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Company Summary
Creation Theatre are an Oxford based company 
and have been producing and performing innovative 
theatre productions in alternative locations and 
settings for over 20 years. After the UK went into 
lockdown in March 2020, they adapted quickly and 
moved their programme online by combining live 
performance and video production with vMix software 
and Zoom meetings, continuing to make their work 
available to both existing and new international 
audiences. They have since produced a prolific range 
of productions and at the start of this residency 
they were just completing their sixth digital stage 
production, Romeo & Juliet. The work of Creation 
Theatre has been previously studied and extensively 
documented by the UKRI-AHRC funded project “Digital 
Theatre Transformation: A Case Study and Digital 
Toolkit”  https://www.creationtheatre.co.uk/about/
digital-theatre-transformation-2 led by Professor 
Pascale Aebischer from the University of Exeter.  

It focused on Creation Theatre’s online production of 
Shakespeare’s The Tempest, providing practical advice 
and guidance for performing arts companies including 
how to sustain revenue and develop audiences 
throughout COVID-19. Our case study builds on both 
Creation Theatre’s recent online success and the work 
of Aebischer and the team at Exeter to explore further 
opportunities in digital performance.  Specifically it 
involves the use of a Telepresence Stage system to 
create a coexistent shared online theatre space. 

https://www.creationtheatre.co.uk 

Telepresence Stage – Creation Theatre 4

https://www.creationtheatre.co.uk/about/digital-theatre-transformation-2
https://www.creationtheatre.co.uk/about/digital-theatre-transformation-2


Telepresence Stage – Creation Theatre 5

Residency Summary 
Due to their busy ongoing online programme 
Creation Theatre undertook a focused residency 
project, concentrating on one single scene with 
two performers interacting across a small square 
card table. Whilst they appeared to be sitting 
at the same table, they were in fact miles apart, 
and they were joined at one point in their final 
performance by an additional remote audience 
member, who also appeared seated at the same 
table. As they played with the physical possibilities 
and impossibilities of their telematic encounter, they 
explored the telepresence possibilities of their new 
found coexistence. The table scene constructed was 
a digitally layered mise-en-scène adapted from Paul 
Cézanne’s classic painting The Card Players  

(1895) (Image 1, p.7), which provided the virtual set for 
the two actors to occupy (Image 2, p.7). Giles Stoakley 
and Graeme Rose, working in their separate locations 
and brought together on-screen using video chromakey 
techniques, enthusiastically explored the illusionary, 
laconic and comic potentials of live telematic theatre 
across Cézanne’s card table. Physical objects and props 
played a major part, with them placing their domestic 
tables and chairs to exactly line up with those in 
Cézanne’s painting so they could appear to truly inhabit 
its virtual space. Initial experiments and rehearsals 
included the occasional appearance of Cézanne’s 
painted Impressionist characters with whom the actors 
interacted (Image 3, p.8). The faint sound of a distant 
accordion player in the background completed the 
sense and atmosphere  of a French Provence setting.
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Company Engagement
From the outset Creation Theatre embraced the aims  
and objectives of the residency programme, wanting to 
add new techniques and approaches to their existing 
digital repertoire. Whilst they were familiar with the 
effects and use of chromakeying, they were keen to 
explore the use of green-screen as a virtual studio set 
rather than just a backdrop; combining actors situated 
in identical green-screen studio spaces and mapping 
the camera angles precisely. In early workshops 
the research team and the company discussed the 
importance of the alignment between the physical 
and virtual forms in order to co-experience the space 
and visually optimise interactions between the remote 
actors. The incorporation of tangible objects within each 
actor’s separate green-screen setting, including a table 
and two chairs which visually aligned and matched 
the dimensions in the painting, provided a convincing 
scenography from which to explore playful connections 
and develop an original dramaturgy.

“What’s really liberating is 
that acknowledgement of the 
playfulness of the form because 
I think there’s loads of potential 
in that. As audiences become 
more sophisticated for digital 
theatre, their expectations 
become greater and so what’s 
interesting is to really find a 
kind of tangible connection  
with the playfulness of the form 
and I find that really great.” 
Graeme Rose, Creation Theatre. 
 
