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[start]
GREG SINCLAIR: I am a white man in early 40s, dark brown and grey hair with a dark blue shirt, sitting in front of a busy bookcase of books, pictures and ornaments.  

Talking about my own artistic practice and what draws me into this discussion about creating work in SEND and disability settings.  I am a cellist and composer - writing music mostly for dance, theatre and performance, and also a performance artist, who makes and performs in my own work.  Relevant to the discussion this evening, I was a co-composer and performer of sound Symphony, a performance by oily cart, for sound seeking audience members.  Recently, before Christmas, I was one of four artists who led an intensive artist residency support by ‘Imaginate’, in Edinburgh, Oaklands School.  I may draw from those projects as the discussion moves on. I will ask the other panellists now to introduce themselves, starting with Claire.

CLAIRE WILLOUGHBY: I am a white woman in my mid-30s, dark brown hair with short hair, wearing bright red glasses, dangling purple earrings, in shapes, and a green jumper.  My partner’s desk is behind, laden with screens and technology equipment, but I have kicked him out for this meeting.  yeah, I am a performer, theatre maker and musician, working predominantly in Scotland, I was a cocreator for roll-up, the Mahogany Opera we will talk about.  I was a Jerwood fellow with Oily Cart, funded research, for making theatre work for sound seeking audiences.  I am developing new work over the next year or so and will draw on that too in the discussions today.

GREG SINCLAIR: Thank-you Claire. Shiori?

SHIORI USUI: Hi evidence, I am from Japan originally, but lived in Scotland for more than 20 years, a composer, performer and improviser, playing piano and using voice.  I am a woman in early 40s, black and grey hair, and wear brown glasses and dark skin.  Today I am wearing a pinkish knitted cardigan, my background is very white.

And, I am here, to talk about my experiences - I am in the process of creating a sensory theatre show in a hydro-pool for disabled young people, and I am doing this at the moment, with Independent Arts Project, in Scotland and Oily Cart, based in London.

and, I have also composed music, along with Greg, in Sound Symphony and performed together and I have participated in the very first R&D of Dusk with Claire.  I know another panellist from working with Birmingham, Contemporary Music group, a long time ago.  Very happy to be here, thank-you.

GREG SINCLAIR: Great, thank-you. Jack?

JACK McNEILL: Good Evening Everyone, my name is Jack, I am a white male, in late 30s, I have a beard with sort of badgery white flecks in, badgery white, rather than old man grey!  I am wearing a grey woolly jumper, and in a messy room full of books and music and mics.  This is the small room in my house, where I do a lot of work.  I am a clarinettist, a bass clarinettist and composer.  The work I do involves collaboration across different art-forms.  I have a kleptomaniac interest in all of them.  I was a curator with roll-up with Claire and Annie.  I wrote the music and played clarinet in it and improviser, which was handy, and run a 12 piece ensemble, called Propeller, we listen to the health of the planet and as part of our work, we collaborate with an organisation, called - audio visibility, a charity for deaf musicians, looking at the visualisation of sound that's me!

FREDDIE WAKE-WALKER: Thanks Jack. Lastly, Annie.

ANNIE RUSCILLO: Hello everybody I'm Annie Ruscillo, a white female in my earlyish 50s. I have got brown curly hair which is a bit grey at the moment, tied back, a white fleece on and a blurry background due to hiding the house renovations going on at the moment, I was the music teacher and lead at Sandgate School. I still am. I worked with Jack and Claire on Roll Up! but also trained as a music therapist 20 years ago and in the past have done long term projects with professional orchestras, namely the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic and the Royal Philharmonic.

FREDDIE WAKE-WALKER: Brilliant, thank you very much everyone. My first question for panellists is a general question. Feel free to all have a go answering it, or whoever is most interested. Why do we think it is so important to create work within SEND settings and what draws you to it specifically?

I can ask one of you specifically if you want. Claire?

