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Company Summary
Guttersnipe Theatre are a London based company, 
who describe their aims and productions as “Theatre 
with womxn [sic] front and centre, both onstage and 
off it. We are a femxle-led collaborative collective who 
make bold original theatre that celebrates womxn 
everywhere. Sometimes we write scripts, sometimes 
we devise, sometimes we see what happens in the 
rehearsal room”. The core Team are Grace Church 
and Molly McGeachin. Their current show ‘SHUGA 
FIXX vs The Illuminati’ is a collaboration with writer 
and performer Poppy Pedder. Guttersnipe’s previous 
productions include: Trip (Winner at One Act Festival 
2018 and Brighton Fringe 2019), BITS (Forest Fringe 
2018) and Moonface (Park Theatre, Edinburgh Fringe 
2016, “Devised with precision and intelligence, and 
performed with honesty and joy. Not to be missed.” 
Broadway Baby). 

Grace Church is a Lecoq-trained theatre-maker and 
performer from Brighton whose shows are performed 
at venues and festivals Including Wilderness Festival, 
Edinburgh Fringe, Camden People’s Theatre, The 
Wardrobe Theatre Bristol and VAULT Festival. Molly 
McGeachin is a theatre-maker and actor who has 
performed at venues such as Park Theatre, Tristan Bates 
Theatre and features in the Kingsman film The Great 
Game (February 2020). Poppy Pedder is an actor, writer 
and workshop leader. She trained at the University of 
East Anglia and Bristol Old Vic Theatre School where 
she worked with Sally Cookson, Tom Morris and was 
Cordelia to Timothy West’s King Lear.

https://www.guttersnipetheatre.co.uk
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Residency Summary 
The Guttersnipe Theatre residency was facilitated 
by project guest researcher Boyd Branch, utilising 
his online 3D compositing software Virtual Director, 
a particularly suitable telepresence solution for 
Guttersnipe’s unique cabaret style of theatre. 
Boyd Branch, Lecturer in the School of Media and 
Performing Arts at Coventry University, developed 
and built Virtual Director to explore the effects 
of immersive visualisations on rehearsing and 
performing theatre online as part of his PhD at the 
University of Kent. By the time Boyd joined the project 
he had already undertaken research on improvisation 
techniques for telepresence performance and was 
able to provide a unique set of bespoke 3D solutions 
for Guttersnipe Theatre. 

As part of their ongoing production of SHUGA FIXX 
vs The Illuminati, Guttersnipe Theatre explored and 
produced a telepresence staging of the Triple Threat 
Teen Awards, a ‘behind the scenes’ talent show parody 
of television’s X Factor and Britain’s Got Talent. The show 
took the form of a satirical black comedy that explores 
the dark absurdity of conspiracy theories, the poor 
treatment of young talent and the rise of fear culture 
through the eyes of SHUGA FIXX, a tween pop-band 
who have become prime targets of the ultimate inner 
circle. The three Guttersnipe Theatre performers, Grace 
Church, Molly McGeachin and Poppy Pedder played 
multiple parts that follow SHUGA FIXX, from nervous 
backstage preparations to their final performance, their 
humiliation by the judges and their success over fellow 
finalists The Muftiday Boys. They thought this would 
lead to fame and stardom, but finally it explodes to 
become the dark controlling world of the Illuminati.

Guttersnipe Theatre
July – September 2021



Company Engagement
Guttersnipe Theatre were already engaged in 
rehearsals for their new production SHUGA FIXX vs 
The Illuminati in February 2020. Having just received 
Arts Council England funding, they were all set to go 
into production and secure venues and tour dates. 
But when lockdown struck in March 2020, like many 
performing arts companies, they were forced to put 
the show on hold. Whilst the company had previously 
worked on music video productions for the promotion 
of their live shows, as well as writing and producing 
their own music, their experience and preparedness 
to create alternative online performances was limited. 
Working with Zoom between the performers’ homes 
and bedrooms provided very few options to realise the 
production they had envisaged.

