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Phoenix Dance Theatre
February – April 2021

Company Summary
Phoenix Dance Theatre is the longest-standing UK-
based professional contemporary dance company 
outside London. It is also one of a handful of mid-
scale contemporary dance companies to employ 
professional dancers on permanent contracts. 
Founded in 1981 by three black British men from 
Leeds, and celebrating its 40th anniversary in 2021, 
the Phoenix Dance Theatre’s mission is “to inspire 
and entertain through dance, and to develop new 
audiences for dance, whilst enriching and  
embodying the spirit of a multi-cultural Britain”. 

Its portfolio combines national and international 
touring programmes with extensive educational 
provision and community outreach work. In a typical 

year, its productions are seen by up to 20,000 people 
and the team engages with up to 6,500 people 
through outreach activities. The company describes 
its primary aim as being “to create dynamic, diverse 
and relevant work that embodies the company’s 
rich Caribbean history and shines a light on cultural 
narratives which are often overlooked or untold”.

www.phoenixdancetheatre.co.uk 
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Residency Summary
The Phoenix Dance Theatre Residency consisted 
of 5 practical sessions/rehearsals to investigate the 
possibilities of working with telepresence as a creative 
space. There was also an introductory meeting and 
a reflective session to gather feedback from the 
team. The company had limited time to commit to 
the project as they were starting intensive rehearsals 
for the first “live” performances as COVID restrictions 
were beginning to lift. The decision was made to work 
with improvisation as an exploratory tool, rather than 
to focus on choreographing a final performance. This 
provided the maximum opportunity to try different 
approaches and possibilities with in the time available.

Background images were used to inspire simple 
narrative situations, with which the dancers could 
interact if they chose. In the first session, the team 
worked together in a studio space, learning how to 
use the equipment and how to interact with the digital 
scenography via the screens. Subsequent sessions 
took place with team members working remotely. 
Two dancers were in the same household so they 
were together physically, while all of the other team 
members were in separate spaces, each setting up 
their own equipment. By the end of the residency, 
a collection of simple improvisations had indicated 
several possibilities within the time available for 
expansion into more formal choreographic works  
for future times.



Phoenix Dance Theatre
February – April 2021

Company Engagement
During the COVID 19 lockdowns, Phoenix Dance 
Theatre began exploring ways of increasing their 
engagement with digital platforms and performances: 
www.phoenixdancetheatre.co.uk/whats_on/ 
digital-programme/

Working with telepresence complemented that 
work, enabling them to explore digital options for the 
creative process as well as the product. In their letter 
in support of the Telepresence Stage project, the 
Executive Director wrote: 

“ This project is highly 
important to performing 
arts companies, as we seek 
ways to rehearse and create 
new work in the wake of 
COVID 19. It has the potential 
to reinvent collaborative 
workshopping, rehearsal 
and performance spaces in 
virtual environments that 
support social distancing 
even when dancers are 
working closely together. 
We are excited by the 
opportunities that it offers  
at a time when new 
possibilities are few and 
far between for the arts.”

The company members working on the residency 
consisted of four dancers: Alabama Seymour, Carlos 
Martinez, Reynaldo Santos and Mirabel Huang-Smith, 
Technical Director: Kieron Johnson, Rehearsal Director: 
Joanne Bernard, and Artistic Director: Dane Hurst.

Ideas and Experiments
Initially, the Phoenix Dance Theatre team wanted 
to experiment with alterative viewpoints that are 
not usually possible to achieve in live stage settings. 
They chose images of holes in the ground, with four 
scenographic designs representing different types of 
spaces. The dancers positioned cameras above their 
heads pointing down at green screens spread on the 
floor. This provided a vertical perspective so that the 
dancers could appear inside the hole or on the ground 
above the hole (see Image 5; p.12). In later sessions, 
the cameras were positioned in front of the dancers 
with the green screens behind them, sometimes with 
furniture under the green screens so that the dancer 
could appear to be sitting on chairs or climbing on 
items within the digital scenography (see images 
2-6; p.10-12). Digital scenography for these sessions 
included a horizontal hole in the ground, a woodland 
scene, a Mad Hatter’s tea party in the forest, and a 
country road at night. Different kinds of interactions 
were explored in each of these contexts.