CLAIRE WILLOUGHBY: I'll go for it. I think it's really important work to create work in SEND settings because to do the most - to create the most useful work for the audience it's intended for you have to be in a setting where you are continually researching in collaboration with young people. Unlike more mainstream theatre or music concerts if you're in a rehearsal room on your own trying stuff and thinking you like it, it's different work making work for this intended audience because there is a lot more you can learn in the room with them. Going in with an open mind, trying things out to see if they enjoy it but reading the signs of what they want more of or dislike, to see it as a fluid collaborative process makes the most useful and exciting work for this audience. I enjoy it so much because of that. I come from a clown background and really enjoy this because you don't know what you're going to get, and can go in with a certain idea and within 5 minutes realise it's not going to work at all because this young person hates my singing voice for example. 

You have to try, be open to failing and find the Joy in getting things wrong. These young people see we come in without a definitive answer about what we want to come away with. I find that exciting and exhilarating and you can't really get bored. We learned that with Roll Up!. Me and Jack had certain ideas at the beginning. Through working with Annie and the young people what we ended up with was very different, but all the better for it.

JACK MCNEILL: To add something short to that, there aren't that many performative interactions that are so intimate and close and immediate. I think it's important to do this kind of work because it can maybe teach us about performing and being with people in a much more immediate closer way full stop. As a performer that's a real privilege and it's kind of what you want. You have that immediate feedback. You don't often get that opportunity in other environments, but it's built into this way of working. It would be interesting to see what it was like if more performances were like that really.

GREG SINCLAIR: Shiori do you want to have a go answering that, then Annie?

SHIORI USUI: I completely agree. One reason I got into the sensory theatre show so much is this very intimate interaction with audience members. Also it takes away any preconceptions I've had in the past and really questioned that. I often felt that as a performer in Sound Symphony because sometimes reactions from audience aren't very clear. As a performer I was sometimes not sure how to react to that. But of course visually, what is visible is not the only thing audience members are feeling. It's the same for everybody. But yeah, so I had to then learn a way to take a step back mentally at the same time as being right there as a performer. 

That was really an eye-opening experience and really like took away some of my preconceptions as a performer of wanting to get very immediate feedback from audience members. So not judging the reaction straight-away is also important. For me it's really as an artist, it put things I experience with the disabled young people through the performance, put things into question. It is really a lively experience and I think it makes me grow as an artist.

Also, just briefly, I think it's important for anybody to have more experiences of different kinds of art and I think especially what I understand is people, disabled young people, are not getting that a lot, not having the choices at least. I think it's really great Mahogany Opera is doing this, and Oily Cart is making lots of shows. I think lots of people have started to do that now. That's also one of the reasons.

GREG SINCLAIR: Great, thank you Shiori. Please don't ever apologise for how much you have to say, all of you have such valuable insight. Annie you are coming into this question from a different angle, what is your take on the importance of creating work in SEND settings?

ANNIE TIMPSON: I hear beautifully what everybody said so far and would echo that from a personal point of view, you never stop learning doing something like this. I never worked with opera before, and a lot of people thought I was crazy bringing in an opera company with a group of largely non-verbal people. I'd agree we need to improve our young people's cultural capital and this group have very few opportunities to access the arts in general because of where they generally take place, so a theatre or concert hall. That puts out a whole group of young people that can't access it for reasons of sensory processing disorder, physical ability or ability to concentrate. 

That is an element, we can widen our young people's world. Our young people generally have narrow worlds through circumstances or lack of opportunity. Also from a really personal level for our young people, when working with musicians such as Jack and Claire who got the brief immediately, sometimes in situations where somebody is playing and responding to a young person, it might be the only time in their day they actually feel they're being listened to because of that immediate response musically to a movement, look or sound. 

That is reflected back to them in a musical manner, whether voice or instrumental, and they actually feel heard in that moment. We try our best in our day to day lives in school, working with intensive interaction and techniques that hopefully show that. But I feel, and I think our young people proved it that first week when moving, listening and responding to sound and with Jack and Claire responding to them, I observed our young people stood and thought, they are hearing me and listening, and I am being heard. I think that improvisation and model of working is absolutely priceless and can only serve to help our young people feel validated. It goes wider than arts for me.

GREG SINCLAIR: On the importance, thanks Annie, on the importance of the experience for young people, Jack maybe I can ask you. My knowledge of how Roll Up! was created was it actually took a long period of time within the school, which obviously involved a lot of interactions with young people. Do you want to speak a bit about the time necessary or the value of taking time to create work in SEND settings?

