technology’ (Cîrstea and Mutebi, 2022: 4). It also provides 
a vivid example of how the pandemic triggered, for this corner of 
the industry, a far-​reaching and visionary rethinking of how to do 
theatre more resiliently, fairly, inclusively, and sustainably.

Reboot

Creation Theatre is Oxford’s largest professional theatre produc-
tion company. From 2012 to 2023, the company was headed by 
Chief Executive and Creative Producer Lucy Askew. At the time 
of the coronavirus pandemic it had nine permanent members of 
leadership, administrative and front of house staff and did not 
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benefit from being part an Arts Council England National Portfolio 
Organisation. Without such a financial safety-​net in place, when 
the lockdowns were announced, Askew drew on her prior experi-
ence of a season when poor weather and poor sales had brought the 
company close to closure and, as she recalled,

moved very quickly knowing that we had to reduce everything that 
we could from our overheads. So we gave notice on our office, we cut 
subscriptions to … all kinds of things that are relatively small costs 
but they all add up. We put two members of the team [the marketing 
and social media managers] straight on furlough, and in addition to 
that we’ve had two members of the team [the general manager and 
education manager] go on maternity leave. (Askew, July 2020)

To match the financial impact furloughed staff were experiencing, 
all remaining permanent full-​time staff members reduced their 
working week to four days, with Askew (who had taken the same 
salary cut herself) filling all the jobs and gaps that could not be 
covered by her staff. Despite the substantial impact on her own 
work-​life balance, she ‘[c]‌onsciously … made the choice that there 
were too many people’s jobs at stake to worry too much about 
my own work-​life balance. It’s very difficult for anything else to 
feel important when the stakes are so high for so many people’ 
(Askew, July 2020). While ‘survival mode’ during the pandemic for 
many theatre companies involved ‘quietly’ losing casual staff and 
freelancers (Gray and Walmsley, 2024), for Askew looking after 
her staff was what survival was about.

To achieve some financial stability for her staff and their fam-
ilies and to honour the contracts of freelance performers hired for 
scheduled analogue shows, the company had to produce a new 
show fast. With Zoë Seaton of Big Telly (NI), who had directed 
Creation Theatre’s 2019 site-​specific, immersive promenade pro-
duction of The Tempest, Askew rebooted that production online, 
on a ‘stripped-​back survival budget’ (Askew, July 2020). Director 
and designer agreed to a reduction to their usual fee, the free-
lance actors were paid the Equity rate and the core backstage 
team was shrunk to the roles of director, designer, stage manager 
and the production manager, who also doubled as a cast member. 
Over a rehearsal period of just two weeks (one week’s rehearsal 
time spread over two weeks to ease ‘Zoom fatigue’), roles were 
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cut, the script was adapted and the company went from no prior 
acquaintance with the Zoom platform to producing a professional 
show. The digital Tempest included a mixture of rudimentary and 
highly sophisticated green-​screen backgrounds –​ including, in a 
memorably outrageous scene, Caliban in the maw of a rampaging 
dinosaur (Figure 5.1). The company approached the medium and 
its proneness to glitches with a sense of irreverence and fun that 
helped defuse some of the audience’s medium-​related anxieties 
and fatigue. 

No doubt helped by the dearth of new material for theatre 
reviewers to write about so early in the first lockdown, the 
show was picked up by reviewers in the UK and USA and found 
audiences in 27 different countries. Our project report documents 
how a sizeable proportion of its audience joined in from the USA, 
Ireland and Canada and how within the UK, too, the digital pro-
duction had a significantly wider reach than its analogue prede-
cessor, enabling the show to make a modest profit (Aebischer and 
Nicholas, 2020: 33; see also 88). As a result, the company was 
able to reboot fully as a producer of made-​for-​digital theatre, but 
its survival hinged on the ability to rapidly keep producing new 
shows. This, in turn, depended on taking full advantage of the 
affordances of online working, which allows theatre makers to 
move much more quickly through the previously time-​consuming 
processes of casting, design, rehearsal and performance, but 
without the expense caused by travel and accommodation, physical 
set design, lighting, front of house presence and accommodations 
for physical access.

Figure 5.1  Caliban (P. K. Taylor) and the dinosaur. The Tempest, dir.  
Zoë Seaton for Creation Theatre and Big Telly, 2020.
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Upskill

Creation Theatre’s extraordinary capacity to reboot at record speed 
comes down to the agility of the entire team. For Al Barclay, who 
played Alonso in The Tempest, there is a clear connection between 
Creation Theatre’s specialism in site-​specific theatre and the ease 
with which the company pivoted to digital modes of perform-
ance: ‘Creation don’t have a building … so they immediately shifted 
because of course they make [theatre] wherever, so they made it 
online, that’s their new building … It is “adapt or die,” we’re at that 
stage, unfortunately’ (July 2020). Creation Theatre’s workers were 
willing not to reskill by formal training in a new profession, but to 
upskill in a creative, ad hoc and solutions-​focused manner within 
the framework of their prior professional identities –​ as actors, pro-
duction manager, stage manager, designer, director. They were not 
unusual in this: a survey of 397 freelancers carried out between 
November 2020 and March 2021 revealed ‘a widespread move’ 
among this UK-​wide group of respondents, ‘not to “retrain”, but to 
upskill and diversify their ability to work in creative fields’ (Maples 
et al., 2022: 63; see also Feder et al. 2024).

Unlike this survey, however, which found that the highest rate 
of reported ‘upskilling’ was amongst directors, of whom 92% 
‘claimed to have developed new skills during the lockdowns’, 
followed by 76% of actors and a mere 53% of stage managers 
(Maples et al., 2022: 63), our analysis of Creation Theatre’s digital 
transformation revealed that, while all staff had acquired new 
skills, by far the most marked and rapid upskilling was undertaken 
by stage manager Sinéad Owens, who was appropriately credited 
in shows as ‘Zoom Wizard’. That upskilling was recognised more 
widely within the industry and the press, with Owens marvelling 
about how she ‘started being mentioned in reviews for the first time 
ever’ (July 2020).

In our interviews, cast members and production team alike 
stressed that Owens had not only played a central role in the 
company’s initial adaptation to digital practices, but continued to 
be the technological and human backbone of several early Zoom 
productions: in effect, she transferred the stage manager’s trad-
itional technological and technical facilitation role and duty of care 
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for the cast to the digital working environment. As she recalled, at 
the start of lockdown she’d ‘never even heard of Zoom’. Although 
she maintained that she ‘really just learned through rehearsals’, fur-
ther probing revealed that much of the learning happened inde-
pendently, through googling or, as she put it, ‘playing’: ‘it was 
really just learning as we go. If [the show’s director] Zoë [Seaton] 
said “it would be really cool if this could happen”, then I would 
just go on google or Zoom and play even more to see whether it 
could happen’ (July 2020). By the time we talked to her, Owens 
was simultaneously using multiple technologies during live shows, 
combining video feeds and changing virtual backgrounds remotely 
by using ManyCam and vMix software while mixing the sound 
via QLab. She had also designed a step-​by-​step guide on using 
Zoom for performers and was involved in training others –​ a con-
crete example of the kind of informal peer support networks that 
sprang up in the pandemic (Maples et al., 2022: 166–​176; Gray and 
Walmsley, 2024). 

Not far behind in terms of upskilling were the rest of Creation 
Theatre’s team: Askew, as Chief Executive and Creative Producer, 
suddenly found herself learning to use Zoom and ManyCam and 
attempting basic coding, while also running the company and 
keeping an eye on rehearsals. Giles Stoakley’s production manager 
role, too, expanded and shifted significantly. For the 2019 Tempest, 
he had overseen the budgets and, taking over some of the trad-
itional roles of the stage manager, had helped with the building and 
striking of the physical set, carrying out major repairs and checking 
its safety. For the digital production, his production management 
work on the Zoom production involved ‘just monitoring things’ 
and being there in rehearsals to ensure the financial and technical 
feasibility of ideas. Other aspects of the job, however, became

much more difficult, just because you can’t access people, because it’s 
incredibly difficult to teach an actor who isn’t technological and has 
no basis of knowledge of this, to use a relatively complicated soft-
ware programme and to not only teach it to them, but to teach it to 
them remotely. (July 2020)

The production manager’s remit now also extended to organising 
the logistics of shipping costumes, props and elements of set design 
to performers’ homes, finding solutions to unreliable broadband 
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and devising new strategies for remote risk assessments. Additional 
new challenges arose to square the production’s budget with 
performers’ needs for loans of technical equipment.

It was also the production manager’s role to think through the 
unforeseen impact of rehearsals and performances on performers’ 
lives and the people with whom they shared their homes. These 
impacts could be significant: both our survey and the interviews 
revealed that, for some cast members, being able to access a space 
suitable for rehearsal and performance within their shared quarters, 
to monopolise broadband width in the household and have the 
surrounding silence requisite for performance required the cooper-
ation and rigorous discipline of several turn-​taking adults (and, for 
one performer, avoiding a nightly clash with the evening bath time 
of the neighbour’s children). All the freelance cast members had 
to transform a space in their own homes into an impromptu per-
formance studio, rigging up green screens, laying cables and finding 
ingenious solutions to technical problems as varied as lighting 
themselves so that they would not create shadows that might inter-
fere with the chromakey technology, positioning webcams, getting 
the sound right and being able to reach their keyboard to hit the 
correct commands to change backgrounds, or switch between 
different cameras while continuing to perform in a scene. For many, 
this complex technological setup had to be disassembled after each 
rehearsal and performance, to make room for everyday lockdown 
life, and reassembled meticulously day after day.

In this, as in the approach to costume design, the performers 
relied on the kind of ‘bricolage’ technique of crafting and assem-
bling impromptu solutions with the resources available to them 
which Heidi Lu Liedke, following Claude Lévi-​Strauss, argues 
characterised the approach of audiences, who similarly became 
‘bricoleurs as they tinker[ed] with the new and yet everyday situ-
ation’ of watching theatre on their home devices (2023: 169). 
Bricolage is probably the best term to describe the approach 
performers took to solving technical performance challenges.  
P. K. Taylor, who played Caliban, recalled:

During The Tempest, there were points at which I had to change 
the lighting positions and the mike positions in my off time for the 
setup for the next scene. There was a point when I came out of a 
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cellar in Prospero’s cell. [What looked on the screen like a trapdoor 
(Figure 5.2)] was a stupid piece of wood. So while I was in my off 
time, this required changing camera height, changing camera angle, 
so I could get just the top of the wood, not lose the bottom of the 
background, keeping it far enough away that you get full length or 
half-​length of your body, but not losing the edge of the green screen. 
(July 2020)

Similar bricolage solutions made it possible for Annabelle May 
Terry’s Miranda to ‘reach through’ the edge of her Zoom screen 
to grasp Ferdinand’s hand in a spine-​tingling moment of physical 
connection in the depth of the first lockdown (Figure 5.3), or for 
Ferdinand, amid the tempest, to be pelted by flying objects. As 
Terry pithily pointed out: ‘a good performer will use what they’ve 
got even if it’s nothing’ (July 2020).

Figure 5.2  Caliban (P. K. Taylor) peering through the ‘trapdoor’.  
The Tempest, dir. Zoë Seaton for Creation Theatre and Big Telly, 2020.

Figure 5.3  Ferdinand (Ryan Duncan) and Miranda (Annabelle  
May Terry) ‘touching’. The Tempest, dir. Zoë Seaton for Creation  

Theatre and Big Telly, 2020.
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The upskilling, however, was also more seriously techno-
logical. Like the stage manager and Creation’s leadership team, the 
performers, too, spent hours searching and watching online video 
tutorials to acquire the skill sets that would allow them to per-
form effectively in this new medium. Ryan Duncan, whose steep 
learning curve resulted in his producing new Zoom shows of his 
own, explained how, when performing Ferdinand, he also had to 
‘be a director of photography, basically, because you’ve got to set 
up everything to make sure the lighting is correct, and the framing 
is right’ (June 2020). Help with these elements came from within 
the Creation Theatre team but also from friends and colleagues in 
the industry. Ultimately, however, the performers were on their 
own, literally and figuratively: unable, unless they had a separate 
computer set up for that purpose, to see the other performers or 
the audience, and having to perform their role alone in an often 
cramped space full of cables, green screens and lights. Although all 
the performers spoke of the comfort (often mixed with survivor’s 
guilt) they derived from working in theatre during the pandemic, 
and of the joy of virtually being with others, a note that ran through 
many of the interviews had to do with how working in this way was 
‘quite solitary’ (Terry, September 2022), especially for elements of 
the job that had previously been communal.

For performers, therefore, the biggest upskilling involved tech-
nical acting skills and the ability to multitask to integrate their body 
with the technology. ‘Digital performance’, in the end, came down 
to the actors’ ability to combine purely technical actions, such as 
hitting a mark or a keyboard command, or matching a sightline 
by looking at exactly the right spot on their wall with the correct 
focus, without loss of physical embodiment and commitment 
to their part. This is what Dani Snyder-​Young et al. describe as 
‘the entanglement of technology and live performance practices’ 
in digital theatre (2023: 172). It is clear from the interviews that 
juggling multiple information streams and levels of activity while 
staying in character was cognitively demanding. Rhodri Lewis, 
who evocatively described the multitasking required as ‘like playing 
tennis but you’ve got a dog with you on a lead’, also explained 
how his prior experience of radio work had prepared him for 
the intimacy of directly speaking to an audience, while television 
had taught him to perform for camera and be aware of sightlines 

 



124 Adaptation and resilience in the performing arts

and continuity across different shots. Madeleine McMahon, too, 
found that acting for television had to an extent prepared her for 
performing on Zoom, especially in relation to the ‘volume’ of the 
performance, which required ‘paring down the way that you per-
form the character while at the same time being aware that the 
interactive nature that the director wanted was for a theatre crowd’ 
(June 2020). Stoakley concurred: ‘Just wrestling with Zoom is a 
skill in itself but we have all learned a completely new style of 
acting that is a curious combination of screen and stage acting’ 
(June 2020). Performing on Zoom thus required the development 
of a hybrid performance method that combined theatricality and 
an awareness of the live audience with the ability to perform for a 
small screen.

The follow-​up interviews held in September 2022 showed that 
performers who had spent a lot of time performing on Zoom found 
that handling these technical demands had become easier because 
the technology itself had evolved in such a way as to require ever 
less technical work from the actors. This is a point Annabelle Terry, 
who became a member of the Digital Repertory Company in 2021 
that was set up specifically ‘to be a learning experience’ (Stoakley 
September 2022), stressed: for her, the biggest leap came with the 
advent of vMix, which enabled performers to share the screen space 
(Figure 5.4). No longer being in ‘separate boxes’ was exhilarating 
for the performers, with the virtual proximity on a shared screen 

Figure 5.4  Antonio (Kofi Dennis) and the Duchess (Annabelle May Terry) 
in The Duchess of Malfi, dir. Laura Jayne Wright and Natasha Rickman 

for Creation Theatre, 2021.
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affording Terry the comforting sense of ‘getting back to some sense 
of ensemble’ (September 2022; see also Chapters 2 and 3).

Most of the performers I interviewed have now returned to 
working primarily in face-​to-​face settings and relish the ability to 
connect physically with fellow actors and audiences. That does 
not mean, however, that the upskilling has not left a trace in their 
working lives: with casting now often taking place online and 
actors expected to produce self-​tapes, the equipment and perform-
ance craft digital theatre requires is still regularly in use. Beyond 
this, as Terry explains, having had to perform Juliet in her own 
home to a camera standing in for Romeo, she does ‘see a diffe-
rence in my performances now, because in my head I’m going: “I’ve 
got no excuse not to commit to this scene because I have an actor 
stood in front of me. … it’s so easy … compared to what I was 
doing digitally” ’ (September 2022). Even when working on phys-
ical stages, the performers who have been part of the company’s 
journey through the pandemic continue to benefit from their new 
skill sets.

While for the freelancers employed by Creation Theatre during 
the lockdown, the buzz and sheer relief of making theatre and the 
relative financial security this gave them clearly outweighed the 
strains of their accelerated upskilling, their responses also reveal 
that Comunian and England were right, in 2020, to suspect that 
such resilience and upskilling came at a personal cost (p. 121). Even 
with Creation Theatre’s generous approach to training, loaning 
equipment, paying for data and organising repayment plans for 
performers’ kit purchases (Askew and Taylor, July 2020), some of 
the burden of upskilling and equipment purchase was inevitably 
borne by the freelancers themselves. Of the 13 respondents to our 
June 2020 survey, 11 rated working from home as ‘a mostly positive 
experience, with some challenges but also positive changes’: they 
enjoyed not having to travel to work and not having to stay in 
‘digs’. Only one respondent, who found it hard to manage their 
own time, rated the experience as ‘difficult, mostly negative’.

