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LABS
AUDIENCE
— How tech can create space for new theatrical 
forms, new creative teams and new audiences.
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was conceived during the Royal 
Opera House’s award-winning 

Open Up project in 2017. This building transformation 
reconceived our front of house spaces, welcoming in a new 
daytime audience and repositioning our beautiful theatre at the 
heart of London’s shared public realm, open to all. In this spirit, 
Audience Labs took up the challenge of expanding our horizons 
in the technology space.

ALEX BEARD CBE, 
— Chief Executive, Royal Opera House

With next-generation technology at its heart, the industry-leading 
team has given expression to both of our art forms in strikingly 
bold and innovative new ways, bringing together pioneering artists 
from around the world to reimagine what it means to experience a 
performance of Ballet or Opera, at the Royal 
Opera House itself and far beyond.

Over the last five years, Audience Labs led the charge in 
unlocking artistic understanding of technology and the many 
possibilities it presents, bringing together creatives, artists 
and technology giants to create contemporary opera and 
ballet experiences that break new ground in artistic 
expression, reaching new and diverse audiences with 
technological innovation.

Overcoming the challenges of the pandemic, in their final project 
Audience Labs brought the world’s first opera in hyperreality, 
Current, Rising, to the stage. Landing to critical acclaim, the 
15-minute experience, which blended historic stagecraft with 
cutting-edge technology, immersed audiences in an atmospheric 
virtual world in which they were placed at the very centre of the 
performance.

The cutting-edge work of the Audiences Labs team continues the proud 
tradition of stagecraft we have at the Royal Opera House and its work is 
now embedded in our creative process, both for The Royal Opera and 
The Royal Ballet. The legacy of their practice will continue to unleash the 
extraordinary potential of technology in the arts for years ahead.

AUDIENCE LABS AUDIENCE LABS 

Royal Opera House Covent Garden, Paul Hamlyn Hall, Bow Street Entrance
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PRELUDE

The origins of 
Audience Labs

I’m a theatremaker not a technologist. I work 
in the arts because it has a public function – 
it’s a space to collectively reflect and imagine, 
a space that can help us explore what it means 
to be human. I’m interested in the artistic 
potential of technology and the role art and 
culture can play in shaping our relationship to 
the technologies we use.
I love being surrounded by smart, curious 
people, searching for new forms and ways 
to tell stories with emotional meaning. 
Technology can extend traditional stages, so 
new audiences may find, join and participate in 
beautiful, transcendent shows.

Theatre is a live, shared experience. The 
audience is in the same space as the 
thing we’re making, which makes every 
performance different. When I first started 
working in theatre, that was one of the things 
that excited me most; that space of exchange 
between actors and the audience, the call and 
response going both ways. . 
Later, as co-artistic director of Coney, we 
experimented with ways of making theatre  
that enabled us to put the audience at the 
centre of every experience. We wanted to 
create shows and experiences that were 
responsive to audiences and were remade in 
the moment of the audience interactions. 
Making immersive theatre that responds 
to the audience requires a fine balance of 
openness and closedness. The experience 
should be open enough for the audience to 
play a role (or at least feel like they are playing 
a role), but closed enough for the makers 
to tell a good story. This involved everything 
from merging theatre writing with game 
design, rehearsing different, new forms of 

stage design to hacking QLab (a system for 
controlling sound, video and lighting). 

I always got inspiration from creative 
practises from different eras and art forms, 
anything from classic five act structures to 
commedia dell'arte, to the thought processes 
of hackers and jazz improvisation. I learned 
and applied processes and ideas, mixed and 
matched, often using technology as a tool to 
create theatrical magic. 
My work was always pushing at the edges. 
Technology was one of many tools to invent 
and innovate. With the rise of more and more 
possibilities in technology, I ended up asking 
myself:

Technology can learn a lot from older 
artforms about how to forge real connections 
between people. As a theatre director I 
always strive to create space for emotional 
and collective reflection. Audience Labs grew 
out of the idea of achieving those aims on a 
technology stage, through asking one simple 
question: ‘What if…?’

ANNETTE MEES 
— Head of Audience Labs 

What does it mean 
to bring theatrical 
thinking to 
technology?

4 — THE ORIGINS OF AUDIENCE LABS
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Immersive theatre can offer audiences agency over 
their own experience, allowing them to become 
heroes in their own story. They are not outsiders 
but inside a world they can shape and play in. One 
8-year old adventurer put it like this: “it’s like going 
on holiday for the first time, or reading a book for 
the first time: I feel like I can do everything.”

TOM BOWTELL, ARTISTIC DIRECTOR, KIT THEATRE
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THE ENSEMBLE

Audience Labs was born at the Royal Opera House in London’s Covent Garden, a location 
with a centuries’ old tradition of performance. Introducing the creative practices of opera 
and ballet to immersive technologies provided a unique opportunity to look, not just at new 
types of performance, but new ways of working. 

Ultimately, Audience Labs became an artist-led initiative creating boundary-breaking 
contemporary ballet and opera experiences. Our shows combined the stagecraft and 
emotional power that theatre makers have iterated over hundreds of years with the 
possibilities of contemporary technologies that extend or create new realities.

Audience Labs is a hub for imaginations – a conscious, 
deliberate, iterative exploration of new and better worlds, 

fed by artistry, experimentation & strategic learning.

In the long term, Audience Labs provides a model for how to make and work differently. We 
existed for too brief a time to change an organisation, let alone a sector, but we hope we’ve 
set off a ripple effect that encourages others to use experiments with art and technology 
to think anew about culture. Throughout the existence of Audience Labs we have always 
shared our ideas and discoveries with others, connecting with a much wider ecosystem of 
artists and technologists who share our values and interests. Openness and transparency 
have always been key values.  

We’re sharing some of our key ways of working here. You’ll also find detailed practical 
guidance in the ‘Director’s Notes’ section of this publication.

7 — WAYS OF WORKING ROYAL OPERA HOUSE — AUDIENCE LABS

Ways of workingImmersive Opera Lab 
2019. GUAP in 
Collaboration with 
Royal Opera House 
Audience Labs. Image: 
Sampson Collins
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• CONNECT TO NEW AUDIENCES

Technology expands where culture takes 
place, which broadens its potential 

audience and the role of art and 
culture as a whole. Working with 

technology should never be 
a bid to replace the culture 
we’re already making – it’s an 
opportunity to expand where 
culture can take place and 
how people find it in the world.

Technology creates real 
opportunities for art to exist in 

different spaces. We wanted to pop up 
where the audiences we wanted to connect 
with already were, to reach people who 
weren’t able to travel to our institution or who 
might never discover us through our physical 
building.

As cultural institutions the world over 
collectively seek out new ways to connect 
meaningfully to local, global and diverse 
audiences, co-producing and programming 
immersive work offers exciting opportunities. 
Cultural organisations can bring together 
audiences (who are eager to connect with 
both big ideas and one another), integrated 
infrastructure and front-of-house resources, 
along with the willingness and expertise to 
present challenging and new experiences. 

• IMAGINE TOGETHER

Art can make a world worth living in. After 
shelter, equality, equity and a healthy planet, 
there is art. Audience Labs explores possible 
futures through art – we construct shared 

“Extraordinary things can 
come from the unexpected 
twists and turns of R&D. It 
allows artists to develop new 
muscles, to learn comfort with 
uncertainty and find freedom 
from the constraints of 
finesse and polish.”

SAMANTHA KING, SENIOR 

PRODUCER AUDIENCE LABS 

THE ENSEMBLE
experiences and transformative moments that 
enrich people’s lives.

At a time when we’re all struggling with what 
the future holds, we wanted to bring makers 
and audiences together to imagine a shared 
future, reflecting collectively on: Where shall 
we go? How do we want to feel? What do we 
want the world to look like?

• CAST WELL

Our starting point was never a production, or a 
technology. We always started with  casting. We 
sought out open people, diverse collaborators, 
eager explorers who brought expertise from 
their own practice and curiosity about how 
technology might expand it.

Each project team included someone who 
knew about ballet or opera and someone who 
didn’t. We encouraged participants to explore 
together, finding directions of travel that might 
unlock something exciting.

We believe that the power of creativity and 
innovation grows exponentially with the 
diversity & multiplicity present within a team. 
So we wanted to make art with diverse artists 
and underrepresented voices, placing inclusion 
aims at the heart of our teams.

• MAKE A PLAY SPACE

Like making rough sketches before you decide 
what the painting looks like, Audience Labs 
was a space to develop a vocabulary before 
going into production. We gave makers time 
to develop attitudes and taste before landing 

on what they wanted to say on that particular 
stage; we enabled technologists to find 
artists that inspired and pushed them in new 
directions. 
Our ‘Labs’ were opportunities to work towards 
an outcome, but not a project outcome. We 
gave collaborators time to think, reflect, and 
experiment without the pressure of producing 
a final, finished product. We made failure an 
entirely acceptable option.

We sometimes describe Audience Labs as 
“an innovation programme”, but that makes 
it sound a little like we are a sausage factory 
pumping out new ideas and shows to order. 
Innovation isn’t like this. It’s a sinuous journey 
with an indeterminate destination, but if you 
choose curious fellow travellers, set out 
a vision so they can see something in the 
distance and give them the freedom to play and 
wander off in their own direction, you’ll arrive 
somewhere.