Guttersnipe Theatre’s founding member Grace Church 
attended a presentation by the Telepresence Stage 
research team in February 2021 for the WhatNext 
platform https://www.whatnextculture.co.uk, a UK-
wide cultural and creative industries network. Following 
the presentation Grace approached the team, eager to 
explore the Telepresence Stage possibilities. Together 
with company co-founder Molly McGeachin and 
collaborator Poppy Pedder, the company were looking 
for a solution to develop and present an online episode 
of their delayed production of SHUGA FIXX vs The 
Illuminati. They also wanted to expand their ideas and 
experience of online theatre, and reach their audience 
and network through an alternative composited 
telepresence approach – in keeping with their  
particular unique femxle-led approach. 
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“ We are so excited to be 
working with the Telepresence 
Stage team on this exciting 
venture into uncharted digital 
performance territory. Our 
company had received Arts 
Council funding for our show 
‘SHUGA FIXX vs The Illuminati’ 
in February 2020, thus due 
to COVID-19 our rehearsals 
and performances were 
cancelled. We managed to 
make videos, do live sharing 
and make scenes, dances and 
music from our bedrooms. 
However, this certainly doesn’t 
compare to our experience of 
being composited in the virtual 
space all together.” 
 
Grace Church, Guttersnipe Theatre  
co-founder and performer

https://www.whatnextculture.co.uk


Ideas and Experiments
Following their first introduction session on the principles 
of the Telepresence Stage, Guttersnipe Theatre 
produced a concept/mood-board for the project 
team, drawn from their ongoing production SHUGA 
FIXX vs The Illuminati. The concept document provided 
costume and set design suggestions and script ideas, 
based on a fictitious talent show, the Triple Threat Teen 
Awards. Having established the theme and direction 
they wanted to explore, the research team were able to 
provide feedback and suggestions, delivering a more 
tailored residency. Six practical sessions took place 
between July and September 2021, facilitated by Boyd 
Branch, using Virtual Director as the main compositing 
solution for the residency. 

For their first practical session, the company explored 
a range of telepresence interaction exercises, which 
they went on to use in their final performance. Using 
their preview monitors positioned stage right and stage 
left (so the performers could view themselves whilst 
appearing to look directly at the other remote performer 
in profile) they practiced ‘high-fiving’ (Image 1; pg.8), 
including a jolting ‘tuck’ of the hand mime technique 
to emphasise the point of contact. They perfected 
‘virtual hugging’ and learned to position their arms 
according to the layered composition of their video 
images, performing a convincing group hug. They 
learnt how to perform ‘virtual slaps’ (Image 2; pg.8) by 
refining their coordination and timing, accompanied 
by a simultaneous, hidden slap to the thigh to provide 
a convincing sound effect. They practised a sleight 
of hand ‘gift-giving’ exercise, where both performers 
have identical props – one performer reveals the prop 
and then presents it just outside the camera’s view to 
the other performer, who gestures to receive it and 
then reveals the same prop in view again. In order to 
develop their reaction and improvisation techniques 
they responded to objects and shapes (Image 3; pg.9) 
and explored tactile sensitivity using the ‘Colombian 
Hypnosis’ technique, developed by Brazilian drama 
theorist Augusto Boal. As if in a hypnotised state one 
performer faced and followed the hand of another 
(Image 4; pg.9), whilst maintaining a 20cm distance 
from it to develop and perfect their telepresence control 
and response for future practical sessions.
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Image 1
Molly McGeachin 
(left) and Grace 
Church (centre) 
perfect a virtual 
‘high-five’ and 
Poppy Pedder (right) 
prepares for another.

Image 2
Molly (left) attempts 
to ‘virtual slap’ Grace 
(centre) whilst Poppy 
(right) provides the 
sound effect.
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Image 3
Playing and 
responding to shapes: 
Molly (left) and Poppy 
(right) apply pressure 
from the sides and 
Grace (centre) pushes 
from within.
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Image 4
Exploring the 
‘Colombian Hypnosis’ 
technique: Poppy 
(centre) leads with 
her hands as Molly 
(left) and Grace 
(right) follow.