Initially, the dancers chose to play with moments of 
simulated contact, e.g. touching, stroking, holding 
hands, pushing and pulling, punching, kicking. This 
type of interaction helps to instigate a sense of co-
presence and togetherness in the digital space even 
though the dancers are in separate spaces physically. 
Copying, mirroring, and hiding behind each other’s 
images also played a part in realising connection 
at an embodied level and learning to understand 
digital space. Changes in perspective and scale were 
introduced, as dancers worked closer to and further 
away from their cameras to change their relative  
sizes in the digital space. 
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Sessions 1 and 2 – System: Internet communications 
via Skype, audio/video compositing with Resolume 
Avenue 6, streamed on YouTube Live

 

Session 3 – System: Internet communications 
via Google Chrome and LiveToAir, audio/video 
compositing with VDMX, streamed on YouTube Live

 

Sessions 4 and 5 – System: Internet communications 
via Google Chrome and vMix, audio/video 
compositing with vMix, streamed on YouTube Live

Technical Approaches

In all sessions the remote participants (satellites) made 
a video call using a range of Internet communications 
applications to the same central (node) location, 
where they were audio/video composited, using 
differing systems and techniques. The central node 
relayed the composited image back to the remote 
satellite participants and simultaneously streamed it 
on YouTube Live.

The residency commenced (Session 1 and 2) using 
a combination of Skype and live video mixing 
(VJing) software Resolume Avenue 6 to composite all 
participants within the same video output image. 
Whilst this was a successful low-cost approach, 
returning the composited image to a participant in 
a group Skype call reduced the size and position of 
the image in the Skype interface. This solution works 
best as a peer-to peer connection between just two 
participants. Project partners ‘Third Space Network’ 
in Washington DC trialled (Session 3) a combination 
of LiveToAir, a networked video broadcast call-in 
system via Google Chrome, and a Mac based live 
video mixing application VDMX. However, the latency 
of the connection was such that it proved difficult to 
interact in real-time and further testing of this solution 
is required. Using vMix on Windows 10 provided a 
solution (Session 4 and 5) that combined the Internet 
video communications via Goggle Chrome and audio/
video compositing in the same application, reducing 
the need for multiple computers, whilst providing low 
latency and full screen video return. This is currently 
the most successful software solution used. However, 
the chroma-keying functionality in vMix is limited.

The remote satellite dancers each used MacBook 
computers, connecting to their routers by an ethernet 
cable, in the most successful cases. They were calling 
via Skype for the initial sessions, and then via the 
Google Chrome browser for the subsequent sessions 
with LiveToAir and vMix. The dancers were supplied 
with green-screen materials, stands, LED video lights 
and webcams, along with installation set-up diagrams 
for their home location to ensure they all had near-
identical sets for collaboration. It was also suggested 
that they use additional TV outputs to monitor their 
interactions and movement remotely.

Telepresence Stage – Phoenix Dance Theatre 8



Participants’ Technical Setup
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Participants’ Technical Setup
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Equipment and Materials

Video studio resources supplied to 
satellite participants:
3 x Green Screen  
(Neewer 10 x 12FT / 3 x 3.6M PRO Photo Studio 100% 
Pure Muslin Collapsible) 

3 x Stand  
(Fotga 2.1 x 3m Background Stand Support Backdrop 
Stand Greenscreen Heavy Duty Adjustable 
Photography Muslin Background Support System Kit)

1 x Lights  
(Neewer 3 Pack Advanced 2.4G 660 LED Video Light 
Photography Lighting Kit, Dimmable Bi-Colour LED 
Panel with LCD Screen, 2.4G)

3 x Webcam  
(Logitech C930e USB 1080p Full HD Webcam)

3 x Camera mount clamp  
(SMALLRIG Cool Ballhead Clamp Mount with Mini 
Magic Arm – 1138)

Computer hardware resources used  
by satellite participants:
2 x MacBook Pro 2017 OS High Sierra 
1 x MacBook Air OS High Sierra 
Broadband Internet (ethernet connected)