Working from home, however, also had clear downsides, 
including a financial impact as energy bills went up (an element which 
Creation Theatre compensated for through a one-​off payment). 
Furthermore, with no clear end to the working day and international 
collaborations creating unprecedented pressures as teams started to 
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work across time zones, a healthy work-​life balance could be hard 
to maintain. Stage manager Sinéad Owens, for example, was ‘able 
and willing to work all day every day if needed’ and reported being 
‘always on hand to work’ (July 2020). Performers also reported that 
having to provide elements of props and costume design made them 
feel somewhat under pressure. One cast member also simply could 
not work with the Zoom technology. Ingeniously, the director and 
designer helped her build an analogue set in her own home, turning 
the problem into a creative feature of the show that contributed to 
its critical success (Aebischer and Nicholas, 2022: 96–​99). In our 
interviews, all the performers furthermore alluded to the strains on 
their mental health of having to work in isolation. Simon Spencer-​
Hyde’s comment is representative: while digital performance ‘has 
opened up a world of creative possibilities it has taken away the 
greatest joy of my work, which is face to face social interactions 
with audience and colleagues. … I wonder if [lack of direct inter-
action] is felt more acutely by us theatre lot whose work is centred 
around social interaction’ (June 2020 survey response). Al Barclay 
spoke of the sadness of ‘going back to my living room’ at the end of 
a show. Through Taylor’s remark that performing in The Tempest 
was a profoundly ‘emotional event’ because it made him feel that 
he was ‘with people’ shines a sense of the emotional fragility of 
some members of the cast in lockdown who threw themselves into 
this new way of working because the alternative, of total isolation 
without work, was too awful:

Being able to have contact with those people that you work with 
and talk to … to have that back, even though it’s not physical, was 
gorgeous. And then seeing the pain, the hurt at times, and desperation 
on the fellow actors’ faces that do live on their own, that haven’t seen 
another person for three months … (June 2020) 

Unsurprisingly, by September 2022, Taylor had turned his back on 
digital performance and was looking forward to the premiere of a 
show which had been in the works for two years but had suffered 
repeated coronavirus-​related setbacks. The follow-​on interviews 
revealed that the effects of the pandemic are far from over: not only 
do digital modes of working continue to be a prominent if spor-
adic feature of casting and rehearsals that remains invisible to the 
outside eye, but even years later shows were still regularly delayed 
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or cancelled and rehearsal periods interrupted because of ongoing 
COVID-​19 infections and the increased incidence of other physical 
illnesses within the workforce (Askew, September 2022). Together, 
these factors greatly exacerbate the mental health and financial 
pressures on this group of cultural workers.

Rethink

What started as a relatively straightforward exercise to ‘reboot’ 
the company on a digital platform soon became something more 
fundamental and wide-​ranging for Creation Theatre. On the 
one hand, the medium itself was put front and centre. The types 
of experimentation which had, over the preceding 20-​odd years, 
been on the fringes of artistic and academic research and devel-
opment in telepresence (see Dixon, 2007, for precursors) became 
much more widespread as ‘the cultural sector quickly realised that 
lockdown presented an extraordinary new laboratory situation in 
which to carry out a giant, arguably long-​overdue experiment in 
designing digital and hybrid experiences’ (Mantell et al., 2024; see 
also Part I of this volume). On the other hand, there has been a 
‘heightened awareness of structural inequalities and of economic 
precarity resulting from the combination of national and global 
pandemic impacts and the resurgence of the Black Lives Matter 
(BLM) movements following the murder of George Floyd’ (Gray 
and Walmsley, 2024). Additionally, there have been long-​standing 
calls for increasing access to live performing arts for people with 
disabilities and for a reduction in the carbon footprint of theatre. 
All this has prompted a ‘rethink’ not just of the medium of theatre, 
but its structural, technological and financial underpinning, too.

The question, then, was no longer simply about how to ‘pivot to 
digital’, but about how doing so might provide opportunities for a 
shake-​up of the industry that would put the wellbeing and financial 
stability of diverse creative and cultural workers at its heart and that 
would, in doing so, have additional accessibility and environmental 
benefits. After all, as Katherine Nolan points out, ‘In the COVID 
moment, … issues of care, interdependence, labour and mortality 
became heightened concepts, bringing them into sharp focus’ in a 
way that was felt by many to be a call to action (Nolan, 2022: 9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



128 Adaptation and resilience in the performing arts

Financial stability and survival may have been the principal drivers 
of the company’s digital transformation at the start of the pandemic, 
as Barclay recognised when he summed up the changes as: ‘That’s 
what Creation did so beautifully. They said: “how are we going to 
make work for freelancers, and how are we going to make work for 
ourselves and continue to connect and to make and create this envir-
onment?” ’ (June 2022). By the time we carried out our research, 
however, this simple goal had grown into something more akin 
to what Kathleen Gallagher has described, in relation to applied 
theatre, as ‘a hopeful practice in precarious times’: ‘theatre …  
is not a question of whether we will live or die, but rather how 
we will live and die. And until we do die, we should make a work 
of living well. And equitably. And joyously, playfully, and simply’ 
(2023: 36).

For Creation Theatre, such a ‘hopeful practice in precarious 
times’ involved seeing digital technology not just as a temporary 
tactic adopted for immediate survival, to be dropped as soon as 
infection rates receded (Gammel and Wang, 2022: 6), but to recog-
nise digital performance as a potential means of solving some long-​
standing problems in the industry. One of these was accessibility for 
audiences (see also Misek in Chapter 1). Creative producer Crissy 
O’Donovan explained how their 2019 in-​person site-​specific prom-
enade version of The Tempest posed serious accessibility issues as 
it spread across woodland, a coffee shop, a bus and a large hall. 
Despite the provision of ramps and a mobility scooter there were 
serious physical challenges for disabled people. Digital theatre, she 
explained, ‘takes that pressure off, when something is so available 
to everybody’ (July 2020).

In July 2020, the company was thinking hard about how to inte-
grate not just captioning but also possibly a BSL interpreter for 
some shows. Additionally, their work on Alice, which attracted 
niche audiences, made the company realise that the accessibility 
gains extended to neurodiverse audience members, who were 
now more able to participate in live shows. On the digital stage, 
neurodiverse viewers could interact with the performers in ways 
impossible in a shared space, where, as Kirsty Sedgman (2018) 
has shown, theatre etiquette is still often rigorously enforced by 
neurotypical audiences. While acutely aware of the ‘digital divide’ 
that was continuing to prevent audience members without a digital 
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device or stable internet from participating, the company was also 
mindful of the real gains of digital performance for young viewers 
from diverse backgrounds. It therefore made complimentary tickets 
available for such audiences (Dharmesh Patel, September 2022).

For performers and backstage staff, too, digital modes of 
working opened new possibilities. One of the barriers to inclusion 
in the industry has long been the working culture of long hours and 
needing to be physically present in a shared space. Holly Maples 
reports that research participants for ‘ Freelancers in the Dark’

emphasised the need for schedule adjustments to provide access for 
freelance theatre workers with chronic health issues, caring respon-
sibilities, and other work/​home obligations. Such concerns had far 
greater impact on marginalised and disabled theatre workers. …  
the rigidity of the schedule for work that occurs in the theatre 
industry needs to become more flexible to be more inclusive. (Maples 
2022: 32) 

This was also clear from our conversations with Creation Theatre 
staff: Askew was excited that shifting to an online platform for 
meetings meant that they were able to work with a far more diverse 
set of colleagues, both in programming roles and as performers. 
She saw bringing in new talent as key to tapping into the needs of 
more diverse audiences. Terry, meanwhile, described how casting 
on Zoom could contribute to ‘virtual equality’:

This way of working is more accessible and inclusive as it’s available 
to anyone and everyone at any time. I had the privilege of sitting in 
on Creation’s Alice auditions in which they were actively seeking to 
diversify their casting and broaden their pool of actors of colour. 
(July 2020)

Creation Theatre’s online shows have featured markedly diverse 
casts, with many performers of colour cast in leading roles. Dharmesh 
Patel, who joined Creation Theatre’s Digital Rep Company at the 
start of 2021, considers the ability of digital theatre to ‘level the 
playing field’ for diverse audiences and performers to be the most 
important gain of this mode of working (September 2022).

One of our research questions, regarding the environmental 
impact of digital transformation and working from home for theatre 
workers, additionally sparked a deeper reflection and separate 
piece of research on the carbon footprint of digital performance. 
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Our research had shown not only that remote working benefited 
freelancers’ family lives and wellbeing, in countering the London-​
centricity of the industry, but that there were obvious carbon 
benefits from the reduction in performer travel for rehearsals and 
shows. For audiences, too, not needing to leave their homes to 
watch a show had a positive impact on carbon emissions. In her 
foreword to the report in which the findings of Creation Theatre’s 
analysis of the sustainability gains achieved by the Digital Rep 
Company of January–​June 2021 were shared, Askew writes:

Across all industries we need to think bigger, we need to be more 
selfless and we need to make drastic changes to the way we live our 
lives, to preserve the planet for future generations. I’ve pondered how 
we could reduce our environmental impact at Creation for years. …  
Our digital work over the past 15 months has shown us a route 
to making far more meaningful carbon reductions in our industry. 
(Creation Theatre, 2021: 5) 

While this report does not calculate the carbon costs of data centres, 
which is one of the great challenges in assessing environmental 
impacts of digital media and data and represents an urgent research 
gap, it does measure individual performers’ and audience members’ 
energy usage, transportation needs and changes to set design and 
lighting requirements. The conclusion is striking: the company’s 
digital work resulted in ‘an overall 98% reduction in the emissions 
associated with a performance’ (Creation Theatre, 2021: 32). 

Creation Theatre’s ‘hopeful practice in precarious times’ also 
involved countering the discourses of resilience in the creative and 
cultural industries that had in the wake of the financial crisis of 2008 
put the onus of resilience on freelancers in the industry (Comunian 
and England, 2020: 116–​117). The company is explicit about how 
job security, decent working conditions and workers’ rights should 
be the foundation for creating a more resilient future. Against the 
backdrop of ‘the collapse of different forms of the resident reper-
tory theatre system particularly in England [which] had made it 
more difficult to enter the theatre workforce outside London, cre-
ating an uneven and unsustainable landscape’, which was known 
to be ‘particularly damaging for local communities, working-​class 
theatre workers, and especially, for the design and technical theatre 
work force’ (Maples et al., 2022: 33), Askew decided to swim 
against the tide. As she explained: ‘We have to really start changing 
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the business model, and we have to really start saying we’re not 
going to do this anymore, and we have to change the way we con-
tract actors’ (September 2022). Building on the positive experience 
of working with a Digital Rep Company in 2021, Creation Theatre 
announced on 8 November 2022 that they would hire a repertory 
company of six actors for an initial period of two years.

The aim is in part to create financial stability for company 
members and model how basic employment rights might be struc-
turally embedded in the operations of a theatre company. As 
Creation Theatre’s press release states, the evidence base for the 
move came from the reflective work they had engaged with through 
working with our Digital Theatre Transformation project and other 
researchers studying the wellbeing, pay and conditions of freelancers:

With no other UK theatre company offering such a radical solu-
tion to the financial insecurity of freelancing, Creation hopes to 
provide significantly increased stability for performers. Along with 
the mental health benefits of secure work, the company will gain 
increased employment rights, support returning to work after mater-
nity leave or sickness, greater flexibility for holidays and compas-
sionate leave, and the ability to live locally and not travel for work. 
(Creation Theatre, 2022: 1) 

Beyond those motives and hopes, the aim was also to build a diverse 
team of performers and technicians who would have the skill sets 
to adapt flexibly to analogue, digital and hybrid stages and who 
would be able to be deployed between scheduled shows to work 
with academic researchers on funded projects that require a team 
of performers to workshop scenes, do play readings or perform 
entire plays.

Creation Theatre’s pre-​pandemic business model, which used to 
be dependent on live in-​person shows with freelance performers, 
supplemented by an education provision focused on holiday club 
activities, has thus been overhauled. At the time of writing, the 
company provides stable employment to a group of actors who per-
form in-​person for site-​specific and often outdoor shows in summer 
and indoors for the Christmas show. Between those seasons, the 
cast perform digital shows that reach an international audience. 
This ticket-​sale-​based income is supplemented with both an educa-
tion provision that can be either in-​person or online and with grant-​
based income from collaborative work with academics and tech 
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companies. This may, as Askew admitted, be ‘a mad gamble’, but 
she is confident that ‘we’ll make it work because it’s the right thing 
to do’ (September 2022). Therefore, amid the all the evidence of the 
industry returning to a ‘new normal’ that looks disappointingly like 
the ‘old normal’, Creation Theatre stands out as a model of what 
might be possible if the lessons of the pandemic regarding care for 
the workforce, equity, inclusivity and sustainability are learned. If 
the pandemic acted as a rocket booster for digital theatre and for 
its potential to rethink the industry, then Creation Theatre’s work 
since 2021 has been dedicated to ensuring that the rocket would 
not fall back into the sea along with the booster but continue to 
travel into a better future for the creative workforce.

Note

	 1	 Ethics approval for this research was granted by the University of 
Exeter’s Ethics Committee in 2020 and 2022.
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Looking back at the 2020s: Pandemic,  
youth mental health and the arts

Every pandemic requires a social reset.1 Catastrophic health crises 
not only reveal the asymmetry of the global order and expose the 
fissures of systematic inequalities: they also bring an imminent 
sense of mortality and a heightened perception of the precarious-
ness of life. In times of economic, political and social vulnerability, 
an uncharted space emerges for artists to call for a recalibration 
of values. The cultural response to AIDS/​HIV in the late twentieth 
century was such a moment when artists were critical not only in 
reinforcing public health messages, but also in opening new discur-
sive spaces, resisting silence, and advocating for permanent changes 
to the way in which sex, sexuality, contagion, disease and well-
being were imagined and lived. Forty years ago, the coronavirus 
global pandemic (COVID-​19) similarly revealed social fractures 
that forced a radical rethink about how people would live together 
in the future. Opening the archive of the Far Apart But Close at 
Heart research projects in 2063 we can discover how young artists 
from ten cultural organisations in the UK and Latin America faced 
the challenge of a global pandemic.

Over the last four decades we have often heard how the corona-
virus (COVID-​19) pandemic laid bare a crisis in the systems of care 
of the 2020s.2 The Far Apart research sought to understand how 
arts organisations that worked in under-​resourced, lower income 
communities functioned as part of the system of care supporting the 
mental health of young people during the pandemic. Using quanti-
tative surveys, interviews and digital arts workshops, the research 
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asked what could be learned from the creative online experiences 
of young people in Latin America and in what was then known 
as the United Kingdom, during a global pandemic. People’s Palace 
Projects –​ who produced the original research projects 40 years 
ago –​ is a research organisation that in 2063 is still developing 
arts-​based collaborative projects to address social justice and devel-
opment challenges. The Far Apart archive from the 2020s brings 
insights into how artists and arts organisations in Bogotá, Buenos 
Aires, Cardiff, Lima, London, Manchester, and Rio de Janeiro 
reimagined their creative work with young people when live par-
ticipatory arts work was shut down and moved online in response 
to the pandemic.3 It registers how the shift to digital impacted arts 
organisations’ capacity to support young people’s mental wellbeing 
and offers fascinating pointers towards the need for the sort of 
integrated approach to arts and medicine that is now incorporated 
into all progressive public health systems, most notably in Latin 
America.

Looking back from 2063, a time in which the epistemologies 
of a Global South and North (O’Brien, 2017) have been radically 
revised, the Far Apart archive transports us to a historical period still 
dominated by the Eurocentrism of knowledge production, where 
young people were trying to create an imaginary space from which 
it might be possible to look beyond these binaries. The way in which 
the research was conceived sought to shift four Latin American 
countries from their peripheral position within pandemic preoccu-
pations and resist what a Canadian public health academic, citing 
Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2014), described as ‘centuries-​long 
Western dismissal of knowledge, practices, experiences, and exist-
ential meaning generated in the Global South’ (Birn, 2020: 355). 
Far Apart reconstituted young people as researchers rather than 
as the source of data or anecdotal evidence; the research suggested 
how hidden, ignored or marginalised narratives can shape more 
nuanced understandings of pandemics.

Argentina, Brazil, Colombia and Peru are no strangers to conta-
gious diseases that wipe out populations. They have a shared but 
heterogeneous experience of the lethal and lingering pandemic of 
colonialism which decimated peoples and left a legacy of structural 
inequalities, systemic violence and ongoing resource deficits. But 
as the young Latin Americans engaged in the Far Apart research 
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demonstrated in the 2020s, it is also possible to create alternative 
narratives that draw strength from the resistance that is charac-
teristic of the continent’s historic and contemporary response to 
invasion, occupation and annihilation. The methodologies and 
thematic analysis were co-​created and designed by British and 
Latin American researchers with support from young people to 
be implemented in these four Latin American countries in 2020. 
The same research framework was then used again for a second 
phase of the research in England and Wales in 2021. Far Apart 
was built across South-​South and North-​South axes of cooperation 
and exchange, but with research methods constituted initially in  
Latin America.

