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Introduction


Immersive theatre has been my obsession for a long, long time. My belief in its potential comes from my background. I didn’t grow up reciting Shakespeare, I didn’t go to theatre school straight after completing A levels and I certainly never had teenage aspirations of directing at the National. As an artist, my influences have often come from outside the theatrical canon. I believe theatre can make us feel how I did when I first listened to my favourite album as a teenager. I believe it can draw us in like the most choice-laden role-playing video game. I’m convinced it can rouse passions and make the audience express them like the fiercest political argument after too many beers.


If you ask five artists what immersive theatre is, you might get five different answers. In this introduction we’ll talk in detail about what the term really means, but something that most people would agree on is that it’s a form that gives the audience greater access to the performance. Whether through roaming freely around the space or talking directly with the characters, these productions invite the audience to take a greater role, to be more involved, to become part of the artistry rather than just spectators.


This book, however, is not a dry analysis of what I think immersive has been. It’s not a rundown of performances that have happened in the past. It’s written for theatre-makers, artists and students who want to create this kind of work. It’s also for those who are interested in the guts and ideas that fuel the performances they love. If this book inspires you to create your own performances and is enjoyable to read, then I will have achieved my aim.


The joy of working in immersive theatre is that there is so much left to discover. What you’re holding in your hands is the fruit of my experiments and projects over the last few years, but I’m also truly excited about the discoveries yet to be made. It’s a privilege to be working in a field that’s so uncharted, where every project is an opportunity to do something truly innovative. Through monumental mistakes and totally unexpected successes, I’ve ended up with a philosophy on what makes good immersive theatre. My aim is to help you craft your own beliefs – and to create responsive and rich worlds of your own.


What is Immersive Theatre?


Before we begin creating immersive work, we really should decide what immersive theatre is. It’s on everyone’s lips. Every five minutes, a new ‘immersive’ event is announced and sells out – and if you’ve been to a few of these, you’ll know that they often have very few similarities to each other.


I’ve been to interactive stories where I was locked in a room with twenty-five other people forced to make a moral decision that would change the story;1 controlled a small island as I struggled to remain independent against the superpowers trying to coerce me into giving up my uranium;2 been chased by shadowy creatures in the dark underneath London;3 and watched my mythological parents descend into a murderous feud.4 All of them were heralded as immersive productions, and none of them bore any resemblance to each other. There was no one type of space unifying the productions. In some the audience were confined to one room, in some they were free to roam. Sometimes we could affect the story, at others we were purely spectators. All of them, however, are immersive.


There are common threads I see in all productions that we call immersive. All these productions are (or try to be) innovative in two areas: the role of the audience and how they use the theatre space. Within these threads there’s endless variations in both intention and success, but we can make certain general assumptions. It’s unlikely that the audience will be sat down in rows facing a stage. We probably don’t expect the audience to stay silent throughout then applaud at the end. The actors are not, in all likelihood, separated from the audience by an invisible ‘fourth wall’ at the edge of the stage. The problem is that we can point at endless examples of productions that are not immersive, and sometimes it seems like the form is defined by negatives; that by identifying everything that isn’t immersive, we can use what’s left behind as our definition.


I think this is unhelpful. To me, immersive theatre is about the certain spirit with which we make a performance. A production becomes immersive when it is made by a company who will experiment with the theatrical format in ways that are designed to drag the audience further in. So, for this book, let us agree to drop the debate about definitions and genres. Your production will be immersive, because you have decided it will be. All being well, it will be unlike any immersive theatre we’ve yet seen.


That being the case, I encourage you to look beyond the current definitions. Create your own terminology, and define your new art form with words that truly cut to the heart of what you’re creating. There is already a backlash against this possibly meaningless word, ‘immersive’. What is your medium? Interactive Theatre, Dilemma Theatre, Alternate World Exhibit… As, so often, we can do better than using the vocabulary we’ve been given.


Current Forms


It’s probably helpful to have an overview of the work that has already been created and described as immersive. It’s a vast and diverse field, taking in work of many kinds; all immersive productions are different from each other, but we can draw distinctions between certain families of them. Identifying where you sit on this spectrum can help you to keep your focus, or even help you decide you want to break the mould and do something totally new.


