Stretching The Wire: NoFit State Laboratory Programme Evaluation Summary (1)
1. Introduction and context

NFS wishes to develop a new language of circus designed for theatre venues that reflects and builds on the company’s unique relationship with audiences and pushes the boundaries of what is creatively possible. 

The first stage of this journey was a training and creative development laboratory , Stretching The Wire, which took place November 2009 – February 2010. The Lab programme comprised 8 x weeklong workshops, in which the company’s extended network of performers worked with directors and specialist practitioners to explore and develop new skills, approaches and creative concepts relevant for translating circus to a theatre context. 
1.1 Aims

The aims of the project were:

· To develop and enrich the company’s creative and performance language and explore creative and production possibilities for future new productions 

· To develop and extend the performing company’s performance skills 

· To continue the creative journey that began in 1996 with the first of the Stepping Stones projects and thus ensure that the company remains at the forefront of contemporary circus in the UK 

· To explore and develop a new range of relationships and potential future collaborative partnerships. 

1.2 Evaluation Methodology

We engaged Orit Azaz as creative facilitator for the Lab programme to: 

· liaise with, brief and support the conversations between visiting directors, the creative directors of NFS and the participating performers

· ensure that the NFS Lab 09 is successful in achieving its goals

· devise and support a process of reflection and evaluation 

 Orit devised a framework for evaluation which is attached as Appendix 1. 6 out of the 8 weeklong workshops culminated in an informal sharing / presentation, in which the directors and participants were asked to give a flavour of the process through the week. The presentations were attended by the two creative directors of NFS, other members of the company, members of National Theatre Wales creative team, and representatives of ACW. Orit then facilitated a feedback session with performers, observers and the director. Performers were asked what they felt they had learnt and what new insights or skills they felt they could bring to their future practise. Orit then conducted follow up conversations with each director and with the two creative directors of NFS to discuss their reflections on the participants’ skills development and creative approaches to the theatre project . The feedback from these conversations is summarised in this document. This approach was not possible for the two workshops run by Firenza Guidi, however, participants from the second workshop were invited to feedback by email.
2. What Happened

2.1 Directors Brief

The Lab programme was designed to explore 4 specific areas of development: 

· Comedy / clown / humour

· Non verbal theatre and dramatic performance

· Physical expressivess

· Vocal expressiveness

These areas of enquiry informed the brief provided to the participating directors, attached as Appendix 2. The NFS creative directors and Orit Azaz met, or spoke with, each director to agree the theme and brief for their workshop. 
2.2 Lab Programme
	Dates
	Theme
	Director-Facilitator
	Participants

	
	
	
	

	13 - 17 Oct 2009
	Introduction to NFS Performance Language

	Firenza Guidi
	

	30 Nov – 4 Dec 2009
	Singing with the whole Self 


	Franki Armstrong
	

	7 – 11 Jan 2010
	Discovering and sustaining the state of clown

	Angela de Castro
	

	17 - 23 Jan 2010 
	Theatre space as collaborator (this workshop took place at the Black-E in Liverpool and resulted in a public performance for an audience of approx 500)
	Firenza Guidi
	

	25 – 29 Jan 2010
	Non verbal theatre

	Mladen Materic
	

	31st Jan – 3th Feb 2010
	Physical and emotional expressiveness towards a new language of physical theatre
	Amit Lahav
	

	6th – 10th Feb 2010
	Physical and emotional expressiveness towards a new language of physical theatre
	Liam Steel
	

	19th – 22nd Feb 2010
	The Art of Accidents – developing opportunities comedy in dramatic situations and exploring potential for use of everyday objects
	Kevin Brooking
	


2.3 Participants
A total of XX performers took part in the programme, with YY taking part in more than one workshop. These comprised a combination of:
· Members of the current Tabu company

· Members of NFS extended network of performers, including Parklife company members, Immortal company members, tutors and regular collaborators

· Performers whom we would like to work with on current and future projects

· Emerging circus artists and performers
3. Learning and Development Outcomes – Performers

3.1 Franki Armstrong / Singing with whole self
· Extend company members skills, confidence and experience in developing ideas / material /acts for performance in a theatre context
At the start of the week, Franki asked participants to talk about their relationship with their voice and what they hoped to get out of the week. She said that the majority said they wanted to feel more confident about using their voice and singing in performance. 

