Against a hierarchy of expressive means; arguments for new pedagogies in performer education in India and the UK.  

What kind of theatre do we educate for? Theatre as a laboratory or a museum?
  

Heiner Goebbels
Abstract

 This article reflects on the findings of an intercultural, transdisciplinary workshop, which engaged drawing, performance and digital technology, conducted at the University of Hyderabad, India, in 2014, with theatre and fine art students from Sarojini Naidu School of Arts and Communication, Hyderabad and Wimbledon College of Arts, London. We argue for the value of this kind of practical experiment, where students worked alongside each other on a project from the same starting point, in terms of what it revealed about the hierarchical assumptions embedded in the fields of theatre and fine art, in India and in the UK. These hierarchies are being challenged by digital technologies and we call for new pedagogies in the arts to address this. In this reflection on the outcomes of the project, with a focus primarily on performer training and align our findings with music theatre director/composer Heiner Goebbels’ arguments against a hierarchy of ‘expressive means’ in performance. We conclude by advocating more programmes in universities and academies, both in India and the UK, where performers, sound and visual artists, designers, digital artists and makers can work not only in more integrated ways but also alongside each other.  

Introduction

This article discusses a research partnership between The Sarojina Naidu School of Arts and Communication, University of Hyderabad and Wimbledon College of Art, University of the Arts, London,
  September 2013-July 2015, to investigate the impact of digital media on performance in India and UK. It focuses on one component of the two year project, a five day workshop in Hyderabad, working with masters’ students from theatre and fine art that engaged drawing, performance and digital technology. We discuss the value of this kind of transdisciplinary praxis in terms of what it revealed about approaches to the performing arts and fine art education, in India and in the UK, rooted in the humanist ideologies of the 19th and 20th century, and question whether these methodologies are fit for purpose in the 21st. Frank Camilleri in ‘Of Hybrids and the Posthuman, Performer training in the 21st  Century’(2016), draws on two of Pramod K. Nayar‘s
 (2014) frames of reference to describe the current Posthuman condition in relation to performer training in general terms. The first is ontological, citing the increasing modification of human bodies by chemical, surgical and technological means (2016:118). The second, of particular relevance to the findings of the workshop, ‘refers to “a new conceptualization of the human” that endeavors “to move beyond the traditional humanist ways of thinking about the autonomous, self willed individual agent in order to treat the human itself as an assemblage, co-evolving with other forms of life, enmeshed with the environment and technology” (Nayar 2014:4 italics in the original cited in ibid). We argue that this co-evolutionary process, this enmeshment in technology is not only changing the constitution of performers but is also displacing them as the primary medium of expression as increasingly, human presence, has to compete with other, often more effective and affecting elements in performance. Sophisticated conjunctions of ‘objects, materials, machines and technologies’  (Mckinney 2015:82), result in what Heiner Goebbels calls ‘a division of presence’ (2015:4) where ‘presence’ is no longer attributable solely to human corporeality but divided across all the elements that constitute the  performance event.  In the transdisciplinary workshop in Hyderabad, students from fine art and theatre worked from a common starting point towards short experimental performances that integrated  bodies  ‘objects, materials, machines ’(ibid 2015) with digital and analogue technology. One of the outcomes of this exercise was the way it brought Goebbels’ notion of a ‘division of presence’ into stark relief.  In the realization of their short performances the majority of fine art students, through their actions and in the way they engaged with materials and occupied space, became ‘enmeshed with the environment and technology’ (ibid 2014). The theatre students on the other hand, struggled to exert their authority as ‘self willed individual agent[s]’ (ibid) in the face of all the other competing means of expression.  In almost all cases, the works produced by the theatre students would have been more affective if they had not been in them. As researchers and teachers of performance, with no wish to eliminate the human from the (digital) mise-en-scène (as Edward Gordon Craig proposed in the early twentieth century, paraphrasing Napoleon, ‘no longer a living figure in which the weakness and tremors of the flesh were perceptible’ (1911:81)), we were concerned that the theatre students in Hyderabad appeared unable to adapt, to find other ways of being and doing, in the face of competing expressive elements. Different approaches to the workshop process by the workshop leaders undoubtedly played a part in this, but despite the broad based and comprehensive approach to the subject in the department in Hyderabad, including exposure to a range of performer training methodologies, the apparent inflexibility on the part of the theatre students suggested their course was still not preparing them to work effectively in a post human digital performance world.  
In the 2015 production of 409 Ramkinars in New Delhi, a work that incorporated installation, sculpture, performance and technology, one of the collaborators on the project, Anuradha Kapur
, describes the multiple states of being and doing demanded of the performers, ‘constantly in flux as they move between persona, character and performer, yet never becoming any one of them entirely’ (2015:11). How do we ensure this kind of flexibility in performers?  What new kinds ‘agency’ do performers need to thrive in the face of the range of new materials, diverse contexts and developing technologies both across the sub continent and in the UK? What does this mean for the future of performer training? How can we ensure that we are developing in students what Goebbels calls ‘their own artistic intelligence’ (2015:78) to enable them to not only respond to the demands of contemporary performance but also to question its’ boundaries and shape its’ future?  Kapur continues, ‘For theatre artists…working with visual art is fundamentally a form of parallel tracking, one that calls for a distancing and not-becoming-one with kind of dynamic’ (ibid).  In the workshop, and contrary to our initial expectations, it was working alongside students from the visual arts, at a distance, that brought these questions clearly to the fore – a point also made by Heiner Goebbels that we re-iterate later in this article – and the pedagogical value of this kind of transdisciplinary approach, not in opposition, but as an alternative to more common interdisciplinary approaches to practice, is one of the conclusions we draw from this experiment. This is also one of the factors that lift this workshop from being a localized experiment relating specifically to actor training in India to research that has resonance for theatre pedagogy in academies and universities across the world. 