Computer hardware resources used  
by the central compositing node  
research team:
1 x Mac Book Pro 2019 OS Big Sur 
1 x PC Laptop Windows 10 with NVIDIA GeForce GTX 
1060 Graphics Card 
Broadband Internet (ethernet connected)
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Telepresence Stage – Phoenix Dance Theatre 12

Image 1
The dancers and 
Rehearsal Director 
play with being 
together in digital 
space while they 
listen to a researcher 
speaking – Session 1, 
8 March 2021

Image 2
Alabama simulates 
pushing Mirabel’s arm 
away – Session 4, 29 
March 2021
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Image 3
Mirabel tries to bite 
Alabama’s foot as 
they experiment 
with a hole from a 
different angle – 
Session 4, 29 March 
2021

Image 4
The Mad Hatter’s 
Tea Party – “No, you 
can’t have any tea!” 
– Session 5, 31 March 
2021
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Image 5
Reynaldo bridges a 
hole in the ground, 
while Alabama walks 
over him (camera 
view from above) – 
Session 2, 22 March 
2021

Image 6
Reynaldo pulls 
Mirabel out of a hole 
– Session 5, 31 March 
2021



Images 2 and 3
Alabama and Mirabel experimented with a horizontal 
hole in the ground, with Alabama in front of the image 
(or scenographic layer) of the hole and Mirabel behind 
it. This positioning meant that parts of Mirabel’s body 
could be seen through the hole – an arm (Image 2, 
p.10), or her head (Image 3, p.11), or a foot or a leg – 
but Alabama’s whole body was visible all of the time. 
Alabama had placed a green screen over a sofa, 
so she could perch on the sofa and appear to be 
sitting on the wall of the hole. She worked mostly in a 
contained or constricted manner, as if she were hiding 
inside the hole, while Mirabel used more extension in 
her movements, passing the hole or peering into it.

Image 4
The Mad Hatter’s Tea Party inspired a humorous 
improvisation based around the scene from ‘Alice in 
Wonderland’ (image 4, p.11). Alabama and Reynaldo 
were located in the same physical space, working with 
Mirabel in a different physical space. The physical 
proximity of Alabama and Reynaldo enhanced 
their togetherness within the digital scenography, 
highlighting the challenge to Mirabel as she attempted 
to join them for tea. Alabama and Reynaldo were 
in the scenographic layer behind the tea table and 
Mirabel was in the layer in front of it. This positioning 
enabled Alabama to drop down and hide behind the 
table, jumping up to surprise Mirabel whenever she  
got close to the table.

Images 5 and 6
Holes were a recurrent theme in the various 
improvisations – seen from above, below and 
horizontally. In image 5 (p.12), Reynaldo makes a bridge 
over a hole with his body, whilst Alabama walks over 
him. In image 6 (p.12), Reynaldo pulls Mirabel out of a 
hole in the ground. Holes provide narratives related to 
hiding and revealing, jeopardy and safety, here and 
there, all of which seemed to hold particular meaning 
in relation to the nature of working across physical and 
digital spaces. Most of the improvisations returned to 
these themes, regardless of the scenography.

Video Recordings
Phoenix Dance Theatre – Trailer 4 minutes mp4  
Watch here

Phoenix Dance Theatre – Performance 24 minutes mp4  
Watch here

Phoenix Dance Theatre – Residency PLAYLIST  
Watch here

Description and Analysis
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1iMpBfl3ypw&ab_channel=TelepresenceStage
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0UdupZ9XGaI&ab_channel=TelepresenceStage
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLYv48Nnbs8H0mDC0lR5V3l-unpbHeTQGE
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Company Reflections
At the end of the short residency, the Phoenix Dance 
Theatre team felt that a number of their experiments 
offered scope for further creative exploration. They 
agreed that playful improvisation was an essential 
part of discovering how to move as both a physical 
body and a digital body in the telepresence stage. 
They found images of holes to be useful scenographic 
devices because they gave shape and orientation to 
the digital space that enabled the dancers to locate 
themselves more readily in it. However, on reflection, 
and watching back some of the workshop recordings, 
they said that they wished they had spent more time 
playing without any scenography so that they had 
thought more about the relationships between their 
physical and digital bodies.