Broadly speaking, we can identify four different varieties of immersive work. I refer to these as Exploration Theatre, Guided Experiences, Interactive Worlds and Game Theatre. These aren’t established terms that you’ll necessarily see used elsewhere; they’re helpful definitions I use that make it easier to be specific when we talk about immersive work. Let’s look at each of them in turn.


Exploration Theatre


This is the form that leaps to the minds of the average theatregoer when they hear the word ‘immersive’. It’s the form that has been pioneered and perfected by Punchdrunk (arguably the most renowned immersive company in the world) over the years, and probably the form that gets the most press. Exploration Theatre melds a traditional theatre experience with a mobile audience and huge attention to the setting they roam around. Crucially, these pieces can, theoretically, exist without an audience. Like a mainstream proscenium-arch production, the piece has been set and rehearsed; it doesn’t rely on the audience to propel it forwards and, artistically speaking, can take place no matter what the ticket sales are like.


Generally taking place in a multi-room space, these pieces will present a theatrical experience in multiple places (possibly all at once). The audience is free to explore the space, which is usually intricately designed and a pleasure to be in regardless of the cast’s actions, and they can follow whatever strands of the story they wish. Interaction between cast and audience can happen, and sometimes there’s a lot of it – but these interactions don’t shape the story of the piece. These are logistically easier to plan, as the audience can’t do much to derail the piece (though we should never underestimate their capacity for mischief). In some examples (again, notably Punchdrunk) the audience may even be masked. This can have the dual effects of both reducing the amount of verbal interaction and anonymising the audience so that they feel more comfortable in this new experience.


Theatre of this nature might have a free-roaming audience (see most of Punchdrunk’s work) or the audience may be guided through the performance space in a predetermined order. If you wish to create a piece like this, you’ll need to give a huge amount of consideration to the design of the space – not just its artistic merit, but also because of the huge impact it can have on the audience’s psychology and their willingness to explore. In Chapter 2: Living Spaces, I’ve put together a buffet of techniques for you to choose from.


Guided Experiences


At the polar opposite end of the scale we have Guided Experiences. These pieces rely entirely upon the audience, as they are guided through a story that gives them (ideally) countless opportunities to interact and make (again, ideally) meaningful choices.


One of the most well-known is You Me Bum Bum Train, a huge-scale interactive experience that takes one audience member at a time through a selection of adventures where they take the lead role (YMBBT politely ask that people don’t give spoilers about their work, so I’m afraid I can’t tell you what these are)… but Guided Experiences can also be tiny. OneOhOne presented a piece in Edinburgh where a small group of audience members were given the power to betray or remain loyal to a shadowy woman who made arbitrary demands. The action remained in one small room throughout, with the audience being coopted into a cult as the play went on.


There are two defining traits in these pieces. Firstly, the audience is integral; the piece cannot take place without at least one audience member present. Secondly, the journey they experience is curated. They will experience the space and the story in a set order. If multiple rooms are used, they will proceed through these rooms when they are invited to. Their choices will have weight when they are invited (either overtly or subtly) to make them.


When done well, these are pieces with a taut and honed narrative through which the audience is propelled at a rapid pace. There may occasionally be breathing room or silence, but the audience can’t be left without a set scene for long, as there isn’t much for them to explore outside the confines of the planned arc. You’ll need to make sure the experience you’re offering is fulfilling, and never dull enough that the audience start looking to create their own opportunities for exploration.


Interactive Worlds


An Interactive World is free-roaming, allowing the audience to move through the space however they wish. It also gives weight to their actions and choices, often to the extent of allowing them to influence the end of the story. There is usually a narrative arc underpinning the performance, but this arc is open to change through the audience’s choices. Essentially, an Interactive World combines aspects from both of the previous two forms, and becomes markedly more complex because of this.


Unlike Guided Experiences, the possible influence of the audience is limitless. It isn’t contained to pre-scripted options and choices. There needs to be enough interesting elements in the space to allow the audience a rewarding exploration, and the cast simultaneously need to be very comfortable improvising and know the plot of the play inside out. This is, by far, the most challenging form to plan and execute well, as it requires simultaneously using every technique from the other forms of immersive theatre. Hiding the nuts and bolts of the performance and its structure can become a titanic job. Because of these logistical challenges, it’s a form you don’t often see happening – though my belief is that we can streamline this process. With planning and a little help from this book, you can start crafting Interactive Worlds today.