 In order to explicate the project in more detail, we begin with a brief over view of the partnership, including its broad aims and the decision to work across the fields of theatre and fine art. We then look at the histories of education in theatre and performance in India, and how these are braided with the histories of arts education in the UK. To further contextualize the project we summarize developments and access to technology across performance and theatre over the last forty years in India and how this may have influenced and possibly ossified assumptions about performer training there.  We then turn to the workshop itself describing the process and analyzing the outcomes in terms of Heiner Goebbels’ challenge to the conventional hierarchies in performance and his call for ‘a division of presence amongst all the elements’. (2015:4)  We conclude by discussing the challenges and opportunities  presented by this ‘democratisation’ across the fields of fine art and theatre stressing the particular urgency for new pedagogies to prepare performers and fine artists  to have the flexibility to work effectively across the multiple platforms opened up by technology. 

UKIERI Research Partnership 

ien art anf thetare

The S. N. School and Wimbledon College of Arts are unusual in the Higher Education sector in that they both have fine art and theatre courses running alongside each other.
  In practice and in research terms this conjunction affords interesting inter- and trans-disciplinary opportunities, as well as intercultural ones. One of the defining features of this research partnership was exploring the impact of digital technology across the fields of fine art and theatre as boundaries become increasingly blurred and established traditions are called into question. Increasingly, in India, and the UK, plays and fine art installations use video and digital projections that merge the theatrical and the experiential under the umbrella of performance. The project team, made up of academics and researchers in fine art and theatre from India and the UK,
 sought to conceptualise how this layering of technologies – both ancient and contemporary – was affecting ways of making and viewing cultural production and, crucially, what pedagogic strategies were being employed in academies and universities to equip young artists to evaluate and utilise these hybrid forms.  In India, cultural critic Rustom Bharucha argued at the end of the twentieth century, ‘[at] this point in time, one can say that technology has not yet co-opted the ‘visionary’ possibilities of seeing assumed by our spectators in their viewing of myths’ (1993:195). By the beginning of the twenty-first century, theatre historian Arnold Aronson described the viewing habits of European and American audiences as being dominated by ‘[t]he increasing ubiquity of the World Wide Web’ (2008:36). Over two decades after Bharucha’s assertion, digital technology has also modified the ‘possibilities of seeing’ of Indian spectators, and examining the implications of these perceptual shifts for arts education and performer training in both cultures was one of the broad aims of the UKIERI partnership.
 For students in India, as in the UK, digital technology is now a commonplace component of their lives and artistic practice. Although this is not new, in the sense that human evolution has always been interwoven with technological innovation, as Frank Camilleri emphasises, ‘the scale - range and depth - of this coexistence is unparalleled in human history and will be ubiquitous in the foreseeable future’ (2015:119). Arguably, that future has already arrived in the education sector, as evidenced in the ever expanding implementation of MOOCS
 and other online teaching platforms across a broad range of disciplines including the arts. As well as acknowledging these rapid developments in the delivery of arts subjects at a formal level, the project was also interested in the practical intercultural interdisciplinary opportunities digital technology opens up for students in the arts and how these might become embedded in the curriculum. With MA courses in theatre and fine art running in parallel,
 although surprisingly - or perhaps not so surprisingly - historically with no formal links between them in both institutions, the S.N. School of Arts and Communication and Wimbledon College of Arts appeared to be well placed as a test bed for an intercultural, and what was initially conceived as an interdisciplinary workshop. 
Under the broad aim of furthering knowledge and understanding of  ’The Means of Performance in a Digital Age’ the workshop had three specific objectives. Firstly, to explore through practice the relationship between the haptic hand/eye skills and traditional materials of drawing and making and digital technology, by expanding drawing towards the creation of short digital/multi-media performances; secondly, to consider the (re) balance of materials, bodies and space in digital/multi-media performance; thirdly, to examine the porosity between the fields of theatre and fine art evident in the hybridity of contemporary digital/multimedia practices in India and the UK
. Underpinning this was also the hope that by focussing attention on the blurring of the boundaries between fine art and theatre in professional practice in India and internationally, and by enabling the students to work in mixed groups across these disciplinary fields, we would finally lay to rest some of the mutual distrust between the visual arts and theatre that still lingered in both institutions almost fifty years after Michael Fried’s defence of modernism and denigration of theatre, “Art and Objecthood” in 1967.