 

Ideas and Experiments
Using Cézanne’s painting The Card Players (1895) as 
a virtual set required subtle visual adaptations to the 
original painting, changing the angle and size of the 
table and removing its original two card players, to 
create the empty scene. The virtual table was adjusted 
to align with the physical tables in the green-screen 
spaces in the two actors’ homes. Once camera angles 
were correctly aligned, it became possible for the 
actors to walk around it – moving from in front of to 
behind the table. The actors particularly relished the 
opportunity to actually lean on the virtual table (Image 
4, p.8), something they had not explored before, and 
even sit on the table (Image 5, p.9) which one actor 
did in a display of defiance of formality. Playing with 
the form and using the surface of the table became 
a central vehicle in their devising process and in the 
development of the story-board and performance. The 
relationship between the characters changed, and 
moments of conflict and confrontation arose in relation 
to it, for example with Giles Stoakley casually putting 
his feet up on the table and Graeme Rose indignantly 
wiping down the table top in response (Image 6, p.9). 

The virtual set consisted of several layers; walls, 
chairs, table and a bottle of wine. Invisible cross-fades 
between these different layers allowed the actors to be 
positioned in different perspective configurations and 
to walk around virtual props, for example, placing Giles 
behind and Graeme in front of the bottle of wine on 
the table (Image 4, p.8). Switching between foreground 
and background sequences provided the actors with a 
greater sense of depth within the scene, also allowing 
them to stand behind or in front of the virtual chairs 
and each other. The occasional appearance of one of 
Cézanne’s original card players suddenly brought three 
characters around the table, as did the surprise arrival 
of an audience participant, using an additional layer, 
who was brought in during the performance. He was 
incorporated into the action and, among other things, 
attempted to catch balls that the actors rolled or 
bounced across the table towards him (Image 7, p.10). 

The Creation Theatre company members working on  
the residency and The Card Players performance were:

Giles Stoakley – Actor 
Graeme Rose – Actor 
Guy Gadney – Audience participant 
Lucy Askew – Creative Producer
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Image 1
A modified version of 
Paul Cézanne’s The 
Card Players (1895), 
adapted to align with 
the green-screen 
table and set.

Image 2
Creation Theatre 
actors (left to right) 
Graeme Rose and 
Giles Stoakley fill 
the empty seats to 
replace Cézanne’s 
original card players.
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Image 3
There’s no smoke 
without fire – 
Graeme Rose 
(centre) attempts to 
light the motionless 
card players pipe.
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Image 4
Swapping seats – 
Giles Stoakley (left) 
leans over the table 
to inform Graeme 
Rose (right) that he 
has taken his seat. 



Image 5
Graeme (left) 
protests and 
sits on the table, 
much to Giles’ 
(right) disgust. 
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Image 6
Making himself at 
home, Giles puts his 
feet up on the table 
as Graeme attempts 
to clean up after him. 



Image 7
Giles (right) rolls 
a blue ball to 
audience participant 
Guy (centre) who 
attempts, but fails to 
catch it rolling  
off the table, as 
Graeme Rose (left) 
looks on in frustration 
and disbelief
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Performance
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Using the Google Chrome browser and vMix Call 
website https://advanced.vmixcall.com, the separate 
actors located in Oxford and Birmingham called the 
vMix software (operator) running on a computer in 
Brighton. The incoming video calls and virtual sets 
were chromakeyed together by the operator and 
simultaneously sent back to the remote actors and 
streamed on YouTube Live (Diagram 1). 

Diagram 1 – Telepresence Stage system workflow. 