The Phoenix team had enjoyed playing with vertical 
views, with the cameras suspended over their heads, 
but they had abandoned that idea because they were 
struggling to get the cameras high enough to have 
their whole bodies in the camera view. (This was one of 
the restrictions of working in their own homes, although 
it could have been managed easily in a studio space.) 
On reflection, the Phoenix team realised that they had 
worked almost exclusively with their full bodies in the 
image, except when part of a body was occluded by 
scenographic devices. They realised that they usually 
work on stage, and it was alien to them to think about 
the choreography of body parts rather than whole 
bodies. This realisation brought to mind a range of  
new choreographic possibilities that they  
had not considered.

Technically, the Phoenix team had found it 
straightforward to set up their computers, cameras, 
lights and green screens as instructed. When we 
settled on the vMix system, they found that easy to use. 
None of the dancers had access to multiple screens in 
their own homes, which proved a significant restriction 
as they always had to look at the computer screen to 
locate themselves in the digital space, so most of the 
choreography was front-facing. For future work,  
they would prefer to have at least one more screen 
in each location so that they could orient themselves 
more freely.

Research Team Reflections
The Phoenix Dance Theatre residency was shortened 
due to their commitments as lockdown lifted and they 
began to prepare in earnest for their 40th anniversary 
gala performance in the summer. This situation 
resulted in a focus on improvisational workshops 
rather than preparing for a performative outcome. In 
many ways this was useful for the first residency of this 
project, as it enabled the project team to experiment 
with different approaches. In the first instance, it gave 
us the opportunity to explore different platforms and 
discover the different advantages and disadvantages 
of Skype, LiveToAir and vMix in this type of context. 
Secondly it allowed the Phoenix team to try out 
multiple ideas, since they did not need to settle on one 
for a performance. The theme of holes was recurrent, 
reflecting a through-line of interest in hiding and 
revealing across the workshops. This largely spatial 
approach highlighted the layering effect of the digital 
scenography, where dancers are either in front of or 
behind elements of the scene. It also highlighted the 
way that the dancers felt both present and absent 
in the telepresence stage. Similarly, the dancers 
often made attempts to touch, push, pull, or have 
other forms of physical interactions with their digital 
partners, even though they knew that direct influence 
of this nature was not possible. This experimentation 
with boundaries between digital and physical 
spatiality, and between visual and proprioceptive 
sensation, was a fertile area, which could have been 
explored further if there had been more time.

It was useful to be reminded in this residency that it 
takes time to become accustomed to working with and 
through a digital image of one’s body. Unfortunately, 
the length of the residency (5 x 1-hour sessions) meant 
that the dancers were only just starting to become 
accustomed to linking their physical bodies with their 
images in the digital space. Longer sessions would have 
enabled a stronger sense of embodied connection 
between physical and digital bodies, allowing the 
dancers to inhabit digital space more readily. 

Evaluation
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Key Takeaway Points
Working with overhead cameras and green screens on 
the floor presents an unusual perspective with many 
possibilities for choreography. Wherever the cameras 
and green screens are placed, it is important to consider 
the positioning of screens so that the performers can 
see the composite image whilst performing.

For dance companies, we recommend experimenting 
both with and without digital scenography. Working 
with digital scenography helps to give the digital space 
shape and provide inspiration. However, working 
without it places emphasis on relationships between 
bodies within the digital space, and also upon each 
dancer’s relationship with their own image. 

It takes time for a dancer to become accustomed to 
the relationship between their physical body and their 
digital body in the telepresence stage, as they learn 
to work with/through the screens. Allow time initially 
for that relationship to develop – several hours will be 
beneficial for a deeper sense of moving simultaneously 
in physical and digital space. Time invested at this stage 
will pay off later in the creative and rehearsal processes 
as the dancers will be able to move more confidently 
and with a stronger sense of presence in the  
digital space.

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

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