• ITERATE

Audience Labs embraced iterative working 
as a way of trying out new ideas, de-risking 
investment and learning. When trying to 
create something both artistically valuable 
and highly innovative, you need time to fail 
and learn, reassess, make changes and try 
a different approach. Many projects start 
with an inkling of the possible but need time to 
gather the right ideas and the right team to 
work towards something that has meaning and 
value to an audience. Having multiple projects 
at different stages of development allowed us 
to not only iterate within individual projects 
but also to cross-pollinate between different 
partners and ideas.

Eve 2019. Tabletop Augmented Reality Performance, Motion 
Capture Rehearsal. Image: Mark Goodhew
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Innovation initiatives take on a unique perspective 
within institutions, both gaining insight from 
dialogue with the core programme and maintaining 
objectivity from it. This unique position offers the 
freedom to invent new ways of working while still 
honoring what is intrinsic to these art forms.

SAMANTHA KING, SENIOR PRODUCER, AUDIENCE LABS



Pushing the boundaries 
of artistic possibility

THE SHOWS

ROYAL OPERA HOUSE — AUDIENCE LABS10 — BOUNDARY PUSHING EXPERIMENTAL ART
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MUNKINATION

IMMERSIVE OPERA LAB / GUAP

EVE

VENUE OF THE FUTURE LAB / PILOT

THE RULES DO NOT APPLY

WE HUMANS ARE MOVEMENT

CURRENT, RISING

EXPANDING THE CANVAS

AUDIENCE LABS CONSTELLATION



EVE

a five-day exploratory lab, a choreography process for AR, a one day motion-capture session, a development and design 
period for the digital dancers and the real physical paper stage 

a choreographer, dancers, theatre makers and creative technologists 

BALLET

2018/19

IN COLLABORATION WITH GOOGLE CREATIVE LAB

ROYAL OPERA HOUSE — AUDIENCE LABS12 — EVE

THE STAGE

THE CAST
Image: Mark Goodhew
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Eve began as a series of conversations with 
Tea Uglow of Google Creative Lab, which 
sparked the idea of putting on a kitchen-
table ballet – a shared theatrical experience 
using augmented reality (AR). The end result 
was a choreography for digital dancers that 
stretched the possibilities of the human 
body, all staged within a physical paper 
theatre you could watch from any angle, 
alone or with others. 

We partnered Google’s expertise with 
our knowledge of stagecraft and the 
choreography of The Royal Ballet’s Kristen 
McNally. Together we tried out other AR 
experiences, exploring the possibilities and 
limitations while talking about choreography 
and bodies in space. 

To gather the raw data for a tabletop 
performance, Kristen choreographed a 
short ballet that would be recorded through 
motion capture. Kristen was an ideal travel 
companion at this early stage of Audience 
Labs. She embraced the traditions of 
ballet and the characteristics of AR while 
experimenting with the capabilities of her 
own body.

When the team searched for creative 
opportunities to use the digitised dance 
in ways that might surprise and move 
audiences, they were attracted by how 
technology enabled Kristen to break through 
the barriers that constrain what’s possible in 
a physical performance. 

As Eve, Kristen shrinks, grows, multiples 
herself, creates an atmosphere of weather 
about her and even conjures her dance 
partner (Lukas Bjørneboe) into being. 
When Kristen and Lukas perform a classic 
pas-de-deux jump – a dance duet in which 
Lukas supports Kristen as she leaves the 
ground, Lukas’s body is absent. Kristen, 
unsupported and seemingly defying 
gravity, therefore transforms into a woman 
who is able to jump higher than humanly 
possible. The move represents a new 
form of choreography, but one that’s still 
recognisable.

While the project team employed technology 
to push the limits of dance, Eve also explored 
the nature of the stage itself. The Google 
team spent a lot of time making the dance 
work on the physical stage. They dealt with 
complex problems like scale and occlusion, 
so you could watch from any angle, 
sharing a synched experience with other 
audience members. Echoing Kristen’s bodily 
transformation, theatre designer Will Duke’s 
striking, paper-based setting on a tabletop 
challenged what a performance space could 
be.

The choreography and motion capture data 
from Eve later became the starting point 
for The Rules Do Not Apply, a project where 
digital artists were given access to the 
motion-capture data and invited to respond 
in their own way.

Can we expand choreography 
without losing the emotional 
connection at its heart?

13 — EVE ROYAL OPERA HOUSE — AUDIENCE LABS

Im
age: M

ark Goodhew



ROYAL OPERA HOUSE — AUDIENCE LABS14 — EVE

CHOREOGRAPHY: Kristen McNally | PERFORMED 
BY: Kristen McNally, Lukas Bjørneboe Brændsrød 
| Design: Will Duke | MUSIC: ‘November’ by Max 
Richter, performed by BBC Symphony Orchestra 
| GOOGLE CREATIVE LAB AUSTRALIA: Tea Uglow, 
Jonathan Richards, Sean Kelly, Samantha 
Cordingley, Sarah Nagorcka, Kirstin Sillitoe, 
Jude Osborn | MOTION CAPTURE: Centroid | 
CHARACTER RIGGER: David Cowles-Brooks. 

A ballet dancer appears on the paper tabletop 
before you and begins to grow. As you and 
other viewers step around the table, the dancer 
remakes, remodels and rediscovers herself – like 
a digital Eve exploring all the possibilities of 
her body in a new world.

Above & Centre: Eve 2019. Tabletop Augmented Reality 
Performance, Visualisation View. Google Creative Lab Australia 
in collaboration with Royal Opera House Audience Labs. Right:  
Eve, Motion Capture Rehearsal. Image: Mark Goodhew
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By pushing the form, and by introducing to studied 
practitioners the possibilities of new technologies 
– and exciting curious minds – art continues to 
metamorphose. Audience Labs is a catalyst for that. 
They are connectors and conjurors, provocateurs 
and dreamers, agitators and executors.

JOHNNY RICHARDS, GOOGLE CREATIVE LAB AUSTRALIA
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IMMERSIVE OPERA LAB

a two-day lab + supported project development

opera makers and creative practitioners

OPERA

2019

IN COLLABORATION WITH GUAP

THE STAGE

THE CAST

Immersive Opera Lab 2019. GUAP in collaboration with 
Royal Opera House Audience Labs. Image: Sampson Collins



From the very beginning of Audience 
Labs we wanted to bring in collaborators 
from radically different artforms. GUAP 
is a revolutionary youth platform at the 
forefront of creative culture – a hub of 
young, emerging, diverse creatives. When 
we talked with Jide Adetunji at GUAP, 
our shared interest in lyrical and poetic 
artforms meant it was obvious we should 
do something together. We created a 
space for cross-pollination between hip-
hop and opera, where hip-hip producers, 
film-makers, opera makers, composers, 
designers, photographers and illustrators 
could work together to develop new 
crossover ideas.

In the Immersive Opera Lab five creatives 
from GUAP and five opera makers received 
a fee to explore the role technology could 
play in their practice. We started with 
a two day Lab: working collaboratively, 

ROYAL OPERA HOUSE — AUDIENCE LABS17 — IMMERSIVE OPERA LAB

What if creatives 
working in radically 
different spaces 
explored technology 
together?

generating ideas, 
exploring tech and 
experimenting. We 
introduced participants to 
a range of immersive echnologies, 
including augmented and mixed reality, and 
allowed anyone in the group to form a team. 

Over a six week period, participants were 
supported to develop a pitch for a new 
project. The process enabled freelance 
artists and creatives to access technology, 
while giving them the time and support 
they need to develop personal artistic 
responses to its possibilities. They were also 
given permission to fail. Everyone was free 
to explore, with no pressure to develop an 
idea. We wanted participants to be exposed 
to new possibilities and collaborators and to 
feel inspired. If an interesting idea emerged, 
then we could take it further within the 
‘development and pitch’ track.

Immersive Opera Lab Awards Reception 2019. 
GUAP in collaboration with Royal Opera House 

Audience Labs. Image: Leon Dohnji
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Supported by weekly mentoring 
sessions at the Royal Opera House, 
teams ultimately pitched their ideas to 
a panel of industry experts, including 
representatives from the world of 
GUAP, opera, the BBC research and 
development team and Arts Council 
England. The winning proposal received 
a £5000 development grant. 

Our relationship with the Immersive 
Opera Lab group continued beyond 
the programme itself. Though the size 
and resources of our small department 
meant we couldn’t support all the artists 
and projects we loved, we invested our 
time to create pathways for artists 
to further develop their ideas. This 
included hosting an end-of-programme 
ceremony, where all projects were 
presented to an invited audience from 
opera, the wider arts industry, funders 
and technology companies. 

The Immersive Opera Development 
Award, along with a £5000 development 
grant, was awarded to Munkination: A 
Second Chance, which went on to play a 
larger role in the Audience Lab story. 

GUAP: Jide Adetunji, Ibrahim Kamara | LAB PARTICIPANTS: Elayce 
Ismail, Rikki Henry, ESKA Mtungwazi, Anthony Almeida, Isabelle Kettle, 
Isha Shah, Tendai Moyo, Jordan Willocks, David Adesanya, HAM the 
Illustrator | LAB PRODUCER: Shehani Fernando | VISITING MENTORS: May 
Abdalla, Alex Ampofo, Greg Furber | JURY: Rachel Lerman (Royal Opera) 
Bill Thompson (BBC), Ben Lane (ACE), Ibrahim Kamara (GUAP), Annette 
Mees (Audience Labs).