Performance
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Technical Approaches

Telepresence Stage – Guttersnipe Theatre 11

Virtual Director is a compositing and video switching 
open-source software tool https://github.com/
Geitenkaas/VirtualDirector/ built by Boyd Branch 
to explore how existing video conferencing tools can 
be enhanced with telepresence features to facilitate 
rehearsing and performing online theatre (Diagram 1). 
The telepresence environment is generated by isolating 
separate video feeds from a video chat meeting 
such as Zoom or receiving individual video feeds 
directly via OBS Ninja https://vdo.ninja. Green-screen 
backgrounds are extracted from the participants’ video 
feeds, who are then positioned as 2D planes inside 
a 3D environment. This is arranged by an operator in 
relation to selectable scenic elements in the space. 
Each object (including the performers) can be moved 
around, scaled, and rotated to simulate an appropriate 
sense of scale and depth between performers and 
the environment, whether they are seated or standing. 
The scenic elements can be dynamically replaced or 
changed with other objects available from a library of 
stored virtual elements and sets. 

Virtual Director’s graphical user interface (Diagram 
2) presents an operator with a grid of players and 
controls to dynamically select, switch, and manipulate 
the individual performers’ video feeds inside a three-
dimensional space. The interface also provides the 
user with interactive menus to load images, videos, 
or 3D objects that fill the virtual environment in 
which the performers are positioned. Virtual Director 
stores up to sixteen scenes that can be immediately 
updated to provide seamless scene transitions during 
the performance. To facilitate real time interaction 
and response to the spontaneous behaviour of the 
performers, the software can be controlled via any 
attached ‘musical instrument digital interface’ (MIDI) 
devices, so that knobs, sliders, and buttons can 
manipulate the scenery and performers on the fly. The 
functionality of Virtual Director allows the operator to 
work with the performers by altering backgrounds, 
foreground elements, and positions of the performers 
based on their suggestions.

Branch, Boyd (2021) Tele-Immersive Improv: Effects 
of Immersive Visualisations on Rehearsing and 
Performing Theatre Online. Proceedings of the 2021 CHI 
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems. 
May 2021 Article No.: 458, Pages 1–13 https://doi.
org/10.1145/3411764.3445310 

For the Guttersnipe Theatre residency (Diagram 3) 
Virtual Director was used in combination with OBS 
Ninja to receive individual high-resolution green-screen 
video feeds directly from the performers. Virtual Director 
composited the performers’ video feeds within the 3D 
virtual environments and scenes and streamed the 
whole performance live into a Zoom meeting, along with 
music and sound effects. The performance was viewed 
by audience members in the Zoom meeting.

https://github.com/Geitenkaas/VirtualDirector/
https://github.com/Geitenkaas/VirtualDirector/
https://vdo.ninja/
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3411764.3445310
https://dl.acm.org/doi/10.1145/3411764.3445310
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Diagram 1: System overview, Virtual Director 2020: 
(a) Remote performer connects via videoconference 
(e.g. Zoom) software, (b) Background green-
screen is performed by videoconference software, 
(c) Performer sees a video of themselves co-
located with partners in virtual space, (d) NDI 
sends videoconference video to Virtual Director, 

(e) Automatic separation of videoconference call 
participants, (f) Virtual Director selects background 
and (g) foreground elements for compositing, (h) Each 
element appears as a 3D object that can be rotated, 
scaled, faded, and positioned dynamically. 
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Diagram 2: Graphical user interface, Virtual Director 
2020: (a) Zoom screen capture, (b) Foreground select, 
(c) Player select, (d) Background select, (e) Preview.

Diagram 3: Telepresence Stage system overview: Video 
communications via OBS Ninja, audio communication 
via Zoom, video and 3D set design compositing with 
Virtual Director, streamed on Zoom. 



Participants’ Technical Setup
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Diagram 4: Green-screen studio setup instructions 
for each remote performer: Green-screen backdrop 
and stand, LED video light, webcam, laptop, ethernet 
connection and TV screen.