Because this form of theatre requires techniques from all the other forms, I’ll often seem to assume that you’re interested in creating an Interactive World – this avoids me having to repeatedly write ‘but don’t worry if this isn’t relevant to your production’. There’s no assumption that these pieces are somehow ‘better’ or what you should be striving to create.


Game Theatre


Game Theatre is an odd beast, and in some ways it can seem opposed to the rest of the types we’ve mentioned. In my opinion it doesn’t really belong under the term ‘immersive theatre’, as its aims and techniques are entirely different (though equally interesting). Though this is a generalisation, Game Theatre tends to highlight the rules and Mechanics of the performance, rather than hide them behind the narrative. The intention is often to ask participants to engage critically with the world around them by drawing attention to its otherwise unnoticed structures. Other types of Game Theatre exist to explore the spirit of competition between participants, using the Mechanics as a way of specifying how we can succeed within the performance. However, nearly every single piece of Game Theatre I’ve participated in or heard of has, at some stage, had the immersive label applied, so it’s definitely a format worth looking at.


In Game Theatre, the Mechanics are the experience. This can be an immensely powerful tool, and my most powerful experience of this was during Hobo Theatre’s The Lowland Clearances. We’ll deal briefly with this form’s unique demands in a later chapter.


About This Book


That’s quite enough about what already exists – this book is here to help you create the piece that’s going to exist because of your hard work. This book is broken up into five chapters. Chapter 1: Starting Out helps to hone in on what kind of piece you want to make. After that, each chapter focuses on a different set of challenges and opportunities you need to consider when creating your own immersive theatre. You can dip in to them in any order you like, though remember that I may sometimes refer to concepts introduced in an earlier chapter. A glossary at the end is on hand to give you a quick reference to the terminology if you need a reminder. Terms in the glossary will be indicated throughout the book by being capitalised (Like This).


Chapter 2: Living Spaces encourages you to innovate how you use a freely moving audience in your production. We go far beyond simply saying ‘you can go anywhere’ and start looking at how this freedom of movement can be used to your benefit. We talk about subtly influencing the audience’s movements, how to Split and rejoin audience groups organically and how to use your space to create gut-level emotional effects. Whether you’re planning a huge multi-room exploration or a tightly honed single-room story, the work in this chapter will help you craft your environment.


Chapter 3: Living Choices focuses on the thorny boundary between audience free will and uncontrolled chaos. We discuss how to ‘cast’ your audience, making them a functioning and enjoyable part of your piece with their own role to play. We show how to encourage confused or shy participants out of their shell – as well as how to bring unruly ones subtly back into line!


Chapter 4: Living Rehearsals brings things back to the rehearsal room. There are techniques to help you manage the huge complexity of rehearsals along with exercises that prepare your cast for the unexpected. It’s all compiled in a helpful schedule, designed to get the most out of the limited time within which we often have to work.


Chapter 5: Living Beyond the Performance takes us outside of the live event. There’s a whole world of opportunities to expand your production into the living rooms of your audience and the streets on which they live. This chapter looks at how we do that, as well as how these opportunities can get your audience marketing your play for you.


What This Book Isn’t


This is not a set of instructions on how to direct, act or produce in the conventional sense. Creating Worlds is concerned with the additional requirements and unique challenges that immersive theatre adds to the theatre-making process.


Much of this book assumes a certain level of familiarity with the basic concepts of theatre. You don’t need to be an acclaimed actor or director to understand and use the ideas within, but you do need to have grasped the core concepts of performance. For example, I won’t address how to play a character in a production, but I will talk about how you can give your scripted character an interactive life that makes unscripted interactions with the audience possible. I won’t go into the basics of how to use lighting in a theatrical production, but I’ll talk about how you can influence a free-roaming audience to go where you want them to go by using light.


This book is designed to be ‘methodology-agnostic’; I don’t expect you to be working from a background of Stanislavsky, Brecht, Artaud, Littlewood or anyone else. The techniques in Creating Worlds can be applied to your art no matter what it’s based on.