At the feedback session at the end of the week, which was also attended by Ali, Tom, Firenza, John and Orit, the participants feedback was very positive. Below are some comments on what people particularly appreciated:

 “Expressing my voice. More range, greater clarity. It’s been a joy to discover what a joyful noise we can all make together” 

“Loved every moment...I’ve been on a constant high. In one week, you can discover the potential of the voice....I don’t want to stop.” 

“To hear that amazing sound, to glance around the room and see amazing things happen.” 

“I was really nervous before. It’s been very freeing and lovely to see everyone else who probably thought they couldn’t do it either” 

“The feeling of empowerment...the shape of my throat has permanently changed” 

 “Doing harmonies, singing and still able to able to breath (whilst on a rope)...a revelation” 

“Lots of exercises to take away with us...I learnt how much wider an instrument the voice is.” 

“Seeing everyone’s confidence grow, including my own. A really good week” 

 “Learning how to breathe into my back. It really helped, thinking about different parts of my lungs while on the equipment. I feel much freer with my voice” 

Franki felt that the whole group had engaged enormously well with the process and made good progress. She had decided to spend the first 3 and 1/3 days establishing techniques for the connection between body, breath and voice in order to consolidate understanding before approaching the equipment. She said she was amazed at what people were able to achieve on the equipment and was delighted with the progress made for the sharing on Friday afternoon.

3.2 Angela De Castro / Discovering and sustaining the state of clown
De Castro spent the first 2 days giving participants a crash introduction to her clown technique training, normally 5 days long. The next 3 days were spent devising and developing images and ideas for performance. De Castro provided some of the initial images for this, with participants also contributing. The presentation included 9 of these images / moments.

The feedback from participants was very positive although everyone agreed that they found the 2 day introduction rushed and would like to spend more time learning the techniques. Below are some comments on what people particularly appreciated:

“I had such a great time. DC approaches clown differently to anything I have done before. I never did clown in a way that I liked before. Her way touched me, deep inside. I would like to do more.” 

“I really really enjoyed it. The first 2 days were very challenging. The devising was so painless compared to some other processes; the cloud of anxiety and vagueness was absent. It was good to make quality work so quickly and to know it is possible.” 

“I found my eyebrows. Completely changed my character. I was looking for a new character, a cousin to the others and I found it with the eyebrows.” 

“I accepted an inner part (of myself), an innocent place that we don’t access enough. 2 days was not enough to find the road every time but we all know what it feels like and we can take it with us in all our work. V clear, v precise direction and v good use of time.” 

“I have taken lots of clown courses. I can’t say enough good things about DC. The piece I did with Juliet came almost directly out of one of the exercises. In terms of image development, we could use any of the ideas here. In other clown shows, image is the slave to the show; with DC, it was narrative. I think that’s a sound way to make theatre. It was a privilege.”

“The games and exercises set a mindset and established shared vocabularies and trust. That real creative process and starting line, run really smoothly, enabled us to work really quickly.”

 “I was pretty terrified that it would be exposing and it would just be me and I wouldn’t have any skills to hide behind. Then I injured my knee and I really didn’t have any skills to hide behind. We were given permission to do things that in life you’re not allowed to do eg touching someones face with eyes shut for 10 mins, what I got most was connection, exchange of energy – to relax into it and accept that person, it was really empowering.”

 “It has changed something within me as a performer. Watching how a show is created, DC’s attention to detail, (I have learnt) that you can change everything about a scene with one detail.”

3.3 Firenza Guidi / Theatre space as collaborator
Firenza’s workshop was different from the others in the Lab programme. From the outset, she was interested to use the process to create a public performance. There was an opportunity for NFS to collaborate with Black-E in Liverpool during this period and so the Lab week was combined with a parallel process of working with local community participants to create a combined performance event on 22nd Jan in Liverpool. During the daytimes, Firenza worked with Lab performers to explore ideas for a performance in the main theatre space. During the evenings,  Firenza worked with local community participants to locate their work around the building as part of a pre-show experience. The resulting performance event was attended by approx 600 people.
It was not feasible for Orit to meet with performers for a feedback session in Liverpool; however, participants were asked to email feedback on their experience. Comments included:
 “The workshop with Firenza opened up my perception of what is interesting in circus performance. Through the work I did with her directly, and watching her work with the others, I noticed how narrative text and audience contact made each number much more powerful, until it was nearly crackling with electricity. I had a bit of an epiphany, remembering how much I like speaking on stage, and felt that it brought closer to the audience in a positive way. 