 Drawing was chosen as a starting point as it is a subject common to both theatre and fine art at the S.N. School. Drawing is a foundational tool in arts education in India and is taught at a rudimentary level on all undergraduate courses. In fine art, it is understood as a method of translating ideas into tangible form to be developed as painting or sculpture, not as a means of expression in its own right. For theatre students, drawing is associated with the technical and material aspects of production, as a means of generating ideas and a form of communication. The instrumental nature of drawing in both departments was seen as a bridge between them and therefore considered to be a good starting point for the project. However, very early in the process, the first afternoon in fact,  the MA fine art students expressed a desire to remain within their subject group, creating an immediate stumbling block to the team’s interdisciplinary intentions. Paradoxically, it was this ‘block’ that instigated what we will argue was, in the end, one of the most productive outcomes of the research, as having listened to the students, the team decided to re-evaluate their strategy and to adopt instead a ‘transdisciplinary’ approach supporting  the students working alongside each other from the same starting point.  There were a number of contributory factors to the resistance on the part of the fine arts students to work with theatre, not all attributable to the aforementioned historical separation of the disciplines in the department.  Primarily amongst these appeared to be the fact that the MA fine art students were first years and felt less confident in the face of the more experienced second and third year theatre students (something we had not anticipated) and this, combined with an unfamiliar international team of tutors, inclined them towards wanting to stay within their own disciplinary cohort.  Sue L.T. McGregor gives a useful definition of transdisciplinarity in practice as a way to ‘acknowledge that the space between disciplines is full and fertile rather than stagnant and empty’. (https://www.researchgate.net/publication/238606943 accessed 7.7.2017 italics in the original). This ‘new intellectual space’ she argues enables a ‘gradual cross-fertilization of ideas while still respecting disciplinary work’ (ibid). We are not suggesting that transdisciplinary approaches to performance research and teaching are new but that in this instance the students working alongside each other, from the same starting point, exposed, in a surprisingly short space of time, not only many of the normative behaviours and ‘naturalised’ paradigms pertaining to each discipline but also the ideologies underpinning them. In our post-performance discussions it became clear that the students had probably learnt more about their own subject areas from this aligned but separate process than if we had forced a ‘marriage’ between them in the early stages of the project. These discoveries were challenging for both groups but particularly unsettling for the theatre students, In order to understand their position, before moving on to the workshop in more detail, we offer some background to theatre and performance education in India and its shared and divergent history with performance in the UK.  
Shared pedagogies and divergent performance histories

In India, as in the UK, arts education is segregated at higher level between the academies and the universities. India inherited a model of professional training for theatre (National School of Drama founded in the late 1950’s) based in New Delhi, strongly influenced by the methodologies and principles of the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art in London. Theatre and performance courses in the universities are relatively new in India but are expanding rapidly in different regions of the sub-continent.  Many of the leading, first-generation university teachers of theatre and performance in India passed through training programmes offered by institutions like the British Drama League and the Workshop Theatre in Leeds established by Martin Banham in 1967.
 In India, while formal systems of performer training influenced by the west have been primarily underpinned by the principles of Stanislavski, these principles have been open to transformations and distortion at local level. As a result, there is no single model across the sub-continent, as the Stanislavski canon has been transmitted and transmuted through practice by individual teachers from generation to generation, without written documentation in any of the Indian languages.   In contrast, Philip Zarrilli ‘s psychophysical training system, based in part on his own experiences of studying kathakali under M.P Sankaran Namboordiri and martial arts, kalarippayattu, under Gurukkal Govindankutty Nair in Kerala from the 1970s onwards are well documented. As are the eastern influences on Grotowski’s and Eugenio Barba’s working practices and these techniques have become absorbed into western training regimes.
  What all these approaches are predicated on and what seems to have remained constant, certainly in academy training and in most university drama departments in India and the UK, is the  notion of the performer as the primary expressive medium to which all other modes are inferior (see Collins, Editor’s Introduction to Heiner Goebbels, Aesthetics of Absence, 2015:xv). The embedded assumption of this hierarchy has meant that the material practices of theatre, design, lighting and sound for instance, have historically been considered as secondary, or supporting, modes of expression. Goebbels places this tendency in context:
[D]espite some radical (and subsequently often ignored) experiments by the theatrical avant-garde at the beginning of the twentieth century ( including Gertrude Stein’s plays and the approaches of Vsevolod Meyerhold, Adophe Appia, and many other artists), and despite the intriguing experiments by American artists such as Bob Wilson, Richard Schechner, Richard Foreman and others in the 1960s and 1970s… theatre and opera are still widely based on the classical concept of an artistic experience guided by notions of presence and intensity. The focus of perception is on expressive performers (actors, singers, dancers and instrumentalists): self confident soloists –assured of their roles, characters and bodies’ (2015:1).   
In post-colonial India, rapid technological developments in the latter half of the twentieth century radically altered understandings of ‘space, time and materiality’,
 and this inevitably impacted on performance in rural and urban communities, modifying the status of performers.  Discussion on the meaning of presence, ‘the flesh and bone of the actor’,
 in mediated performance mirrored similar concerns and burgeoning debates around ‘liveness’ (Phelan (1993), Pavis (1992), Auslander (1996, 1999)), that dominated academic discourse in the west at the end of the last century.  By the beginning of the twenty-first century digital experiments in contemporary dance, in which the live performing body was duplicated with distorting, reformulating computer vision technology, projected in real time, was reflected in fine art, as artists in the urban centres increasingly incorporated the digital into their multi-media practices and gallery installations. These digital interventions were not apparent in theatre, however, until the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, but their integration into performance in urban areas immediately rekindled debates about hybridity, the ontology of performance and the role and status of the performer. The distinctions between ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ performance in India are significant factors in approaches to performer training. In the rural areas plays performed by local amateurs are mainly presented using the staging conventions and acting styles of the 1970s, reflecting the experience of drama acquired in secondary school by local directors which had filtered through the principles of the National School of Drama. However, the consumption of theatre in rural areas is not solely confined to amateur productions. A more complex and diverse picture emerges as each region will also have its own faith-based participatory practices, as well as exposure to theatre produced at regional level in the big conurbations, and, potentially, commercial touring companies who also often visit the villages. It is generally these outward-facing urban companies that have access to funding and attend national and international festivals. This funding and exposure enables them to produce hybrid performances incorporating sophisticated digital technology.  As a result, currently across the sub-continent, even in the most remote villages, there is an awareness of digitally mediated performance – if not always the means to exploit its potential in locally produced work
. In the discussions at the end of the workshop, first-hand experience of these distinctions was a significant factor in the way many of the theatre students perceived their future role as performers. 