Equipment and Materials

Video studio resources supplied to  
each performer: 
1 x Green-Screen Backdrop: Neewer 10 x 12ft / 3 x 3.6m 
PRO Photo Studio 100% Pure Muslin. 
1 x Backdrop Stand: Fotga 2.1 x 3m Background Support 
System Kit. 
1 x Video Lights: Neewer Advanced 2.4G 660 LED Video 
Light, Dimmable Bi-Colour LED Panel with LCD Screen. 
1 x Webcam: Logitech C930e USB 1080p Full HD 
Webcam. 
1 x Camera mount: SMALLRIG Cool Ballhead Clamp 
Mount with Mini Magic Arm.

Hardware and software used by  
each performer: 
1 x MacBook Pro / Laptop Windows 10 Broadband 
Internet (ethernet connected).  
1 x 24” LCD HD TV. 
1 x Google Chrome Browser: https://obs.ninja 
1 x Zoom Videoconference application: https://zoom.us 

Hardware and software used by  
the central compositing node: 
1 x Desktop PC: Windows 10, AMD Ryzen 7 5800X CPU, 
Nvidia RTX Quadro 4000 GPU. 
1 x 24” Computer Monitor. 
1 x Virtual Director software: https://github.com/
Geitenkaas/VirtualDirector/  
1 x Zoom Videoconference application: https://zoom.us
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Image 5
The spinning SHUGA 
FIXX ident used 
between scenes and 
costume changes. 

Image 6
Introducing SHUGA 
FIXX on stage: ‘Jude’ 
(left) played by Molly 
McGeachin, ‘Brooke’ 
(centre) played by 
Grace Church and 
‘Gemma’ (right) played 
by Poppy Pedder.
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Image 7
A heated argument 
breaks out between 
Jude (left) and Brooke 
(centre) in the dressing 
room, to Gemma’s 
(right) horror.

Image 8
Realising they need to 
pull together, SHUGA 
FIXX make up with a 
‘virtual [group] hug’.
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Image 9
Left on her own in 
the dressing room, 
Gemma (right) has a 
strange sensation of 
being watched.

Image 10
SHUGA FIX take 
the stage for their 
Triple Threat Teen 
Award performance, 
complete with pre-
recorded videos 
insets of the band.
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Image 11
Jude (left), Brooke 
(centre) and Gemma 
(right) drive through 
a techno landscape 
during their 
performance routine.

Image 12
Cool and confident, 
Jude (left), Brooke 
(centre) and Gemma 
(right) get behind the 
wheel of a car for their 
performance routine.
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Image 13
The Triple Threat 
Teen Award 
Judges include the 
archetypal harsh 
judge (left) played 
by Poppy Pedder 
and the overly 
enthusiastic judge 
(right) played by 
Grace Church. 

Image 14
SHUGA FIXX on 
stage with pre-
recorded Muftiday 
Boys, played by 
(from left to right) 
Poppy Pedder, Grace 
Church and Molly 
McGeachin for the 
announcement of 
the winners.
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Image 15
SHUGA FIXX’s 
celebrations turn to 
shock as the stage 
abruptly explodes!

Image 16
Jude (left) and Brooke 
(centre) attempt to 
pull Gemma (right) 
from the rubble as 
they find themselves 
in a hellish landscape.
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Image 17
A demonic pre-
recorded Lizard King 
steps out from a 
mirror to menacingly 
welcome SHUGA FIXX 
to the Illuminates’ lair.

Image 18
Dressed in Illuminati 
cloaks, SHUGA FIXX 
hail the Lizard King 
and succumb to his 
power and control.



For their final Telepresence Stage performance 
Guttersnipe Theatre portray the trials and tribulations 
of Triple Threat Teen Award finalists SHUGA FIXX. 
The online performance shifts between theatre and 
television, from backstage fly-on-the-wall drama to 
prime-time TV talent show, complete with graphic idents 
between scenes and costume changes (Image 5; pg.16). 
The performance commences with SHUGA FIXX on 
stage to introduce themselves, in a confident group plea 
for viewers’ votes (Image 6; pg.16). 