Immersive Opera Lab 2019. GUAP in collaboration with 
Royal Opera House Audience Labs. Image: Sampson Collins
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The space Audience Labs opens up for creative 
thinking, provocation and the exploration of new forms, 
technologies and ideas, are invaluable to me as an artist. 
It is also a place where unexpected artistic encounters 
could happen, and inspiring new collaborations could 
begin. Each time I worked with the team I felt invigorated 
as a maker, and excited about the future of opera as 
an art form.

ELAYCE ISMAIL, THEATRE AND OPERA DIRECTOR
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VENUE OF THE FUTURE 
LAB / PILOT

Labs and round tablesTHE STAGE

THE CAST Opera creatives, venue specialists, acoustic engineers, masters students studying design for performance and interaction

OPERA

2018

IN COLLABORATION WITH ARUP

Experience Journey Sketch 2019. Platform for Immersive Lyric Opera 
Technology (PILOT). Royal Opera House Audience Labs in collaboration with ARUP



This research and development project 
explored what a future pop-up opera venue 
might look like. We used technology as a 
way to step outside the boundaries and 
barriers of the physical theatre so that 
new audiences might experience opera 
in unexpected and more easily accessible 
performance spaces.

Our initial discussions posed questions 
about how shared spaces are – and could 
be – used by artists, audiences and other 
communities. We brought together opera 
makers, experts and engineers in a series 
of Labs and round tables to wrestle with the 
challenge of creating intimacy at scale and 
began experimenting with the immersive 
possibilities of sound.

The project culminated in scoping out 
a proof of concept that we named 
PILOT: the Platform for Immersive Lyric 
Opera Technology. PILOT is a portable 
physical space for incubating ideas and 
experimentation, a place for creating new 
forms of immersive opera in tandem with 
audiences.

21 — VENUE OF THE FUTURE LAB / PILOT

Before the Coronavirus pandemic, we 
discussed developing PILOT with a university 
and a festival and made plans to trial it in 
iterative form over a three-year period. 
We aimed to start with the minimum 
infrastructure required to create a venue-
within-a-venue, before bringing technologies 
and audiences together with artists who 
could develop work in the space. Each 
iteration of the project would bring us 
closer to the ultimate tourable pop-up venue 
that had the right mix of artistic possibility 
and feasibility, while functioning as a multi-
purpose space artists and audiences could 
cohabit.

The pandemic meant we never had the 
opportunity to launch PILOT, but we 
returned to many aspects of the concept 
when developing other projects, in 
particular, Current, Rising.

ROYAL OPERA HOUSE — AUDIENCE LABS

What does a venue that drives 
artistic experimentation between 
makers and audiences look like?
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OPERA MAKERS: Anthony Almeida, Julia Burbach, Tansy Davies, Will Duke, Emily Edmonds,  Dan 
Halford, Simon Iorio, Chris Lane, Jo Maund, Rebecca Wood, Na’ama Zisser | ARUP: Tateo Nakajima, Ian 
Knowles, Ned Crowe, Matthew Atwood, Ed Elbourne, Carlotta Breda, Foteini Kanellopoulou | BARLETT’S 
MARCH DESIGN FOR PERFORMANCE & INTERACTION: Dr Fiona Zisch, Martina Fatato, Marguerite 
Tricaud, Eugenio Moggio.

Experience Journey Sketch 2019. Platform for Immersive Lyric Opera 
Technology (PILOT). Royal Opera House Audience Labs in collaboration with ARUP

We found Audience Lab’s focus on audience 
experience, artistic integrity and tradition 
both exhilarating and exciting. In our 
creative partnership, we were able to work 
through fundamental questions that define 
our collective experience of opera with an 
unexpected range of creatives, designers 
and students, helping us together to define 
a new perspective on what could really be a 
useful and effective modular, mobile, venue 
for a new way of experiencing opera. It was 
highly enriching and has definitely impacted 
our work in designing spaces for cities 
around the world. 

TATEO NAKAJIMA, DIRECTOR, ARUP
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 WE HUMANS ARE 
MOVEMENT

R&D Lab for and with Wayne McGregor MBE to explore and develop an aesthetic language towards a mixed reality ballet  THE STAGE

THE CAST make-up, performing and digital artists, a choreographer, mixed reality, motion capture and creative spatial design technologists. 

OPERA

2019

IN COLLABORATION WITH WAYNE MCGREGOR MBE AND MAGIC LEAP, REWIND, THE 
IMAGINARIUM STUDIOS (LAB PHASE 1) AND JON EMMONY AND VISUALISE (PHASE 2) 
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We Humans are Movement was a Lab 
designed for and with the choreographer 
Wayne McGregor. Wayne is a Resident 
Choreographer at The Royal Ballet and the 
first to come from a contemporary dance 
background. He is a leading choreographer, 
artist and thinker in the interdisciplinary 
arts space and has extensive experience 
working with technology both on and off 
stage. He was interested in exploring the 
possibilities of creating a ballet that mixed 
real dancers and virtual dancers, within 
a physical set with virtual set elements, to 
push a choreographic world that could 
make the impossible possible. 

Magic Leap’s new form of mixed-reality 
glasses, which overlay virtual images on 
reality, presented an opportunity to create 
high quality mixed worlds. We worked with 
Magic Leap Creative Studios (now defunct) 
to bring together the technical expertise 
needed for a sophisticated experiment on 
how the physical and the digital might come 
together in the staging. 
 

Wayne began the process by working with 
internationally renowned make-up and 
beauty artist Alex Box, exploring possible 
organic aesthetics for digital bodies.  

How can we 
strengthen people’s 
relationships with their 
own body through 
experiencing mixed 
reality? 

Exploring and retaining the organic, human 
and emotional elements of dance was an 
important question within the exploration of 
the digital possibilities. 

The team worked with The Imaginarium 
motion-capture studio to record two 
of the Royal Ballet’s principal dancers, 
Sarah Lamb and Matthew Ball, performing 
Wayne’s choreography. Dance drives the 
entire piece, as the motion-capture data 
is abstracted into characters free from 
physical limitations. For the one-minute 
slice, a soundscape of rustling foil and static 
brought these forms to life.

We Humans Are Movement 2019-20. Magic Leap, 
mixed reality. Wayne McGregor CBE, Alex Box and 

Jon Emmony in collaboration with Royal Opera House 
Audience Labs. Image:John Emmony



“In a digital world 
gravity doesn’t exist 
unless activated 
with a button.”
 

JON EMMONY, ARTIST

We then designed a second phase to bring 
the ideas and aesthetic of the first Lab 
to maturity. We worked with Digital artist 
Jon Emmony to connect the dots between 
the digital ideas and the organic ideas - 
creating an aesthetic that traversed both. 
Visualise explored how to materialise the 
digital components in a Magic Leap headset 
- exploring the edges of the technology to 
create the artistic play space for a future 
production. 

We all loved the outcome of the second 
R&D phase so much that in late 2020 
we explored whether 
it might be possible 
to create a touring 
installation. We 
began developing 
ideas around touring 
models and possible 
funding, co-production 
and sponsorship 
propositions, though 
COVID put a stop to 
conversations about 
site-specific experiences. 
However, we believe 
there is an opportunity 
to create public 
outcomes from R&D that is undertaken 
towards a bigger production. While digital 
technology allows work to exist across 
multiple platforms and iterations, these 
can be more than show-and-tell moments; 
there is potential to develop fully realised 
pieces expanding on just one of the 
dimensions of the whole production.
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CHOREOGRAPHER: Wayne McGregor CBE 
| DANCERS: Matthew Ball and Sarah Lamb | 
DIGITAL ARTIST: Jon Emmony | BODY DESIGNER: 
Alex Box | TECHNOLOGY PARTNERS: Magic Leap, 
REWIND The Imaginarium Studios, Visualise.

We Humans Are Movement 2019-20. Magic Leap, 
mixed reality. Wayne McGregor CBE, Alex Box and 
Jon Emmony in collaboration with Royal Opera House 
Audience Labs. Image: John Emmony
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MUNKINATION: 
 A SECOND CHANCE

 Labs, supported project development and Creative XR (a funded accelerator programme) 

 a trap/hip-hop producer and illustrator, opera creatives, creative technologists, VR artists and developers.

OPERA

2019

IN COLLABORATION WITH HAM THE ILLUSTRATOR

THE STAGE

THE CAST

Munkination 2019. Concept Art by HAM the Illustrator. 
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Trap/hip-hop producer and illustrator HAM 
has been working on Munkination since 
the age of 14. HAM brought this distinctive, 
afro-futuristic storyworld about climate 
change to our Immersive Opera Lab, where 
he worked with opera director Isabelle 
Kettle to explore immersive experiences 
mixing the epic sound of opera with the 
urgency of trap and hip hop. 

Set in the year 2500, Munkination: A 
Second Chance follows the ‘San’ tribe, 
inspired by the Khoisan of 
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Can a storyworld set in a future 
help us make change now?

south-western Africa. Believed to 
be one of the oldest living tribes on 
the planet, these nomadic hunter–
gatherers have survived for 
thousands of years, living in harmony 
with the Namib desert, despite 
its harsh conditions. In a world of 
increasing environmental uncertainty, 
Munkination: A Second Chance can 
teach us important lessons about 
living in harmony with the planet and 
protecting it from further harm.