The Workshop: The means of performance in a digital age.

The choice of the word ‘means’ in the title of the workshop was deliberate; It is a translation of the German word ‘mittel’ frequently used by Heiner Goebbels to refer to all the expressive elements or modes of communication in a performance event.
  Goebbels accords each element their individual value in a way that Brecht and his collaborators did,
 although, unlike Brecht, he doesn’t differentiate or foreground the human element. The term in fact appears much earlier in relation to performance, with Swiss stage and lighting designer Adolphe Appia writing about the problems of integrating ‘modern’ technologies as early as 1891.

This art is still in its infancy, not, to be sure, because of the means available but because of the manner in which they are used…The realization of the drama on the stage, difficult to begin with because of the numerous media required at present is completely thwarted by the impossibility of bringing these diverse efforts together with even relative precision…  (Cited in Aronson, Performance Design (2008:24) 

 Appia also used the term at the beginning of the twentieth century in his seminal essay ‘For a Hierarchy of Means of Expression on the Stage’ (1982:57-9), where, despite his afore-mentioned  radical experiments with space and light, cited by Goebbels, he still placed the performer firmly at the top. In English the word ‘means’ has associations with ‘ways and means’, implying methods and available resources. It was in this sense that we wanted the students to engage with the term in the workshop.

The first morning was spent briefing the mixed group of thirty MA students about the project 
 followed by a walk around the campus discussing potential sites for performance. (Figure 1) The theatre students were familiar with staging performance outside of custom-built theatre spaces but the walk was also to encourage the fine art students to look beyond the studio to other spaces to site their work. With hindsight, being pitched so rapidly into unfamiliar territory also probably contributed to the concerns of the fine art students,. With so many things in flux, it is perhaps not so surprising that they argued they would feel more secure and, most presciently, would get more out of the project if they stayed together as a group.   

All the students were asked to bring an object that had personal value to them to the afternoon session. Simon Betts, Kirtana Thagavalu and Jenny Wright worked with the fine art students, and Wright describes the first stage of the process for them: 

Students were set the task of making a drawing of their object on a large piece of paper using materials that were unfamiliar to them but in a setting that was appropriate to their object. This extended and developed the work they had begun in the morning in the mixed theatre and fine art groups. We wanted to find out about their drawing style and confidence, and also a little about the personality of each student.  (Wright unpublished paper 2014)

 For the fine art students drawings of these objects, imbued with personal memories, became the fulcrum of the performances they developed over the course of the next four days.  Betts explained that at each stage the students were presented with the question ‘“What happens to this drawing if…?” (Interview with Collins, March 2015). The workshop then progressed through a process of ‘provocation/iteration/provocation, with each morning a new provocation being introduced for interrogation through making during the day’ (Betts 2017:11).  In response, the students worked and re-worked their drawings, moving away from the conventional media of paper and charcoal and expanding them incrementally to incorporate other materials and surfaces. In this way their mark-making gradually extended beyond the representational into bold and expressive performative gestures that marked the ceiling of the studio, the earth, the road, the trees, the rocks around the campus. (Figure 2) The sensory and tactile potential of drawing became a key aspect for development as the students worked towards performance. Many of them augmented the materiality of their mark-making with sound, both recorded and live, and, in one instance, a small electronic sensor was attached to a glove to enable the viewer to pass their hand over a drawing to ‘hear’ surface textures. Towards the end of the week some students translated their initial works into other media, including video and animation while a number of students made recordings of their work to be overlaid or shown alongside the originals.  For example as Betts elaborates, one student: 
…chose a water bucket. His memories as a child of watching his mother leave the village and walk miles to collect water for the day were etched into his work throughout the project. [This] work evolved into an innovative interpretation of Paul Klee’s, Taking a Line for a Walk, by attaching a video camera high above a water container both were then attached to a bicycle. (2017:11) Fig 3
The final presentation included a video focused on ‘the sinuous, temporal tracing of a line of water as the priceless fluid leaked from the container’ (ibid) accompanied by the sound of old bicycle wheels shaking over the rough ground of the campus juxtaposed with the performer mirroring the process on a static bicycle. In another example:
 …a rattle used in a village dance became the catalyst for a percussive head dance where the rattle mutated into a technological head piece linked to strobe lights. [The performer’s] head dancing to traditional music choreographed the red strobe lights to amplify and enact his head movements …made visual through momentary traces of red light as it danced and flashed around the architecture and the audience’.(ibid)