JACK MCNEILL: Yeah, I'll try and speak to that a bit. I think it sort of a bit boil down to who it's for and whether what you're making is genuinely having time to land where it needs to be landing. In the first week we were in Sandgate we'd all been in touch and met a few times before, I'd been in touch with Claire about potential musical material to bring. But it felt important to not bring very much to the first week. So I came with just a few nuggets of sound really. 

Then we were immediately put into - Annie very carefully structured our week that we were working initially in the school with a group of non-verbal children. A parent put it really beautifully - it's starting from a place where everybody can understand, contribute and feel heard and listened to. We were starting from a completely non-verbal place. And we were in for the whole of the duration of these classes with the young people, and did it on their terms, the way their days were structured and came into the space they used sometimes, and adapted other spaces to make it fun.

The time felt important because when you're not working with words, when just working in this way that's very physical and in a weird way, because you’re zooming in, all of a sudden there is so much to look at, listen to and see that you maybe wouldn't have otherwise noticed. You zoom in on this amazing micro world of interactions, feedback. I suppose kind of like that also meant we had to sort of - we had time to see the effect of our music and of our interactions at those particular times in those young people's days but also over the duration of a lesson. It gave us time to work out where people's thresholds were. 

We were new people and sound was new in the room. We needed time to explore whether sounds were too big, small, far away, too fast, too slow. In a funny kind of way you really needed time to get to know each of the individual young people's threshold for interacting with you in that non-verbal way before you could write any more music. Because otherwise you're imposing a structure and hierarchy on a situation where it offers an opportunity to rewrite that structure and hierarchy. The time to do that was really good. We did need that time.

The project took place over a whole year. We were in for a number of weeks. In between the project didn't stop. It was sometimes obvious after a month or two some young people might remember us, some might not. So there was also layering of our relationships, and gaining trust with staff, which Annie helped massively with. Very hard to do a project like this without having the whole school on board, to be honest. I think it takes time to gain that trust as well. So as well as needing time to know what music to write and what not to write - and Annie was interestingly clear about this - it doesn't mean constantly keeping things within people's comfort band. It's about being able to spot when you've gone too far in those interactions.

That was another Joy of making this process and working with an audience over a duration, and still finding those spaces to surprise and play. Yeah. That was a rambly answer, lots to talk about in that question.

GREG SINCLAIR: Beautifully put, thank-you Jack, I have so many questions I wanted to ask, but checking the time.  Shiori, your project in Hydro-pool, I am intrigued, it has this specific location - do you want to talk a little about why you chose that location and what have been the joys and are there any complications with creating work in a pool.

SHIORI USUI: Yeah [chuckle] so, if I am very honest, I was inspired by another hydro-pool show by Oily Cart, to begin with, I thought, wow that is really cool and there are a lot of things you can do with water and a hydro-pool.  

I came across Tim Webb, from Oily Cart writing - that pools are particularly enjoyed by wheelchair users and people with restricted mobility, because the support of warm water, relieves tension in muscles and gravity - and stuff like that.

So I felt like - we would be able to be in a more - kind of - equal footing - with young people with limited mobilities, in the swimming pool. 

So, for me, that was really important.  And also, around the same time, I was reading a book called 'entangled life', by [unclear] Sheldrick?  A fascinating book, I started to be interested in microorganisms living in water and in all our bodies, and yeah, without them living in our bodies, we don't function as well as we do.  These tiny living beings, also need water and everything needs water, and I wanted to see all of us as living beings, without any - yeah - so, with those different reasons, I decided to explore my work in a hydro-pool.

GREG SINCLAIR: And, just from a purely practical point of view, does that have - how many participants are there, or performers in the work.  I know you are still at an early stage of the production so maybe things will change, are some of the potential limitations, potentially creatively interesting for you?