Munkination 2019. Digital Visualisation by Kayleigh Eliza & HAM 
the Illustrator in collaboration with Royal Opera House 

Audience Labs and Visualise 
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There aren’t many stories by and for people like 
me, that forefront our heritage and our perspective. 
At the heart of Munkination is the desire to connect 
to a generation of younger people, people like me, to 
engage and take ownership over our shared future.

HAM THE ILLUSTRATOR
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Munkination: A Second Chance won the 
Immersive Opera Development Award. 
Along with £5000, we offered HAM project 
support from Audience Labs, which 
included a further development phase at 
CPH:LAB in Copenhagen in collaboration 
with creative technologist Maf’J Alvarez. 
We also secured a promotional showcase at 
SXSW 2020, which was later cancelled due 
to Covid-19. 

Though the Munkination: A Second Chance 
universe can exist on multiple stages, 
platforms and spaces, with the support 
of Creative XR we decided to start with an 
augmented reality ‘portal’ to give potential 
audiences, funders and collaborators a 
flavour of the experience. 

This three-minute taster app, created in 
collaboration with developers Visualise, 

invites audience members to step through 
a doorway within their own surroundings 
and enter a speculative, abstract view of 
the future. There, they meet members of 
the San tribe and choose to take on one 
of four roles: maker, warrior, shaman or 
pathfinder. 

Munkination is still being developed and 
showcased. During the initial development 
phase we had started a conversation with 
Think Film, an impact production company 
that works on the cutting-edge intersection 
of film and policy. We’re now facilitating an 
ongoing collaboration between Think Film 
and HAM so that Munkination: A Second 
Chance can live on in new forms.

In 2020 Munkination: A Second Chance 
was nominated for the Fedora Prize and 
presented at CPH:DOX.

CONCEPT: HAM the Illustrator | IMMERSIVE OPERA 
LAB TEAM: HAM the Illustrator, Isabelle Kettle | 
CPH:DOX TEAM: HAM the Illustrator, Isabelle Kettle, 
Maf’j Alvarez | CREATIVE XR TEAM: VR ARTIST: 
Kayleigh Eliza | OPERA COMPOSER: Laura Bowler 
| LIBRETTIST AND VO TEXT: Simone Ibbet-Brown 
| SOPRANO: Gweneth-Ann Rand | BARITONE: 
Ross Ramgobin | VOICEOVER ARTIST: Gweneth-
Ann Rand | PROJECT PRODUCER: Eva Liparova | 
VISUALISE: TECHNICAL LEAD, CO-FOUNDER AND XR 
SUPERVISOR: Henry Stuart, PRODUCER: Richard 
Loader, 3D SOUND DESIGNER: Henrik Opperman | 
ADDITIONAL SUPPORT: Think Film. 

Munkination 2019. Digital Visualisation by Kayleigh Eliza & HAM 
the Illustrator in collaboration with Royal Opera House 

Audience Labs and Visualise 
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THE RULES DO NOT 
APPLY

an open call inviting underrepresented artists working with technology to explore our changing world during the Coronavirus pandemic

two cultural institutions, digital artists, a choreographer, a filmmaker, three writers and a diversity and inclusion consultant

BALLET/VISUAL ART

2021

IN COLLABORATION WITH NATIONAL GALLERY X

THE STAGE

THE CAST



In The Rules Do Not Apply we worked with the 
National Gallery’s space for experimentation 
and collaboration, National Gallery X (NGX), 
which imagines how technology might 
transform the museum experience of the 
future. Together we wanted to explore – 
on a small scale – how cultural institutions 
can collaborate across art forms, opening 
up existing art, resources, networks and 
mentoring to support artistic R&D for 
underrepresented independent artists.

The call offered three commissions of £4000 
“to make something surprising using digital 
tools” by responding to two artworks: Eve, 
an Audience Labs tabletop ballet from 2018 
and Crivelli’s Garden, a mural by Paula Rego 
that can be seen in the Sainsbury Wing of 
the National Gallery. Bot the original works 
reimagine power structures and play with 
the unexpected; the call asked artists to 
take these themes as a starting point for 
a proposal to develop their practice and 
imaginatively respond to our ‘new normal’ 
during the pandemic.

We specifically encouraged applications 
from artists who identify as a Person of 
Colour, D/disabled and/or a member of 
LGBTQIA,+ and provided detailed information 
about the submission process. Each artist 
was offered artistic development support 

What happens when we share 
work and enable others to use it 
as a springboard?
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from Audience Labs / NGX and technical 
mentoring from Google Creative Lab. 
Importantly; we gave the artists freedom 
to create and the intellectual property of 
the new works remained with them. We 
received applications from artists across 
the world – from New Zealand to the US, 
India and across the UK. A jury made 
up from a diverse group of artists and 
practitioners working across multiple art 
forms made the final selection of: Berlin-
based collective Fantasia Malware, Lagos-
based mixed-media artist Dennis Osadebe, 
Brighton-based artist and creative 
technologist Maf’j Alvarez

Alongside the artworks, we commissioned 
a film and pieces of writing that would 
contextualise them. This enabled us to 
explore the connections between the 
artworks and view them through a range 
of lenses, demonstrating that they are part 
of a wider constellation, where one artistic 
idea manifests in multiple ways.

Eve 2019. Tabletop Augmented Reality Performance, 
Motion Capture Rehearsal. Image: Mark Goodhew



THE COMMISSIONS

• PLEASE ENTER

In PLEASE ENTER mixed-media artist 
Dennis Osadebe invites the audience to 
engage with his own Nigerian heritage 
through an interactive digital painting 
that places Eve at the centre of a virtual 
room.

Surrounded by objects that refer to 
childhood, performance and mythology, 
Eve wears an Iro, a traditional Yoruba 
outfit. Through her movement, Dennis 
emphasises Eve’s strength and the sheer 
joy of dancing. She shows, says Dennis, 
“enjoyment as an act of resistance”. 

“I try to find a connection 
between tradition, innovation 
and modernity. I’m a self-
taught artist and coming into 
the art world, the constructs 
of ‘do not touch’... I found it 
to be a bit distanced. For this 
work I thought it was very 
important to create a piece 
that invites you to touch. And 
by touching you’re bringing 
the piece alive.”

Dennis Osadebe
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“It was the first time that I 
was feeling connected to 
dance. I kept doing things 
with the technology and 
with the dance that just 
amazed me.  And I love the 
collaboration with technology 
because I’m not amazing, it’s 
amazing.”
Maf’j Alvarez, Artist and creative 
technologist

• THE LIFE OF SAINT FIONA 
BIANCO XENA

Fantasia Malware, a collective that 
describes their work as “fantastical,
magical, corrupt, chaotic software”, 
created a website about an imagined, 
hotly debated and contested martyr, 
whose life is given over to speculation 
and retellings by others.

• EVA QUANTICA

Digital media artist Maf’j Alvarez’s work 
takes the audience into a dream-like 
bubble of lockdown Brighton where 
they meet multiple representations of 
Eve. Taking place in virtual reality and 
experienced through an Oculus Quest 
headset, Eva Quantica explores how 
technology can be 
an agent of power for women.

“This was a chance to do my 
own work. The way I wanted. 
On my own. I’ve not had that 
freedom before. And that’s 
come after twenty-something 
years of learning all the 
tools.”

Chloê Langford of Fantasia Malware
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EVA QUANTICA
BY MAF’J ALVAREZ 
2021

“Alvarez has built a shrunken world trapped under the light grey dome of a bubble. There are 
trees, houses, rocks and water – but there are also nonsensical assets between them. Huge legs 

wave through the air like giants have gotten stuck headfirst in the ground; a massive ribcage 
arches over the sea; and a bright red branch twists its way through the whole scene like a hot 

vein. The red spreads out into blood clots and thin roots, and comes together in a central tower 
that holds the rooms of the houses in the air like some alien tree of life. There’s nothing to do 

here. There’s no weather either but the light comes and goes and the days pass anyway.”

FROM THE ACCOMPANYING ESSAY BY GABRIELLE DE LA PUENTE, THE WHITE PUBE
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THE LIFE OF SAINT FIONA 
BIANCO XENA
BY FANTASIA MALWARE 
2021

“Nonhierchical centerless scenes play out in every direction, showing us the 
divergent forms and relics of Saint Fiona Bianco Xena. This is the vaporwave 

lounge in between the battle royale of the Hieronymus Bosch garden. 
What if Where’s Waldo could fuck.”