In this way low-tech analogue and digital interventions expanded the students’ initial mark-making spatially and temporally towards performance in ways that both encapsulated and abstracted their emotional bond with their chosen material.
 The theatre students, working with Douglas O’Connell, Vanessa Saraceno and Murali Basa, also began by drawing their objects and the personal narratives associated with them rapidly became triggers for investigating broader themes. These linked back to the sites around the campus and the discussions they had provoked in the morning expressed as localised concerns for the immediate environment. This included, for instance, the encroachment of developers onto the still relatively green and unspoilt campus, as well as wider issues of waste and pollution across the sub-continent. Used to collaborating, they immediately formed themselves into groups and the singular nature of working with their objects through different iterations of drawing quickly became subsumed in a shared endeavour to shape and organise materials - the means available –to concretise these themes. The input from tutors, as in the other workshop, clearly influenced the way the process evolved. Saraceno, whose doctoral research investigates hybrid curatorial practices that engage with sustainability, introduced the work of the European artistic duo Claire Fontaine
 to the students. Claire Fontaine’s mixed-media works focus on the destructive effects of neo-liberal policies on the environment. The students echoed these concerns with titles such as City of Trash; Take Your Hands Off Me, No Water Left and The Savage. It is worth noting here that all the theatre students working with O’Connell’s team had undertaken some design and technical training as part of their course. Although most had expectations that they would work as performers on graduating, there were also those with ambitions to write and direct, as a result they were quickly able to form self contained multi skilled groups.  From the beginning there was more emphasis on the capabilities of computer software than there was in the fine art workshop, again reflecting the expertise of the tutors, with days split between O’Connell familiarising the students with basic programmes like Isadora and then testing initial mapping ideas on different surfaces, including the body. The process however, at least in the early stages, was similar to the other group, “what happens to this image if?” The theatre students experimented with projections to break the performer’s movements into fragments of time, manipulate perception through accelerated or decelerated rhythm and layer images on different materials.  One group constructed an enormous rubbish dump from waste scattered around the campus out of which human limbs extruded. When this was scanned with images of faint human forms, real limbs and digital limbs became indistinguishable. In another, projections swept across the body of a man curled foetus-like in a trench, perhaps the victim of assault or famine. An image of a man was projected onto a drain cover, as the cover was lifted this mutated into the live body of the man mirroring the position of the projected image. Working outside around the campus, this experimentation often continued late into the night to maximise the potential of darkness (Figure 4). From these experiments the students developed rough story boards, laying in out in two dimensions a visual narrative made up of projections, materials and bodies to be spatialized in three dimensions over the rest of the week. In their groups the theatre students built environments around the campus out of the materials they had amassed and these ‘settings’ provided backdrops on to which layered dystopian images were projected, augmented by disturbing and dissonant sounds. It was into these ruined landscapes that the performers placed themselves or were placed after discussion within the theatre groups.  In the presentations the performers were characterised as victims trapped within these dystopian settings and their abject bodies provided projection surfaces over which distorted images of other (abject) bodies ranged back and forth. These where staged in close proximity around the campus and the audience walked between them.  In contrast to the fine art students  whose ‘roles’ was more operational in facilitating the sounds, movements and images out of which their work was made,
 the victim status assumed by the theatre students rendered them inactive and passive. Post workshop analysis with both groups focused attention on these distinctions and the very different audience experience they produced. This led to wider discussions around their disciplinary assumptions in relation to materials, bodies and space, how these were embedded in their courses and the challenges presented to them by digital technologies.
Reflections on the workshop
In the 21st century we have come to recognise that the properties and potentials of the various materials objects and things and the ways that these interact with performers and audiences are at the heart of the experience of performance. (McKinney and Palmer 2017:18)
In the work of the MA fine art students the juxtaposition of the corporeal presence of the performer acting as facilitator, the tangibility of the materials employed and the mediated images created a contrapuntal tension that was lacking in the work of the theatre groups. If anything the digitalised images, whether superimposed or positioned next to the live, seemed to diminish the aesthetic affect produced by ‘the flesh and bone’ of the bodies of the actors.  Aesthetics philosopher James R. Hamilton offers a rather prosaic explanation for why this might be the case by categorising performing  ‘as a kind display behaviour’ in which  ‘[p]erformers are important primarily because they are typically the main sources of whatever information is transferred in a performance to any spectators’ (2013:36).  The problem with the way Hamilton presents ‘information transfer’ in performance  is that he focuses only on human presence– a point, to be fair, that he acknowledges
 while the expressive  ‘properties and potentials’ of other materials are ignored. What the workshops brought to the fore was what happens when you place performers, within competing information systems, including the digital. Steve Dixon (2007) cites Roland Barthes’s writings on the power of the photographic image and its disturbing reminder of the contingent nature of reality as one possible reason for the reductive affect of the mediated image on the expressive capacity of living bodies:
If we relate [Barthes] work to digital performance, the contention implies that the photographic image ultimately becomes a more telling and profound presence than the live performer, at least in a philosophical sense. It opens an explanation (or at least a perspective) as to why in digital theater [sic] it is often the media projection rather than the live performer that wields the real power, the sense of (aesthetic, semiotic) reality.  (2007:122) 