 I'd like to continue working with audience contact, voice, and relaxed presence in front of an audience. These seemed to be key aspects of Firenza's approach, and they really resonated with me.”

“Regarding to my skills, I felt this experience gave me some new feelings of being on stage (on my trapeze) with other trapezes moving in the space, so being aware of the others and control the focus between me and the others. What was really great for me was to feel the audience so close to me : I was able to give so much to them, and I really felt the swing was taking a lot of space, really moving the air, the impact of the swinging trapeze on the audience was so big because this space was so small ! I really enjoyed to be able to watch the audience in the eyes. 

“I'm going to try to feel the same in the future while I perform, even if it's in the street or biger spaces... And of course, regarding to the way of being on stage that Firenza learned us, is going to stay on me for ever. It's really a contribution, a learning, a technique, that is added to the artist's luggage I already have, and which complements itself little by little.”

“This week was interesting for me because Firenza pushed me in a complete different direction of what I am use to do.  She gave me the chance to use word and props while performing a handbalancing act, wich was really interresting....  I will for sure continue to work on this side of me that is more a personage act then a dance-handstand act.  I am a person who is really organize and planned, it is hard for me sometimes to follow Firenza in her chaos but I say that in a good way.  I love how she works because it’s working a side of me that is for the moment much more insecure.  She has the abilities to bring you where she want by not making you know what is gonna happen and you will need to work on the moment to get there.  I don’t know if it’s clear…….  All of that to say that it was a great pleasure to work with nofitstate again and I go out of this workshop with new eyes on what I can do on stage with handstand.”

3.4 Mladen Materic / Non verbal theatre
Mladen spent the first 3 and a half days introducing the participants to his methodology / vocabulary for creating theatre performance. In brief, my understanding is that he views an image as either ‘dramatic’ in which case there is tension between what the characters want that needs to be resolved within the scene or moment; or ‘choreographic’ in which case, movement gestures, rhythms and spaces are accepted, blocked and developed through improvisation and play. On Thursday afternoon, Mladen invited the performers to develop their own performance ideas using the techniques they had been practising earlier in the week. 

Feedback from participants included:

“ (The idea of) Respecting the space itself, as a structure. Thinking about the way it looks for the audience.” 

 “A great week, really interesting. For me, going back to the simple basics of what you are on stage and what you want and starting from nothing – just a gesture – it is very interesting to make something out of nothing. It’s all there for me to use (in future). “

“All performers should have this week. A special thing, playing with the here and now.” 

“A great foundation to know, good to refresh it, and good idea to return to it every morning before you start.”

“Action – reaction, being in the moment and reacting to what’s offered.”

“We did lots of showing, it helps us to understand what works and what doesn’t, learning from watching as well as doing. It’s all from your feelings inside. (I learnt that) if I feel like something is working, it probably is working. (I learnt) think less, feel more. And listen.”

“ To be on the floor was very difficult for me. I (feel that I now) climbed one step and there are 20 more to go (but) I now have structure.”

Comments from people watching:

“ (It was great )To see what happens when you combine the techniques of a master director with the skills and talents that you have as performers.”

“ I see that it has given you those tools.”

“It would be easy to translate what you have learnt.”

“You are not playing it, you are doing it.”

And in a follow up conversation with the NFS creative directors:

“Circus performers were doing things I hadn’t seen them do before, working theatrically. And from listening to them, I can understand that it was (because of) that simplication, decluttering, focus of intention.”

“The quirkiness – they were doing things that were more quirky, more unusual. They had been enabled to explore things in a different way.”

3.5 Amit Lahav / Physical and emotional expressiveness
Amit started the process by getting to know everyone, finding out what people do to that suggests a character, emotionally. They worked through exercises in physical and emotional intensity, and, where interesting images suggested themselves through the exercises, they started to play with them: ‘organised creative chaos’. 

Performers were asked what they felt they had learnt that they can take away with them. Their comments included :

“ Good to get to basic emotion through the breath and body and to be able to switch it on and switch it off – something you can take with you and train. I loved working with you, I loved it – and I’ve got Amit’s physical workout for Tabu.”

“ Breath linked with emotion (was) very powerful, linked with physical movement and natural progression.”

“ Finding it just in your body without emotion then finding the trigger for emotion. Learning how to get there (intense emotion state) without killing yourself.”