Technical Approaches

Telepresence Stage – Creation Theatre 12

Based on Creation Theatre’s previous experience and 
familiarity with vMix, and its reliability and stability, 
this residency was completed entirely using a vMix 
system. This software vision mixer provides a complete 
single-programme Telepresence Stage solution, and 
is to our knowledge unique in its incorporation of 
videoconference communications (vMix Call) with  
video mixing and chromakeying effects.

vMix uses the Windows operating system and was 
developed by StudioCoast PTY Ltd., who describe  
it as follows: “Like most vision mixing software, it allows 
users to switch inputs, mix audio, record outputs, and 
live stream cameras, videos files, audio, and more, in 
resolutions of up to 4K. The software is also capable of 
various configurable external output and display options. 
With the inclusion of vMix Call the software vision mixer 
provides built in video-conferencing. With vMix Call, 
any third party with access to a web browser (on any 
platform including mobile) can connect remotely to the 
vMix software. This allows the operator to incorporate 
the call into a live production in the same way that they 
would with any other source.” 
https://www.vmix.com



Participants’ Technical Setup
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The two remote actors set up identical green-screen 
sets according to a Technical Setup Plan (Diagram 
2) provided by the Telepresence Stage research 
team, detailing the specific space dimensions and 
positioning of tables, cameras and screens. The 
setup was designed specifically to align with The 
Card Players virtual set, and therefore it was vital 
that the actors followed the instructions in order 
to create the spatial chromakeying alignment of 
all the elements and layers (Image 8, p.14). The 
final alignment was calibrated by cross-fading the 

incoming green-screen table set with the virtual table 
background (Image 9, p.14), enabling the performers 
to make detailed adjustments to their camera angles 
and to the positions of their tables to ensure they 
were precisely in place. Crucially, the performers 
set up additional TV monitors on either side of their 
green-screen sets. This allowed them to look directly 
left or right, which helped them to better gauge and 
choreograph their various and changing physical 
positions in the scene, whilst simultaneously appearing 
to look directly at each other across the table.

Diagram 2 – Technical Setup Plan  
for green-screen table and set. 



Participants’ Technical Setup
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Image 8
Graeme Rose sets up 
his table and green-
screen backdrop and 
checks its positioning 
and dimensions 
according to the 
Technical Setup Plan. 

Image 9
Giles Stoakley uses 
a cross-fade of his 
green-screen table 
set and the virtual 
table to calibrate the 
final alignment of the 
two scenes. 



Equipment and Materials

The hardware and software used for the 
vMix operator in Brighton included:
1 x Software: vMix PRO version 24.0.0.58. 
1 x Desktop PC: AMD Ryzen 7 3700X 8-Core Processor 
3.60 GHz, Windows 10 Pro, NVIDIA Quadro P2200, 
Blackmagic DeckLink Duo 2, Blackmagic DeckLink  
Mini Recorder. 
1 x Monitor 1: DELL U2421HE Monitor. 
1 x Monitor 2: Samsung 24” LCD HD TV.

Each participating performer provided and 
used the following hardware and software: 
1 x MacBook Pro / Laptop Windows 10 
1 x Google Chrome: https://advanced.vmixcall.com  
2 x 24” LCD HD TV

In addition, they were each supplied with the following 
equipment and materials:

1 x Webcam - Logitech C930e USB 1080p Full HD  
1 x USB3 extension cable 3 metres (for webcam) 
1 x Folding, square card playing table, 85 x 85 x 70cm 
1 x Green-screen paint - Mylands CSO Green 5L 
1 x Camera/light stands - set of two, 2.1 metre high 
1 x Video light - Neewer 2-Pack Dimmable Bi-color 660 
LED Video Light with stand 
1 x HDMI Splitter
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Image 10
Two identical 
cups in the same 
position allows Giles 
Stoakley (right) 
to pour Graeme 
Rose (left) a drink, 
but Graeme’s 
cup remains 
mysteriously empty. 

Image 11
Graeme and 
Giles dispute the 
winnings and play 
a hand-stacking 
game on the 
cash, as their front 
and back image 
sequence is quickly 
switched by the 
vision mixer. 
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Image 12
The card players rise 
to their feet and only 
the table separates 
them as the dispute 
over the winnings 
gets heated. 

Image 13
A third card player 
appears from 
another Cézanne 
painting on the same 
theme. Graeme and 
Giles attempt to 
communicate with 
the Impressionist 
character, who 
is unresponsive, 
apparently lost in his 
game of cards. 
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Image 14
A typical ‘head and 
shoulders’ shot of live 
audience participant, 
Guy Gadney (centre) 
is placed at the 
head of the table. 
He is comforted by 
Graeme (left) behind 
him and offered a 
drink by Giles (right) 
in front of him. 