The action then moves backstage to the dressing room 
to reveal ongoing tensions between Brooke, played 
Grace Church and Jude, played by Molly McGeachin 
(Image 7; pg.17). Brooke snatches Jude’s phone, using the 
‘gift-giving’ technique, which escalates into ‘virtual slaps’. 
The third [wheel] member of SHUGA FIXX, Gemma, 
played by Poppy Pedder insists they need to make up 
and ‘virtual [group] hug’ before going on stage (Image 
8; pg.17). Agreeing, Brooke and Jude race off, leaving 
Gemma behind to encounter a (pre-recorded) visitation 
from SHUGA FIXX’s demon, the Lizard King (Image 9; 
pg.18). The scene changes as Gemma catches up with 
Brooke and Jude on stage for their final performance 
routine (Image 10; pg.18). Through a rapid succession 
of 3D scene changes, including inset pre-recordings of 
SHUGA FIXX in the 3D stage set, they perform behind 
the wheel of a car as they drive through psychedelic 
landscapes (Image 11 and 12; pg.19). The performance 
routine ends to rapacious applause followed by a brief 
ident interlude and costume change. In the next scene 
the three archetypal judges, played by Grace, Molly and 
Poppy, give their feedback (Image 13; pg.20). 

In the closing scenes, SHUGA FIXX are back on stage 
with fellow (pre-recorded) finalists The Muftiday 
Boys, also played by Grace, Molly and Poppy for the 
concluding announcement… “and the winners are… 
SHUGA FIXX!” (Image 14; pg.20). As the synchronised and 
disgruntled ‘boy band’ leaves and SHUGA FIXX thank 
their fans, the stage explodes (Image 15; pg.21). As the 
dust settles a hellish landscape is revealed as Brooke and 
Jude grapple to help Gemma back on her feet (Image 16; 
pg.21). Brooke tragically cries out “this isn’t what I thought 
fame would look like!” just as a pre-recorded Lizard King 
appears from a mirror, laughing menacingly “you’re mine 
now SHUGA FIXX” (Image 17; pg.22), satirically echoing 
a dark world of coercion and control. In the final scene 
SHUGA FIXX have accepted their fate and appear in 
ceremonial occult cloaks trapped in the Illuminates’ lair, 
possessed by the Lizard King (Image 18; pg.22).

Video Recordings
SHUGA FIXX vs The Illuminati – Trailer 
4 minutes mp4  
Watch here

SHUGA FIXX vs The Illuminati – Performance 
12 minutes mp4   
Watch here

Guttersnipe Theatre – Residency PLAYLIST  
Watch here
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AVbv01iS3Qw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G1Rkwz12CeY
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLYv48Nnbs8H2h_B3kDLjCIkB9JuXcpTpk
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Company Reflections
This was unlike anything Guttersnipe Theatre had 
done before, presenting some fun challenges and 
providing opportunities for more ambitious ideas and 
staging configurations. As they progressed through 
the residency, they became more comfortable and 
natural working in telepresence space. Grace Church 
spoke about the difference between her work with 
physical theatre and the empty space of mime, which 
was in complete contrast to working with the limitless 
possibilities of telepresence. Poppy Pedder, who comes 
from a more classical theatre background was more 
familiar with having props and sets around her, and so 
had to rely on her imagination to place herself within 
the space, becoming less aware of her immediate 
surroundings. Molly McGeachin, similarly didn’t think 
of herself at home, but rather considered herself as 
physically transported into telepresence space.

Evaluation
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Grace was surprised by the effects of ‘virtual hugging’, 
describing “a level of solace, it’s a weird feeling … 
a sense of closeness I wasn’t expecting”. All three 
concurred, noting how they suddenly felt very alone 
on their green-screen after shutting down the laptop 
screen at the end of a session. 

They also spoke about the ritual of setting up and 
preparing to enter the space, which they perfected as 
the residency progressed. Poppy spoke about how the 
experience was more like theatre than film, feeling the 
adrenalin of being live and present, “because in [her] 
head the screen was like a mini stage”. 

Poppy also talked about being at ease with observing 
her own image. She thought this was partly due to her 
cartoon-like character and wondered how it might 
feel if she had a more emotional and vulnerable role to 
play. All three spoke about the future post pandemic 
possibilities of the Telepresence Stage, for script 
read-throughs, casting, preparing sets and reducing 
production costs, as well as new hybrid theatre forms, 
slipping between stage and screen.