The digital image is a ‘profound presence’ not because it destabilizes reality but because it is an affirmation of reality, a reminder of our human condition and our mortality.  But Dixon also acknowledges that, ‘reduced to its essence, presence is about interest and command of attention, not space or liveness’ (2007:132). And he gives an example of the ‘live performer standing next to an exactly life size, recorded, two dimensional projection of herself’ (ibid), arguing that, while they are both static, we may well be drawn to the live figure because of his/ her three dimensionality, but ultimately, ‘once either of the figures engages in activity (including concentrated thought) it will pull focus to it, gain attention, and assert its presence over the other’ (ibid). 
In the landscapes created by the theatre students, the performers’ bodies became one of the surfaces on to which the digital was composed (Fig 5). The intention was, according to the students, that the presence of these abject bodies would become the focal point of the environmental catastrophe they wanted to depict and as such evoke an empathic response in the audience and act as a warning.  However, these living bodies were not only vying for attention, in Dixon’s terms, with the ‘profound presence’ of the photographic image but also because of their static nature were unable to interact with the expressive qualities of materials in which they were enmeshed. 
The notion of ‘vying for attention’  in performance invoked by Dixon maybe not helpful here as it has connotations of old fashioned ‘upstaging’.  The MA fine art students distributed ‘attention’ across a range of media (expressive means) and the audience were left to focus where they chose.  The performers focus was on the task
 of setting up the technology, and, to reiterate Dixon, their ‘concentrated thought’ on this activity was compelling. However they were by no measure the primary sources of information transfer as they interacted on an equal footing with the other elements of the performance as well as with the audience. This distribution or dispersal of energies across a range of materials is what Goebbels calls ‘[a] division of presence’ (2015:4) and in the dynamic confrontation [b]etween these ‘separate elements’,
 as Brecht put it, distances occur, gaps for the spectator’s imagination. (2015: 2)
Transdisciplinarity: the space in between
To illustrate what he means by a division of presence Goebbels’ relates an anecdote describing an encounter between a visual artist, designer Magadalena Jetelová, and the actor André Wilms during rehearsals of Ou bien le débarquement désastreux [Or the hapless landing] (1993) (2015:1).  At one point, when Wilms became completely enveloped in the materials of the design, Jetelová, said to him, “It is absolutely fantastic when you disappear” (2015:1). Wilms was understandably upset and Goebbels had to ask Jetelová to leave the rehearsal. But he makes the point that it was ‘the intuitive response from her perspective as a visual artist, with which she was able to question one of the most fundamental principles in the performing arts’ (2015: 1); the ‘presence and intensity’ of the performer.   This formal division of approach between the visual artist and the performer was clearly evident in the outcomes of the workshop. In Ou bien le débarquement désastreux designer and performer were eventually reconciled, due in no small part, no doubt, to the experience of the protagonists and the exigencies of professional practice. In the post presentation discussions in Hyderabad however we did not seek to reconcile the different disciplinary approaches to the project but rather use them to prompt robust reflection amongst the students about what they had learnt about their own discipline by working alongside another. 

The MA fine art students did not see their bodies as their primary expressive means and distributed presence across materials, technologies and audience. Embodied sensory responses characterised the experience of the audience as they touched (surfaces), danced (with strobe effects) or shifted their attention between recorded and live events.  Here ‘matter and meaning [were] inextricably intertwined’ (Bleeker 2017:125). In the work of the theatre students the means employed were less dispersed and focussed primarily on the performer with the digital augmenting the fictional worlds and dystopian narratives they had envisioned in their story boards while the audience remained outside the action as onlookers. 
The non-narrative structures and interactivity with materials, space and audience in the performances of the fine art students introduced the theatre students to different perceptual frameworks. However some of them were resistant to the notion of the division of presence. They argued that, in their experience of small town or rural communities in India, the transmission of knowledge in theatre was similar to that of ‘traditional knowledge’, that is vertical and through narrative. Therefore any notion of divided presence that destabilised the centrality of the actor/storyteller’s body, where the body is often a sign system in and of itself, would be too challenging for their audiences and therefore of no value to them.  Others were clearly affected by the MA students’ work and saw the potential of different ways of interacting with materials, engaging with audiences and the importance of the relationship between elements in the construction of meaning.

 The disaggregation of the groups, as they predicted, was also immensely valuable for the MA fine art students but, as it played out, in unexpected ways. It did expand their understanding of drawing, making them more aware of the physical and performative nature of mark-making, ‘drawing as a means of exploring and using physical sensation as well as being a place of contemplation and speculation’ (Wright ibid 2014). And their resistance to working outside the studio was replaced by excitement about the potential of making work in sites around the campus and engaging with the environment.  The move towards performance, incorporating other media, also necessitated their working together, as many of them were reliant on their peers to realise their presentations.  Whist they remained attached to the notion of the ‘singular artistic vision’, they were impressed by the theatre students’ ability to collaborate, and their generosity in sharing ideas opened their eyes to the possibilities of other ways of creating work. 
 As the discussion widened from their relatively low-tech analogue and digital experiments to consider more complex digital interventions, the students began to reflect on the works we had introduced in the mid week seminar. It was clear that the  experience of the workshop enabled the students to now place those works in a context they could relate to and as a consequence all the students began to question some of their own assumptions about authorship, autonomy and control. The theatre students reflected on how investing materials, the means of performance, with this level of agency, collapsed the hierarchy of expression as proposed by Appia over a century ago, re-situating the performer as one information transfer system among many. The fine art students discussed a similar displacement of human agency, in drawing for instance, as traditional hand/eye relationships are replaced by digital techniques whereby, as Néill O’Dwyer describes it, ‘the psychic interpretative processes and biophysical expressive responses that constitute drawing, are replaced by a set of algorithmic operators and executable rules’ (2017: 78). 