Image 15
The card players 
attempt to impress 
their audience visitor 
with a simple, yet 
impossible game of 
catch the ball. 



With the starting point of Paul Cézanne’s classic 
painting The Card Players (1895) (Image 1, p.7), the 
two actors from Creation Theatre take the places of 
their nineteenth century counterparts (Image 2, p.7) to 
engage in a surreal card game and to wonder why a 
glass of wine poured by one of them cannot be tasted 
by the other (Image 10, p.16). Playing cards are dealt 
and are miraculously picked up by the player opposite, 
and wads of banknotes suddenly appear as the 
stakes are raised (Image 11, p.16). As the competition 
and tension mounts, things turn ugly as a weapon is 
produced and the argument begins to get physical 
(Image 12, p.17). Fortunately, the reappearance of 
one of Cézanne’s card players at the head of the 
table provides a distraction and calms the situation 
down as they try, unsuccessfully to converse with the 
inanimate Impressionist figure (Image 13, p.17). Just as 
the card players give up the ghost and Cézanne’s card 
player fades away; an audience participant makes 
a surprise appearance and takes his place at the 
table. But this visitor can speak, and our card playing 
actors welcome their new friend and pour him a drink 
(Image 14, p.18). Games are played, with balls being 
thrown and rolled across the table to one another 
(Image 7, p.10), although they seem very difficult to 
catch (Image 15, p.18). The Creation Theatre actors 
revel in the challenge of achieving the impossible by 
creating the illusion of physical conjunctions between 
themselves, their props and the virtual setting, despite 
being many miles apart. They use a mix of ingenuity, 
sleight of hand and comic slapstick, but like absurd 
Samuel Beckett characters they seem destined to try 
and fail, and try and fail again, but better. 

Video Recordings
The Card Players by Creation Theatre - Trailer  
3 minutes mp4  
Watch here

The Card Players by Creation Theatre - Performance  
25 minutes mp4   
Watch here

Creation Theatre – Residency PLAYLIST  
Watch here

Description and Analysis
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pRhJwpVQto4
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Company Reflections
Creation Theatre were beginning to incorporate 
digital media into their shows before the pandemic, 
and by the time they undertook their residency, they 
had already completed 16 online productions. But 
digital theatre had still been a somewhat limiting 
experience for them, with, for example, the inability to 
make actions such as ‘passing’ or ‘throwing’ an object 
to each other feel real. They saw the Telepresence 
Stage project as offering them the possibility to explore 
digital theatre as a 3D space with depth, ‘touch’ and 
connection. A key shift for them during the residency 
was to “unlearn a camera centric focus and think 
differently” (Graeme Rose) about digital theatre as 
a space to coexist. “When you become two people 
engaging in a different way… it allows you to do things 
that are emotionally very difficult to do down the  
lens” (Giles Stoakley) to create theatrical tension.  
For example, Giles describes the moment when 
Graham sat on the table with his back to him, looking 
at him in disgust, as “the most magical in the whole 
show … the action of using attention to create drama  
is something we have not been able to do”.

As a site-specific company, the actors’ relationship 
with the audience is critical. They were excited to “mix 
carefully choreographed and technically competent 
acting with an audience participant … [or] ‘rogue 
agent’ who could do or say anything to disrupt the 
activity” (Lucy Askew, Creative Producer). This was felt 
to be both artistically and commercially interesting for 
consideration for future productions and the potential 
kinds of experiences they can create for audiences, 
who are becoming ever more sophisticated and 
familiar with digital formats. They reflected on how 
audiences now perceive and appreciate the skill of 
the actors when they do manage to catch a ball (or 
achieve the sleight of hand illusion of doing so) or at 
least get their hands in the right place. There is also 
a playfulness and ‘pleasure principle’ in knowing that 
they will never actually catch the ball. Indeed,  the fact 
that the audience is ‘in on the joke’ of this unreality 
heightens their attention. The act of engaging an 
audience member in the same virtual space, who does 
not to know the rules but is able to play and explore 
it, was particularly exciting for Creation Theatre. They 
expressed enthusiasm for doing so again in potential 
future projects including “creating installations in 
galleries or in shop fronts over different sites connected 
across the country, engaging audiences in a similar 
activity” (Giles Stoakley). 