1. 101: Betrayal, ONEOHONE Theatre Co., 2011


2. Archipelago, Hobo Theatre, 2014


3. …And Darkness Descended, Punchdrunk, 2011


4. Hotel Medea, Zecora Ura, 2012




1. Starting Out


Your Mission Statement


It’s nearly time to get some basic concepts under our belt, then move on and apply them to our immersive productions. But first… You need to decide what you’re trying to create.


You know you want to make a piece of immersive theatre. You may have seen what’s out there, and how much the form varies from company to company, even from piece to piece. You probably have an idea of what you like and dislike in an immersive performance. So the first, and most important, question is: What kind of experience are you making? It’s a broad question, but a fundamental one.


For starters, decide what the single most important aspect of your piece would be for your audience. Sum it up in one sentence. Here are some examples:


‘I want the audience to be totally overwhelmed by the amount of experiences they can choose between.’


‘I want to create a world so convincing that the audience forgets they’re experiencing a play.’


‘I want the audience’s choices to have real consequences.’


‘I want to give the audience a total sensory overload.’


You can incorporate any ideas you like, but let’s face it: immersive theatre is hard. Your time, your resources and your actors are going to be stretched to their limit, so knowing where your focus is right from the outset is going to make your life a lot easier (or at least more tolerable) when you’re trying to make hard decisions further down the line. It’s also going to keep you motivated when things get chaotic. Having that clear Mission Statement in your head for the genre-smashing interactive world you are planning is going to give you that extra drive to push through those late nights of thinking and writing.


So go and scribble. Make increasingly absurd and maniacal statements about what you’re looking to achieve. And when you’ve got the perfect sentence, that phrase that boils your dream immersive piece down to its core guiding principle, read the next section. We’ll start talking about how to achieve it.


Simplicity Works


Counter-intuitive, isn’t it? Who on earth, if they believe in simplicity, would try to create an immersive piece of theatre? Fair point, you’re about to embark upon a very un-simple journey. To make your journey of creation possible, there are some things that can stay simple and act as your compass. The most important of these is your Mission Statement.


Take a well-known example: Punchdrunk have been one of the foremost names in immersive theatre for many years (for very good reason). They make a very specific kind of immersive, where the world of the story is the most important aspect of the work. Audience choice doesn’t play a huge role in their pieces. It’s totally free-roaming, but it largely makes no difference what an audience member does. The play remains the same. This isn’t a weakness; Punchdrunk know right down to their bones what they’re trying to achieve. What they create in their Exploration Theatre pieces already stretches the limits of what is achievable in any rehearsal period, and if they tried to incorporate every possible aspect of immersive theatre, their work would be both unfocused and under-rehearsed.


So guard that Mission Statement carefully. For every decision you make, especially when it’s about incorporating something new into the play, you need to weigh it against your goal. Does it help you achieve that holy grail you set out to find right at the start? Often the answer is no.


Focused pieces work brilliantly. I’ve seen pieces centred around the audience’s ability to influence the story that took place within one bare room (OneOhOne, a small company from Oxford, do this admirably). All the effort had gone into a multi-stranded set of decisions that made me agonise over my every action. In Zecura Ura’s Hotel Medea, I had very little choice in what I did or where I went, and the world was small… but I was totally dragged into the storyline. The immediacy of the writing and intensity of the actors meant my own little desires and urges would have been irrelevant anyway!


Know what you’re creating. It’s going to make life a lot easier later on.


Concepts


Throughout the book, you’ll notice words that are capitalised: Like This. This means that it’s a key concept I work with, one that I’ll probably come back to a few times in the book. Some of these are, as far as I know, unique, and I’ve had to come up with brief descriptive names for them. Hopefully, this will leave us with a shared vocabulary that will both make reading the book smoother and facilitate your own discussions as you create your work. In many cases, giving these concepts a concrete name also helps to refine our thinking even further. There’s a glossary of all these terms at the end of the book, but they’re first introduced in the chapter that makes most sense. If you’re reading the book out of order and come across a word that seems odd, refer to the glossary – it’s probably been covered in an earlier section.


There are three concepts I want to put forward right at the start. These are Elegance, Rewards and Flavour.


