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Company Summary
Pigeon Theatre are a Manchester and Leeds-based 
contemporary performance company established in 
2001. Their work is experimental and interactive, often 
using non-traditional spaces and unconventional 
means to create intimacy between themselves and 
their audiences. Their site-specific works include 
promenade events, and performances in domestic 
kitchens (The HOUSEKEEPER, 2002-3) and pub 
bars (the REHEARSAL (HAPPY HOUR), 2006-7) that 
draw the audiences directly into the action. The 
company explore multiple ideas and themes, from 
the construction of identity (the TWICE REMOVED, 
2009-12) and the relationships between grand ideas 
and minutiae (a BIG CONCEPT and a VERY LITTLE 
DETAIL, 2009-10) to childhood, envy, love and loathing 
(the SMELL of ENVY, 2021-13). Their central research 
concern focuses on the formal structures of space, 
environment and architecture. 

Pigeon Theatre were former greenroom (Manchester) 
Associate Artists, and former PANDA Incubated 
Artists, commissioned by PANDA-monium to develop 
and perform a trilogy, The Rehearsal, for Manchester 
International Festival 2007. They have toured 
extensively in the UK, as well as in Europe including 
at the International Theatre Festival, Amsterdam and 
the Jerzy Grotowski & Thomas Richards Workcentre, 
Pontadera, Italy. 

https://pigeontheatre.wordpress.com
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Residency Summary 
The company decided strategically to commence their 
residency with no preconceptions or initial creative 
ideas, starting from an entirely empty page. This was in 
order to allow the Telepresence Stage platform and the 
experience of working in virtual spaces to help prompt 
their approach, and inspire storylines and dramaturgical 
elements. The first session proved pivotal in that respect. 
The research team had set up a series of graphical 
geometric shapes as background planes and foreground 
objects for the two actors, Anna Fenemore and Gillian 
Knox (working remotely from their separate homes) 
to explore and co-inhabit (Image 1, pg.6). The shapes, 
including rectangles, triangles, circles and trapeziums 
had certain ‘cut-out’ elements and/or were layered as 
backgrounds and foregrounds (Image 2, pg.6). Depending 
on the actors’ positions in relation to them, parts of their 
bodies could be seen whilst other parts were hidden, in 
the same way that a person looking out of a window is 
viewed by someone outside the house (Image 3, pg.7). 
The layers of images could be reordered instantly at the 
push of a button so as to place someone in front of or 
behind an object or plane. 

This directly prompted many of the scenographic  
ideas the company developed, with multiple types of 
windows and geometric shapes becoming a dominant 
visual aesthetic. 

Various digital scenographies were created as the project 
progressed, from a building frontage with large, ornate 
Gothic windows (Image 4, pg.7) to a long corridor with 
multiple doors which were sometimes open, sometimes 
closed, and at other times replaced by windows (Image 
5, pg.8). These looked out onto a pastoral landscape with 
changing weather, from a sunny day with fast moving 
clouds to stormy with torrential rain. These settings 
enabled the two actors to either co-locate within the 
same space, for example in the corridor, or be separated 
in two different spaces, but still able to observe and 
interact with the other, for example, with one inside the 
corridor and the other outside looking in at them through 
a window (Image 6, pg.8). The sense of togetherness 
followed by separation grew increasingly marked and 
dramatic as the performance progressed, climaxing 
in a final sequence. In an empty room, Anna watches 
impassively as Gill, who is trapped in close-up inside an 
old-fashioned TV set, becomes gradually submerged 
under water (Image 7, pg.9).
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Image 1
Working from their 
separate homes but 
conjoined using green-
screen chromakey 
techniques, Gill 
Knox (left) and Anna 
Fenemore (right) 
appear together on the 
Telepresence Stage. 

Image 2
During their first 
session, the actors 
improvise with different 
geometric planes and 
virtual objects, and 
explore touching one 
another telematically. 
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Image 3
Looking out of a 
window shape, Anna 
takes a virtual bite 
out of Gill’s hand. 
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Image 4
Through a Gothic 
window, Anna 
converses with Gill 
as they both enjoy 
some wine, in Pigeon 
Theatre’s Where are 
the children? 



Image 5
Gill, in the 
foreground, dances 
enthusiastically across 
the corridor before 
exiting through a door. 
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Image 6
The corridor’s doors 
are reconfigured 
as windows for a 
number of scenes  
in the production. 