SHIORI USUI: Yes, hydro-pool is very warm and uses lots of chlorine, so a limit in terms of how long performers can be in the pool and we also used - hydro-pool - which was quite small, there are different shapes and sizes, and overall they tend to be smaller in size.  So that limits the number of people who can be in the same space together.  In mine, it was supported by Imaginate as well - we had two young people - each time, and it was really very focused - one individual at a time as well.  So, yeah, I think - that gave us a really good way of focusing on the interaction - yeah - to young audiences, each time - yeah.

GREG SINCLAIR: Great, thank-you.  Just picking up on the point of interaction, Claire, we will ask a big question and you have four minutes before the break to tackle it - the notion - two parts - one, how important intimacy, between performer and participant, or audience member, how important that is within your work and also in terms of the number of audience members, quite often working in these settings, the audiences are a lot smaller.  Do you want to talk about that in relation to your piece Dusk, that you are developing?

CLAIRE WILLOUGHBY: The intimate nature of performer, there is a restriction - but it opens up so many creative possibilities, even though not many in the same room.  I worked on research and development with Shiori, very intense, two young people and two of us performers at the same time, sometimes two performers with one audience member.  

Dusk will have five singers, moving around the space, and the audience - probably five members - maybe with the addition of a teacher, or parent or carer, who will also move around, a completely free space, no separation between audience and performers. the audience can follow the singers, or beside a voice, they are particularly interested in, and if they hear someone else singing at the other end of the room, they can follow them.  There will be elements of the set that vibrates, with a low humming side, you can put your body against it, if you want and just have time.  

That is an exciting way to work, in more mainstream theatre, in pieces I have done in the past, there is such a focus on say selling tickets, how many people are you reaching, and where is the box office, where is it touring - and sometimes you can create work for more people than you would like, and the joy of creating work like this, that wouldn't work, so you can't let that be the focus - you aren't presenting this work on a stage, with a seating bank for 180 people.  You are rethinking the spaces you work in.  

With roll-up, it was in a school, which we didn't know when we started the development. In order for this to be the most accessible for the participants and the audience, we needed to present roll-up in the place it was created.  So a two-day opera within the school.  For Dusk my vocal piece, will be able to tour in the school halls.  It creates a more intimate environment and, in that way, an exciting, live, very, very live performance, whereby each - whatever it is, show, or performance, will be different, because the magic happens within the space.  And it is responsive in that way, which I think is really exciting.

GREG SINCLAIR: Brilliant, thank you so much Claire, so it is a quarter to 7, we will take a 10 minute break, we will share some footage (from Marc), from 'Roll-up', you may be interested to stick to your screen to see that, but we will reconvene at 5 to 7.  Thank-you, everyone.

[film]
JACK McNEILL: I am interested to know who here is a practitioner?  In this kind of area?  And, who is sort of here - just as a show of hands - it would be really interesting for me.  Why, what has drawn people here. 

JILLY:  The thing that compelled me to come, was the concept, of the assumption that working in this way, that everyone should learn from - this is the way it should go and all the other artistic work you do, can blossom out from here, rather than this kind of work being an add on.  So this is why I am here.

GREG SINCLAIR: That is a really lovely point, thank-you for sharing that, when preparing for the discussion, we had a meeting yesterday, and a similar point came up, about the fact, how much all of our practices can learn from the work we do in these settings and it shouldn't be an afterthought, if we place accessibility and the adventure’ness and thinking on your feet as a performer, if you place those at the front, in my experience and as Jack, Claire and Shiori mentioned, this makes us stronger artists.  Remember one of the first performance of Sound Symphony, the Johnston Town Hall performance, one of the most incredible performance experiences of my life and one of the most terrifying.

[chuckle]

Because everybody who came to see that show had a very different agenda about how that show would go.  We did not do - I don't think - 10% of what we thought we would, but we all got to the end, weather beaten and exhausted, but grinning, because we had had this incredible experience, we had to learn and respond and had those great moments of intensive interaction with one individual and you would glance up and someone was singing or climbing, a chaos of joy.  It was hard work.

SHIORI USUI: When we reached the point of the last performance, as a character, we had more autonomy to act on our own accord. And yeah, that was - for me, the freedom to be able to respond, was - such a relief [chuckle].  For me - yeah.