Before the pandemic there were already clear signs that young 
people were in the midst of a global mental health crisis. The Far 
Apart archive includes a World Health Organisation report (2018) 
which identified reducing adolescent depression and anxiety as a 
key priority. The pandemic exacerbated mental distress in gen-
eral, but the effect was particularly acute in the young adult age 
group. Furthermore, the impact was intensified for young people 
who were made more vulnerable by intersecting challenges such 
as poor mental health, low educational achievement and social 
exclusion, including structural racism (Shim and Starks, 2021). 
Creative research produced by young people and arts organisations 
during the Far Apart study corroborated evidence that measures 
taken to control the spread of coronavirus were triggers for young 
people (Kowal et al., 2020; Varma et al., 2021). The consequences 
of restrictive public health regulations introduced during the pan-
demic which especially affected young people included lack of social 
contact, overload of information from social media platforms, lack 
of personal space, reduced autonomy and concern about the impact 
on the economy and their academic studies.

Participatory arts programmes with social as well as creative 
outcomes were referenced as a potential ingredient in mental 
health recovery and resilience amongst young people (Easwaran 
et al., 2021; Syed Sheriff et al., 2022; see Figure 6.1). As public 
health measures to control the spread of the pandemic locked down 
normal social intercourse, research began to show an increase in 
mental distress (including depression and anxiety), with an acute 
impact on the young adult age group. Arts organisations working 

 

  

   



Figure 6.1  Young person participating in an in-​person session as part 
of the Far Apart UK workshops delivered by National Theatre of Wales 

(Wrexham, Wales), 2021.
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with young people made profound changes to their practices and 
methods to cater for the increased needs of the young people they 
worked with, from a distance none of them had ever experienced. 
It was the learning from these drastic and often abrupt shifts in the 
2020s that established the ways in which arts organisations have 
subsequently worked with young people. The pandemic established 
new relations with the health sector and contributed to reframing 
the relationship between cultural and medical institutions in the 
Latin American region, which now leads the world in radical 
approaches to public health.

The archive created during the Far Apart project also contains 
artwork produced by young people across 18 months of research 
in two continents, registering the different layers of emotions young 
people expressed during the pandemic. For example, it records the 
time-​space compression experienced at the beginning of the pan-
demic, when everyday objects such as bags and shoes failed to move 
for days, for weeks, for months. As the pandemic progressed, a subtle 
transition to hope can be seen in the artwork, with new opportun-
ities for young people arising as services, arts organisations and the 
young people themselves began to adapt. The archive also captures 
the young artists’ fears of the future. Far Apart shows young people 
in a state of shock: frozen in an uncertain expanse of time, confined 
in the four walls of their bedrooms for many hours a day. Cut off 
from friends, from school and from activities that previously helped 
them build resilience to depression and anxiety, young people were 
forced to press an indefinite pause button. The artwork in Far Apart 
records a shared struggle between young people in diverse cities, 
countries and continents as they became lost in the uncertainty of 
the future (see Appendix 1: Shock).4 

In the 2020s –​ particularly in Latin America where there was 
little or no access to traditional mental health interventions such 
as talking therapies –​ arts organisations and creative practices were 
already playing an important role in supporting young people’s 
mental health. Before the pandemic, arts organisations were 
already beginning to conceptualise how the participatory activities 
they provided might support recovery and build resilience of young 
people’s mental wellbeing, providing a space for them ‘to make sense 
of their fears, communicate with others, and feel a sense of social 
solidarity’ (Kukkonen, 2021: 4). Through their artwork the young 
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people revealed the importance of committing, playing around, 
creating, crafting, talking to people with the same goal and pro-
ducing something collectively (Figure 6.2). Pandemic-​related post-
ponement of live performances and events inadvertently increased 
opportunities for experimentation in digital arenas, and young 
people reported being given more time to explore creative activ-
ities without the pressure of committing to challenging deadlines. 
Even though the participants discovered that a digital space could 
never replace the power of a face-​to-​face connection, many of the 
young people who participated in the Far Apart research reported 
finding a platform for sparking or strengthening relationships, 
as well as establishing a common ground that was often more 
familiar to them than to the arts organisations themselves. The 
works show a transition from the shock of uncertainty at the begin-
ning of the pandemic to the testing of hope as a creative practice  
(Appendix 2: Hope).

The archive also gives an insight into what young people feared 
about a future beyond the coronavirus pandemic: the risk of losing 
what they had gained from the pain of the lockdowns and the sense 
of engagement they felt as they participated in collective responses 
to a global crisis (Appendix 3: Fear). Each of the countries where 
the Far Apart research took place emerged differently in the years 
following the pandemic, with the governments of Fernández (elected 
President of Argentina in October 2019), Castillo (elected President 
of Peru in June 2021), Petro (elected President of Colombia in June 
2022) and Lula (elected President of Brazil in October 2022) leading 
a Latin American resurgence of progressive reforms. Despite the 
occasional reverses, the subsequent four decades have gradually 
seen a reconceptualization of Latin America’s arts and cultural heri-
tage, which has responded to what the young people involved in 
the Far Apart research hoped to see beyond the pandemic. This has 
included extensive investment in arts and creative activities, both 
in and out of formal education, as part of an integrated cultural-​
medical strategy to alleviate anxiety and depression amongst young 
people. The benefits of a creative and compassionate approach to 
health and wellbeing that many countries in Latin America enjoy 
in 2063 contrasts with the abandonment of public and universal 
healthcare that has taken place in England over the last 40 years. 
Amongst the newly independent nations of the former UK, Wales 

 



Figure 6.2  Spoken word draft by a young participant of the in-​person 
session part of Far Apart UK workshops delivered by Battersea Arts 

Centre (London, England), 2021.
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has shown itself to be most open to the ‘Latin Americanisation of 
healthcare’, as the integration of arts and public health has become 
universally known. The visionary concept enshrined in the Welsh 
Assembly’s Well-​being of Future Generations Act in 2015 meant 
Wales was better prepared to enact the necessary reforms beyond 
the pandemic. With a focus on the long-​term impact of government 
decisions, the Well-​being of Future Generations Act insisted that 
public agencies work more closely with people, communities and 
each other in order to prevent persistent problems such as poverty, 
health inequalities and climate change. The ground-​breaking Welsh 
legislation of 2015 has meant that nearly 50 years later, Wales has 
a public health system that recognises the long-​term benefits of the 
arts and the preventative role they play in mental health resilience 
and recovery.

It is the testimonies of the young people from the Far Apart 
research that compel us to ask what has been learnt from this 
global crisis. Looking back, can we identify which countries used 
the experience of the pandemic to create a radical rethink about the 
value of the arts and creativity? Has learning from 2022 informed 
policies which ensure that young people are more resilient to the 
mental health challenges we continue to face in 2063?

Far Apart: Findings from the archive

Far Apart developed a multidisciplinary methodological frame-
work, using research instruments from across the fields of arts, 
economics and psychiatry. Developed in consultation with the 
ten collaborating arts organisations in Latin America and the UK, 
Far Apart used mixed methods –​ qualitative interviews, an online 
survey and creative workshops5 –​ to explore the impact of shifting 
to the online delivery of creative activities on young people and arts 
facilitators. The data collection was the same across all ten sites 
in Latin America and the UK, and the quantitative analysis used 
the same method of descriptive statistical analysis for both regions. 
The qualitative thematic analysis was constructed around concise, 
well-​defined themes identified in Latin America, which were then 
used to guide the development of the interviews in the UK, where a 
thematic content analysis was used.
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The Far Apart archive provides a detailed account of the data 
collection and analysis undertaken in 2020–​22.6 The survey was 
open between April and June 2021 in Latin America and between 
July and August 2021 in the UK. Its design was based on responses 
obtained from semi-​structured interviews with young people who 
took part in creative activities with ten arts organisations from six 
countries before and during the coronavirus pandemic. The survey 
mainly explored young people’s participation in online activities 
during the coronavirus pandemic and was applied to participants 
from each of the five arts organisations using a convenience sample. 
A total of 239 young people were interviewed in Latin America and 
141 young people in the UK.

Participants self-​reported their mental health during the pan-
demic and at the time of the survey, which found that over 40% 
of the participants experienced low moods and anxiety during 
the pandemic.7 There was also consistency in their responses 
about how online activity diminished young people’s experiences 
of engaging with arts organisations: they missed physical contact 
with their peers, found it more difficult to express themselves and 
had less focus and confidence in their participation online than in-​
person. However, there was an overwhelming enthusiasm from the 
Latin American respondents for online arts activities, with 91% 
indicating their desire to rejoin in the future, while only 27% of 
young people interviewed in the UK expressed a similar intention. 
This divergence is even more remarkable given the challenges of 
accessing arts workshops online in contexts with greater digital 
inequality. The Latin American respondents consistently gave more 
positive feedback on the success of online workshops than those 
in the UK. This may reflect how most of the respondents identi-
fied the internet as being an essential tool for social organisations 
and movements based in the lower-​income communities in Latin 
America. Research undertaken in Latin America during the pan-
demic suggested that stay-​in-​place and other mobility restrictions 
‘generated a renewed and innovative social mobilization in the 
digital space, notwithstanding the deep digital divide in the region’ 
(Duque Franco et al., 2020: 541).

More differences emerged in the reasons why the young people 
interviewed took part in arts activities online. In Latin America, 
most respondents reported that they wanted to feel happy, less 
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bored and to do something outside of their routine, with a strong 
emphasis on relaxation, distraction and enjoyment. Feeling better 
about yourself was also often cited by the UK respondents, but that 
sentiment sat alongside a desire to develop skills and pursue a career 
(not mentioned in the Latin American interviews that guided the 
survey design). The sample is small, but the researchers at the time 
noted that the responses in the UK and Latin America indicated a 
different purpose for young people’s engagement in the arts, which 
is reflected in the divergent ways arts policy, funding and practices 
have developed in subsequent years at the sites in which the original 
research took place (Figure 6.3).

Further analysis was produced from the qualitative data. Semi-​
structured interviews were conducted with 44 young people and 45 
staff members over a five-​month period between August–​December 
2020 in Latin America, and with 46 young people, 28 staff members 
and 16 stakeholders over a four-​month period between March–​June 
2021 in the UK. Purposive sampling was used to ensure diversity 
across participants. It is these interviews that provide a reflective 
account of young people’s perceptions of impact of the coronavirus 
pandemic.

All interviews were conducted online via ‘Zoom’, a long-​
forgotten videoconferencing platform. The researchers report 
that the most important resource for the participants was a stable 
internet connection, combined with a device that was suitable for 
such communication at the time: a computer, smartphone or tablet. 
It is clear from the field notes included in the archive that video-​
recorded interviews created challenges for the research team, as the 
connection quality was patchy and, since interviews were conducted 
in people’s homes, there were frequent interruptions.

Thematic content analysis was chosen as a methodology to 
guide the analysis of the data in 2022. A coding framework was 
constructed using NVivo (a software programme used for quali-
tative data analysis) to identify trends and themes in the data, and 
later to classify those codes into overarching themes. It is this meth-
odology which produced a comparison and contrast of testimonies 
through different themes or subtopics, using the verbatim data from 
the interviews to guide the generation of the codes, as well as the 
questions from the topic guide.

 



Figure 6.3  Urban art intervention by a young participant of the  
Far Apart Latin America workshops delivered by Crear Vale la Pena 

(Buenos Aires, Argentina), 2020.
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The Far Apart archive groups the findings from the research in 
the UK into four topic areas: the impact of lockdown and social 
distancing; strategies for coping and engagement; key learning and 
challenges; general recommendations. Themes that emerged in 
Latin America were consistently present in the UK data and would 
later contribute to shaping the policy recommendations and practice 
guidelines: practical problems need to be overcome; ongoing staff 
support is essential; online arts activities are helpful in a stressful 
context (coronavirus pandemic); online arts activities compete with 
other online activities but bring different benefits and opportunities; 
connecting online is not the same as face-​to-​face.

The practical problems of internet connectivity and limited data 
now seem archaic, but the inequalities of access to arts activities 
remain resonant. Most striking in the research is the way in which 
online experiences revealed new aspects of the young people’s 
home lives, how those impacted on the arts activities and how the 
arts organisations gained insight into the interface between their 
programmes and young people’s domestic lives. The Latin American 
respondents consistently drew attention to the way in which 
online activities opened a complex space between public/​private 
life. Multiple-​occupancy rooms in poor domestic infrastructures 
reduced or removed privacy, compelling several young people to 
leave their homes and find spaces where they could freely express 
themselves, without surveillance by family members. However, 
young people also reported that parents were understanding and 
played an important role in trying to solve such issues by allowing 
them to use larger house spaces for the digital performances created 
during the project.

My house doesn’t have Wi-​Fi anymore. I use my aunt’s. … the 
internet there sometimes got bad. I did everything I could to stay in 
the classes. I used to do it on the rooftop but … My aunt complained 
and asked me to stop jumping because it was making a lot of noise in 
her house.’ (Young person from Latin America)

I used to say: I’m going to do it [watch online activities] in my room 
so as not to disturb my family with all the noise I’m going to make. 
And then I told my parents: ‘Parents listen … How can I do it? 
Because if I do it in my room, it is very small, the space won’t … 
I won’t be as comfortable moving and so on’. And they said: ‘no, X., 
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use the living room. … move the furniture back, push the table, do 
whatever you want.’ (Young person from Latin America) 

A common difficulty that was faced by those lacking dedicated 
spaces were the multiple distractions found in their homes. This 
prevented them from fully concentrating on the activities as they 
would if they were participating in-​person.

Sometimes I was in classes at home, and sometimes they passed 
behind, or there were times when they didn’t have keys, I had to open 
it, go through the trouble and say ‘teacher, I’m sorry, but I have to 
open the door’ or things arrived that I had to receive. (Young person 
from Latin America)

Whereas in Latin America, despite such disruptive set-​ups, young 
people experienced arts activities as a form of escape, in the UK, 
young people who had difficult home lives spoke of the negative 
impact of being forced to engage with arts activities online at home. 
This was challenging for many as they did not have the same emo-
tional, physical or creative outlet. There was an additional sense 
from some that they were self-​conscious of their living situations 
or the home environment. This led to many young people not 
turning on their cameras, which limited engagement, or not par-
ticipating with online activities at all. But referring to what they 
called ‘the spectrum of impact’ (Heritage et al., 2022: 28), the UK 
researchers noted that some young people (especially those who are 
shy and reluctant to connect) talked of feeling safer when they were 
engaging in online spaces than in-​person. They were able to stay in 
the comfort of their own homes and were in control of their level 
of engagement.

It’s interesting because some people’s personalities come out a little 
bit more online. They actually feel safer online, and that’s been really 
lovely.’ (Staff member from the UK)

Additionally, the digital space was one that young people in the 
2020s were already more familiar with than were the adult artists 
leading the workshops. For some young people, the combined 
notion of being online and working from within their own personal 
space was empowering.
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I think in terms of all this time, and I know for some of the other 
people that I’ve spoken to, that the sessions are one place that you 
can still be creative because right now it’s very hard and especially 
when you’re in your own house. I don’t work well at home either, 
and especially not to be in a room with people, I can’t really focus. 
So, actually joining an online session with other people doing some 
kind of artistic, creative thing, has been really important. (Young 
person from the UK)

A significant difference between the findings from Latin America 
and the UK was that young people in Cardiff, London and 
Manchester consistently talked about losing their connection with 
their local arts organisations. While they were grateful to be able to 
continue their engagement online, for most of the UK respondents 
the level of connection with other people and with their artform 
decreased over time. The Latin American respondents registered a 
similar reduction, but also pointed to the positive impacts of the 
digital delivery:

I feel like we are more connected, because now they call us more, they 
[teachers or arts facilitators] ask us if we understood things, then if 
I didn’t understand, I can tell them and they explain again, it feels like 
they have more patience. (Young person from Latin America)

I know the coordinator of the library, L., and she sent me a message 
on my mother’s WhatsApp saying that there would be an activity, 
and then I went there to find out, to participate. (Young person from 
Latin America) 

The young people across all the sites highlighted how the arts 
workers at each organisation were essential during the transition 
from in-​person to online activities, not least in translating the safe 
and supportive in-​person environments to online platforms. One 
of the most common strategies to keep the participants engaged 
in the online activities, despite all the technical issues brought by 
digital platforms, was the arts workers constantly reaching out 
and motivating them through social media and instant messaging 
applications.

Forty years have passed since the coronavirus pandemic, but the 
research offers testimony to the efforts of youth arts workers who 
kept in close contact with the young people. In the interviews, young 
people identify how the staff were key to keeping them interested 
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in the arts activities and strengthening emotional ties. In all cities, 
interviewed participants found comfort and emotional support 
during the pandemic while they were actively engaged in arts activ-
ities, which expanded their bonds with the facilitators and teachers.