Image 7
In the final scene 
of Where are 
the children?, 
Anna watches an 
increasingly frantic 
Gill on TV, as rising 
water gradually 
submerges her. 
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Company Engagement
Two of Pigeon Theatre’s founding members took part 
in the research project, and when approached were 
enthusiastic at the prospect for three primary reasons. 
Firstly, to enable them to work together remotely 
and safely despite the social distancing protocols 
surrounding the pandemic and its lockdowns, and 
secondly to be able to devise and rehearse from home 
with their respective children with them, without the 
need for childcare arrangements which rehearsals 
would normally involve. Thirdly, they were excited to 
experiment with the new possibilities that telematic 
theatre using virtual scenography would offer to  
their ways of working. 

Both confessed to generally lacking confidence and 
expertise with technology, and to being a little scared  
at the prospect of setting up and operating their 
equipment in their homes. However, with some guidance 
from the research team, they found the system much 
easier to set up and operate than anticipated. They 
noted that it was relatively straightforward and they 
were thrilled to feel they were achieving something 
technically proficient. They concluded that “if we  
can do it … then anyone can do it”.

“Had we more time, I think we 
should have got even wackier 
so that was fantastic, totally 
working in a different way and 
trying to push it. It created a 
world that you just did want 
to spend time with and mess 
around with … it’s just an 
exciting space that’s naturally 
making you want to experiment, 
to be in and enjoy. The kind 
of theatricality that it’s able 
to create is just brilliant and 
incredibly exciting for us.” 
Pigeon Theatre performer, Gillian Knox. 

Ideas and Experiments
The company built up their ideas progressively, using 
improvisations and developing scripted sequences. 
They were fascinated by what could be achieved that 
was specific to the digital medium and not replicable 
on a traditional stage. When experimenting with 
video-mixing their two remote spaces and using 
different compositing effects, they developed a 
number of ideas. One was to use a real-time video 
function that rendered both of their bodies at 50% 
opacity. This provided an effect that was used in 
the final performance, where their two faces, when 
positionally aligned, appeared to be a new composite 
face superimposed together as a ghostly image (Image 
8, pg.11). Another ‘doubled’ effect was achieved when 
Gill’s face appeared within a TV monitor placed in 
front Anna, whose torso and legs were positioned to 
provide a visual image of one body. As Gill yawned, 
Anna’s hand started to rise. As it moved up towards her 
face, Gill mirrored the same hand movement, and her 
hand appeared in the TV’s screen to complete Anna’s 
movement (Image 9, pg.11). Such sequences extended 
the company’s ongoing explorations of identity 
politics in a novel way, using compositing techniques 
to interrogate notions of selfhood and otherness. 
Anna and Gill reflected that over the years their looks, 
including hairstyle and spectacles, had become 
increasingly similar and that these types of digital-only 
effects extended their recurring theme and conundrum 
of “who is who, who is dominant, and who is not.” 
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Image 8
Respectively walking 
forwards and 
backwards, moments 
are reached when 
the images of the 
two performers, each 
rendered at 50% 
opacity, align and 
converge eerily. 
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Image 9
Like a game of 
exquisite corpse, Gill’s 
head and Anna’s body 
are separate, but 
provide the illusion 
of being connected 
when Anna’s hand 
movement to cover 
a yawn is completed, 
apparently seamlessly, 
by Gill on TV. 



Performance
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Using the Google Chrome browser and vMix Call 
website https://advanced.vmixcall.com, the separate 
actors, located in their separate homes in Manchester 
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
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The Pigeon Theatre 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. 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, and 
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

https://advanced.vmixcall.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 dimensions of the space and the positioning of 
the green-screens, camera, laptop and video screen. 
In order to create as wide a green-screen as possible 
and overcome the limitation of the small room sizes, two 
green-screens were place together at right-angles in each 
location. The green-screen arrangement used the two 
walls to create a complete backdrop 3.5 metres wide. 

This also allowed the actors to step back and forth 
within the space, whilst surrounding each actor within 
their green-screen environment. The performers set up 
additional TV monitors on either side of their green-screen 
sets. This allowed them to look directly left or right and still 
be able to see the composite image, which helped them to 
better gauge and choreograph their various and changing 
physical positions in each scene, whilst simultaneously 
appearing to look directly at each other, thereby 
appearing to coexist and converse in the same space.

Diagram 2 – Technical Setup Plan  
for green-screen space. 