FROM THE ACCOMPANYING ESSAY BY PORPENTINE CHARITY HEARTSCAPE
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PLEASE ENTER
BY DENNIS OSADEBE
2021

ARTISTS: Maf’j Alvarez, Fantasia Malware (Gabriel Helfenstein, Jira Trello, Chloê 
Langford) and Dennis Osadebe | FILM: Daisy Ifama | ESSAYS: Dr Edson Burton, Gabrielle 
de la Puente, porpentine charity heartscape | JURY: Kristen McNally, Priyesh Mistry, 
Antonio Roberts, Tamar Clarke Brown, Leanne Hammacott | Diversity and inclusion 
advisor: Rachael Minott | NATIONAL GALLERY: Director of digital development: Chris 
Michaels, Head of digital: Lawrence Chiles, Innovation producer: Emma MacFarland, 
Digital communications and technology coordinator: Irum Ali, Associate curator of 
modern and contemporary projects: Priyesh Mistry | KING’S COLLEGE LONDON: 
Head of cultural programming: Leanne Hammacott | GOOGLE CREATIVE LAB 
AUSTRALIA: Jonathan Richards, Jude Osborne, Louise Richards.
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EXPANDING THE CANVAS

 an R&D Lab to support diverse performing artists to explore and experiment with technology

performing artists and technologists

OPERA/BALLET

2021

IN COLLABORATION WITH THE NATIONAL BALLET OF CANADA, CANADIAN OPERA 
COMPANY & SCREEN INDUSTRIES RESEARCH & TRAINING CENTRE, SHERIDAN COLLEGE

THE STAGE

THE CAST



When Chris Sonnernann, Director of 
Technology for The National Ballet of 
Canada, visited the UK, we were introduced 
and became excited about the possibility of 
working together. The idea was to create 
an international artistic exploration space 
– a Lab not unlike the Immersive Opera 
Lab, which would give artists the chance to 
meet technology, each other and develop 
new ideas. In this iteration we would also 
use technology to facilitate international 
exchange and collaboration. 

During the pandemic, a collaboration-
consortium was established between 
Audience Labs at the Royal Opera House, 
The National Ballet of Canada and the 
Canadian Opera Company, with technical 
support and mentoring from SIRT (Screen 
Industries Research and Training Centre) at 
Sheridan College. 

We invited a group of opera and ballet 
makers, from both Canada and the UK, 
to attend two workshops where they 
were introduced to a range of different 
technologies. They explored ways they 
might want to use the opportunity to 
experiment with technology and were given 
the opportunity to pitch project concepts. 
Four teams of artists were then selected. 

SIRT has a state-of-the-art production 
studio and lab facility where the artists 
worked with specialists to explore and 
evolve their digital ideas. This partnership 
allowed artists to play with new technology 
without needing to spend time developing a 
high level of digital literacy instead focussing 
on the development of their personal 
approach to the artistic possibilities of their 
chosen technology. The artistic companies 
provided mentorship and support during a 
two-month development period. 
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How can we collaborate 
on radically new work even 
when we’re separated by an 
ocean?

Empire of the Wild 2021. Mixed reality performance as part of Expanding the Canvas, 
Royal Opera House Audience Labs in collaboration with National Ballet of Canada, 
Canadian Opera Company, SIRT and Sheridan College. Image: SIRT
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Connecting different practices and 
practitioners, Expanding the Canvas built on 
Audience Lab’s methods of experimentation 
and iteration, encouraging a diverse group 
of artists the opportunity to create bold 
experiments, while collaborating across an 
entire ocean. Throughout, we held on to our 
open approach, giving each artist the space 
to develop their own artistic practice while 
expzerimenting with tools like projection 
mapping, neural activity mapping, virtual 
reality and wearable technology. 

Expanding the Canvas allows 
for collaborative partnerships 
across a variety of disciplines, 
where artists can explore the 
possibilities of digital technology. 
The learnings from this work 
will help the performing arts 
sector take advantage of this 
technology as we look forward 
to a post-pandemic world.

BARRY HIGHSON, EXECUTIVE 
DIRECTOR, THE NATIONAL BALLET 
OF CANADA

Empire of Wild is a Canadian novel inspired by 
the traditional Métis story of the Rogarou - a 
werewolf-like creature that haunts the roads 
and woods. The writer Cherie Dimaline is 
working with composer Ian Cusson to create 
an opera based on the book. In this Lab they 
explored different forms of transformation 
using large scale LED screens and projection 
mapping.
 
UK-based composer Steph Singer and 
Canadian choreographer David Reid 
brought together Rave and Opera. They 
used technology to create a world of music-
driven transcendence. The piece called Violet 

Violet Disruption 2021. Mixed reality performance as part of Expand-
ing the Canvas, Royal Opera House Audience Labs in collaboration 
with National Ballet of Canada, Canadian Opera Company, SIRT and 
Sheridan College. Image: SIRT

ARTISTS: EMPIRE OF WILD: Ian Cusson, 
Cherie Demeline, VIOLET DISRUPTION: 
Steph Singer, David Andrew Reid, H.U.G: 
Nicole Rose Bond, MUSE EEG: Andrea 
Spaziani NATIONAL BALLET OF CANADA: 
Christopher Sonnemann, Lindsay Fischer, 
David Brisken, Belinda Bale, Amanda Ram, 
Alysa Pires. ROYAL OPERA HOUSE: Annette 
Mees, Elaine Kidd, Elliott Henry. CANADIAN 
OPERA COMPANY: Steven Sherwood, 
Karen Olinyk, Shawna Green SIRT/
SHERIDAN COLLEGE: David Dexter, Jason 
Hunter, Cheryl Noseworty, Cindy Cardozo, 
Mitchell McAnally, Michael Rubinoff. 
PROJECT PRODUCER: Alex Hocevar, 
The Hocevar Group

Disruption used motion capture and game 
engine integration to create a virtual reality 
dance space. 
 
Choreographer Nicole Rose Bond used a mix 
of game engine and personal tech integration 
to create an intimate personal performance 
for audiences at home. Morphing between 
professional and non-professional dancers 
of different body types and ethnicities the 
audience is invited to join the dance, in this 
project titled H.U.G.

Choreographer Andrea Spaziani explored 
how biometric information can contribute to 
performance, both as the basis of a dance 
score and set design. She used EEG (Muse 
headband) to capture and analyse the brains 
of dancers during dance performances.
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CURRENT, RISING

 a physical set, a digital world and opera 

opera and theatre artists, a digital media production company, academic researchers 

OPERA

2021

IN COLLABORATION WITH FIGMENT PRODUCTIONS AND ROYAL HOLLOWAY, UNIVERSITY OF LONDON

THE STAGE

THE CAST

Current, Rising 2021. CGI visualisation, Hyper Reality Opera. 
Image: Figment Productions.



Described as the world’s first ‘hyperreal’ 
opera experience, Current, Rising invites 
audiences to step into an atmospheric 
virtual world and take centre stage in the 
performance. The project was inspired 
by our first introduction to hyperreality: a 
visit to The Void’s Star Wars experience in a 
London shopping mall. It immediately felt like 
an inherently operatic medium, which could 
enable audiences to step into an imaginative 
universe while enveloped in an opera score. 
 
When we visited Figment Productions, 
their technology and creative team felt like 
a perfect match. Together, we  applied to 
‘Audiences of the Future’ to develop the idea 
further. At this early stage of innovation, 
it felt important to work with a research 
partner to look at future applications of the 
form and the tools, beyond the show and 
research audience responses.
 
We brought together an all-female creative 
opera team and facilitated a collaboration 
between the Figment team and the opera 
creatives that would combine both groups’ 
strengths and working methods while
breaking down traditional hierarchies. 
Current, Rising combines the digital 
innovation of virtual reality with sound, 
movement and a physical environment to 
create a multi-sensory, immersive opera 
experience. We wanted to make a show that 

feels like a shared, emotional experience, 
that could move audiences in the same way 
stage shows do. As audiences step into an 
atmospheric virtual world, they experience 
a dream-like journey, carried musically by a 
poem layered in song. 
 
Thanks to a portable back-top computer 
and sophisticated tracking technology, 
each audience member can be completely 
mobile, navigating freely in the space while 
having a shared experience in real time. 
It is a radical new way of seeing opera in 
which the audience are at the centre of the 
performance. It also feels like a show for 
our time; exploring isolation and connection 
and how we can join together to rethink and 
reimagine our futures.
 
The critical and audience responses have 
been extraordinary – the show has been 
embraced and highly reviewed by both the 
opera world and those new to opera. In fact, 
27% of the audience had never been to the 
Royal Opera House before. Many had an 
incredibly emotional experience, with some 
audience members crying (in the good way). 
That’s always a good result when making 
any art, let alone when you’re using tech. 
We are currently in conversations with 
partners to tour the show in the future.

Can an audience step inside 
an operatic universe?
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Current, Rising 2021. House of Subconscious,CGI visualisation, 
Hyper Reality Opera. Image: Figment Productions
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Current, Rising 2021. CGI visualisation, Hyper Reality Opera. Image: Figment Productions

Inspired by the liberation of Ariel at the end of Shakespeare’s 
Tempest, Current, Rising takes four people at a time on a journey 
through the six phases of the night. Participants are empowered 
to collectively explore a series of imaginary dreamscapes, travelling 
from twilight to dawn as they encounter ideas of 
isolation, connection and reimagination.
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This is exactly the kind of thing that London’s art 
institutions should be doing. It’s bold, it’s exciting 
and it’s innovative. After a year stuck indoors, what 
more could you ask for?
 