“They kept drilling into us this (idea of) athletic intensity. The connection between the athletic and the artistic has never been made so clearly: a unique approach”

“For me, what was important, is the concept of athletic heart: it’s physical and you can train it and develop endurance to sustain and get straight to the intensity.”

“I have never done anything like this. To go into deep emotions is really hard. I love it, the switch on and off. I love the group experience, I felt safe, I trust the whole group. I love the work with rhythm, and was good to have someone to play with, clowning is to do with rhythmical things.”

“Most important was not to think, to do. To go into emotions without thinking about it, changing from one to the other quickly.”

“(I learnt that) in a theatre, you can disappear, because the light goes off. That’s another way to create, another dimension.”

Feedback from observers attending the presentation included:

“I notice a big change in peoples’ performance presence with that emotional layer.”

“ I find circus performance often boring to watch, because they are not grounded and there is no conviction, no energy. The big step that I am seeing is people not allowing technique to get in the way of performance. Really impressive: no externally imposed elements to the work – everything came from everything else – a breath, a gesture, a movement. Some performers are significantly more grounded.”

3.6 Liam Steel / Physical and emotional expressiveness

Liam spent the majority of the week exploring exercises and techniques and playing with ideas that emerged. The presentation captured a sense of the whole journey / process with a selection of improvisation exercises. “ I am acutely aware that these (circus) people are working alone, they are their own directors, so they have to have a greater awareness than other performers.” (Liam)

Feedback from participants about what they felt they had learnt and what they could take away to inform their ongoing practise, included:

 “Very important, this new way to get an image; find that essence, then make the movement speak, not the other way around.”

“1) What is the essence of whatever it is you are doing. 2) Being taught choreography and thinking ‘there’s no way I can do that’ and then, after a while, thinking ‘there is a way I can do that’. I was actually dancing! And it was pretty good...3)doing things the audience don’t expect.”

“It was the explication of Liam’s vision and process that I am walking away with. I see how simple something can be and we can express ideas with very little.”

 “1) Most challenge was the movement work, working with people who are v physically capable. Liam encouraged me ‘it’s all about the quality of what you do’ and I felt really pushed. 2) Put your weight on someone – I have never really done that before. 3) Learning things about my body that I didn’t know. 4) Also, Liam encouraged us to direct things ourselves – to say if you see something, a gesture, a moment.”
“Getting to the essence, not using symmetry, hitting the moment and changing it to change the meaning.”

“Most important, the little things, all the time the attention to the detail – one change in a look changes the meaning completely. 2) The work on the floor with everyone, everyone moving in different ways but respecting each other’s way. For circus people, the work on the floor is important, we spend our time in the air or holding onto something – we lose the connection with the floor and each other.”

“The physical thing that gives the emotion that tells the story. We asked what does this mean, what is this saying by itself – it made me think about the performance (differently).”

Comments from observers:

“Seeing people move on again, seeing how it has ramped and ramped.”

“Seeing how you have changed as performers. Incredible. Also, breaking down the use of the equipment, people using stuff that isn’t their skill. I liked that. Mash it up.”

“ I saw no technique display, only story telling and some big chorus. Great storytelling. I really enjoyed that I didn’t know who was professional at what.” 

3.7 Kevin Brooking / The art of accidents
Kevin explained the journey of the week, which started with Neutral work – scenes in which everything is in balance, no stories are being told, no effort is made to entertain. The body in balance too, noticing the physical ticks that we all have, being calm. ‘It’s hard to be there, simply’. He said a presence came across, a relaxed open presence that, as performers, we don’t normally allow. Also, group work. And play exercises. And talking about what can come out of the nothingness of balance. They then looked at physicality, studying each other and playing back the physical ticks and mannerisms, understanding what people really are. They then used these observations to create characters and costumes, taking elements from their natural states and heightening them through costume choices eg Kevin’s legs. They then started to play with these characters through improvisations. 

Comments from participants included:
“I take away a lot that I find hard, a lot that I need to work on. Especially, coming in neutral.”

“Its hard not to do anything. That’s really useful in the context of a theatre space.”

“I felt handcuffed to do nothing, to do as little as possible. I will take this and think about it. I did both high status and low status, it was nice to work both ways.”

“Just the eyes, when you’re in neutral, the eyes are everything. That was useful.”

“ The focus of it. Using neutral as a tool for devising. Now I understand it.”