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  
1 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 Video light - Neewer 1320 LED Video Light  
1 x Camera/light stands - set of two, 2.1 metre high 
1 x Camera mount - SMALLRIG Panoramic Ballhead 
2 x T-Stand with 2 metre crossbar 
2 x Green-Screen, 2 metre width x 4 metre length  
1 x Set of 10 screen clamps 
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The 25-minute performance Where are the children? 
follows two mother characters as they lose and find 
one another in various locations, tidy away toys, 
converse, drink, dance, and repeat themselves. They 
discuss the intricacies of domestic chores, making  
lists, worrying and not worrying, self-confidence 
(or lack of it), semantics and verbal articulacy. 
Intermittently, they ask “Where are the children?”  
and note that it becomes “impossible to say where 
we are right now” as they move through continually 
changing virtual sets. 

The show begins in an empty room save for a TV set, 
which one character switches on to reveal a corridor 
(Image 10, pg.17). The two characters suddenly appear 
within that corridor, moving in and out of six doors 
and carrying toys, to the accompaniment of cheerful 
children’s music (Image 11, pg.17). This slows down to 
an eerie, sinister dirge as they realise one of them has 
disappeared. She suddenly reappears like a spectre, 
seemingly haunting the body of the other as their 
outlines and faces appear to merge (Image 8, pg.11). 
The optimal size of washing loads is discussed at 
absurdist length, as the corridor fills with piles of toys 
and their children appear: one ballet dancing, another 
playing in a full Batman costume, while a baby crawls 
around (Image 12, pg.18). Anna, in the foreground of 
another room pours a cup of tea for Gill, who is staring 
through a dinner hatch in the background, the illusion 
being created by the teapot’s tipping action above 
Gill’s outstretched cup, synchronised to pouring liquid 
sound effects (Image 13, pg.18).

Gill yawns, Anna asks if she’s boring her, and conflict 
begins to build. They find themselves miniaturised at 
either side of the TV monitor. They pull themselves 
into it (Image 14, pg.19), and find themselves at either 
side of large Gothic windows, where they drink wine 
and talk incessantly (Image 4, pg.7), and the subject 
turns to acts of betrayal. Anna becomes doubled 
with her live image and actions replicated in two 
windows, with one image twice the other’s size and 
upside down (Image 15, pg.19). Gill yawns, Anna asks 
again if she’s boring her and the scene changes to 
the corridor. Anna is outside in torrential rain and 
leans through a widow, tipping a toy watering can. 
Water rises ominously around Gill inside (Image 16, 
pg.20). The performances ends with Anna in the TV 
room watching Gill on the screen, in an increasingly 
desperate close-up as she is submerged by the water 
(Image 7, pg.9). Anna asks if she’s boring her, then 
switches the TV off. 

Video Recordings
Where are the children? by Pigeon Theatre - Trailer  
4 minutes mp4  
Watch here

Where are the children? by Pigeon Theatre - Performance  
25 minutes mp4   
Watch here

Pigeon Theatre – Residency PLAYLIST   
Watch here

Description and Analysis
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ChXUklVCkY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NAordYb_vfM
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLYv48Nnbs8H24bsTx4iKyyNpQRDYF8NZz
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Image 10
In an empty room, 
Gill switches on 
the television in the 
opening sequence 
of Where are the 
children?

Image 11
Gill (left) and Anna 
(right) walk in 
opposite directions 
as they repeatedly 
enter, cross the 
corridor, then exit 
through the doors 
carrying various 
children’s toys. 
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Image 12
As the corridor fills 
with piles of toys, 
a child performs a 
ballet dance in the 
background while a 
baby and a Batman-
costumed child play 
in the foreground. 

Image 13
Anna pours a cup of 
tea through a dinner 
hatch for a grateful Gill. 
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Image 14
Finding themselves 
miniaturised on the 
television console, 
the protagonists 
decide to attempt 
to get inside the TV, 
and succeed.

Image 15
A bemused Gill is 
confronted by two 
versions of Anna, 
one inverted and 
giant-sized.
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Image 16
As rain falls outside, 
Anna leans in 
through a window 
with a toy watering 
can to fill up the 
corridor with water. 



Evaluation
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Company Reflections
The company reflected that one of the most surprising 
and satisfying aspects of the project was that it led to 
a radical change from their usual style of performance. 
Where previously their work was grounded in place 
and the down-to-earth material realities of site-specific 
events, this production explored out-of-the-ordinary 
spaces, which took their aesthetic and theatrical point 
of view into a whole new direction. Anna reflected it 
opened up “new levels of imagination” with “a feeling 
of a kind of otherworldliness which is so completely 
opposite to any Pigeon show that we do normally, which 
is about being rooted in whatever space it’s in—you’re 
in a pub and you’re having a drink with somebody 
and that’s what that show is … [but] that sense of a 
kind of fantasy world where you’re not quite sure what 
is happening or who is who is a very different kind of 
content and approach to thinking about theatre.” 