I also really liked the attitude of each one of them, the commitment 
they have had with each one of us, sincerely supporting us from 
below, believing in us and in our strength, in our talent. It is what 
has motivated me the most and it has called my attention to continue 
[joining activities from the arts organisation]. (Young person from 
Latin America)

Even if I feel like I’m being carried away by thoughts of ‘oh no, this 
is not the same, I am deceiving myself’, they were telling me to calm 
down, saying that we are here to enjoy, have fun, do what we are 
passionate about and let’s say that this is like a ray of light that hits 
you in the middle of a pandemic, telling you everything is going to 
work out, everything is going to be fine. (Young person from Latin 
America)

I think it helps me, not only with finding new ways to explore or 
gather ideas, but also hone structure in my writing as well as inspir-
ation and ideas from people that I’ve met there and forming closer 
bonds with people I’ve never met before. (Young person from the UK)

Meanwhile the youth arts workers themselves registered a 
variety of negative mental health symptoms. In the UK, they 
experienced a diminished sense of morale as organisations were 
forced to make staff cuts that disproportionately affected people in 
the organisation who were more locally based, culturally diverse, 
and on lower incomes. It was those most in need who were most 
significantly affected by the cuts. The research clearly shows that 
UK organisations that decided to furlough staff or make redundan-
cies experienced a significant shift in staff morale, which then had 
an impact on how they could support young people.

Not everyone can afford the equipment that they need for a good 
wi-​fi connection, good camera, or good sound. I know there were 
some laptops organised for the people, which was fab, and we’ve had 
people pop back in that now can come. There is a barrier to it which 
is tricky. (Staff member from the UK) 

In Latin America, the interviews reveal that working from home 
secluded youth arts workers from regular in-​person contact with 
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young people and peers, causing stress and worry. Not being able 
to properly support young people discouraged them, while having 
to deal with technological issues without the support they needed 
for their duties made them feel more distressed and mentally 
debilitated.

Then, it is more difficult to be alone. I’ve been through very, very, 
very bad situations. And that happens, just like in-​person, you 
swallow and keep going, but at the end of the [in-​person] arts activ-
ities you have a friend that you can hug, that you can cry, that you 
can later share a mate8 with and relax a bit. Now there is no physical 
space and there are no people. (Staff member from Latin America)

In addition, youth arts workers’ own experiences of unreliable 
internet access negatively affected their daily work life. They had to 
learn how to cope with no longer being able to control the success 
of their classes. Significant increases to workload, with several 
professionals losing track of how much time they were committing 
to work, also affected their personal lives and home management. 
Such challenges were reflected in the increase of youth arts workers’ 
feelings of anxiety, stress, loneliness and exhaustion.

Because precisely what I wanted was to try to feel less anguish, right? 
Because I said: I’m getting anguished. It’s horrible, it’s exhausting, 
it’s frustrating, the internet goes out, there’s no signal. Now I have a 
new computer, the computer that I had before would cut me off, it 
was a disaster. So it is very frustrating that the failure or success of 
your session is not in your hands, right? (Staff member from Latin 
America)

I had to learn a new function, too, and learn it by myself. With that, 
it was a lot more time working. … And that thing: you don’t have 
time to come in, you don’t have time to leave, you work all the time. 
And: didn’t you waste time on public transport? You use this time 
to keep working instead. Didn’t you use to waste so much time for 
lunch? You work instead. It is very tiring, and until you realise it, you 
are already burnt out. (Staff member from Latin America) 

The Far Apart archive registers diverse and often destabilising 
challenges brought by the pandemic across all ten cities, but also 
identifies what young people recognised as the positive results 
of the support offered by arts organisations. The research shows 
that while social isolation and other restrictive measures deeply 
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affected young people’s lives, online creative activities generated an 
important space for participants to manage feelings of stress. Their 
daily routine and social life were abruptly interrupted, at a time 
when such interactions play a crucial part in their development as 
individuals, so the arts organisations offered a structured means of 
maintaining contact with other young people.

At the beginning of the year I felt very stressed, for not knowing 
how to organize my routine … In Batuta they sent some tips at the 
beginning, that when you were stressed you should take a deep 
breath, organise your time, stories and everything that had to do with 
emotions … Well, it has helped me a lot … sometimes when I am very 
stressed with the tasks, I listen to music or watch the activities that 
are offered by the foundation. (Young person from Latin America)

It made it possible for me to stay active at a time when everyone else 
had to stay locked up. So I could, even though I was afraid of the 
risks, I could keep active, I can be dancing, I can be learning other 
things, I’m in touch with other people. (Young person from Latin 
America)

At times with online you get to meet more people because sometimes 
in youth theatres you only have a certain amount of people in one 
session, but if you do online, they could have up to thirty people in 
the same Zoom. (Young person from the UK)

The young interviewees also recognised that the arts organisations 
were supporting them to find suitable ways to express their 
emotions. While engaging in these activities, participants could 
temporarily disconnect themselves from the news reports, avoiding 
the perpetuation of feelings such as fear and anxiety.

It was important because it was good, it distracted me. I didn’t think 
about anything. I was calm, it distracts me a lot from all the things 
that are happening with the coronavirus etc. … They helped me with 
personal issues and made me feel calmer. (Young person from Latin 
America)

It helped me in the sense that being locked up, … was a hassle and 
doing all these activities helped me to disconnect, disconnect. These 
activities came to me like ten times, because you have your head  
all day with this, about the pandemic, the cases, that there is no 
money … that there are a lot of problems and doing the activities 
feels like it frees you. (Young person from Latin America) 
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The research identified transformational processes by which youth 
arts organisations were constantly reviewing what was working 
within the structure of their organisation and using the experience 
of the pandemic to rethink their engagement with young people. 
Although it could be a difficult, distressing process, youth arts 
workers reported that going online created new opportunities for 
adapting different tools, which improved their creative and teaching 
skills.

In the UK, the research revealed that there were more barriers 
to innovation for larger, venue-​based organisations. Smaller 
organisations, particularly those without a venue, were able to tran-
sition to an online space more quickly than larger organisations. 
Organisations with smaller teams and fewer overheads were able 
to make swifter decisions and did not have to spend as much time 
figuring out how to keep the organisation afloat. In general, staff 
from smaller organisations felt a higher level of satisfaction with 
their work during the pandemic, as they were still able to make an 
impact. In larger organisations, on the other hand, staff reported 
feelings of frustration and depleted motivation due to pandemic-​
related uncertainties as well as a lack of leadership focus. In gen-
eral, larger organisations were busy maintaining themselves while 
smaller organisations were able to concentrate on innovating.

This difference did not emerge in the Latin American research. 
As the pandemic imposed an abrupt shift to the virtual, not all of 
the participating arts organisations in Latin America could create 
appropriate mechanisms to support their staff and ease their tran-
sition to new ways of working. Some workers received direct or 
indirect financial assistance, training and materials to help to guide 
their online work, but in general, youth arts workers in Latin 
America reported having to learn things on their own during the 
transition process.

[the arts organisation] … has given us workshops on managing 
emotions, it’s something like support for the ones who support. … 
so we have had workshops, training on this issue, on the emotional 
containment of us who are working with children and parents. (Staff 
member from Latin America) 

All the arts workers talked of missing their face-​to-​face work rou-
tine, but the Latin Americans highlighted the benefits that emerged 
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from virtual interdisciplinary teamwork. They felt that their 
teams had been strengthened during the pandemic, allowing them 
to feel closer as an organic institution and develop an increased 
understanding of the arts organisation itself.

My colleagues have been very supportive of each other, eh? And 
we had no alternative but to find spaces to share among us, to be 
able to vent, because we knew that we needed it. And luckily I think 
we found that dynamic in the group and we were able to support 
each other. We were able to hold on a lot. (Young person from Latin 
America) 

Lessons learned

The Far Apart archive provides a framework for how we can 
measure the achievements and limitations of cultural policies and 
arts practices that have been variously implemented and rejected in 
the 40 years since this research was undertaken. The researchers –​ 
artists and academics –​ made a series of recommendations based 
on the findings of their research, which were presented at a series 
of public events with stakeholders across the research sites. One 
important question remains: what can we learn from the research 
in 2063?

Far Apart reflected on whether the coronavirus pandemic was an 
opportunity to reset the social agenda of arts organisations across 
several cities in Latin America and in the former UK. During the 
social transformations of 2020–​22, the research registered a need 
for the repositioning of the arts and their role in society. The shift 
towards recognising the importance of art as a tool for resilience 
and recovery brought each of the arts organisations closer to an 
activist aesthetic as the pandemic opened a space in which a diver-
sity of arts and cultural activities were repurposed and publicly 
acknowledged as part of society’s system of care.

Given the way in which Argentina, Brazil, Colombia and Peru 
have pioneered the integration of creative and cultural engage-
ment into their public care systems over the last four decades, it 
seems reasonable to describe the recommendations arising from the 
Far Apart research as the Latin Americanisation of the arts. The 
final report recommended that policymakers should ‘lean into art’s 
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social purpose’. Building on the notion of creativity as a process, it 
argued that arts organisations were well-​placed to address a range 
of social issues. The research showed how arts organisations created 
a new repertoire of collective actions by opening their venues as 
food banks or vaccination centres and registered a shift in thinking 
towards public acknowledgement of how creativity is a common 
tool for connection with wider societal care, welfare and security 
issues. At the same time, it urged caution and the need to recog-
nise that what arts organisations offer may not work for everyone 
and that arts activities need to be integrated into other support 
systems. The study demonstrated that the arts were just one tool in 
a large box. Far Apart’s conclusions looked to future government 
policy that would incentivise arts and other social and community 
organisations to connect in ways that are more fruitful, strategic 
and long-​term. While the pandemic strengthened the social role 
of arts organisations, the research recognised the urgent need for 
attention to policy changes, alongside the training and support that 
would be needed to enable staff and venues to make the necessary 
transitions for them to be integrated into systems of care.

It was impossible for anyone who participated in this research in 
the 2020s to imagine that brutal political and societal changes would 
create such different directions of travel for arts policy and practice 
in Latin America and the former UK. At the time this research was 
undertaken, the participants were still in a state of intense insecurity 
and shared a common struggle. The research was produced by and 
promoted inter-​regional cooperation whilst strengthening regional 
collaborations, which at the time was seen as an essential char-
acteristic of coordinated responses to the pandemic. The research 
was not confident that what was being observed in the two years 
between 2020 and 2022 would herald the necessary revolution in 
which the arts would come to play a pivotal role in supporting the 
mental health of young participants.

As the recently crowned Nobel Laureate Ocean Vuong reminds 
us, ‘Time is a Mother’.9 The 40 years that separate us from the 
stories told by the data produced in Far Apart allow us to see the 
deeper currents and visceral social cracks that the crises provoked 
by the pandemic exposed. Those stories are ones that we can learn 
from in 2063, as we continue to explore how the collective practices 
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of the arts can be part of the new formation of collective action that 
we still need to confront our own emerging catastrophe.

Notes

	 1	 Based on research undertaken with young people in Argentina, Brazil, 
Colombia, Peru, England, and Wales. In association with Fundación 
Crear Vale la Pena, Redes da Maré, Fundación Nacional Batuta, 
Teatro La Plaza, Battersea Arts Centre, Contact Theatre Manchester, 
Dirty Protest and National Theatre Wales. Original research team 
(2020–​22) in alphabetical order: Victoria Bird, Catherine Fung, 
Francisco García Pósleman, Paul Heritage, Matheus Lock Santos, 
Mathias Muñoz Hernández, Aline Navegantes, Renata Peppl, 
Meghan Peterson, Stefan Priebe, Karina Ruiz, Poppy Spowage, 
Mariana W. Steffen. The authors developed the ideas for this essay 
from reflections with the People’s Palace Projects team. Special thanks 
to Pascale Aebischer for her editorial provocations and support.

	 2	 See e.g. ‘Mapping Repertoires of Collective Action Facing the 
COVID-​19 Pandemic in Informal Settlements in Latin American 
Cities’ (Duque Franco et al., 2020).

	 3	 In Colombia and Argentina, most of the research participants were 
based in the capitals Bogotá and Buenos Aires (respectively). However, 
as the arts organisations from these countries had a national reach, 
young people from other parts of the country were consulted.

	 4	 All appendices are available alongside the rest of the Far Apart 
archive at https://​people​spal​acep​roje​cts.org.uk/​en/​proje​cts/​far-​apart-​
but-​close-​at-​heart-​latin-​amer​ica/​ and https://​people​spal​acep​roje​cts.
org.uk/​en/​proje​cts/​far-​apart-​uk/​.

	 5	 The studies in Latin America and in the UK were approved by the Queen 
Mary University of London Research Ethics Committee (approval 
references are respectively QMERC2020/​44 and QMERC20/​144).

	 6	 All reports and public data part of the Far Apart archive can be found at 
https://​people​spal​acep​roje​cts.org.uk/​en/​proje​cts/​far-​apart-​but-​close-​  
at-​heart-​latin-​amer​ica/​ and https://​people​spal​acep​roje​cts.org.uk/​en/​
proje​cts/​far-​apart-​uk/​.

	 7	 In Latin America 40% experienced low mood during the pandemic 
and 46% in the UK; 45% experienced anxiety during the pandemic in 
Latin America and 42% in the UK.
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	 8	 Mate is a traditional South American drink, made of soaking dried 
leaves of a herb (Yerba Mate) in hot water. It is usually served in a 
calabash gourd crafted specifically for this type of drink.

	 9	 The Vietnamese American poet Ocean Vuong was awarded the Nobel 
Prize for Literature in 2060.
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Part III

Reimagining the live event

  





When restrictions eased in the UK for outdoor gatherings and 
performances in the summer of 2020, and the UK government 
announced that it would act against the impacts of the unfolding 
coronavirus (COVID-​19) pandemic to protect arts and culture, 
which the then Prime Minister described as ‘the beating heart of the 
country’ (Brown, 2020), many town centres and tourism destinations 
began to explore how to safely organise post-​lockdown activities. 
For UK events managers working with or within local authorities 
to deliver events and programmes within their council areas, this 
posed unprecedented challenges. When taking decisions regarding 
the use of public space for arts activities and having to deliver events 
and programmes in public spaces safely, local authority officers had 
to contend with the limits of their experience in programming work 
that involved dispersed audiences. As part of their effort to enable 
the local population to reconnect with their environment, some also 
had to deal with the challenge of reimagining sites and routes that 
had no prior history of use as performance spaces. These difficul-
ties were compounded by the devolved geographies of governance 
across the UK for public health and for arts and culture. Drawing 
on the results of a survey and interviews with local authority event 
managers across the UK, this chapter sheds light on the difficulties 
faced by events managers at the time of the easing of pandemic 
mitigation measures and explores the range of practices and sites 
that were used, their relative success and the detailed practicability 
of taking the arts outdoors, especially into public spaces.

The various problems faced by UK events managers may in part 
stem from the origins of the event manager role: local authority 
events teams and manager roles were initially created simply to 
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support civic events within their specific geographical areas. As one 
event manager we interviewed explained:

The events team was primarily made to manage a travelling fun fair 
as well as the more civic angles of our events like the Lord Mayor’s 
Gala, Christmas lights and things like that. Over time, it’s developed 
very much into [a] tourism and economic drive function. (Interview 4)

Another interviewee adds detail about what such an ‘economic 
drive function’ boils down to:

Traditionally, council funding is based on a certain volume of people 
that will come to the city centre to measure a certain amount of spend 
that will happen in the city centre. It’s economically driven more than 
artistically driven from their perspective. It’s about animating the city 
centre to bring footfall. (Interview 3)

An animated city contributes to the cultural capital that makes 
it a sought-​after venue for events such as weddings, which in turn 
brings yet greater footfall and spend for businesses and the local 
authority: ‘Our team focuses on outdoor events and weddings, any-
thing that takes place on council land, or a highway, including heri-
tage parks. Primarily, we are responsible for generating an income 
for the local authority through hiring council land for events’ 
(Interview 5). As these comments show, local authority events teams 
were, before 2020, mostly in charge of the logistical implementa-
tion of events in their local area, a ‘one-​stop shop’ for licensing and 
managing the event as well as ensuring the economic function of a 
town or city (Interview 4).

Recognising the original purpose of the event manager is key 
to understanding the changes to their roles and functions during 
the pandemic, as they had to adapt to support safer and, ultim-
ately, better curated arts and culture programmes that included 
community art initiatives in outdoor spaces, such as those explored 
in the final chapter of this volume. Our research for ‘Outside the 
Box: Open-​Air Performance as a Pandemic Response’ (April to 
August 2021) reveals that local authorities’ approach to managing 
events before the pandemic shaped their response during the crisis 
and is also affecting how they plan their future events. An in-​depth 
look at management styles and structures enables us to better 
understand how local authorities govern their local areas, how they 
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think about place-​making/​geography, history and community, and 
how they might best serve communities through artistic and per-
formance event programming as we emerge from the pandemic and 
face new environmental and social challenges.