GREG SINCLAIR: Yeah, I actually, was going to start this part of the chat, by asking Jack and Shiori, you both mentioned the importance of improvisation as important to you.  Jack, do you want to talk about how important that is for you in these settings.

JACK McNEILL: In brief really, Shiori mentioned it there, it is having the licence to NOT do something as well as to DO something, as a performer.  And it is, asking you to like - use your tools to connect you to that other person or space or situation.  I think often, with improvisation - it is sort of projected as a weirdly, internal dive - it is you seeking out within yourself, something - but what was interesting about improvisation in this setting, is that it is about - this is not to say that improvisation in an ensemble or group, doesn't involve constant feed-back and recalibration of decisions and things ,but maybe what was so fascinating for me about this improvisation, and this group of audiences, I didn’t speak their language as much as they didn't speak mine, so the improvisation was a process of finding - using our tools to speak - kind of - outside of - I am not articulating myself well, I should stop there, but that is the nugget of it in there somewhere.

GREG SINCLAIR: I can see your hand up Annie, but do you want to address that point about improvisation Shiori?

SHIORI USUI: For me improvisation is finding a mutual space or the time space kind of dimension that me as a performer and the young people or young person to co-exist without having to explain anything. Like and that's the most beautiful bit, I find, when it happens! You are allowed to be yourself, it's something I find really, yeah, beautiful.

GREG SINCLAIR: And so important for these young people to find that agency as well. Annie, what was your thoughts?

ANNIE TIMPSON: I was just thinking, I mean I echo both speakers there, but for me and using improvisation myself, and also seeing Jack and Claire use improvisation with our young people, is the difference between our young people having something done to or for them and doing it with them. I think that's the beauty of using - because I, in my own music with the young people, use a lot of improvisation. Even in communication sessions, it doesn't have to be a music session, I would use singing, vocalisation and instrumental playing. 

We use it all day every day in school days. We sing all the time in school. Singing marks the beginning and end of sessions. If you see the film, you hear the roll down song. We count our young people down a lot - we are going to finish this in 5, then have a snack. Any transition to an activity we have a long countdown. As a musician or with classes I work with I inevitably use song, and when I do play, I use a lot of improvisation. 

For me it's about meeting the young person where they are, as Shiori said. It's a levelling. Our young people have so much done to them - this is what you will wear today, or where you will go now - they have such limited opportunity for choice in their life, and our improvisation and response to them gives them huge choice. That was a big theme. Choice had to be a massive part of how we composed the opera with young people.

GREG SINCLAIR: That co-creation aspect seems a common thread with all the panellists speaking. In the break we saw a glimpse of Roll Up!. Annie it was interesting to hear you talk about how the school is already a really creative space. To what extent did having Mahogany Opera come in, did it disrupt the school in any way, or did they slot in because you’re already using song and music.

ANNIE TIMPSON: It's not so much that we are using song. I use song, but the vast majority of teachers and LSAs are terrified of using song, so I have to push to facilitate that. I personally use improvisation a lot. This was vastly new to our school. We don't have a lot of opportunity to have visiting companies in, so this was a real treat, Joy and privilege to have. As far as the disruption, the way we organised the year really, and the input of Jack Claire and the Mahogany team was I carefully wrote it into the timetable. 

So Jack and Claire would come in, especially in rehearsal and composition weeks, in sessions that were already existing. So we didn't create special sessions. Jack and Claire had to buckle in and buckle up a lot of the time with what was happening in the timetable. So the daredevils you saw was part of a vestibular session that was extended. So that was something we developed over the year that we were doing anyway, that Jack and Claire came in and created with young people. We were careful to make sure sessions weren't just pinned on the sensory needs of young people but also that we built this into their day, so there wasn't too much new all the time. Otherwise we'd just be breaking down that barrier before we got to work with anybody if that makes sense.

GREG SINCLAIR: It does, thank you for sharing. Claire a conversation going on in the chat maybe started something you were speaking about, the fact so much of this work does have - is created for smaller audiences, and programmers are maybe slightly scared of things for smaller audiences, for financial reasons. There may be people here, practitioners that haven't made work in these settings. What are the big selling points? there are things about time, size of audience, etc, but what are you particularly drawn to about it.