 For all the students, then, this brief  encounter with the praxis of their peers, from a related but distinct discipline, not only exposed some of the normalised behaviours inherent in their individual disciplinary fields but also the precariousness of the assumptions that underpin them in the face of technological advancement.  Coming to an understanding of how these positions were embedded in their teaching and learning led to a questioning of their own praxis in a productive space between disciplines. Because this transdisciplinary approach was not predicated on problem-solving or resolving difference, as might be expected in interdisciplinary work, the ensuing dialogue became a way to better understand the convergences and divergences across the practices, opening up the potential, through shared insights, of the creation of a ‘ new web of knowledge’
 (2004: 2). 
Conclusion

Education in the performing arts in India and the UK on the whole remains hierarchically stratified with the performer at the top supported by all the other contributory elements in the process of production. The sheer speed and ubiquity of technological innovation has already triggered a democratisation in the visual arts where, as O’Dwyer observes, ‘the hitherto uniquely human element of interpretation and response is short circuited and the old paradigm of visual artist as singular, creative genius is fragmented and decentralised’ (2017:78).  O’Dwyer is writing specifically about the integration of computer- vision techniques and drawing processes and the implications of this for digitally engaged dance and choreography. But, technological innovation combined with the growth of new materialism, philosophies asserting the value of ’things’, have implications for the whole ecosystem of performance, collapsing hierarchies and putting performers potentially on a par with all the other expressive ‘means’. Camilleri addresses this head on, suggesting that ‘implicit assumptions need to be revised, including the synonymy of “performer” with “human…”’ (2015:119), and he calls for a ‘post-psychophysicality’ that actively embraces rather than resists an intensified coexistence with technological advancement’ (2015:121 italics in the original).  However, even here, there is still a sense that the hybrids he envisages will be ‘the focus of perception’ (2015:1) wherever the stage may be and he assumes that “psychophysicality” albeit in a modified form is a method of performer training appropriate for the 21st century. One of the strengths of the theatre course at the S.N. School in Hyderabad is the range of training methods the students are exposed to but even here they seemed unsure how to adapt to the challenges presented by digital technology. Goebbels argues that all performers need an ‘oversight over the material means of the stage, which need to be processed and of which he is one…’ (2015:82-83). Performers should not be asking, ‘“Where do I come from?’ or ‘Who am I?’, but: ‘What has to happen on stage…?’  In other words, what means (among the many available) can I use, to transfer this information most effectively?  And if it is not primarily through my body, then what does my body do?  
In ‘Thinking that matters: Towards a Post-Anthropocentric Approach to Performance Design’ (2017:126), Maike Bleeker describes the ‘creation process of Khris Verdonck’s End (2008). This work was ‘carefully documented by Marianne van Kerkhoven and Anouk Nuyens in ‘Listen to the Bloody Machine (2012) (cited in ibid).  End, according to Bleeker ‘is not only post-apocalyptic but also post-anthropocentric…the human figures on stage do not show emotions or motivations. Their behaviour does not ask the audience to empathise with them or to look at the world on stage as if from their perspective. They can hardly be called characters…’ (ibid: 128).  In End, as Bleeker makes clear, the performers ‘are elements of the landscape on stage rather than the landscape being the backdrop to their actions and stories…’(ibid:130 italics added).  Work such as Verdonck’s, is just one example of many, of a multimedia practice that young performers in the west and across the sub-continent may well be asked to engage with; work that foregrounds scenography and runs the risk of replacing one ‘singular artistic vision’ that of the director, with another, the scenographer.  To ensure that performers have the confidence to operate effectively in this complex, diverse and rapidly changing environment we need to build flexibility into their training.  This will doubtless eventually mean breaking down disciplinary boundaries but this need not necessarily result in a ‘becoming –one with kind of dynamic’. Students need to understand their own position in relation to the other elements of performance in order to confidently collaborate with others, to be open to change and to make the necessary adjustments. At the same time, and we suggest more presciently, we should be empowering young performers to engage their own particular kind of ‘artistic intelligence’ to push the boundaries of the art form rather than serving the needs of the industry as it currently exists.  Engendering open-mindedness and plurality of vision in all students is a pedagogical priority. In order to shape, revitalise and critique the different modes of cultural production as they evolve in the twenty-first century, students in the arts will also need the confidence to challenge the ideological and pedagogical approaches that underpin them.  Building more transdisciplinary opportunities into the curriculum, where performers, sound and visual artists, designers, digital artists and makers, work on short experimental projects from the same starting point, alongside each other, from their own disciplinary perspective, is one small step towards engineering that confidence.  
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� The Aesthetics of Absence (2015:95)


� UK-India Education Research Initiative (UKIERI) Thematic Partnership September 2013-July 2015, Scenography in a digital age: a comparative study of the impact of new media on contemporary Indian and British performance practice. This thematic partnership was set up to create a cross-cultural research platform at the inter-face of fine art and theatre, to investigate the impact of digital media on performance in India and UK. These partnerships facilitate engagement around matters of pedagogy and research that are of common concern across India and the UK with the intention that by sharing knowledge and expertise new insights may be gained to the mutual benefit of both partners.


� Pramod K Nayar is Professor of English at the University of Hyderabad, India. 


� Anuradha Kapur is a theatre practitioner and academic and the author of Actors, Pilgrims, Kings and Gods, The Ramlila at Ramnagar, 2006


� Hyderabad University, founded in 1974 on the outskirts of the old city, is one of the leading institutions of higher education in India. BA courses are generalist in nature in India with specialist courses at masters level which run for three years.  The S.N. School of Arts and Communication opened in 1988 and offers masters-level courses in Dance, Theatre Arts, Painting and Communication and doctoral programmes in Communication, Theatre Arts, and Dance. Wimbledon College of Arts is located in South West London and is part of the University of the Arts, London.  Theatre and Screen at Wimbledon offers a programme of theatre, film and television related study with undergraduate courses in design for stage and screen, costume and technical arts. These run alongside Fine Art courses in painting, sculpture and print and time based media. Wimbledon’s postgraduate programme offers Masters Degrees in Drawing, Painting, Theatre Design and an MFA in Fine Art.