Our project set out to map variations in approaches and examples 
of good and best practice across the UK. Informed by drama and 
management studies, we took an interdisciplinary approach and 
sought to harness changes brought about by the lockdown such as 
the revivified community engagement with green spaces and renewed 
desire for sustainable leisure. For the strand of our research project 
aimed at understanding how local authorities managed outdoor 
events before and during the coronavirus pandemic, we collected 
qualitative data at the cusp of the UK reopening from lockdown 
on 8 March 2021. We thus explored the views of events managers 
at the point when new practices and outdoor venues emerged, and 
as local authority event managers approached the possibility of a 
physically distanced autumn/​winter season, potentially with shorter 
lead-​in times, less economically viable audience capacities and the 
hazards associated with indoor working. 

This chapter focuses on what we learned from the survey of 
event managers we created using Qualtrics, which contained 19 
questions. These questions were divided into four categories:

1	 Location, population and the nature of services;
2	 Events prior to the pandemic, including frequency, locations 

and types of events;
3	 Events since the pandemic was first declared in the UK in 

March 2020, including changes to programming and the main 
challenges that event managers encountered;

4	 Views on the pandemic and the future of outdoors events.

The full survey was completed by 19 local authority event man-
agers and an additional 24 answered it partially. Of the total of 43 
responses, 18 were involved with commissioning work from artists. 
Just over half (22) of councils were involved in programming events. 
These 22 respondents said that their councils put on events in urban 
areas, with 19 utilising parks as venues predominantly for concerts 
and street theatre or other performance events. Such ‘performance 
events’, including rituals, music, live art, installations, interactive 
games, parades and guided/​walking experiences, made up a fifth of 
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the activities organised by local authorities during this period and 
these are the focus of this chapter.1 

Our survey findings were fleshed out by the detailed responses we 
obtained through 30-​minute interviews conducted through video 
calls on Zoom. Fourteen of those interviews with local authority 
event managers and producers across the UK took place in June–​
August 2021, the summer during which England began a phased 
exit from lockdown. In the following section, I draw on data from 
the interviews to discuss how councils managed performance events 
before the pandemic, how this changed in response to the pandemic 
and what has been learned from these experiences. I argue that the 
pandemic has led to a reflective period wherein events managers 
needed to update their working structures to accommodate not 
only the immediate responses to COVID-​19 guidelines, but a sus-
tainable and inclusive practice for the future.

Performance events before the pandemic

The festival circuit is one of largest events local authorities host, 
with some larger cities hosting several major festivals every year. 
For these, most of the content comes from external event organisers, 
with the council event team playing a facilitating role. One inter-
viewee explained that the council only acted as organiser for winter 
holiday events, with the rest of the calendar of events managed by 
‘external organisations or through individual event producers’: ‘It’s 
their responsibility and it’s their events. We just make the land avail-
able to them if they need land from us or if they need permission 
from us, and then we facilitate that to allow their events go ahead. 
We don’t programme as such’ (Interview 8).

In most towns and cities, markets are also one of the biggest 
outdoor events local authorities manage and produce. In one city, 
the events manager saw markets as a potential area to grow arts 
audiences:

the markets were a really big draw for a lot of people who maybe 
didn’t see themselves as art attenders, but they come down for 
street food and they come down to the craft market and then see 
this amazing piece of contemporary dance even if they would never 
consider themselves to be a dance audience. That combination is 
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something we pushed very hard. We collide these worlds and see 
what happens. It fits with our broader objective to try and increase 
people’s exposure to culture and give them an experience that they 
may not have. They wouldn’t go into a building that is a cultural 
venue, but they will come to the street and see something in the street 
because they like [a]‌ particular churros stand. (Interview 3)

This chimes with the responses of several interviewees, who 
described similar pre-​pandemic initiatives to use open-​air spaces 
where people naturally enjoy gathering to develop new audiences 
for their arts and culture programming. However, they explained 
that a particular challenge to this approach was that some potential 
audience members, especially within lower income demographics, 
did not feel as though those open-​air spaces were ‘their’ places.

One council made it their aim to remove barriers to participation 
that may stem from the spaces created by history, the cityscape, 
communities and from the architecture of the town or city. It has 
become a part of this council’s remit to bridge gaps between areas 
to engage communities that would otherwise feel separated from 
local authority-​run city centre events:

This part of the city is an old part and was a nineteenth century 
trading warehouse area. It was gentrified through the 80s and 90s 
so now it’s got a beautiful streetscape. But for a lot of people from 
poorer areas, that part of town is intimidating so we’ve started 
engagement work and outreach with communities that border this 
part of town. We’re trying to find ways to create connections because 
there’s almost like an invisible barrier, and people don’t think that 
part of town is for them. Even if it’s a free street festival and anyone 
can come in, for some people psychologically, they’re not sure if that 
part of town is going to be [welcoming]. They might stand out or 
something. (Interview 3)

Evidently, psychological and cultural barriers need to be tackled to 
encourage communities to cross geographical boundaries and enter 
the city centre. This is a good case study for understanding how built 
environments are experienced and perceived, and how event man-
agers can participate actively in place-​making. By understanding 
the effects of gentrification within a community, they created 
programmes that forged connections in cities that are perceived as 
culturally and economically divided. By paying attention to local 
audience behaviour, footfall and demographics, they developed 



166 Adaptation and resilience in the performing arts

strategies not only to drive the economy and tourism, but also to 
encourage residents to take ownership of their city. In this case, 
event managers have shown how cultural programming can impact 
community cohesion.

As this example suggests, the default open space for most 
events run by the council is the city centre, as well as any historic 
attractions around it. This is also often the case in most other towns 
and cities. This is how our first interviewee put it:

The central point is the City Hall, a huge, beautiful building built 
in 1906. It’s historic. That’s where our Christmas market will be, 
and our Christmas tree … It’s a key place for us since the city streets 
link all around it for parades etc. We’ve also got the harbour as it’s 
become a hub for a lot of tourists, so we tend to concentrate on the 
quaysides. (Interview 1)

City centres and plazas have always been the heart of a municipality’s 
public life. They are the hub for culture and commerce, if not also 
the seat of political and geographical power, and often the nucleus 
of a settlement’s history. It is no surprise, then, that events program-
ming would take place here. However, this is not without pitfalls, 
as exemplified by the earlier example of exclusionary experiences 
brought about by gentrification. For this event manager, too, the 
challenge lay in expanding arts and culture across the city by 
deliberately spreading cultural activity across the city’s different 
geographical areas and social groups, through targeted outreach 
engagements:

One of our main priorities is [to] reclaim public space and re-​use 
public space to bring culture out of theatres and … cultural exhib-
ition spaces and make it more public. It’s a massive problem of 
access that people don’t necessarily want to walk into a gallery. 
So, a big ambition in our cultural strategy is to ask artists to think 
about public space, and how they can be ambitious around what 
they can do. We need to geographically spread ourselves across the 
entire city, so we always divide it into city centre, north, south, east 
and west. What we’re doing is that we’re involving a community in 
each section or we’re involving a venue in each section or involving 
an artist from each part of the city, focusing on inclusivity as well 
for disabled artists, LGBTQ+​ artists, and migrant artists. We’re 
looking at capacity building programmes for minority groups. 
(Interview 1)
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This initiative points to a contemporary turn in civic events and 
cultural programming, one that is attuned and committed to acces-
sibility and inclusivity. As these interviewees articulate, outdoor 
spaces have their own particular histories, and these mark the pre-
sent in different ways for different communities. What the councils 
have discovered through an understanding of cultural geography is 
how to manage those associations to support the communities they 
serve. Sometimes they must work to break down ‘invisible barriers’, 
and sometimes they celebrate spaces that are historically important 
to the community. A council’s awareness of their specific contexts 
and their roles within those contexts is key to beginning to revise 
their cultural strategies when thinking about public space in con-
temporary performance programming.

Public space often includes green spaces, which pose an add-
itional challenge in that there are limitations in place to protect 
parks and gardens from overuse. Sometimes, too much footfall can 
damage the built or natural ecosystems that thrive in them: ‘We’ve 
encouraged use of outdoor spaces but not green spaces because they 
are sensitive and can be overused. We’ve said no to any new events 
going on in green spaces and we’ve protected them’ (Interview 8). 
This is not to say that such green zones are unusable, but that the 
way performance events are conceived needs to be attuned to these 
spaces, as was clear from the following comment:

We’ve got limited spaces where people can put on events. We’ve got 
two reasonably large green spaces and those are usable but there 
are restrictions around the Abbey, which is currently limited to 
twenty-​eight days a year for activity. So, we’re going to look to see 
how we can adjust planning permissions on that moving forward. 
(Interview 7)

While there are regulations in place, such as specific numbers of 
days a green space can be used, arts programmers can consider the 
possibilities of how they are used and how planning permissions 
may be adapted.

As became apparent in our second interview, specific historical 
and cultural factors have also influenced how events have positioned 
themselves within the city’s economic recovery. The wealth of some 
cities, as in the case of Interviewee 2, has historical roots in slavery 
and the cotton trade, but this wealth has not necessarily been 
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maintained. Councils in poorer cities, like theirs, felt they needed 
to use events programming to capitalise on their cultural reputation 
and drive tourism towards economic revival (Interview 2). It was 
important to the interviewees that they understand, reflect on and 
maximise how the histories of their towns and cities shape cultural 
capital, as illustrated by Interview 6:

Our city was very badly bombed. It was a medieval city but most of 
the urban fabric has been rebuilt since the Second World War, so it’s 
quite an unusual geography. But we need to maximise that. We had 
a tightrope walk [between two structures that] couldn’t really have 
been done anywhere else. (Interview 6)

A performance event can thus be a means of connecting a traumatic 
past with the present in a manner that tells a compelling story of 
bravery and resilience.

A story very different to such urban devastation and resilience 
can be told about the countryside communities that began to boom 
during the industrial revolution with the advent of steel and iron 
plants. The growth of this industry prompted migration as jobs 
were made and communities were built:

We have a population of about a hundred and sixty thousand. We are 
a very new town. Almost everybody’s family that lives here is prob-
ably less than four or five generations. We’ve always been a receiver 
of communities coming here, settling, and developing their own com-
munities. We are very diverse and it’s well-​received. (Interview 10)

Performance events in such an environment will be angled very dif-
ferently. This town had a purpose-​built theatre erected after the 
Second World War. Having a specific place to host performances 
meant that alternative sites were not explored as much until the 
coronavirus pandemic. Necessity is the mother of invention, or in 
this case, innovation, as this community moved theatre outdoors 
with performances that were ‘raved about by the public’ (Interview 
10). Utilising the farmlands surrounding their town, the community 
were able to produce theatre performances that were in line with 
the government guidelines, while also giving them the opportunity 
to contemplate the land that had welcomed and sustained them.

By thus reflecting on their respective locations’ contexts and his-
tories, events managers and artists discovered how the dramaturgy 
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of space can affect the style and aesthetics of arts, theatre and per-
formance in their local outdoor spaces. In sum, before 2020 events 
teams were concerned with a sense of place to:

1	 Celebrate or rebrand the city’s architecture and maximise cul-
tural capital;

2	 Understand the origins and heritages of their community and 
civic life;

3	 Use the arts to reclaim public space for inclusivity and 
accessibility;

4	 Respect the environment as ecosystems that support more than 
human life forms.

These four primary drivers for programming in turn changed 
the way performance events were structured. Events managers 
considered new relationships that occur in public space where the 
divide between audience and performer is blurred. As becomes 
apparent in a comment by our third interviewee, when this divide 
is blurred, the site becomes a part of the performance: ‘Responding 
to the fluidness and democracy of outdoor space when you close 
a road and just let people wander through a closed road, there’s a 
different set of relationships between the artist, between the per-
former, and audience’ (Interview 3).

Such potential for site-​specificity, in turn, influenced how this 
event manager conceived of theatre and performance in outdoor 
public space: ‘A lot of outdoor work tends not to be very text-​
based or verbal. It’s much more about the visual. If it’s too wordy, 
it just doesn’t work in the outdoor context. Sometimes, it’s basic-
ally indoor work that they’ve just kind of got a bit of a roof over’ 
(Interview 3). Text-​based work, this event manager suggests, is not 
best served outdoors, where the words and sounds risk being lost 
in the city centre’s hustle and bustle; whereas visual-​arts-​led events 
which intersect with interdisciplinary modes of creation fare better. 
Further, the attention to site-​specificity within local authority event 
management puts place-​making at the centre of their work, which 
recognises the limitations of replicating events in various venues: ‘I 
think it’s important for [the] events team to consider place-​making 
when thinking about locations because some events can happen 
in the same format anywhere, but others can’t’ (Interview 6). 
Outdoor programming thus ended up being about much more than 
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just matching up an artist or event with a specific site: it became a 
means of connecting communities, opening up access to arts and 
culture, increasing footfall in city centres, connecting the present 
with the location’s past and about place-​making in a manner that 
went far beyond economic imperatives.

The pandemic situation

When the pandemic happened, it brewed the perfect storm to set 
these ideas in motion. The pandemic, as Mary Breunig reminds us, 
uncloaked a ‘further bifurcation of haves and have nots in a capitalist-​
driven and culturally divided society. Post-​pandemic, the oppor-
tunity for individuals to put their lives back together will be culture, 
race, gender, age and geography-​dependent’ (Breunig, 2022: 644). 
During the pandemic, one way of beginning to counter this bifurca-
tion was therefore to make public space accessible for marginalised 
populations. Considerations of contexts, histories, site-​specificity 
and place-​making within performance events and other civic events 
began to flourish amidst the need to stimulate local economies.

While in several towns and cities the pandemic put a stop to 
all planned events, other councils shifted their focus towards 
‘supporting local businesses and trying to help them and push them 
towards the government funding opportunities available to all the 
people that were suddenly out of work’ (Interview 9). Suddenly, 
events were no longer a priority. It was all about keeping people safe 
and supporting them through the economic downturn caused by 
lockdowns and closing borders all over the world, and events teams 
were drastically reduced in size because of staff being reassigned to 
other duties or furloughed.

The entire supply chain for events was impacted by the pan-
demic mitigation measures:

I’ve seen the hardship that some people have and are on the brink 
of collapse. Even a two-​week delay could cost around half a billion 
pounds to the event sector. And I don’t think that’s an exaggeration 
because it’s just wiped out a lot of the summer. It’s not just the big 
players in that business, it’s the whole supply chain –​ all the people 
who supply events and all the artists who rely on those festivals 
happening as well. (Interview 2)
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Events teams needed to act quickly and respond to changes in gov-
ernment guidelines as they came: ‘an awful lot of planning needs to 
be done but every time it would just about come to fruition, we’d 
get a new stage in the lockdown’ (Interview 4). As most events teams 
agreed, the top two challenges with event programming at that time 
were the changing government advice and interpreting government 
guidance, which meant that a lot of logistical recalibrations needed 
to be put in place.

Despite these challenges, some interviewees explained that they 
had attempted and managed to organise events during stages of 
lockdown with varying degrees of success. Previous templates for 
producing events could no longer be applied, so councils which 
may previously have functioned on ‘autopilot’ had to work harder 
to marry form with content and deeply think through the drama-
turgy of the work they managed and commissioned. As a result, 
their team structures and roles changed, as they became more active 
producers themselves and/​or hired producers to become a part of 
their team to ensure that events were not only safe but functioned 
for the communities they served.

Our interviewees described employing the following distinctive 
tactics in organising events during the pandemic.