Elegance


One of my buzzwords for good immersive theatre is Elegance.


What this really means is that the piece is ‘mechanically invisible’; the audience can’t see the planning put into the piece, they don’t feel artificially railroaded and they are never fully aware that the piece is rigidly structured and timetabled.


Too often, the audience is bludgeoned into action. A guard in a gas mask bellows ‘MOVE!’, and everyone sighs in resignation as they shuffle to the next room, aware it’s time for the next scene. There’s no feeling of organic life, only a series of instructions thinly disguised by costume and dialogue.


I think we can and should be more inventive (or devious) than that. I’ll be giving you ideas for how to create a piece that never feels artificial. You’ll be running your show with attention to detail and meticulous planning, but your audience will never directly be aware of it.


I’ll be referring to Elegance repeatedly in this book. To me, it’s one of the principal concepts I’ll put forward that everyone should be aspiring to. Respect the hard work you’re putting in; never let the audience reach the limits of the world you’ve created. They should always feel that if they explored through one more door or asked one more question they would discover another part of your devised world.


Rewards


Another of the core concepts I’ll ask you to work with is the Reward. This is essentially how you train your audience to interact fully with your performance. By rewarding the type of behaviour that helps your play along, the audience will swiftly understand their role in your piece. It’s more Elegant than reading out a list of rules or having an out-of-character team member encouraging them. It’s a lot more Elegant than having a character give a clunky ‘in-character’ encouragement to interact.


The essence of a Reward is that you, as a company, anticipate how an audience might interact. You consider where they might ‘explore’, be that a physical exploration of the space or a verbal exploration by talking to a character. Your job is to make sure that there is something waiting for them at the other side of that exploration. You will have placed an interesting scene or object in a hidden space, or an incendiary piece of backstory that can only be found by asking the actors questions. Make the audience feel that their endeavours have importance early on in the performance. Later on, when the stakes are higher and there’s less time for hand-holding the audience, they’ll have already learned the rules of your piece.


Flavour


I use the word Flavour to denote an immersive element that has no function within the play other than making the world feel richer. A character’s diary found in the space, while fascinating, may not be necessary to make the play operate. Don’t overlook these Flavour additions. If the audience starts to feel that every conversation, object and room is necessary, the joy of discovery will be overtaken by a sense of ‘Okay, how do I use this then?’ Allow pure exploration to be its own Reward in some cases.


Some General Advice


With those concepts understood, you hopefully have an idea of what it is you’re going to start building. Stay aware of why you’ve chosen to create immersive theatre – and your Mission Statement that reminds you of the effect you want to have on your audience. This point of reference is your anchor, the ideal against which you should measure every idea you start toying with. That guiding sentence you came up with at the beginning of your process will stay vitally important right up to the day you sit down after the last performance and consider the success of the show.


One of my first immersive pieces, Anima, was born of a desire to make the audience culpable; to make them share the responsibility for, and satisfaction in, the play’s outcome. I had been inspired by the depth of choice that modern computer role-playing games offer the player, and wanted to explore that level of interaction with a live audience. Keeping hold of that guiding principle meant that I was able to retain focus. When I was tempted to invest time and energy into complex set, long tracts of dialogue or any other resource-draining idea, I could ask myself whether they furthered my core goal. Often, they didn’t. These abandoned ideas ended up being secreted away in my notebooks, ready for a production that would use them to greater effect.


If you’re reading this as an individual actor or director rather than as a member of a group (be it a group of students or an acting company), you will also need to get a good team around you from the outset and to define who has responsibility for certain areas of the production. The huge number of elements to keep track of in immersive work might demand a change in your usual working patterns, so have an honest look at how you tend to operate. If you’re prone to micromanaging and keeping a tight hold of every aspect of your productions, learning to let go will be a lifesaver. There’s just too much to keep track of in an immersive piece for any one person. I speak from experience, as I was that kind of director prior to my first immersive work! I fought tooth and nail to keep on top of it all myself, making my first piece much harder than it needed to be. By learning to let go, your production won’t just be easier to manage; ensuring your collaborators feel ownership in the work will make their contributions far more creative and insightful.