EVENING STANDARD
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CONCEPT: Annette Mees and Simon Reveley 
| OPERA DIRECTOR: Netia Jones | DESIGNER 
AND CG ART DIRECTOR: Joanna Scotcher | 
COMPOSER: Samantha Fernando | WRITER: 
Melanie Wilson | SOUND DESIGNER: David 
Sheppard | SOUND ENGINEER: David Lefeber 
| MOVEMENT DIRECTOR: Anna Morrisey | 
INSTALLATION LIGHTING DESIGNER: Zoe Spurr 
| GRAPHIC DESIGNER:  Dan Radley-Bennett | 
CONDUCTOR: Richard Baker | REPETITEUR: 
Ashley Beauchamp | SOPRANO: Anna Dennis 
| ENSEMBLE: CHROMA | DANCER: Hayley 
Chilvers | VOICEOVER ARTISTS: Javaad Alipoor, 
Awhina-Rose Ashby, Harry Carr, Ioan Hefin, 
Mamoru Iriguchi, Carolina Valdes, Yusra 
Warsama | PROJECT PRODUCERS: Eva Liparova, 
Katherine Jewkes | THE ROYAL OPERA: Kate 
Wyatt | RECORDING PRODUCER: Alex Groves 
| INSTALLATION PRODUCTION MANAGER: Ian 
Moore | DRAUGHTSPERSON: Emma Morris | 
SET BUILD BY THE PRODUCTION FAMILY: Elouise 
Farley, Matteo Guarino, Peter Arnold, Remi 
Bumstead | FIGMENT PRODUCTIONS: CEO & 
PROJECT DIRECTOR: Simon Reveley,  PRODUCER: 
Alice Ryland,  OPERATIONS MANAGER: Clare 
Madden,  CGI SUPERVISOR: Oly Spinks,  
TECHNICAL MANAGER: Mark Wootton | CGI 
TEAM: Oly Spinks, Harry Lee, Phil Bowe, Jack 
Marsden, Silas Paige | SOFTWARE DEVELOPMENT 
TEAM: Matt Laverick, Courage Semawu, Ollie 
Carden, Iain Bruce, Connor Summerhill | SYSTEM 
SUPPORT: James Pigram SOUND PRODUCTION: 
Colin Arnold, John Silke | ROYAL HOLLOWAY, 
UNIVERSITY OF LONDON: BUSINESS INNOVATION 
RESEARCH: Mark Lycett, Cecilia Loureiro 
Koechlin, AUDIENCE INSIGHT RESEARCH: Polly 
Dalton, Andy Woods | With thanks to HP and 
the Victoria and Albert Museum for audiovisual 
hardware loans. 

Current, Rising 2021. Entrance physical installation, Hyper Reality 
Opera, design Joanna Scotcher. Image: Johan Persson
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Beyond our collaborations with creative 
and technology partners, we searched for 
other partners to open up new insights 
and explore other aspects of our process. 
For example, we invited students at two 
different universities to work on specific 
briefs with us in two projects:

Students on the MA Virtual Reality 
course at the University of the West 
of England designed and prototyped 
new virtual-reality headset 
designs for diverse audiences 
-  taking the idea of “snackable 
VR” to create special opera 
headset that makes it easy for 
audiences to walk through a 
physical theatre and dip in and 
out of VR. 

At the University of 
Cambridge’s Judge Business 
School, students developed a 
risk management framework 
that could help us evaluate project 
risks before embarking on major 
innovations.

These student challenge projects 
helped us to explore ideas that applied 
to a portfolio of current and future 
productions. Exchanging ideas with 
researchers and students always proved 
to be inspirational and shine a light on long-
term development. 

PROJECTS 
BEYOND 
PROJECTS

Violet Disruption 2021. Mixed reality performance as part of Expanding the Canvas, 
Royal Opera House Audience Labs in collaboration with National Ballet of Canada, 

Canadian Opera Company, SIRT and Sheridan College. Image: SIRT
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CURTAIN CALL

Theatremakers are storytellers. We 
bring people together and create 
emotional connections and big ideas. 
Why should we combine traditional 
theatre with technology? Not because 
the technology is cool, not because 
everyone else is doing it and certainly 
not because we want to save theatre. 
We use technology because it helps us 
make good, emotionally engaging art 
for audiences – not on our own, but 
together.

As a live, shared experience, theatre can 
impact at both local and global scales. 
While physical theatres serve their local 
communities, digital work enables us 
to connect in spaces that transcend 
geography – and in spaces that people 
are already using. 

Ultimately, we all want to shape more 
beautiful, sustainable and inclusive 
forms of living together. To this end, I 
have always been inspired by how the 
brilliant Indian political psychologist and 
social theorist Ashis Nandy describes 
his practice. It’s an approach I use in my 
own work: “a game of dissenting visions. 
An attempt to widen human choices, by 
reconceptualising political, social and 
cultural ends; by identifying emerging 
or previously ignored social pathologies 
that have to be understood, contained 
or transcended; by linking up the fates of 
different polities and societies through 
envisioning their common fears and 
hopes”. 

45 — THE FUTURE OF THEATRE AND TECH

The future of 
theatre and tech
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My work is not a response to new 
technology developments in itself; 
I see them as tools towards the challenges 
we all face in the world around us. 

At a time of climate change and growing 
inequity, technology helps us create a new 
form of cultural organisation for tomorrow; 
an organisation that builds on the civic 
functions of art and theatre, making work 
that speaks to the collective imagination 
while rewriting how we connect with one 
another.

No-one has all the answers, but 
theatremakers can collaborate beyond 
their own field and across other sectors to 
take action to drive change and create the 
tomorrow they want to see. Let’s embrace 
transdisciplinary approaches, participative 
collaboration and social and cultural 
agendas (above economic and technological 
ones) to reinvent our past practices and 
produce for the future. Let’s take a leaf out 
of Saul Alinsky’s ‘Rules for Radicals’, a set 
of confrontational tactics for grassroots 
organising. Saul’s fourth rule encourages 
activists to demand that people live up to 
their own rules. So, when we say we want to 
be open up to new people, that we want to 
be more ethical, let’s hold ourselves to that 
aim. And let’s insist our partners in cultural 
institutions, technology companies and 
funding bodies do the same. 

While this space is emerging and uncharted, 
opportunities will expand and coalesce as 
more artists and makers engage with these 
new ways of working, creating new forms of 
expression and connection. The ecosystem 
for making and presenting immersive art 

experiences is evolving quickly, opening 
up paths towards radical kinds of cultural 
infrastructure, no longer bound by bricks 
and mortar. This work can tour, pop up 
in spaces where it can connect to new 
audiences and create connections across 
the web. 

Audience Labs may be closing, but I hope 
it’s work and existence will inspire and fuel 
new developments to come. We’re a brief 
stopover during a journey that started 
centuries ago, a journey in which artists 
have always picked up new tools and used 
them to do old things. It’s a journey that 
needs investment in curiosity, collaboration 
and open-ended exploration. And it’s a 
journey that should be driven, not by 
technology, but by the words of the late, 
great American writer Octavia Butler, who 
once scribbled these notes-to-self in a 
personal notebooks:  

“ Tell stories filled with facts. Make 
people touch and taste and KNOW. 
Make people FEEL! FEEL! FEEL!”

 

CURTAIN CALL
Current, Rising 2021. Insomnia room, physical installation, Hyper 

Reality Opera, design Joanna Scotcher. Image: Johan Persson

ANNETTE MEES 
— Head of Audience Labs 
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Who we work with and how we work is as important as what we make. To do things differently, seek out 
diverse, curious people, find ways to support and challenge them, and explore – together – what you 
want to see in the world.

CASTING

PUT DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION 
IN THE WORK

Culture is and should be for 
everyone. The diversity of London, 
the UK and the world should be 
reflected in the stories we tell. 
It starts with who gets to make 
the work. Our starting point is 
therefore to make art with diverse 
collaborators rather than setting out 
to make art for diverse audiences. 
If you invest in diverse makers, 
their work will appeal to diverse 
audiences. For us, diversity and 
inclusion is in the practice. We want 
the way in which the work is made to 
reflect how we want the world to be.

CAST THE RIGHT TRAVEL 
COMPANIONS

We’re always looking for good 
explorers to travel with us: smart, 
open, curious people who are very 
good at what they do. In each team 
we include someone who knows the 
art form and someone who doesn’t. 
We want technologists who are open 
to new opportunities and people who 
are comfortable with getting things 
wrong. 

Cast people who align with you on 
values and the core questions you 
are asking. If you find the right 
people to play with ideas and unlock 
the issue of what to keep and what 
to break, you’ll end up at the most 
interesting destinations.

ROYAL OPERA HOUSE — AUDIENCE LABS48 — CASTING
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CASTING
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HERE ARE JUST SOME OF THE TACTICS WE USE TO ENCOURAGE AND SUPPORT ARTISTS TO WORK WITH US: 1. When casting collaborators, advertise opportunities 
or have open calls, which are specifically directed 
towards underrepresented groups.

2. Reach out beyond your networks. If you create an 
open call make sure you spread it widely. If you can, 
work with other artists, curators and people who 
have long-standing networks in communities beyond 
your own experience. 

4. Specify that you are interested in collaborators 
from diverse backgrounds with varied lived 
experiences. Signal flexibility and/or any existing 
policy you have to remove barriers to collaborate/
participate; this could, for instance, be a budget 
towards child care costs.

3. Minimise any essential criteria to be part of the 
work (for example formal education requirements or 
a minimum number of shows in institutions). Many of 
the most interesting artists, creatives, technologists 
and other great collaborators have non-traditional 
trajectories into their practice. Instead, ask in a more 
open way about experience and ideas. 

5. Aim to be jargon free. Make contracts, project 
plans and any formal or shared documents as short, 
accessible and clear as possible. 