 “ The whole journey – from neutral, through observation, to creating a character. Also, the eyes, a really good starting point.”

“ It’s felt really spacious, starting from neutral, normally you don’t have time to wait and see what happens. Playing with character stuff, its been great to confront some bad habits, realise some of then are holding you back.”

“I realised there’s a process going on. I always thought some people are ‘naturally’ funny. Now I see there’s a process going on.”

4. Developing performance language & exploring creative possibilities

It was clear from the nature and quality and dialogue in the feedback sessions that the performers found the workshops inspiring and useful in opening up new ways of developing and creating images for performance and that the Lab programme was successful in stimulating and supporting new conversations about the development of a performance language and style appropriate to theatre spaces.  The range of conversations that took places as part of the Lab programme, in parallel with the practical sessions, included:

· Informal conversations throughout the week between the workshop director and the two NFS creative directors

· As part of the feedback session at the end of each workshop, there was a brief discussion between observers, participants and the workshop director

· A follow up conversation between the workshop director, Orit and Ali or Tom to consider the director’s thoughts on how the work might be developed further

· A follow up conversation after each workshop week with Ali, Tom and Orit to reflect on the outcomes of the week  

The above conversations included discussions of:

Approaches, processes and methodologies

“ I really liked watching (Mladen) work. Once he had the foundation, he enabled the performers to develop it themselves. Rather than giving them detailed instructions, he told them what they needed to do to make it better, using the principles he had established earlier in the week. He equipped (empowered) them to make the improvements for themselves.”

“ I like the approach very much, lots of resonances with our creative practise and history, a strong part of how we make our work. (Amit) created work out of, and with, the performers. That process is useful because it allows them to work out of their existing skillset and physicality to create drama.” 

Styles of work 

“The style of performance and material interests me. We said we wanted to return to our creative roots, I thought it was exactly that.”
“It also had the thing that was great – everyone thought it was about something different but it was fantastic theatre....really engaging, interactive...images, moment that influence you...”

Ways of telling stories

“Most important was the creation of another world – coherent, cohesive and with the integrity of itself – that world was there.”

“When you’re in a promenade, you can excuse a lack of narrative structure but in a theatre space, you need something more.”

Ways of engaging an audience 

“It was really touching emotionally, it made us feel different things” 

“The richness, so many points of departure, the immediacy and the connection in each image, I was drawn in, in so many ways, the depth, the swing of emotions .”

Approaches to incorporating high skill circus into the overall performance language

“The challenge for directors is: how do you legitimise the circus? Firenza doesn’t even try; it’s part of the image language, the vocabulary, the expression of the show. ‘We’re doing circus and that’s not weird.’”

Specific images and moments

In each of the workshops, there were images that people specifically mentioned. These have been recorded in the feedback notes from all sessions and will be used to inform ongoing creative dialogue in the development of the theatre show.

The results of this strand of ongoing dialogue and reflection were:

5 Summary of Outcomes
“ I’ve felt I’ve learnt more about theatre from this process.” NFS creative director
The Lab programme has been very successful in achieving its goals. The key outcomes of the programme can be summarised as:

· From feedback from participants, observers and directors, it is clear that performers developed  new performance skills, increased confidence in performing and new ideas for image creation;

· Company members have gained an insight into, and understanding of other peoples’ working practises and methodologies

· The Lab programme as a whole, as well the individual workshops, has provided the participants and company with new vocabularies and shared frames of reference for articulating and developing their ideas, vision and practise 
· The cumulative effect of the programme is that the company now has a more sophisticated vocabulary for, and increased confidence in: thinking, discussing and imagining the kind of work it wants to develop

· The two creative directors of NFS have been enabled to create and articulate a shared vision for theatre show, based on the experiences of, and the dialogue established through, the Lab (this is attached as Appendix 3);
· A new set of potential collaborative relationships with nationally and internationally renowned practitioners: all the workshop directors said they enjoyed working with NFS in this way and would be keen to maintain an ongoing creative dialogue with the company;

· The programme has enabled partners and stakeholders of the proposed theatre project, as well as NFS company members, to understand, share and participate in the creative development process.
6 Recommendations
“Your process is exemplary” Theatre project partner

It has been an aspiration of the company’s to run a laboratory / training programme, separate from development of specific projects since 2004; this is the first time that it has been possible. The above outcomes testify to the positive impact such an intervention can have for performers, company members, senior management team and partners. 
(More to write here)
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