Test and trace

Contact tracing was a system implemented during the height of the 
coronavirus pandemic, using a smartphone-​based app that informed 
people if they had been in close contact with someone who had sub-
sequently reported a positive test result. Events managers used this 
system for ticketed events in fenced-​in outdoor spaces:

We knew exactly who was coming and we could track and trace 
them. They were there for a specific length of time and then they 
left the site, which was completely different to how we used to do it. 
(Interview 3) 

Pop-​up

The element of surprise in pop-​up events plays with the idea that 
shared space and time with an audience need not be planned, 
ticketed or fenced-​in and that attendance numbers in a space would 
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be minimal without putting a stop to the performance event. The 
pop-​up format radically alters the way performance events are 
marketed and advertised, as is evident from these comments:

We’re just trying to keep it open and fresh, pocket entertainment, 
pop-​up and move on. That’s the plan. When I say pop-​up events, 
what I mean by that is we will host an event, but it won’t be the 
singing and dancing quayside entertainment. It will be moving and 
roving and pop-​up. You might see something for five to seven minutes 
and it’ll disappear, whereas previously you may have had a twenty-​
minute showpiece performance or someone performing in a marquee 
for two and half hours on a guitar. (Interview 1)

We really wanted to encourage people to come back to the city and 
go for a drink, go for lunch, go for dinner or whatever in these places 
so we did have some walkabout performances in closed roads that 
[were] not ticketed. Performers just appeared and we didn’t tell 
anyone. We said they’re paid between 12 noon and 5pm, but we 
didn’t give specific times because we didn’t want the audience to 
gather in the street. If you book into a restaurant or a café or a bar, 
you might see something passing. It was a weird thing to explain and 
sell and I’m not entirely sure it worked, but we thought it was a kind 
of compromise. (Interview 3)

All [these events] were unannounced. In general, those that were 
not connected with the event didn’t have any insider information … 
Nobody was told any of the locations in advance of where things 
were happening just because it was seen as such a risk that an audi-
ence might gather. If a crowd is gathering of more than 30 people and 
it’s not socially distant then that show has to stop happening in order 
that people aren’t put at risk by gathering to watch. It was really an 
event that was designed to work within restrictions that still works 
on a big scale with lots of different forms of performers. (Interview 6)

Window installations

Window dressing was a common visually-led idea used in several 
town and cities to animate the high street as it was suffering from 
economic loss:

We did a … programme of window dressing based on fairy tales all 
the way down the high street. It was lovely and helped the situation 
of vacant units where shops closed down. (Interview 1)
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Window dressing was also envisioned as a festive winter event that 
people could enjoy. Despite some of these events having to be can-
celled amidst recurring lockdowns, the idea was so good that, after 
the height of the lockdown, at least one local authority carried on 
its window-​dressing project later in the year:

In the lead up to Christmas, as most cities, we’ve had an issue with 
vacant retail units. So, we worked with arts organisations to bring 
some beautiful animations for those shop windows. We did have 
plans to have an arts trail in vacant units. This was going to be 
indoor not outdoor but it’s something that made use of our event 
planning abilities in this particular situation. We were going to  
do an arts trail through the city centre with various stakeholders 
but unfortunately, we went into the third lockdown, and it just 
became impossible. But we fostered a good relationship with the 
University and eventually worked on a project located in a very 
big retail unit after the lockdown and it was a successful project. 
(Interview 5)

This experience reveals how pandemic solutions can be applied to 
post-​pandemic event planning as well.

Installations and parades

Strategising events in terms of scale also helped to animate a city 
without drawing a large crowd needing to be in a certain place or a 
certain time. One event manager recalled how they ‘brought in big 
inflatable monsters that sit on top of buildings. It was something 
people could engage with’ (Interview 6). This could enable engage-
ment from afar and allowed people to share an experience without 
needing to be within proximity.

Socially distant, minimal parades were also reconstructed to be 
less crowded. This also shows how large numbers are not always 
necessary to draw attention and create a festive environment:

It was incredible how just a group of six people who were all at 
least two metres apart, [could be] full of colours, light, animation, 
and sound. There was no singing, so we had drumming. We had one 
[parade] each weekend over that period where the Christmas market 
would have been taking place. (Interview 5)

 



174 Adaptation and resilience in the performing arts

Stretching space

Events managers also utilised spaces within their areas or jurisdic-
tion in new and creative ways. They expanded arts and culture to 
the whole city, using traditional indoor spatial behaviour as a point 
of departure. By curating parts of the city as they would galleries 
and museums, they invited the local population to see their town 
or city in a new light. Gardens and parks were transformed into 
gallery or museum-​like spaces where people could wander freely 
within their allocated ticket time (Interview 3). In one city, they 
had a specific time frame to limit the numbers of people within the 
space at any one time (Interview 1). Stretching space also allowed 
for green spaces to be used while also regulating traffic flow so that 
the environment was not harmed or disturbed.

Expanding even more, some events occurred in local neigh
bourhoods and scenic pedestrian-​friendly trails. As one events man-
ager recalls, ‘[walkabouts] were a great way to get a sense of place 
and connect with audiences but in a new and different way. We didn’t 
need to be in a massive space’ (Interview 11). Another local authority 
created a sense of adventure by exploring a mile-​long road where 
several pop-​up performances and interactive experiences occurred in 
a family-​friendly manner (Interview 1).

Stretching time

Because most people were working from home and longer commutes 
were no longer a large part of people’s lives, time seemed to stretch 
and events were no longer limited to the daytime. Part of making 
space for various demographics meant that they could extend events 
to evenings that were now a space of leisure: ‘If people can come 
in the evenings, we can have a bit of a programme in the evening.’ 
(Interview 1).

Identifying alternative outdoor spaces

Finally, the pandemic prompted events teams to look for alterna-
tive venues that would allow participants to observe social distan-
cing rules. They had to consider how to spread people out, not 
just in the performance venue, but also in their use of facilities 
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as well: ‘Toilets are going to have to be set and spread out fur-
ther. They’re going to have to be cleaned more regularly than we 
would have before’ (Interview 9). As demand grew for outdoor 
performances that would allow for air circulation and larger groups 
congregating, many of the solutions involved the discovery of new 
suitable sites such a farms and courtyards (as in Interview 10), and 
even car parks:

Our producers know the city and what’s permissible. Some of them 
have come up with additional sites by themselves that they’ve iden-
tified so we had one taking place in a car park that we’ve never used 
before. They’re using it as an outdoor venue whereas normally they 
would have been in lots of small rooms around the city. (Interview 8)

In his article ‘COVID, Resilience, and the Built Environment’, sus-
tainability scholar Jesse Keenan reflects on how the ‘intimacy of 
social isolation afforded us the luxury of seeing and experiencing 
out built environment in a very different way’ (2021: 159). In these 
cases, identifying alternative venues was a collaborative endeavour 
between artists and producers, offering a new perspective to a pre-
viously indoor-​oriented events circuit.

All these tactical responses to the challenges posed by the pan-
demic and the UK government’s mitigation measures were informed 
by the way these councils had previously approached the planning 
of events and the development of new strategies. The tactics they 
adopted directly align with their prior desire to develop a sense of 
place and acted to accelerate pre-​existing strategic priorities:

1	 They started using the city’s landscape and architecture beyond 
city centres and town halls, thus maximising their cultural 
capital.

2	 They reclaimed public space and jumpstarted their plans for 
inclusivity and accessibility.

3	 They were prompted to better understand the needs of the com-
munity and the event manager’s role in civic life.

4	 They considered the environmental impact of their events.

Whereas, before 2020, the focus of events teams had been on 
the numbers of visitors generated by tourism and city-​centre 
consumer footfall, the pandemic gave events organisers leeway 
to focus more explicitly on the needs of their local communities 
and a way to test new ideas and formats quickly, which has, in 
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turn, instigated reflection on how events function within their 
respective jurisdictions.

Lessons learned and the future

The interviews we carried out allowed producers and event managers 
the space to reflect on what they had learned from adapting their 
work to the changing circumstances of lockdowns and the easing 
of restrictions. One aspect they reflected on, which is explored in 
greater detail in the final chapter of this volume, concerns an adjust-
ment in how to measure success. Instead of thinking about success 
in terms of size, scale or footfall, events managers recognised the 
value of small-​scale interventions and thinking about ‘bite-​sized 
multiples’ when it comes to safe event programming in a pandemic 
and post-​pandemic environment (Interview 4).

Another crucial lesson involved rethinking the way their 
departments are structured, so as to transform the local authority 
into a more collaborative system:

[The structure is such that] the arm does not know what the leg is 
doing, what the head is doing … we’ve now understood the discon-
nect between the funder and the council authority on the creative 
sectors, so we’ve spent the last three years trying to bridge those gaps 
and working with the events team. Now we can see how we can 
work together. (Interview 1)

In general, the council are not that interested in the content. They’re 
not bothered. They want to know that it’s going to be safe. They 
want to see risk assessments. In terms of actual content, there’s very 
little conversation about that. I’m a producer within [one depart-
ment]. There’s a separate department that is the event management 
department. I team up with them and they do all the logistics, street 
plans, licensing, liaising with the council for closing roads, giving 
people parking etc. (Interview 3)

This also aligns with what a few local authorities have discovered, 
namely the value of an in-​house creative producer who is experienced 
in the arts and culture sector of the town or city:

I’ve worked in theatre and visual arts and event management in the 
cultural sector, and I work in the council so I’m kind of filling that 
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[producer] gap. I work closely with the events team and they’re very 
much about the practical side of delivery. I come up with creative 
solutions and they come up with practical solutions. (Interview 1)

Having a conduit between artists and the council allows artists to 
stay local and the council to ‘make use of the creative talent in the 
city’ (Interview 1). On top of being able to programme the creative 
content, producers are also better able to support new or emerging 
artists: ‘If I’m bringing in artists that are quite new, they do struggle 
a bit with the paperwork. We will try to help them a little bit, so we 
have a bit of a nurturing role in that’ (Interview 3). This new way of 
working thus benefits both established and emerging artists as well 
as the local community.

Additionally, if there was anything positive that came out of 
the pandemic, some event managers noticed that it became a way 
for politicians to believe in what they do: ‘The arts and culture 
sector is not just a nice thing to do but it’s all linked into our hospi-
tality cultural sector and how it’s important to the local economy’ 
(Interview 2). Seeing the success of pandemic events also signalled 
changes in values and the use of urban retail space: ‘We’re hoping 
we’ll have a unit in the city centre that we can turn into a cul-
tural space and show the city that culture can be the new retail’ 
(Interview 1). The sizeable shift from a retail-​oriented city centre to 
one that champions the city’s arts and culture aligns with the well-​
documented decline of the department store across UK town and 
cities in the years leading up to 2020 (Simpson, 2021). Thus, the 
coronavirus pandemic has galvanised events managers to consider 
alternative ways in which such spaces can be reimagined. 

Events teams furthermore realised that green spaces could be 
explored more fully than had hitherto been the case. Although local 
authorities often focused on city centre events due to the impera-
tive to boost rapid economic recovery, there is room for expansion 
when looking to the future:

One of [the artists we core funded] is specifically looking at green 
space in the city and how you … democratise and decentralise that 
and allow people to take it over again because people are being quite 
nervous about what they can and can’t do. We’d love to see him 
experiment with that over a year and hopefully by 2023 we can work 
with him on a large-​scale park project that is looking at what we can 
do for culture and parks. (Interview 1)
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Such work, in turn, connects communities with the natural environ-
ment in ways that align with the ecological turn that is a consequence 
of the accelerating climate emergency. Environmental anthropolo-
gist Keith Tidball argues that when humans are faced with dis-
aster, they seek engagement with nature, hence the drive to spend 
time outdoors in public green space (2012). One positive result of 
the lockdown was that limiting movement across the country also 
limited CO2 emissions, aligning with Dutheil et al.’s finding that that 
the decrease in air pollution as an effect of quarantine improved the 
air quality in China (2020). This makes a case for considering how 
events teams can help shape a social system and built environment 
that is attuned to the wellbeing of its local dwellers.

Much of what has been learned since the pandemic involved 
restructuring how events function within society. They became much 
more community-​driven instead of relying on the external footfall 
that had previously come from tourism. The pandemic then urged 
local events teams into taking ownership of the creative life and spirit 
of their respective areas. Arguably, this period has also shed light on 
the value of the creative producer as someone intimately acquainted 
with a town or city’s creative spirit and therefore able to be a key 
force in delivering creative solutions tailor-​made for that locality.

By taking ownership of their town and cities, councils and event 
managers who worked together with creative producers have 
reviewed their unique geographies, histories and strengths, and 
moved from the previously primarily economically driven approach 
towards thinking more carefully about the needs of the communi-
ties they serve. This, in turn, made them reflect on their role and 
on what is at the heart of the activities they set up, distinguishing 
them from the digital arts events explored in the first part of this 
volume: ‘To me, an event is all about people coming together and 
sharing experience, talking, laughing, joking with friends, with new 
people’ (Interview 2).

Events managers thus increasingly function to support such 
community-​focused in-​person gatherings instead of just putting on 
more anonymous large-​scale events that can be replicated in every 
town and city:

People used to expect to be entertained, but now more street groups 
are starting to do their own street parties and things like that. Instead 
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of thinking we deserve to be entertained, we’re looking at what we 
can do for ourselves and certainly the community groups that came 
together to do things like the food banks. … There’ll always be a 
place for Glastonbury-​scale events, but I think it’s nice that people 
have a little bit more ownership back as well. (Interview 4)

When a town or city’s identity is created collaboratively with 
their residents, their resilience and capacity to solve pandemic-​
related issues can take them beyond the imperatives of survival 
and economic prosperity. This is what Troy Glover describes as 
a kind of ‘tactical urbanism’ that lets inhabitants not only live 
within a space, but ‘produce it to meet their needs and those of 
their neighbours’ too (2022). What the coronavirus pandemic 
has done is to reconnect local event managers to their commu-
nities, fast-​tracking strategies and testing plans for a more inclu-
sive, community driven and ecologically sensitive arts and culture 
programme:

If one good thing came from this pandemic, it’s that people, groups 
and organisations have very much started to work with each other. 
Maybe we have gotten complacent. Maybe we need a gentle reminder. 
(Interview 4)

Note

	 1	 Performance events foster interaction, are unique and unrepeatable, 
are not completely controlled by one individual and create a very spe-
cific experience that draws a spectator into what might be described 
as a ‘liminal space’ (Fischer-​Lichte, 2014: 41–​42), a transitional gap 
that transports the audience into the world of the performance.
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This chapter presents a take on resilience, sustainability and 
recovery in the arts sector and creative industries that is distinct 
from the digital projects presented in Part I of this book: we pre-
sent two case studies of small-​scale, local, socially and environmen-
tally engaged arts projects in a predominantly rural area. Our case 
studies offer alternative narratives to those of the urban and metro-
politan creative industries and the macro-​solutions that often do 
not suit the social and economic realities of artists and audiences in 
remote geographical locations. This chapter therefore complements 
the thinking about outdoor arts facilitation by local authorities in 
Chapter 7 in this volume and aims to enable governments, funders 
and the creative sector to take decisions which improve the well-
being, prosperity and cultural vivacity of the creative sector and 
communities, based on research carried out in rural North Wales.

Metamorffosis and Utopias Bach are both initiatives that started 
outside formal arts establishments. Metamorffosis, a week-​long, 
small-​scale festival of combined arts which ran in June 2021, 
offered 25 events ranging from performance, movement, music, 
poetry, film, artistic walks to site-​specific interventions and pup-
petry. Though part of the AHRC-funded research project on  
Re-​Inventing the Live Arts Event with Local Communities (Bangor 
University), Metamorffosis emerged from within the arts commu-
nity of north-​west Wales. Utopias Bach, meanwhile, is a diverse, 
creative arts initiative created by those taking part, and open to all. 
It is a low-​tech, virtual and in-​person initiative tackling the uncer-
tainties of our post-​lockdown world, exploring how we can face the 
overwhelming gravity of our current situation, including climate 
change, inequalities and the collapse of our ecosystem.

8

Reinventing live events,  
reinventing communities

Sarah Pogoda and Lindsey Colbourne
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Both Metamorffosis and Utopias Bach are grassroots initiatives 
that tackle the issues of where and how we gather, and with whom 
we gather for shared artistic experience. They offer models of low-​
tech, outdoor and small-​scale arts practices that are particularly 
adaptive to the challenges rural areas were, and are, still facing 
in the context of coronavirus (COVID-​19). By doing so, both put 
into practice the Wales Arts Council’s call to ‘take a fresh look at 
how we can achieve a strong and resilient arts sector that properly 
reflects culture and society in modern-​day Wales’, based on a ‘pro-
found questioning and re-​shaping of values across all aspects of 
public life’ (Arts Council of Wales, 2020).

Case Study I –​ Metamorffosis festival

Sarah Pogoda

For live events, the bodily co-​presence of actors and audiences is con-
stitutive for the events’ distinctive aesthetic experience (Fischer-​Lichte, 
2008). Since the existence of theatre studies and performance studies, 
bodily co-​presence has been understood as an integral part of artistic 
live events. Whereas Peter Brook’s idea of theatre as a physical space 
of watching and being watched is open to technologically mediated 
forms of bodies and gazes (Brook, 1996), Peggy Phelan insisted on 
performance art as a physical live experience that would change its 
ontological status if it is ‘saved, recorded, documented, or otherwise 
participate[s]‌ in the circulation of representations of representations’ 
(Phelan, 2005: 146). Different to his predecessors, Cormac Power 
investigates how the changing concepts of presence mutually con-
stitute (with) various modern and postmodern understandings of 
theatre and performance art (Power, 2008). Power also explores non-​
physical modes of presence, for instance aura, media, text. Common 
to all these approaches is the understanding of the fundamental reli-
ance of live arts on physical co-​presence.