CLAIRE WILLOUGHBY: I think like we were saying about what we learn working in these settings that should be applied to other audience demographics, a key thing is to think about where the work can tour to. I have a company called Snapped Elastic and are moving towards working in non-traditional theatre spaces. That's partly due to lack of places to tour to. In Scotland there are less venues open to receiving work. Opportunities to get a fee to present work there is much less now than 10 years ago. 

Sometimes you can try to get a tour written up and you won't get any income from those theatres, you have to fund it yourself, meaning endless applications. Taking this SEND work as an example is a really good way to think about it because there are lots of venues, spaces you can present work in, and lots of people who would love to see work who can't access traditional theatres. 

So there's a lot to think about. Presenting in schools is one thing, or in a hydro-pool or libraries, I'm working on a piece to be presented at experimental music festivals and gig spaces. When you look into it, those spaces are excited and might not have lots of money but have an audience not used to seeing that kind of work. When you think about sensory work with music or which is music led, that is accessible in terms of content, and taking it to other spaces is exciting. I don't know if that answered your question.

GREG SINCLAIR: It did. It's good everyone is speaking honestly. We all understand creating work in these settings can be challenging. I thought it would be nice for you to talk about experiences with other projects. It reminded me when you were chatting, Shiori one of the processes you're going on with your project is thinking about an at home version, correct?

SHIORI USUI: Yes. It's still a plan, but a plan to make an at home version of the hydro-pool work, then make a bigger version later. That could increase more access to arts for those who find it difficult to go to venues or find it more easy being able to manage things by themselves. Lots of different reasons that could be good for some people. So yeah.

GREG SINCLAIR: I guess just to be - can you explain exactly what an at home version of a hydro-pool show is? Not everyone will have their own pool at home.

SHIORI USUI: Good question!

GREG SINCLAIR: What are the creative things you're interested in that, rather than the limitations. What are you finding, oh we can do that, that you can't in a swimming pool.

SHIORI USUI: That's the sort of thing I'm hoping to discover, but I'm at the beginning of the process so don't have a clear answer. I'm thinking about people using their own bath, maybe we can send some props that we make. Maybe they can keep some at home, or maybe they have to return after experiencing it for a certain amount of time. Because it's more like if you got to see a show at the theatre, you can keep the experience but not the props. Those different ideas are floating but it still remains to be seen what I will come up with.

GREG SINCLAIR: Great, thanks Shiori. Jack, seeing a bit of a clip there in the break of Roll Up!, it was really evident how important the young people are, the pupils in the school, in the work as performers. Do you want to speak a bit about that kind of malleability of when does a participant become an audience member, or when does an audience member become a performer, etc. Is that a tricky question?

JACK MCNEILL: It is quite a tricky question. Probably there are always people who have thought one is both or [unclear]. Often it is to do with your own experience and what you've been allowed to experience. Audiences are often made audiences by people making the work or made participants by people putting the work on. I think people in general are pretty open to being invited to participate or not. I think that working in this environment just makes that something you have to do, rather than something you have a sort of pre-existing culture that either engages with that as an idea or doesn't.

I mean I think for me it was integral to this. A lot of the opera was playing what was happening all the time. I thought I'd just share a couple of sketches from my workbook. This is the opera as a constellation. A lot of the material fits into the same spaces. This is another image that maybe explains this a little bit. This was me trying to get my head around the way some of these interactions might work, how something has a ripple effect out into different things that happen in the room. 

There might be an order or structure, but there might be a way of escaping if a young person escapes. In order for that structure to work, there had to be a limited amount of material. 

The Snappy Operas idea of boiling down an opera into 10 minutes of music was actually really great for working in that way because then when you blow that up to happen over 2 days, but resist the temptation to just create 2 days' worth of material, but work with what is in the room and make sure what you have created is both permeable and strong enough to hold a space. I think that was what was quite interesting for me to work out what to write. It had to not just sound like noodling, so everyone felt comfortable we were all in something we could recognise. 

Yet it had to be full of spaces and so that was quite a nice way to think about music, as just being really - what would be the word - I don't know, a little goes a long way, kind of thing. In terms of audience and performer, I've strayed away from the question a bit, but it being not necessarily the performer or audience's decision, what I said about that, is what I believe. 