6. Throughout projects, remain curious about the 
needs of your collaborators. Remain open to changing 
needs, circumstances or discoveries. Make it okay for 
people to expand their support needs.

7. Create opportunities for artists to showcase 
their work, to extend their reach and create new 
opportunities.

When working with digital tools you aren’t simply inventing new formats, 
you’re also trialling new processes and building new types of creative teams. 
We took advantage of the opportunity to disrupt common hierarchies by 
putting diversity and inclusion at the heart of our practice. Creating space 

for underrepresented voices and new points of view meant that we often 
worked with artists and technologists for whom working with cultural 
institutions was a new experience. In the process, we became hyperaware 
of the barriers they often encounter. 

ENCOURAGE A WIDER RANGE OF ARTISTS TO WORK WITH YOU
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TREAT YOUR BUDGET LIKE A MORAL DOCUMENT

Pay people. Diversity, inclusion, equity and your values should all be reflected in 
your budget. 

1. Pay freelancers for their time. 
Exposure or opportunity does not 
pay the rent. 

2. Be transparent about 
fees, payment schedule and 
requirements.

3. Offer support: artistic coaching, 
production support and technical 
mentoring.

4. Be generous with IP: share 
assets and allow artists to keep
 IP in their own work.

DON’T BE AN ISLAND

Innovation is hard. There will always be 
challenging moments. You need a community – 

people to talk to, people that inspire you, people 
that can think critically with you. You need people 

beyond the projects you’re working on, people 
from other disciplines who come with different 

expertise and opposing points of view.

Multiplicity will make you a better artist 
and maker. It will also keep you grounded 

through tough times. 

While building a network of people who are also 
trying to do crazy things will strengthen your 
own work, mentoring the next generation of 

makers will have wider impact, including the joy 
of seeing their imagination at work.

ROYAL OPERA HOUSE — AUDIENCE LABS50 — CASTING

CASTING



4 — ORIGINS OF AUDIENCE LABS ORIGINS OF AUDIENCE LABS — 4

REDUCE BUREAUCRACY
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Be human and available 

Take the time to talk to artists and collaborators at the beginning 
of a project, to explore needs, questions and what excites them 
about working with you. 

Nominate a specific person to provide support. Clarify who an 
artist or employee’s point of contact is in terms of their access 
needs. 

Be transparent. Explain processes and/or funding requirements 
and ask questions about possible problems or obstacles for each 
person.

Demystify and simplify contracts and other official documents 

When posting opportunities or open calls, make agreements and 
terms available up front. Keep them short, clear and to the point. 

Everyone needs to be able to make a clear decision if it is of value 
to them, if they want to make the time to respond and what they 
are signing up for.

Develop a set of basic clear agreements. Omit irrelevant clauses 
from standard boilerplate contracts.
 

Prioritise payment 

Offer expedited payment terms so artists can get paid as early as 
possible.

Enable upfront payments if artists begin work before contracts 
are drawn up and signed.

Keep learning 

Host debriefs offering artists an open and dedicated space for 
reflection about their experience working with the institution.

Feed learnings back to senior management and prioritise action 
to ensure change happens.

1

3

2

4

CASTING



Interdisciplinary, cross-industry collaborations lie at the heart of boundary-breaking experiences. Finding 
the right partner is key. With each contributor bringing their own practice, skills and taste, everyone 
needs time to gain knowledge and taste in areas beyond their own expertise.  

PARTNERSHIPS

AGREE SHARED ARTISTIC AND 
INNOVATION AIMS

Shared aims ensure consistency of vision. 
Clear understanding around ambition and 

goals is crucial to steer the development 
process. Establish what the project is trying 

to do as well as what it is not trying to do. 

Different partners will, of course, have 
different priorities and emphases, but 

everyone should be clear on the objectives, 
so progress can be measured against them 

and you have a benchmark for evaluation 
once the project is complete.

ROYAL OPERA HOUSE — AUDIENCE LABS52 — PARTNERSHIPS

START WITH CURIOSITY

Who you partner with will determine so much, 
but be curious about yourself before you look 
for someone to work with you. Ask yourself 
what’s important to me? what interests me 
about this? what’s the artistic nucleus at the 
heart of the concept? Once you know what’s 
important to you and why you are exploring 
this, you can seek out the right people to take 
the journey with you - people who are aligned 
with your aims, interests and values.

That nucleus needs to be exciting enough to 
gather your team and partners around and 
robust enough to survive iteration.

If there are pain points lean into them. That’s 
probably where the juice is. 

BE TRANSPARENT ABOUT 
VALUE AND VALUES 

Each partner contributes value and insight. Each partner 
brings their processes and sensibilities too. Some people 

or organisations bring money, some bring skills, artistry or 
craft. Many bring more than one of the above. 

It’s useful to articulate what each partner brings, taking 
time to make sure the contributions of all everyone involved 

feel valued by the others. Because different sectors have 
different values, different definitions of ‘good’, different 

processes and so on, it also pays to be transparent about 
what’s important to each partner and collaborator and what 

each wants to get out of the project. 

This sounds straightforward but is often glossed over, which 
can lead to false assumptions and miscommunications. 

Establishing value, values and ‘good’ outcomes at the start of 
a project helps everyone better understand choices, tensions 

and priorities in the heat of the making process.



TREAT PARTNERS AS MUTUAL, LONG-TERM COMPANIONS

We are always on the look out for partners we want to work with. Fellow travelers who 
will enrich and inspire what we are doing. We find them among fellow theatremakers 
and artists, among cultural organisations trying to enact change, among curious 
people in other sectors, like technology and academia. For us, partnership goes beyond 
a mere exchange of skills or pragmatism. It‘s about aligning values, directions of travel, 
kindness, care and mutual respect.   

Don’t wait until the point when you need a partner to make contact – connect with 
people all the time and make them part of what you’re doing. For instance, invite 
someone who works in funding to a conversation about the future of theatre. 

PARTNERSHIPS

MAKE ENOUGH SPACE 

The early discovery phase is crucial 
for new kinds of collaboration. At the 
outset, create a communal space 
to convene open conversation so 
collaborators can understand each 
other’s practice and demystify 
processes.

All elements need to be present 
together - language, music, design, 
sound, artistic direction, technology. 
Every part needs to be heard at this 
early stage, so the team develops a 
shared vocabulary, taste and vision.

Doing something together is far 
more powerful than simply thinking 
together. Take space to create a 
shared vocabulary by seeing work 
together, dissecting it, finding 
elements you like and things you 
don’t. Talk about the aspects you 
want to avoid as well as those you 
want to lean in to.
Research through making together. 
Imagine not just in words but in 
images, storyboards, model boxes, 
grey boxes and most importantly 
action.
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• Conversation partners:  for those early explorations of ideas, values and possibilities.
• Origination partners: the right dance partner with complimentary skills and expertise  
    core to the project. 
• Funding partners: funders whose values align with yours and whose mission is relevant 
    to the themes or objectives of a project. 
• R&D partners: partners who have similar questions they want to explore with you.
• Project partners: partners, artists, creatives, technologists who you co-create a vision  
    with that can make it all the way to an audience.  
• Distribution and presentation partners: people who want to show the kind of work you  
    are making, who have audiences who would love what you are doing. 
• Dissemination partners - people who want to capture and share thinking and 
    learning with.   

Here are some of the sorts of partners we’ve worked with. Bear in mind 
that some people or organisations can sit in multiple partner categories:
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Efficiency is the enemy of innovation. Exploration and failure are an intrinsic part of doing things anew. 
This takes time. To develop and test ideas you need enough knowledge about the art, the form, the 
dramaturgy, the team, the experience design and technology to make the right choices. Working in a 
play space lets you develop a vocabulary and take artistic ideas from concept to maturity before making 
the leap into production.

ITERATION
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LOOK BACK AS MUCH AS 
FORWARD

We love looking back as much as we 
love looking forward. Artists and 
theatremakers have always found 
new ways to do old things. We bring 
people together, tell stories, create 
experiences and we look back 
at stories, tips, tricks and ideas 
from artists of the past. There is 
so much inspiration in history; the 
radical artists, ideas and stagecraft 
that have gone before us.

Don’t copy the past, though. 
Bring your own sensibilities 
and transform. Be bold and 
make decisions about what 
you’ll keep and what you 
want to leave behind.

When you’re making work in new 
ways, don’t overlook traditional artistic 
processes. An understanding of 
history and precedent allows artists 
to explore and hold the essence of 
their own artform while journeying in 
unexpected new directions.

USE ITERATION FOR ECONOMIC EFFECIENCY

Efficiency is the enemy of innovation, but iteration is the most 
efficient way to look after your money. Innovation is inherently risky 
and unpredictable. By working in stages, starting small and slowly 
scaling up to full production you derisk investment that is necessary 
for large-scale productions. 

Often at the start of a development process, it is hard to even 
understand the budget lines needed later in the project. Staging 
development allows the budget to iterate together with the artistic 
and technological developments and complexities as the project 
grows. 

Pay people – always – but don’t spend money on expensive items or 
technologies you might only use once. Start with paper prototyping: 
try ideas and concepts out by making simple sketches, storyboards 
or mock ups. When you do need technology, collaborate, borrow or 
rent until you are certain you have the right technology, aesthetic 
and approach for the project to soar. 