It was the pandemic that made even governments acknow-
ledge that ‘The arts sector, like the hospitality industry, relies on 
audiences gathering together to enjoy a shared experience’ (Welsh 
Parliament, 2020: 2). As a core prerequisite for creative indus-
tries, bodily co-​presence matters for GDP. The creative industries 
contributed £150.6 billion in Gross Value Added (GVA) to the 
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UK economy in 2019 (DCMS, 2021).1 With an annual turnover 
of more than £2.2 billion (Elis-​Thomas, 2020), it is one of the 
fastest growing sectors in Wales. At the same time, compared with 
the large anchor nature of UK-​wide creative industries, within the 
Welsh creative ecosystem 98% of companies are small businesses, 
backed by a large population of freelancers. This makes traditional 
forms of industrial strategy unsuitable for Wales (Komorowski and 
Lewis, 2020: 14).

This unique Welsh situation calls for even more attentiveness 
considering all acknowledged intrinsic benefits of the arts: enrich-
ment of people’s lives, enabling social interaction among com-
munity members and experiencing a sense of community (Close 
et al., 2005).

Keen to enable a return to audience gatherings for the arts as 
soon as possible, on 15 September 2020 the Welsh government 
published their ‘Guidance on Coronavirus and Working Safely in 
Performing Arts Industries’. However, the pandemic mitigation 
measures undermined the aesthetic and communal traditions of arts 
events markedly; the Welsh government acknowledged that strict 
regulations for social distancing ‘could have implications for the 
choice of repertoire or type of activity, especially where close phys-
ical contact is an integral part of the artform’ (Welsh Government, 
2020: 17).

The findings of this case study, which is based on the Re-​
Inventing the Live Event with Local Communities research project 
carried out in Bangor, Wales, must be understood in this context as 
a contribution to understanding the relevance of small-​scale events 
for diverse communities in north-​west Wales during the pandemic 
and beyond. The project examined how practitioners creatively 
reinvented live formats to align with government regulations, 
and how audiences experienced potentially unusual event formats 
resulting from artistic innovation. The research reveals how local 
grassroots initiatives mitigated the impact of arts communities 
put on hold by the pandemic restrictions and how small-​scale arts 
events can sustain communities during crisis and generate the loyal 
audiences essential for recovery.

The focus of the project was an investigation of the artists, art 
formats and audiences attending the week-​long combined arts fes-
tival Metamorffosis (21–​27 June 2021). This festival was the result 
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of a long co-​creational process involving Sarah Pogoda and commu-
nity member Anna Powell, who suggested the idea only weeks into 
the first national lockdown in 2020. What started with Surrealist 
Saffaru (August 2020) –​ the first in-​person festival in the area since 
March 2020 –​ grew into the community behind the Metamorffosis 
festival of June 2021, which took place over one year before pan-
demic restrictions were finally lifted in Wales on 6 August 2022. 
Metamorffosis events, accordingly, aligned with the government 
protocols, most prominently through a mask mandate, social dis-
tancing, sanitising, ventilation, one-​way systems and limiting audi-
ence sizes to 30 people.

The Metamorffosis festival consisted of 25 different events, 
some of which ran multiple times;2 12 were indoor events, 12 
took place outdoors and three used mixed venues, with one online 
event. Encouraging artists and audiences to rediscover sites on their 
doorstep, the outdoor events used public spaces not previously 
associated with arts events, whereas half of the indoor venues were 
artist-​run spaces outside established institutions (Awen 33, Togyg, 
Bangor Arts Initiative). Most events were site-​specific (Hag Haf Ha 
Ha; Metamorffosis, Revolution and Botanical Time; Metamorffosis 
movement!; Bacchanates y Farclodiad). Though diverse in 
genre, formats and theme, the most cutting-​edge contributions 
experimented with including the more than human world.3 These 
events enabled a radical shift from imagining a community of 
human beings, towards a community of human and more-​than-​
human beings.

The research demonstrates the relevance of small-​scale events 
for diverse communities in north-​west Wales during the pan-
demic and beyond. The evidence is drawn from qualitative and 
quantitative data collected through seven artist interviews, which 
includes one interview with an art group of seven artists,4 and three 
questionnaires. Two questionnaires were circulated immediately 
after the festival, one designed for artists, one for audiences. A third 
questionnaire –​ designed for audiences –​ followed a series of six so-​
called post-​festival arts events we organised across a period of six 
months after Metamorffosis. The questionnaires were designed for 
descriptive research using open questions, multiple choice, multiple 
response, rating and likert-​grids. These data are complemented by 
field notes in the form of writing, film, photography and sound, 
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alongside film documentation of the festival by Culture Colony 
(Machynlleth).

Artists reinvent the live event

The artist questionnaire was circulated after Metamorffosis (June 
2021) to 34 participating artistic participants (professional and 
non-​professional artists), yielding a total of 12 responses. For nine 
respondents, Metamorffosis was the first time they had been able 
to present their work since the first national lockdown, with six 
not being able to continue arts projects they had started before the 
pandemic. Artist Freya Beath explained that the artistic ‘tumble-
weed’ during lockdown was ‘very bad for your mental health’ and 
described the festival as providing a ‘platform to inspire people …  
a reason to do something’. For many artists and communities, 
local initiatives like Metamorffosis were thus key opportunities for 
restarting engagement with live in-​person arts and for engaging 
with their communities, both of which had a positive impact on 
their mental health. These events also provided opportunities to 
develop their artistic practice.

Local initiatives like Metamorffosis are thus key to enabling the 
artist community to engage with their communities and develop 
their practice. Metamorffosis was welcomed as a platform for 
experimentation, allowing artists to bring their practice to new 
levels at a time when the sector was put on hold. Ten artists felt the 
event they created was more experimental than usual, and 11 stated 
that, for their participation in Metamorffosis, they had expanded 
their practice into new artforms. Four engaged with new materials, 
and seven collaborated with new people.

One predominant aspect of experimentation and development 
arose from Metamorffosis’ small scale, with ten artists reporting 
that small-​scale events allow them to take more risks and experi-
ment with artforms when compared with big productions. The 
main focus of experimentation was the audience–​artist relation-
ship. Free-​text responses particularly highlighted the possibility 
for generating a community and enabling intimate experiences 
for both artists and audiences as well as meaningful interaction 
among all. Some suggested that the small scale blurred artist–​
audience divides: ‘It made everything feel somehow collaborative, 
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breaking down the “performance-​audience” dichotomy.’ The fact 
that 11 out of the 12 respondents felt that the pandemic-​related 
health and safety protocols had not made them feel disconnected 
from their audience suggests that the more experimental art  
forms they created also bridged pandemic-​related physical 
distancing.

Audiences reinvent the live audience

The results from the audience questionnaire corroborate the artists’ 
perceptions. As the audience questionnaire aimed to understand 
the overall festival experience as well as that of individual events, 
audience members could submit a questionnaire for each event. 
When submitting second and subsequent times, the questionnaire 
followed a different pathway. In total, 24 individuals offered 46 
responses, of which nine were in Welsh and 37 in English.

Audiences confirmed in free-​text answers that they felt 
‘engaged’, ‘connected’, ‘comfortable’ or ‘relaxed’. This is further 
supported when 91% strongly agreed (with 9% agreeing) that 
they ‘felt engaged in the experience’, or 78% strongly agreed (with 
18% agreeing) that they ‘felt part of a group’. Like the artists 
themselves, audiences noticed the shift to more experimental art 
formats. One representative response states: ‘Extremely different 
in content. I don’t tend to choose to see movement work (i.e., 
dance) so this was unusual for me.’ Another remarked on the risk-​
taking: ‘Felt much less institutional! People hanging off trees/​cliffs 
maybe wouldn’t happen in a pre-​covid cultural event?’ Yet another 
statement referred to the Metamorffosis Movement! event and 
suggested the transformative power of experimental art enabled by 
small-​scale formats: ‘this was different due to its external setting, 
amount of people present, transformative subject. The experience 
of the “transfformation” itself was unlike anything I have ever 
experienced.’

When asked whether they would still attend small-​scale events 
of the kind offered by Metamorffosis once other venues reopen, all 
responses confirmed ‘yes’. The questionnaire then offered an open-​
text box to add comments, which were used by most respondents 
to highlight their preferences for community-​organised small-​scale 
events outside of established institutions and making visible the 
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tangible and intangible benefits small-​scale grassroots art events 
bring to communities (Duxbury and Campbell, 2009):

The sense of a local community working together in a creative and 
supportive way is very special

I much, much prefer these kinds of things outside the gallery. I think 
we need to re-​imagine the gallery, and the way art can be part of life 
rather than in isolated/​removed/​elite institutions. COVID and this 
event has shown us how we can do that

Metamorffosis was born from a global crisis and normal life being 
put on hold, but it used the unprecedented circumstances creatively 
to reinvent live events not only for building and sustaining communi-
ties, but also for enabling them to flourish. Audience responses pro-
vide evidence that there is a general openness and willingness from 
audiences to diversify the range of formats of cultural events they 
attend, not only during the pandemic, but beyond it into the future.

Beyond the pandemic

Looking beyond lockdowns and restrictions, the picture is mixed. 
Data from the Cultural Participation Monitor (CPM) collected 
by The Audience Agency between October and November 2020 
showed differences between results for Wales and the rest of the UK, 
making Wales-​specific plans for recovery more urgent. According to 
their survey, ‘fewer Welsh are ready to start attending in person than 
the UK average’. The same survey sees 9% fewer people in Wales 
planning to return to established venues or sites when compared to 
the rest of the UK. The CPM also suggests that the support of safety 
measures makes a return to pre-​pandemic ‘normal’ in Wales only 
likely long-​term (The Audience Agency, 2021).

The Metamorffosis research suggests that small-​scale and outdoor 
events are essential drivers for creative industries and should not 
be considered only as interim replacements in times of lockdowns 
and restrictions. Small-​scale events can help facilitate a transitional 
phase or make engagements with arts accessible to those who con-
tinue to be affected by anxieties in large crowds, as some responses 
to the audience survey suggest.5

This is what also emerges from the additional research, carried 
out with artists involved in the original Metamorffosis festival, 
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which consisted of a series of small-​scale events across a period of 
six months after the festival that we evaluated via a second audi-
ence survey (AuQ2). The events were free of charge and located 
at various sites and venues in the area, including the local large-​
scale arts centre, Pontio. Pontio encompasses a flexible mid-​scale 
theatre (up to 450 people), a studio theatre (up to 120 people), 
digital cinema (up to 200 people), Bar Ffynnon and Cegin café. 
Pontio closed on 20 March 2020 and reopened its doors to the 
public only more than a year later on 12 July 2021 (thus weeks 
after Metamorffosis). Pontio has since been struggling to bring back 
its audience.

The rate of 13 English and five Welsh responses to the second 
audience questionnaire mirrors the average attendance number 
for the events in question. The results support our hypothesis that 
small-​scale events generate a loyal audience: 89% strongly agreed 
(with 11% agreeing) they came to the follow-​up event(s) because 
they had enjoyed Metamorffosis and it made them want to experi-
ence more events of its kind. Free-​text answers supported this 
further: ‘We are like a community now and I don’t want to miss 
anything that goes on, because each thing builds on the rest and 
deepens the experience’.

The findings further suggest that this loyal audience is willing 
to follow artists to new and/​or larger scale venues. This becomes 
evident in the 15 responses we received after the events we ran in 
Pontio. Eleven stated that they will now visit Pontio more often 
for arts events, and for two it was their first visit to Pontio ever, 
while one response expressed that they usually avoid Pontio for 
arts events.

Reinventing the rural live event

Metamorffosis was a unique festival in many senses: it was small-​
scale and in a rural area, but it was aesthetically experimental with 
some cutting-​edge artistic innovations and therefore not compar-
able with rural festivals which often relate to mainly traditional 
cultural heritage. Metamorffosis also did not attract tourism 
(Crompton and McKay, 1997; Egresi and Kara, 2014), as pandemic 
restrictions prohibited travel. Therefore, it is difficult to discuss it as 
an economic case study (Janeczko, 2002; Kwiatkowski et al., 2018).  
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As Qu and Cheer point out, ‘in evaluating the success and/​or failure 
of art festivals in rural contexts, assessments that transcend eco-
nomic development are essential because non-​economic outcomes 
can often contribute greatly to sustainable revitalisation efforts’ 
(Qu and Cheer, 2021).

Small-​scale initiatives co-​created from within the community 
can step in where macro-​solutions do not take effect, or where 
established institutions and local councils are slow to respond. 
The Metamorffosis research demonstrates how such initiatives can 
boost community morale and enable members of the audience to 
experience a sense of community and intimacy. At the same time, 
they offer platforms for developing artistic skill sets, showcasing 
experimental formats, networking and exchange for artists that 
are a viable alternative to virtual forms of artistic engagement 
and offer mental health benefits. Communities require ongoing 
care, care which virtual networking events or digital access to 
creative content alone may not be able to provide with the same 
level of success. Communities emerging from in-​person small-​scale  
local events that focus on intimate relationships can be sustainable, 
committed (Mahon and Hyyryläinen, 2019) and thus contribute 
to more resilient and empowered communities who can sustain  
the material and immaterial infrastructures that keep a cre-
ative community alive and resilient in times of crisis (Mackay 
et al., 2018).

Case study II –​ Utopias Bach, a revolution in miniature

Lindsey Colbourne

Utopias Bach is a co-​created socially engaged arts initiative that 
emerged amidst the coronavirus pandemic. It was part-​funded by 
Arts Council Wales, Gwynedd Council and Rural Futures from 
November 2020 to July 2022. It started with two conversations 
in August 2020, in a gap between pandemic restrictions. One was 
with 14-​year-​old Gruff Ellis and the other with movement psycho-
therapist Samina Ali. These conversations highlighted the possibil-
ities of working at a small scale for physical and mental health, in 
ways that can effect change and collectively activate and explore a 
new way of being in the world.
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Stimulated by these conversations, a group that started with 
four members has, within two years, grown into a constellation of 
around one hundred creatives, academics, people working in the 
community and interested individuals. We are focused on north-​
west Wales, but reach as far as Spain, Argentina and Malawi,  
and share ideas about how we might use socially engaged art 
to create space for meeting, creating and being the change at 
small scale.

As a case study, Utopias Bach illustrates how less prescriptive 
public sector funding and interventions can support long-​lasting 
grassroots initiatives responsive to local challenges within a global 
crisis. We will share Utopias Bach learning and principles, not 
as draconian macro-​solutions or techno-​fixes, but as quite the 
opposite: Utopias Bach’s practice emerges from those taking part 
and from where it is taking place. The pandemic made evident 
our entanglement with the global world, while lockdowns and 
shielding threw us back to attaching ourselves to the soil. Utopias 
Bach addresses this uncanny/​confusing simultaneity of personal, 
local and global, and explores the bigger picture, empowering 
communities to find responsive small-​scale solutions together 
(Figure 8.1).

Figure 8.1  Utopias Bach Penrhyndeudraeth, November 2020  
(https://​utop​iasb​ach.org/​penrh​ynde​udra​eth-​ar-​cylch).
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The importance of language and metaphors

The Welsh word bach means hook, hinge, nook, corner, bend, 
dear, small and minor, suggesting a range of possibilities or creative 
starting points. In Utopias Bach, bach stands in creative tension 
with the universal no-​place of Utopia because there is particular 
resonance with the small in Welsh language and culture. The dying 
words of Wales’ patron saint, St David were: ‘Gwnewch y pethau 
bychain’ –​ ‘do the little things’. Small also connects us to a set of 
Welsh words and phrases relating to intimate connections with 
your small patch of place, that do not translate into English, such 
as Milltir Sgwar, Bro fy Mebyd, Cynefin (Davies, 2021). In this 
way, our concept of Utopias Bach relates closely to what Bruno 
Latour calls ‘the Terrestrial’ (Latour, 2018). The Terrestrial is 
a way of being that avoids a return to identity and the defence 
of borders in the face of the current existential threats stemming 
from climate change, ecosystem collapse and inequalities. It brings 
together two complementary movements that modernisation made 
contradictory: attaching oneself to the soil and becoming attached 
to the world.

Bilingual communities such as those of north-​west Wales are 
particularly aware of the power of language to shape the world we 
inhabit. Attentiveness to how we use language became a core tool 
for transition in Utopias Bach. We use metaphors deliberately to 
question (and undermine) existing ‘norms’ which uphold the status 
quo or generate anxiety instead of agency or limit our imagination 
for change. One key metaphor, which Lisa Hudson introduced to 
describe the form, structure and growth of Utopias Bach, is that 
of a strawberry plant. To propagate themselves, strawberry plants 
send out runners looking for soil. If a runner finds soil, it starts to 
root and a new plant will develop. This metaphor enables us to 
think of growth as other than ‘big’, as it shifts attention towards 
feeding and supporting small groupings to take root wherever they 
find fertile ground, be it Spain, Malawi or Gaerwen on Anglesey.