Freddie had interesting ideas about that. Jilly Jarman from BlueJam Arts, mentioned perhaps work should grow out from this space, rather than this way of working being bolted on from the side. This relationship, in a non-Arts Council box ticking creating work kind of way, is a tool for meaningful artistic interactions, but the choice to participate has to remain a choice. Sometimes I want to participate, sometimes I want to experience. Perhaps Freddie could elaborate on the journey he is going on in terms of that, because it's got under his skin as well.

FREDDIE WAKE-WALKER: Thanks for throwing the hard question to me. The way I'm thinking about it as you're talking, in a conventional way it's very binary, a load of people are defined as audience or performers. There are subtle relationships between everyone. What happens in this setting is it becomes more like a prism. There is constant shifting, everyone is shifting between being pure audience, participant or performer. You can break those things down to subcategories as well. You are constantly shifting. 

That's the most magical thing. I love what Claire said about how live the environment is in this context. That's what comes from anyone at any moment being able to choose whether to participate or not. Maybe I don't know what I'm going to do because the person next to me doesn't either. There is constant reflecting of light throughout our mirrored bodies or souls or whatever that becomes very exciting.

GREG SINCLAIR: That is pertinent, because we are in a period in culture, where are putting how audiences behave under the microscope, there is discussion about what is acceptable etiquette for audience members, so don't drunkenly catcall the performers, we can understand - but there is also interesting things that I have learned about being a performer and creator within SEND and neuro-diverse settings, and as Jack and Freddy mentioned, the incredible liveness and that each individual has that ability to dictate - this is what I need, this is how I need to experience this art and we need to have an environment that allows for everyone to experience it in that way. 

For me that has been a learning point - again it is the starting point thing Jilly isn't it - starting from there, doesn't mean, you get annoyed if someone moves around the space, if you create it, knowing that will happen, you can't be annoyed if that feels disruptive, and it won't fee disruptive, it will feel new and exciting.  It is 7.25, and people have been putting comments in the chat, but if you want to put up your hand, or ask any of the panellists a direct question, or a reflection, or a thought you have had.

FREDDIE WAKE-WALKER: Someone has her hand up, but she is a bit dark.

ANNIE:  I wanted to reflect, it was really important that we took that approach, because one of the things I really wanted for this opera, for everybody in the whole (dog barks) sorry - everybody within the community of the school got an opportunity to take part, so we had to break those boundaries and make the performance space, really fluid and accepting of who the young people were - and the audience space, otherwise a small cohort of young people who could access this particular project only.  To throw that open to say this group may not take any notice of you for the first three days, or won't sit still, but this is what we are going to do and everybody accepting that and everybody meeting people where they were, enabled to us to have the whole school involved.  

On performance day, we had a group of 30 young people, that we hadn't see the year before, but in the background had been listening and had chosen to step outside the room - for the whole time, Jack and Claire had worked with the students and on the day, turned up in full costume to take part in the choir, and that was okay.  So that element of being open to what an audience, or participant looks like, or behaves like, is important in a setting like this in order to really capture and give everybody the opportunity to take part.  

GREG SINCLAIR: Just following on from that Claire, is that just like an endless, open, invitation that everything is allowed in terms of how these audience members experience the work, or are there sometimes limitations that we have to have in place.  Thinking about of Dusk for example, are there some things you know that HAVE to be retained for the performance’s sake.

CLAIRE WILLOUGHBY: An interesting question, and I remember you saying this causes Greg with your cello, if you have an instrument you don't want to be grabbed or need to protect that, and you have to put something in place, if you know the limitations, you can build on that.  For example, for Dusk, there will be sensory costumes, and they will have their own sound, so the rustle of a costume and have people moving through the space, based on costume. 

But we have talked about bodies, we want the sensory clothes to be touched, but there is touching consent and respecting personal space, and knowing that is something we may have to deal with, we have already had discussions, about having small pieces of the costume, that someone could have.  