“ Whenever I was thinking 
about what we had to do 
for the show I was always 
thinking of us within that 
space, I was never thinking 
of my body in my living 
room standing on a green 
bit of material.”
Molly McGeachin, Guttersnipe Theatre  
co-founder and performer
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Research Team Reflections
Guttersnipe Theatre were extremely ambitious and 
embraced the Telepresence Stage opportunities from 
the outset. Their decision to create a mood-board/ script 
early on was very effective in setting out their aims for 
the residency. Unlike previous groups, the performers 
chose to be in costume for every session, which aided 
them to get into character. It was particularly helpful 
from a telepresence point of view, allowing them to 
observe, experience and further embody ‘Brooke’, 
‘Jude’ and ‘Gemma’ as members of SHUGA FIXX, rather 
than themselves. They played multiple roles including 
live and pre-recorded characters and they perfected 
quick costume changes, very convincingly switching 
characters, from naive ‘tween pop-band’ to egotistical 
judges. All three were particularly interested in performing 
with pre-recorded characters and especially enjoyed 
playing the ‘Muftiday Boys’. 

Aided by Boyd Branch’s control with Virtual Director, 
they negotiated the latency and synchronised their 
interactions seamlessly with the pre-recoded boy band. 
They were particularly committed to rehearsing and 
learning a routine, repeatedly trying something out 
again and again until they had perfected a sequence 
of interactions and could reproduce them reliably. 
Sometimes, whole sessions concentrated on just 
one particular scene. Some actions proved easier to 
reproduce than others. The virtual group hug was 
particularly effective, while the fast face slap could be 
impacted by even the tiniest amounts of lag. However, 
the performers developed cues to help them manage 
the timing on most occasions. It was agreed that a small 
amount of time-slippage highlighted the liveness of the 
event without detracting from the ongoing narrative. 
The audience is accustomed to a certain amount 
of suspension of disbelief in live staged theatre, and 
the telepresence stage is no different in that respect, 
although the particular points of suspension differ slightly.

Before the residency Boyd had mainly used Virtual 
Director for improvisation, and this was the first time 
he had to follow a script and prepare specific scene 
changes in advance. In this capacity he had to work in 
partnership with the performers, rather than choose their 
scenography for them. Boyd had a complete view of all 
the performers’ video feeds, even when off screen/stage, 
‘waiting in the wings’ which he could use to cue scenes, 
so he had oversight of the entire production, both on 
stage and backstage simultaneously. Towards the end 
of the residency in September 2021, Guttersnipe were 
also starting physical rehearsals for a staged version of 
SHUGA FIXX vs The Illuminati, which included routines 
they had learnt and developed during the residency. 
But some scenes were just not possible to replicate 
on a physical stage. The two different performances 
represented a trans-media storytelling of the same 
production, but they were ultimately interested in how 
the two shows could perhaps converge in the future. 
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Key Takeaway Points
Commencing the first practical session with a series 
of telepresence interaction exercises introduces the 
performers to the space very effectively. They quickly 
learn how to orientate themselves, react and respond 
to virtual interactions, through techniques such as 
‘high-fiving’, ‘virtual hugging’, ‘virtual combat’ and ‘gift-
giving’. The performers learn how to negotiate latency 
and develop a telepresence sense of proprioception in 
relation to themselves and other performers in the space.

Wearing a costume helps the performer get into 
character and further embody the role they are playing 
on screen in front of them. When the performer is 
dressed according to the scenography they are placed 
within, the experience becomes more intuitive, they 
immediately feel in context and a sense of freedom in 
performing in character. 

Using video clips or ‘idents’ between scenes provides 
an opportunity for costume changes and scene setting 
interludes, as well as for the preparation of props or 
physical objects. Video clips of pre-recorded performers 
can be used to integrate additional characters. By 
rehearsing and synchronising interactions with a 
pre-recorded video it is possible to create convincing 
interactions between live and pre-recorded performers.



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

http://www.telepresencestage.org
mailto:telepresencestage%40brighton.ac.uk?subject=Telepresence%20Stage%20Enquiry