Bear in mind that different partners, funders, philanthropists and 
sponsors have different appetites for risk. Working iteratively allows 
for the more adventurous to come on board in early stages and for 
the more apprehensive to join once the end product is more defined.
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ITERATION
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BE COMFORTABLE WITH NOT KNOWING

If you’re trying to do it ‘right’, you’re doing it 
wrong. When you’re inventing the form while 
simultaneously developing what you want to 

express, there is no single right answer. If you 
invest all your time in searching for one you’ll 

almost certainly land in a boring place.

Generate lots of ideas to find the few good 
ideas. Give makers time to develop attitudes 

and taste before landing on what they want to 
say on their particular stage.

Inventing the form while simultaneously 
developing what you want to express and 

– as we produced more shows – we cross-
pollinated between ideas and experiences.

FOCUS ON THE FEELS

Although how we do things changes, what we 
do doesn’t. The shared emotional experience 

of theatre is the same. We’re just exploring 
how we can do that in new ways. The toolset, 

forms and formats change… not 
the experience.

 
When you are iterating, don’t overfocus on 

the technology. Yes, the technology needs to 
be able to do what it needs to do, but keep 

asking yourself if the work is making you feel 
something. Does it give you the right kind of 
chills? When we are in rehearsals we work 

towards truth, emotion and drama, a sense 
of liveness and cathatris. Keep finding those 

qualities in other mediums too.  
AIM FOR A CONSTELLATION OF WORK 

NOT SINGULAR PROJECTS

One story world or creative idea can exist and 
play out in different forms. Some may lead to 
shows, some may not, but you can learn as 

much from exploring the dead ends as from 
the more long-lived concepts.

If you want to support innovation and 
experimentation, create spaces where people 
work towards an outcome, but not a project 

outcome. This opens up learning and failure as 
legitimate and valuable products 

of collaboration.

Use the outcomes of earlier research and 
development in other projects. Cross-

pollinating and iterating between projects is as 
valuable as iterating within projects.
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ITERATION

Some examples include:
•  Theatrical rehearsal and devising techniques
•  Game design 
•  Iterative design methodologies
•  Dramaturgical methodologies 
•  Double diamond model
•  Compositional structures 
•  Three horizon model
•  Film and sound editing and looping 
•  Future forecasting exercises and methodologies
•  Commedia dell’arte  
•  Problem-based learning

MIX AND MATCH 
MODELS OF WORKING

There are a plethora of models 
and theories for innovation 

processes out there. We borrow 
from many and adhere to none. 

Our approaches have included tools 
from other artistic mediums and 
the technology sector, along with 
innovation and future forecasting 

methodologies. 

...and many others. Like rehearsal processes in theatres, 
the innovation processes we used were based on personal 
preferences, the needs of the project, the nature of the 
team and the questions or hypotheses being explored.

Overall, we work in a practice-based 
manner. We learn through doing. 
Not just sitting and thinking to decide 
which ideas are worth pursuing; you 
need to get past ideas into practical 
exploration as soon as you can. If 
there are pain points lean into them 
(that’s probably where the juice is). 
Work through cliches; know your 
brain will go to them, know that other 
people’s braisn will go to them, because 
they  are safe places. Recognise when 
this is happening. Then go beyond the 
cliche to get somewhere new. Bring 
rigour, specificity and urgency to the 
exploration, but don’t be afraid to 
try something. And don’t hold on to 
ideas that don’t work. Adapt, change, 
retrace but always make something.   

+ +

+
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Because digital tools invite the possibility of immersion and dialogue they change the relationship between 

the art, the audience and the makers. 

AUDIENCES
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EMBRACE NON-LINEAR STORYTELLING

When you develop traditional artforms you know where and how the audience will engage 
with your work. They come to the theatre and, when the curtain rises, the play starts. Or they 
come to the museum and the painting on the wall is ‘the art’ they have come to see. Once you 
start making non-traditional art outside traditional contexts, you may have multiple encounter 
points (or “rabbit holes”), which lead an audience member into your world. If so, you’ll need to 
think differently about your craft. 

The environment in which you tell the story will shift the audience’s experience. Different 
platforms have different qualities. For instance, whispering in someone’s ear is more intimate 
than speaking to them from a stage. Both have advantages and disadvantages, and thus 
are better suited for some stories and experiences than others. The same is true for digital 
platforms.   

Going somewhere with people together opens up a spectrum of possibilities for shared 
experience and exchange. For instance, broadcasting a performance online can give you 
incredible reach, but you’ll need to consider what that means for the audience and the story 
you are telling. Which platform gives you the intimacy or reach you desire? How will people 
encounter it? How will it link them through to other parts of the work? Does the form give the 
audience agency or is it a passive experience? If you give the audience agency, do you invite 
dialogue or not, and at what points in the experience? All of these questions become key 
artistic decisions.

DIGITAL IS NOT EVERYTHING AND NOT 
EVERYTHING SHOULD BE DIGITAL

People often have set ideas about what digital is for:
 it’s for global reach, it’s for young people, it’s for access 

and inclusion, it’s commercial, it’s for gamers,  it’s inferior 
to live experiences, it’s superior to live experiences… and 

so on.

Digital projects can be all of the above and none 
of the above. What they can’t be is all of the above 

simultaneously. There is a huge amount of potential in 
these new tools but, as in the real world, you need a clear 

mission, objectives and rigour. 

Don’t overload projects or strategies with conflicting 
measures of success. And remember,  your audience 

knows the difference between what is artistic expression 
and what is marketing. Don’t try to 

dress one up as the other.
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AUDIENCES
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LINK LOCAL TO GLOBAL

Now more than ever we need to reach across boundaries, 
create empathy and exchange. Global problems need 
global dreams. In both the physical and digital world, arts 
and culture provide a gathering space for people to share 
ideas, imagine, think and aspire together. Digital work has 
the unique capability to connect local communities and 
their specific stories, experiences and ideas with global 
conversations. Within digital art there is an opportunity to 
set up collaborations, co-creation processes, exchanges 
and dialogue between audiences and makers in different 
parts of the world. It’s just what’s needed right now. Make 
it part of your practice if you can.

LIFT THE VEIL

Technology helps organisations become more porous. You don’t need to 
create behind closed doors any more. If you choose to, you can facilitate a 
dialogue with your audience during the making process. The audience isn’t 
an end point; they can be present throughout. This is not about gathering 
feedback (although that can be part of it), this is about being on an open 
artistic expedition together. 

Audiences have an enormous appetite for seeing the process as well 
as the outcome – to see the stages of projects and ideas, to be part of 
experiments that can fail, to meet the artists, to glimpse backstage. You 
don’t have to share everything; everything doesn’t need to be shared. 
You need artistic safe spaces too. But you can share certain things and 
audiences will thank you for it.  

REFINE THE INVITATION

Because these artforms are new, you need to explain not just what they are about, but what the experience itself offers. Frame what you’re showing really well. Don’t use jargon. 
Explain the nature of the experience as well as the story. Give audiences the best possible clues on how to approach and enjoy the experience: what makes it exciting or beautiful, 
what are the ideas explored and the form these ideas have taken? Audiences are sometimes apprehensive of a new experience; they may be afraid to break something or do 
something wrong. Give the audience the right amount of data to feel safe entering the experience, to feel empowered to exercise their agency, to experience the work without 
feeling uncertain about how to be or what to do. Having said all that, the invitation, of course, should not give away any key information or surprises. It is after all, theatre. 
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AUDIENCES
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LISTEN

You can never experience your own work, so you need audience feedback.
 If you’re creating an experience in which the audience sits at the centre, 
invite them in for part of your iterative development process. That doesn’t 
mean working with them all the time. Here are some of our tips for gathering 
and responding to audience feedback:

Create safe, private spaces where artists are free to develop and try out 
ideas – and free to fail – without the pressure of an audience. Invite the 
audience in at the right time.
Contextualise what the audience are seeing; an early exploration of ideas, a 
small section of something bigger, a half-way point? Give them a ‘lens’ to look 
through. For example, share the questions you are struggling with or ask 
them to look out for or answer something specific.

Listen to what people say and but also tune in to how they feel. Are they 
excited during the performance or mildly bored? Do their eyes sparkle when 
they talk about certain moments in the experience or are they restrained 
and analytical? How people behave is often more telling than what they say. 
Look for those moments when audiences are excited or energised and take 
note of them. 

Don’t follow the audience’s advice slavishly. They won’t see the whole work, so 
their perspective isn’t comprehensive. They may also feel that their view is 
universal, where you might have a different point of view you want to explore.

DON’T TRY 
TO CHANGE

THE AUDIENCE, 
CHANGE YOUR WORK

There are no hard to reach audiences, 
there are only audiences who are 

disinterested in what you’re doing. Don’t 
shout to try to attract them; change the 
art so they become interested. Explore 

new stories, find new collaborators, allow a 
diverse range of artists to dream up work 

for you, your stages and spaces (both 
physical and digital), make new connections 
between the themes of the work and other 

networks who share your interests. 
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never operated in a vacuum. We were always in conversation with 
someone: peers, predecessors, artists, thinkers, creatives, funders, 

philanthropists, friends, colleagues, futurists, engineers and inventors. Our work sits within an ecosystem 
of extraordinary people who have been generous, inspiring and often very funny. We would like to thank 
all of you. 

One special acknowledgement must go to Lucy Sinclair, whose vision and persistence laid the groundwork 
on which we could germinate and grow. 
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