A big frilly item that each audience member can have and join in with, without having to touch bodies, or feeling they aren't allowed to be part of it the piece will be created so hopefully the audience WILL feel part of it, but it is hard, and you have to have certain boundaries, there are things that may be a step too far, or you have to keep an eye on. There has to be some structure or rules, but want to be free and live in the moment. 

It is a difficult one, the more you are aware of it, the more you can preplan and think of all the different things that happen.  And in that moment, you can be more confident to say, hang on, this is my cello, and you will go somewhere else, so not reachable.  There was something that we had up high in one piece - and you can consider these things.

FREDDIE WAKE-WALKER: I will jump in, because it is 7.30 and Annie and Jack and Jilly wanted to say something, so wanted to mark the official end.  So thank-you to everyone for coming, but we will carry on talking like this, but realise some people may have planned their evenings to leave now.  Thank-you all for coming, and we will carry on talking.

GREG SINCLAIR: I hadn't realised it was 7.30, Annie and Jack have their hands up, and Jilly had their hand up, as Annie spoke last time and has put something in the chat.  Shall I read out what you wrote, or do you want to address your question to Annie.

JILLY:  Hi.  

GREG SINCLAIR: I have put you on the spot.

JILLY:  it is just so nice to hear what Annie said and she said it with such confidence, she said - of course, you have to come in and spend that time - so obvious.  if you aren't funded, or people want to go in a rush, you can't do that and you can't do the work you want, because you will fudge it, or impose, and there is this massive thing, people say, who wants to do what you are doing, why not ask what they want to do.  This may be something someone hasn’t had exposure to before, and this is their chance and maybe they don't want to, and you aren't hierarching it.  With BlueJam, people have spent three years not getting engaged and then they let it sink in, so it just takes time - that is what I wanted to say.

GREG SINCLAIR: Great. Thank-you.  Final thoughts from Jack and Annie who had their hands up.  Jack, do you want to make your final point.

JACK McNEILL: Following from what Jilly and everybody said - this is not the beginning of this kind of work - working in these kinds of settings, but I think - it is fairly near the beginning of in terms of a performance practice, that is just kind of - accepted and expected to be part of people's tool-kit.  I think, there is maybe an exciting further discussion and action to be had, in terms of facilitating and empowering young performers and theatre makers, early on, in these skills. 

So in the same way that performances aren't just bolted on to the theatre sector, but the education sector too, it should be integral to you learning what it is to be a musician, and theatre practitioner and human.  A big conversation to be had, in terms of how this learning, which isn't new, but is certainly, only implemented on an individual basis.  I don't think it has made it, into our channels of - certainly mainstream education, or even further education.  Yeah.  Which seems to be a glaring missing piece of the puzzle.  To me.  thank-you it has been great being here, by the way and lovely to see all the new faces.  I am not leaving, but just saying goodbye.

GREG SINCLAIR: Annie, don't know if your point has been addressed by others?  Did you have anything to add.

ANNIE:  For me, the thought that - should there be boundaries, that was why the longevity of the project was so important, we could build confidence and trust with the young people, and it was important that the work continued, once Jack and Claire had left, we didn't just leave it and then pick it up again, one term later.  

So the boundaries naturally occurred.  Structures were naturally formed, by and with the young people in our repetition of the work and how they felt safe within that environment, and knew what was coming, that was where the creativity happened, because we built it over time, if that makes sense, so the structures of the performance were built naturally.  Not just, you stand there, and this happens, although there was an element of that, but the young people didn't know that was happening, because it had become embedded in the person's day and week and the performance was natural and everybody could relax and take part and enjoy it and that is where the longevity of the project was absolutely key, I think.

GREG SINCLAIR: Great. Well, I don't think there are any more questions in the chat, definitely some people sharing how much they enjoyed hearing the discussion and already had to leave.  I guess, Freddie, if you have any last thing you want to say?  

FREDDIE WAKE-WALKER: Only a huge thank-you to everybody, and also to Karen and Eluned for doing the wonderful captioning and thank-you to Jack McNeill, Shiori Usui and Annie Ruscillo and Marc and Bridget for being great people and organising this and Penny and Marie for being audience members, we don't like to use those words, no one is performance artist, no one is audience.  Thank-you for staying till the very end and see you all again soon. 

[end of live event]
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