The company felt that the different virtual set 
environments not only stimulated novel ideas but 
provided their essential narrative structure, which 
would never normally be their approach to scripting 
a performance. They noted how surprised they were 
with the levels of intimacy the system brought about, 
particularly when the two of them rehearsed alone 
without the research team being co-present. 

Evaluation
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As some dialogue was quick-fire between them, 
the time lag due to Internet connectivity at times 
unnaturally lengthened the gaps between the end of 
one actor’s speech and the beginning of the others. This 
affected timing and rhythm, and led to what they called 
a more “conscious and deliberate” acting style. This lack 
of precision was equally perceived as a disadvantage of 
some of the virtual sets, for example, the windows of the 
corridor, which Anna leans into from outside. When her 
body position was only slightly inaccurate, her limbs or 
head would breach and bleed beyond the edges of  
the window frames and come through the walls,  
spoiling the illusion. 

Pigeon Theatre reflected on how intense the working 
experience was, describing a 3-hour rehearsal in virtual 
space as equivalent to 9 hours in a physical studio. They 
noted the performance experience still felt like theatre 
(rather than television or anything else), since there is 
still a frame and a live audience, and the same nervous 
stage fright experienced as it begins; but it is also a 
“kind of isolated theatre experience, doing it into a 
void.” They concluded that following the lockdowns, the 
project “kickstarted” them, making them feel like “they 
were creatively alive again” and offering them “different 
ways of approaching work which is always exciting” and 
which they wish to repeat in the future.



Evaluation
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Key Takeaway Points
This was a successful project in terms of meeting the 
company’s objectives to begin working again within 
a lockdown context, and to expand their ideas and 
scope into new telematic/digital contexts. It culminated 
in a strong and engaging final performance. The 
research team believe its success was in part due to 
the company setting high ambitions for themselves, 
including developing a complete and densely worded 
script from scratch, as well as employing multiple virtual 
set designs and a range of visual effects. They were 
also able to rehearse and hone their performances 
in detail by arranging separate sessions beyond the 
regular 3-hour sessions with the research team, where 
the two of them could work alone and explore the 
virtual settings.

There were some technical issues that were resolved, 
including ensuring effective blackout of windows in 
their domestic spaces to provide consistent lighting. 
Other technical aspects worth noting include optimising 
the positioning of the greenscreen and the camera in 
relation to the size of home spaces, since one performer 
had very little room outside of the sides of the camera 
frame. This resulted in occasional limbs or body parts 
inadvertently appearing or remaining in the shot. 

Whilst the main focus of this research was to find ways 
of working remotely during lockdown situations, this 
residency demonstrated the value of remote home 
rehearsals for people with caring responsibilities. The 
two actors were able to rehearse and perform whilst 
their children were in the house with them, removing 
the need for sometimes difficult and/or costly childcare 
arrangements. This is no small benefit for many actors 
and performers, regardless of wider circumstances.

Research Team Reflections
The company adapted well and enthusiastically to the 
Telepresence Stage platform, which provided a space 
to create a more otherworldly type of show than their 
normal work. The project enabled them to develop some 
of their recurring themes such as identity and gender in 
significant new ways, and seemed ideally suited for their 
self-reflective, post-Brechtian style of theatre. In many of 
their works, they ‘break the fourth wall’ to confront their 
audience and remind them this is performance, and this 
occurred in fresh and interesting ways within the screen 
medium of Where are the children? 

At different points in the performance, Anna and 
Gill would, for example, wonder if their lengthy 
considerations of domesticity and motherhood were at 
all interesting to anyone, and turn accusingly to stare 
direct to camera and their audience. They refer to their 
script, and ‘losing’ it by forgetting a line, and question 
whether they are believable. Gill ends one humorous, 
volcanic monologue composed of small talk with the 
words “Small talk, why bother?” spoken to camera. 

But their witty musings on the mundane are 
metaphorical and migrate into philosophical realms, 
for example, when one discussion on the minutiae of 
washing becomes a conceptual discourse on “the 
cyclical nature of cleaning.” An Anna monologue 
showering Gill with compliments uses increasingly 
absurd similes to reach a type of sycophantic sublime 
before ending abruptly and harshly, leaving Gill to reflect 
that Anna is “not a pleasant drunk”. Gill later reflects: “all 
your words seem familiar to me and yet it’s as though 
they’ve been put together strangely, as if their final 
purpose were to cancel each other out … everything 
remains open and unending and faintly ridiculous.”



Contact
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