The strawberry plant, which our website (at www.utop​iasb​ach.
org) structurally replicates, enables us to entangle and be open to 
unexpected forms and outcomes, making it possible for us to act 
beyond the formal entity of a network and to acknowledge the 
more than human as part of our community and way of working. 
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It allows us to think of our roles, practices and discourses in 
expanded language and open them to transgress beyond managerial 
processes, as follows:

The Partners (the gardeners): meeting monthly, with particular 
areas of responsibility: Lindsey Colbourne –​ project overview, 
collaboration and documentation including website; Samina Ali –​  
conscious participation, inclusion and health and wellbeing, 
plain language; Dr Wanda Zyborska –​ artistic quality, reflexive 
practice and conceptual frameworks; Lisa Hudson –​ methodolo-
gies, reflective learning and budget; Julie Upmeyer –​ host organ-
isation, methodology toolkit and social media.

The Collaboratory (the mother strawberry plant): an action 
learning community where we come together monthly, alter-
nating between online and face-​to-​face, to share ideas, learning 
and activities.

Arbrofion –​ Community experiments (the strawberry plantlets): dis-
crete interventions reaching out into different communities, often 
involving an artist and a ‘community connector’. Community 
connectors are a human or more-​than-​human (an event, a space, 
a piece of land, a plant, an idea, a shop) that functions as a way 
of reaching out and creating ongoing connections.

Documenting and evaluating (the compost heap): creatively 
responding in writing, film, sound, images, movement to 
track: thread, flow, intent; material for a purpose (e.g. to 
share learning on something); individual moments of insight/​
significance.

In the course of the project, our use of language has begun to inter-
sect with the development of a new culture. We have started to 
think of Utopias Bach as a Utopia Bach itself: one in which we 
work with awareness, care and respect for each other and the envir-
onment, paying attention to our process and methods. Not only did 
this way of working fit with the increased time available to some 
during coronavirus restrictions, but it also offered a calm space for 
those on the frontline. The funding we received for the project, with 
its emphasis on process, community and relationship-​building for 
long-​term outcomes, was instrumental in supporting this way of 
working.

A critical characteristic of this unique culture was allowing slow-​
paced activity and the organic evolution of conversation. We were 
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encouraged to bring ‘our whole selves’ to the conversation and 
to find common ground with others experiencing similar psycho-
logical, emotional and physical challenges. At our Collaboratory 
meetings, we co-​created a set of principles for Utopias Bach:

•	 Diversity: Seeking and celebrating diversity and difference and 
appreciating what we each bring to the collective experience.

•	 Change: Challenging prevailing orthodoxies, polarities and 
ways of working to create space for radical change. Sometimes 
a tiny change is as important as a big one.

•	 Spread: Like a strawberry plant, spreading and nurturing 
through sharing skills, ideas, events and resources.

•	 Open and reflective: Generous with space and time for ongoing 
reflection and dialogue and open to challenge. Flexible on time, 
outcomes, methods.

•	 Co-​creation: All those involved co-​determine what happens 
through self-​facilitation, accountability and conscious 
participation.

•	 Responsive to needs: Aware of and responsive to the needs 
of participants; encouraging honesty, kindness, empathy and 
understanding.

•	 Artistic quality: A questioning approach to quality, as some-
thing to strive towards. Developing a culture of questioning 
and noticing where the art is taking place or becoming.

Pandemic resonance

From the start, Utopias Bach tapped into the shift in people’s 
everyday routines and needs triggered by the space and effects of 
lockdown restrictions. For many of us, Utopias Bach became indis-
pensable to our personal, community, creative and/​or professional 
lives. Collaboratory participants at our six-​month review meeting 
commented:6

It takes me a long time to work with people because I am 
neurodivergent. But I’ve just been here a very short while and I really 
feel at home. And it’s a lovely and bizarre feeling at the same time 
because this doesn’t normally happen to me.

I feel I’ve found my tribe. I just feel totally accepted and listened to 
and included, for me, as I am. And I have never felt that before, ….  
It’s all about doing things differently in a beautiful way where 
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everybody is very mindful of everybody else and the experiences we 
are all going through together.

I wouldn’t be here, doing this role [gallery curator], now, if it wasn’t 
for Utopias Bach. It’s just given me, personally, the confidence to think 
of myself as somebody who can be involved in art and it made me 
think ‘art can be a really intimate and community-​oriented thing …  
so my role is going to be all about participation and community 
engagement.

This is the community I’ve been looking for for years. I’ve been so 
isolated after having kids and recovering from addiction. I’d lost all 
my creativity and confidence and didn’t think I could go back to a 
creative life. But Utopias Bach is mind-​blowing and beautiful, it’s 
so great to be in this group. I am now full of ideas, confidence and 
enthusiasm.

During pandemic restrictions, we started meeting regularly on the 
Zoom platform. Despite the constraints of our rectangular boxes, 
our meetings started creating an open, supportive learning commu-
nity which built capacity in terms of skills, creativity and contacts. 
Resisting the network metaphor that the Zoom algorithms suggest, 
we instead playfully experimented with virtual assemblages of 
‘being with’.7 For instance, we physically performed ‘Exquisite 
Corps’ with our bodies on Zoom, enabling us to feel connected 
bodily as well as virtually (Figure 8.2). By using meditation and 
collective imagination exercises, Zoom became a small knot of 
entanglement within the telepresence of our virtual community. 
Our sense of community grew, countering the lack of physical 
interaction, contact and closeness with other people. As restrictions 
eased, we alternated between face-​to-​face and online meetings, to 
enable those further afield/​with accessibility/​social distancing needs 
to continue to take part.

Our first face-​to-​face meeting took place at Metamorffosis in 
June 2021. Geocache Bach was inspired by Max Haiven and Alex 
Khasnabish’s ‘understanding [of] imagination as always embodied 
and relational, and recognizing that the radical imagination is a space 
of encounter, learning and disruption’ (Haiven and Khasnabish, 
2010: 19).8 Geocache Bach was an invitation to find and build 
Utopias Bach –​ a world of tiny possibilities and imaginings –​ in 
dystopian cracks and corners in and around The Old Goods Yard 

 

 

  



Figure 8.2  Utopias Bach Collaboratory Zoom Exquisite Corps, 
February 2022.
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(TOGY) in Bangor where some members of Utopias Bach had their 
art studios (Figure 8.3).

TOGY is a place in a state in transition, somewhat dilapidated 
and being taken over by weeds, while providing a space for new 
beginnings. Through the provision of mini-​human figures and of basic 
found materials, around 60 people (aged 3 to 89) came to TOGY to 
seek out and add to a world of miniature installations. Tiny human 
figures were dwarfed and decentred by an enormous forest of moss 
and spiders and seagulls. Installations were inserted into cracks in 
the concrete and rusting sculptures exploring radical ideas in mini-
ature. Examples include works made by participants that were about 
rethinking the role of monuments (The Wild Garden of the Outdated 
Monument), new relationships (Some of My Best Friends have Stems), 
cultural co-​presence (My Family and Other Breadfruit) and equality 
(Quarry Ruins Housing the Homeless; a House for Moneyspiders).

In order to place humans within imagined futures to which 
they are not central, we also ran Trawsffurfiad at Metamorffosis.9  
This bilingual (Cymraeg: English) shape-shifting imaginative 
embodiment of becoming a more-​than-​human being was under-
taken as a collective guided imagination exercise that involved 

Figure 8.3  Geocache Bach, June 2021.
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travelling to a future world, perfect for the more-​than-​human being 
that participants had become, and returning with messages for 
humans. These guided imagination exercises have become a key 
part of Utopias Bach’s methodology for imagining and exploring a 
new way of being in the world.10

Creating the change

What had started as ‘experiments’ supported by £500 of seed 
funding grew into work in villages and with particular interests 
(such as isolated older women, homeless people, land), which 
experimented with their own micro-​utopias. Increasingly, we 
have received requests from public, private and voluntary sector 
organisations interested in learning about the kinds of processes 
we have been exploring. Importantly, these organisations, rather 
than seeking to fix the people and communities they serve, wish 
to change their own culture to enable closer collaboration with 
them. We now work with institutions to engage them long-​term in 
building relationships, changing culture and offering ‘invitations’ to 
try things out in an open-​ended way.

One example is our collaboration with Rural Futures, who were 
working in Gwalchmai on Anglesey, a small village particularly 
affected by low income and the effects of coronavirus. In spring 
2021, they invited Utopias Bach to work with them to help the com-
munity reimagine the future. We connected the local school to one 
in Limbe, Malawi, and used our ‘guided imagination’ meditations 
with 120 young people to create a vision for the future which was 
taken as the starting point for the whole community to discuss the 
future (Figure 8.4).

Through the ongoing work of the Rural Futures development 
officer, Mark Gahan, the children-​led Utopias Bach visioning has 
since resulted in a cross-​generational group creating and maintaining 
an edible community garden and a renewed play area. Meanwhile, 
Samina Ali has led embodied psychotherapy sessions for the whole 
school. This work further helped to address the psychological 
trauma experienced through lockdown. The community visioning 
event was held in the Canolfan Henoed (Old People’s Centre), and 
the cross-​generational relationships and trust built meant that the 
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centre, traditionally only for use by older people, has opened up 
and become a hub for the whole community to continue to come 
together for a better future.

Co-​creation and community-​building

In the course of my 30 years of working as a professional facili-
tator, designing and running conflict resolution, co-​creation and 
participatory decision-​making processes for sustainable develop-
ment in the UK and beyond, I have observed the need to develop 
shared practice and argued for the (cost)effectiveness of collab-
orative approaches in creating long-​lasting change and innovative 
solutions (Colbourne and Straw, 2009). My work has shown that 
significant barriers to collaboration are not in communities but are 
inherent within public sector institutions themselves. For example, 
procedures and systems undermine the ability of staff to spend 
time on, or be rewarded for, collaborative efforts, compounded 
by gaps in staff collaborative skills, abilities and knowledge 
(Colbourne, 2009).

Utopias Bach became an opportunity to learn about collabora-
tive decision-​making, joint action and ‘shared practice’, bringing 
together diverse people, groups and perspectives. The results 

Figure 8.4  Utopias Bach Gwalchmai by Beca, Nia and Llyr, July 2021. 
Example of micro-​utopia and edible garden/​play area created by  

children at Ysgol y Ffridd, Gwalchmai, May 2022.
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illustrate the value of this kind of approach, going beyond ‘arts/​
nature on prescription’ (HARP, 2022) that supports people’s indi-
vidual health and wellbeing, to creating long-​term communities 
with an ongoing relationship with each other and the more than 
human world.

Conclusion: Lessons learned for a better  
future as community

Metamorffosis and Utopias Bach tackled the issues of ‘where 
and how we gather with whom to enjoy a shared experience’, to 
speak in Welsh government papers’ tongues. But they went beyond 
this, dealing with crises by creating transformational sustainable 
collaborations and communities with humans and more than 
humans in remote geographical locations. These collaborations and 
communities not only created resilience for surviving a pandemic 
crisis, but also for engaging with ecological emergency and issues 
of inclusivity in their locality.

These approaches are different to the more ‘top down’ or ‘one-​
size-​fits-​all’ model of interventions focused on the urban creative 
industry and urban audience. They involve long-​term emergent 
processes, relationships and outcomes through community-​
building, the creation of networks of creatives, engaging commu-
nities in reimagining their relationship to the future and the more 
than human world, and low-​tech, analogue solutions to problems 
thrown up by pandemic mitigation measures.

From grassroots experimentation, institutions within and beyond 
the cultural industries were able to pick up, learn from and use 
these approaches to influence their own post-​pandemic futures. But 
this chapter has shown that, as well as building capacity and resili-
ence of creative practitioners, small-​scale arts events help to bring 
back –​ and attract new, more diverse –​ audiences to established 
venues and town centres.

The small-​scale nature of the projects and events, designed to 
fit with pandemic restrictions, enabled new audiences to feel safe 
and confident to get involved, and be physically co-​present. It also 
encouraged artists and participants/​audiences to experiment with 
and experience unfamiliar event formats, aesthetics and ideas, 
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such as connecting to the more than human world. As restrictions 
eased, this new way of working continued to appeal, becoming an 
established way of working, like tributaries drawing people into 
contemporary arts, for both the local arts communities as well as 
for the audiences.

Small-​scale grassroots initiatives also helped to build a sense 
of local ownership. The case studies illustrate how formal arts 
establishments can benefit from engaging with smaller grassroots 
initiatives to reimagine their relationships with the communities 
they serve. This type of community engagement, inclusion and  
co-​creative approach, however, requires time and care in a world 
that is otherwise fast-​paced, action-​oriented and high-​tech.

Time, attentiveness and intimacy are similar to care work, in that 
they are rewarded more symbolically or emotionally than monet-
arily. To allow artists to make a living doing this deeper, slower 
work, arts funding bodies might consider opening a conversation 
with creatives about the complexities of this kind of work and how 
to change funding (and other support) schemes to best support 
artists working in this way within their local communities.

Our case studies show that radical imagination and practice 
involve a reflective shift in our processes. Both case studies have 
allowed processes of openness and questioning, through experien-
cing a time of utmost uncertainty and precariousness (pandemic, 
social and climate emergency). But they were resilient in that they 
fostered mutual care and deep noticing, allowing participants 
to question how things could be done. This practice requires 
commitment, kindness and stamina; relational tools which can only 
be mobilised when feeling part of a community.

‘Recovery’ in the creative industries might therefore start by 
recognising the value of small-​scale but long-​term activities and 
the deeper effect they have on ‘audience’/​participants/​creatives. 
Institutions might consider how they might prioritise this kind of 
engagement, over the pursuit of maximum audience numbers. This 
may require the adjustment of evaluation processes, paying more 
attention to enabling multi-​perspective continual learning.11 This 
would enable policymakers to be part the desired change and offer 
support for grassroots initiatives without being prescriptive, in line 
with John R. Ashton’s call for institutions to shift to being ‘on tap 
not on top’ at this time of existential uncertainty (Ashton, 2003). 
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To do so, staff in policy/​funding organisations at all levels –​ not just 
the ‘front line’ officers –​ need to engage in the projects and their 
processes as participants. Engaging within the processes themselves 
enables staff to develop skills for working collaboratively while 
gaining a sense of the far-​reaching and interconnected effects of this 
kind of work, of how institutions can support the creative indus-
tries and, critically, what the institutions need to change within 
their own processes and procedures to do so.

Notes

	 1	 ‘By comparison, the construction industry contributed £129.3bn, the 
automobile industry contributed £49.1bn, and agriculture £13.0bn’ 
(DCMS, 2021).

	 2	 For an overview of the programme, please see the bilingual web-
site: https://​metamo​rffo​sis.jimdos​ite.com/​. There is also a playlist of 
videos introducing most of the participating artists and their events 
available via the following link: www.yout​ube.com/​playl​ist?list=​PLey​  
ZpVV​Vr6i​_​QOk​toJ6​zm5q​1uar​qIf-​WW

	 3	 The term more than human stems from eco-​criticism and ecology 
studies but is more and more applied in other disciplines as well, 
particularly in the Arts & Humanities for thinking beyond the 
Anthropocene. ‘More than human’ is often used to describe what we 
used to call nature, but it does so from an ethical standpoint which 
emphasises that we exist in ‘a communicative, reciprocal relation-
ship with nature’ (Cianchi, 2015: 32) and engage in inter-​species 
relationships (Haraway, 2016). For this chapter, the term includes 
non-​living beings, i.e. beings we would not identify as nature or 
species.

	 4	 The semi-​structured interviews focused on how artists changed their 
working practices to align with lockdown and restrictions, or to an 
art sector on hold and the resulting creative trajectories. All interviews 
lasted for an average of 45 minutes. Edited interviews are available on 
http://​re-​invent​ing-​live-​eve​nts.ban​gor.ac.uk/​interv​iew.php.en.

	 5	 E.g. ‘I don’t feel safe in mass events and won’t do so for a long time. 
Smaller events feel intimate, personal and are a greater opportunity to 
engage with fellow audiences’; ‘I much prefer this type of small-​scale 
event because I feel quite anxious in large crowds’.

	 6	 Unpublished Zoom meeting recording 15 December 2022.
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	 7	 See this Utopias Bach collaboratory meeting for an example: https://​
vimeo.com/​537410​003.

	 8	 For details see: https://​utop​iasb​ach.org/​geoca​che-​bach.
	 9	 See page on our website: https://​utop​iasb​ach.org/​trawsf​furf​iad.
	 10	 See ’Revolution in Miniature’ on our website: https://​utop​iasb​ach.

org/​dychm​ygu/​imag​ine.
	 11	 For details see this reflective blog on ‘Mapping Moments’: https://​

utop​iasb​ach.org/​blog-​1/​mapp​ing-​mome​nts-​how-​do-​we-​conn​ect-​thro​  
ugh-​utop​ias-​bach.
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