� UKIERI Project Co-ordinators, B. Anandhakrishnan, Professor and Head of the Department of Theatre Arts, Hyderabad University and Jane Collins, Professor of Theatre and Performance, Wimbledon College of Arts, University of the Arts, London.  


Team Members from Hyderabad: Rajiv Velicheti, Associate Professor, Department of Theatre Arts, Keertana Thangavelu, Reader, Department of Fine Art, and doctoral students Murali Basa and Sivaprasad T.


Team members from London: Simon Betts Dean of College, Wimbledon College of Arts, Douglas O’Connell, Wimbledon College of Arts and doctoral research students Vanessa Sareceno and Jenny Wright.


� Massive Open Online Courses


� In common with Wimbledon, the main focus of the masters’ programmes across the Sarojini Naidu School is practice, whereas in Wimbledon, as with most masters’ programmes in the UK,  this is spread over one year (full-time) or two years (part-time), the three year mode of MA’s at Sarojini Naidu offers more flexibility in approach. For instance, while the fine art students undertake their chosen specialism (painting, sculpture or printmaking) from the first year, the theatre course offers a comprehensive programme in all the elements of performance in the first two years, with students specialising in either design/direction/lighting or acting in the third. 


� In a mid week symposium, staff, students and invited speakers discussed a range digital practices and companies working with technology at the threshold of fine art and theatre in India, Europe and the USA. This included, Anuradha Kapur reflecting on the broader implications of lens based work across the sub continent; the director/scenographer, Deepan Sivaraman, talking about the visual dramaturgy of the company from Kerala he founded in 2008, Oxygen Theatre Company.  (� HYPERLINK "http://www.indianetzone.com/59/oxygen_theatre_company.htm" �http://www.indianetzone.com/59/oxygen_theatre_company.htm�).  New Delhi based artist Amitesh Grover gave examples of his mix media installations and web based transnational works including Social Gaming, an internet performance in real time between New Delhi and Melbourne. (www.amiteshgrover.com/bio.php). The workshop co-ordinators also facilitated discussion around the work of companies such as The Wooster Group, Socìetas Raffaello Sanzio, Rimini Protokoll, Troika Ranch and Blast Theory and that of composer/director Heiner Goebbels. As well as examples of drawing/dance works by Trish Brown and the interactive digital drawing /dance works of Gideon Obarzanek and Frieder Weiss (Chunky Move).





� Originally published in Artforum in summer 1967


�  In 1967 with technical director Trevor Faulkner, Martin Banham set up the first MA in Drama and Theatre Arts (later Drama and Theatre Studies) in the UK. 


� See   Acting (re) Considered  edited  by Zarrilli, 1995 London, Routledge 


�  Anuradha Kapur, unpublished paper, UKIERI Symposium, Hyderabad March 2014. Also see, Actors, Pilgrims, Kings and Gods, The Ramlila at Ramnagar, Kapur, 2006. 


� ibid


� The popularity of marriage videos is another example of engagement with technology in rural life.


� David Roesner, the translator’s, note in Aesthetics of Absence ( 2015: xx)  


� See Christopher Baugh (1994), “Brecht and stage design: the Bühnenbilder and the Bühnenbauer” in P. Thomson and G. Sacks, eds, The Cambridge Companion to Brecht. Cambridge University Press, pp.235-53. 


� Adolphe Appia, “Ideas on a Reform of Our Mise en Scène”, in Adolphe Appia: Essays , Scenarios, and Designs, ed. Richard C.Beacham, trans. Walther R.Volbach ( Ann Arbor:UMI Research Press, 1989),p.89. 


� There were also two communication students in the group who aligned themselves with the fine art students although they did assist  theatre students in the realisation of their work.





� 'Claire Fontaine isn't a person but neither is she a fictitious character. She is the name of a shared space of collaboration, where everybody is an assistant and there are no bosses.' � HYPERLINK "http://www.timeout.com/london/art/just-who-on-earth-is-claire-fontaine" �http://www.timeout.com/london/art/just-who-on-earth-is-claire-fontaine� accessed 11th May 2017


� Michael Kirby elaborates on the distinction between different types of performer behaviour in ‘On Acting and Not-Acting‘, in Acting (Re) Considered, Phillip B. Zarrilli, ed., Routledge, London,1995.


� See endnote 8 p.55.


� For further discussion of task-based performance, see Phillip Zarrilli in Acting re-considered (2nd. edition) and Willem Dafoe, ‘Task and Vision’, in From Acting to Performance, ed.Philip Auslander. 


� B. Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, trans. and ed. John Willett, London: Methuen, 1964, 1974, p. 37. A further discussion of Brecht and stage design can be found in: C. Baugh, ‘Brecht and Stage Design: The Bühnenbildner and the Bühnenbauer’, in P. Thomson and G. Sacks (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Brecht, Cambridge: CUP, pp. 235-53.


� One of the outcomes of the workshop was the formation of the theatre company ‘BE40.48’ that includes graduates from the departments of theatre, fine art and communication. Their performance Caution was featured at the International Federation of Theatre Research Conference (IFTR) Hyderabad July 2015. The show has toured to a number of festivals across India, with government and private funding.


Building on the findings of the workshop, in March 2015 the project leaders facilitated a two day International Round Table in New Delhi, ‘Theatre Pedagogy in a Digital Age: Methods, Models and Practices’.  Teachers, practitioners and researchers, at the forefront of theatre education in India, UK and in Europe were invited to exchange information, share best practice and to discuss the future of theatre pedagogy and training in an international context.