Evaluation
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Research Team Reflections
Creation Theatre approached their Telepresence 
Stage residency with a clear objective: to learn from the 
opportunity to work with green-screen techniques to 
establish the sense of a very solid spatial and physical set 
for their characters to inhabit, move around and interact 
together in very physical ways. At one point this included 
one stabbing the others’ hand. The process was as much 
a conceptual learning curve for them as it was a practical 
one. It meant shifting the emphasis from the actors being 
together in one location and performing on camera to an 
audience in another location, to the actors performing to 
a remote audience from their two separate locations, yet 
coexisting on a shared digital ‘stage’ in a third location – 
the Telepresence Stage. It provided the actors with the 
ability to coexist, to perform and act in unison, on screen/
stage together. Their decision to focus on the card 
players’ table and to use a selection of props to explore 
this new online theatrical space opened up a range of 
new possibilities, as Giles Stoakley, Actor and Production 
Manager for Creation Theatre observed:

“Since we’ve started doing digital 
theatre, I’ve always thought the 
kind of kitchen sink drama with 
small casts would just not work, 
but actually the feeling of real 
space and confinement that this 
gives you opens up a whole raft 
of drama that I never thought 
would work digitally. I think it’s 
really, really exciting.” 
Creation Theatre used the opportunity of their 
Telepresence Stage residency to experiment with the 
paradoxes and potentials of how the physical can 
interact with the virtual in ‘third space’ telematic theatre. 
They reported it as eye-opening – feeling like they were 
discovering an entirely new medium, and experimenting 
with it exuberantly to discover its ‘magical’ possibilities in 
much the same way that Georges Méliès and the early 
cinema pioneers did over a century ago. A week after 
their residency, Creation Theatre’s Creative Producer Lucy 
Askew wrote to the research team to let them know that 

“we’re already using things we discovered in the next show!”
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Key Takeaway Points
Precise set up diagrams were drawn up in accordance 
with the virtual set, allowing the remote actors to 
construct identical green-screen sets. The provision of 
identical tables and certain props was clearly important 
in ensuring the illusion and the visual alignments 
between the actors’ two green-screen spaces. Careful 
consideration of the green-screen set design in advance 
remains crucial to such performances, ensuring the 
objects and green-screen interfaces are identical, and 
allowing the actors to coexist in the same scale and from 
the same camera angle within their set arrangements.

The use of green-screen paint rather than green fabric 
material was found to be preferable when working with 
certain green-screen sets and physical objects such as 
tables, where movements or objects placed on the table 
may result in creases in the material. These do not ‘key’ 
well and will show up on screen to disturb the illusion 
of a consistent and flat table surface. Green-screen 
paint allows for better physical interaction with objects, 
providing a consistent shade of green throughout the set 
design, which enables greater precision for chromakeying 
the separate locations together.

The Creation Theatre actors considered and developed 
green-screen effects to attempt to blend their sense of 
coexistence. Some worked successfully but others failed 
in their efforts at ‘suspending the audience’s disbelief’. 
Some of this was due to a lack of rehearsal time to fully 
explore and practice the various illusionary effects and 
tricks, and this is an important consideration in increasing 
a sense of authenticity and spatial fusion in telepresence 
stage productions.

Creation Theatre used a typical ‘head and shoulders’ 
video-chat image of a live audience member to great 
effect, by scaling and placing their video to fit within 
the scene as though he was sitting at the head of the 
table. The ability to incorporate audience participation 
directly into telepresence scenes, either as passive or 
active contributors enhances the theatricality of such 
performances. It provides a real sense of liveness (this 
cannot be a recording) as well as suspense for other 
members of the audience, who realise they may also find 
themselves suddenly appearing ‘on stage’ within 
the mise-en-scène. 



Contact
www.telepresencestage.org
telepresencestage@brighton.ac.uk
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