Conversely, if you’ve tended to work in a free-form, collaborative way (perhaps as part of a devised company), you may have to put some boundaries around the process. Generate ideas together and pool your creativity, but make sure one or two people are keeping tabs on each area. As your multi-stranded narratives spiral ever-outward, as your design elements multiply, tasks will need to be centralised under one person. The entire web of narrative choices (for example) should be at the fingertips of one person so they can easily spot problems and conflicts.


It’s not my place to tell you how to delegate different roles; this will be influenced by the kind of people you are and the kind of production you’re creating. It might be that one person handles designing the space while another works on interactions with the audience, or it might be that one person is handling the creation of the main storyline while another adds Flavour. You know your requirements better than I do, so make whatever choices you need – as long as you have actually made those choices.


You will do well so long as you remember that this may be the biggest job you’ve ever taken on. It’s bigger than any one person, and by working together in a disciplined way you will hopefully create something incredible.


Case Studies


As we’re discussing theoretical ideas throughout this book, I’ve chosen to include practical examples so you can understand these concepts in practice. I’ll be making reference to four immersive productions I’ve been involved in and showing you how our topics were applied to those examples. These productions were all vastly different in nature, and I’ve chosen them to give you a real variety of outcomes and objectives. These aren’t meant as an instruction to copy those examples; the possibilities for your play are limitless and I could fill five books with examples if I were so inclined… and I would still fail to serve up the perfect idea for your piece. That can only come from you.


Below is a brief overview of these four pieces, laid out so you can understand what their unique tone and aims were.




#MSND


#MSND was an immersive rendering of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream created by my production company, AXIS Arts. It transferred the setting from a forest to a seedy nightclub, recasting the characters accordingly. Oberon became the shady character doing deals behind the scenes, vaguely implicated in drugs and prostitution. Puck became his ‘enforcer’, Titania the most prestigious dancer, and Bottom a hapless clubgoer.


Taking place within one large space, our aim was to have the audience act as if in a real nightclub. We used a genuine club in a reclaimed South London factory as our setting. A live DJ provided the soundtrack for the evening, and the bar was serving throughout the performance. The action of the play was divided between free-roaming segments where the cast interacted with the audience, and scripted-dialogue set pieces that progressed the plot.


The piece was interactive, but the narrative was set and we used Shakespeare’s original text – the audience did not influence the story in any way. It functioned like a small-scale piece of Exploration Theatre and was designed to accommodate as many audience members as the space would hold.







Anima


Anima was my first Interactive World. It cast the audience as survivors of a plague that was sweeping the country. When they purchased their tickets, they received an information pack in the post. That pack, comprised of documents seemingly created within our fictional world, informed them of their role and the world they were entering. It confirmed that they had signed up for a ‘disaster insurance package’ with Osiris Corporation, along with a wealth of Osiris propaganda.


The play was designed to pit the audience in a series of dilemmas that forced them to choose between equally questionable moral Paths. As the story progressed, they would find themselves choosing (or being coerced into) an alliance with either the Osiris Corporation or a group of terrorists called the Network. Depending on the actions of the audience, one of four drastically different endings could occur – with multiple different minor variations occurring along the route to each ending. We were interested in providing opportunities for audience members to work against each other, and wanted to provide an arena where ideologies and beliefs became more important than friendships.


The space was a collection of buildings belonging to a school, surrounding a playing field. This became the Osiris Corp Quarantine & Research Facility, and the production was designed to accommodate a maximum audience of fifty.







Loveplay


With Loveplay, we created a piece of Exploration Theatre. Taking Moira Buffini’s script of the same name, we placed it in a cellar complex with multiple rooms and branching corridors. Our setting was a sort of time-travelling dating agency, where audience members ventured away from the agency lounge to explore rooms placed in the last two thousand years of English history. In each of these rooms, a scene from the play would be occurring on a looping schedule. The traditional staging of Loveplay consists of ten scenes in chronological order – each showing a different interpretation of love set in the same physical location but two hundred years apart.


Our intention with this piece was to allow freedom of movement and choice whilst ensuring that the audience saw all ten scripted scenes of Moira’s play. The audience were free to interact with characters not involved in scripted scenes, but we also needed to preserve the set nature of the text. The performance was designed to accommodate an audience of forty.
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