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Company Summary
Red Ladder is a radical theatre company with 45 years 
of history. The company is acknowledged as one of 
Britain’s leading national touring companies producing 
new theatre, contributing to social change and global 
justice. Red Ladder is funded by Arts Council England 
and by Leeds City Council. Founded in 1968 in London, 
the company has a colourful history rooted in the 
radical socialist theatre movement in Britain known 
as agitprop. Born into an era of riots, demonstrations 
and revolts, Red Ladder has grown up, kicking and 
screaming, into the 21st Century, where it continues to  
fight, to entertain, and to agitate in as equal measures 
as possible. Their work now tours the UK playing in 
theatre studios and alongside this they take the same 
high-quality touring shows into community spaces  

to engage audiences in non-theatre venues such as 
working men’s clubs, community centres, public houses, 
trades union conferences and galas. Red Ladder’s work 
aims to tell the stories of struggle and reach audiences 
who feel they have no voice on British stages.

www.redladder.co.uk

http://www.redladder.co.uk/
http://www.redladder.co.uk/
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Residency Summary
This residency was configured within the Research 
and Development phase for Red Ladder Theatre 
Company’s new production, TAXI. The show was 
based around the experiences of a taxi driver in Leeds, 
portraying issues of mental health and the fragility of 
society. The company intended to combine live stage 
performances with digital elements, to create a world 
in which strange and surreal events could happen in a 
believable way around the physical actors. They used 
the Telepresence Stage residency to experiment with 
the technology as a possible way to achieve this.

The residency consisted of two afternoons of practical 
workshopping with the research team, topped and 
tailed with an introductory session and a debriefing 
discussion. The Red Ladder group arrived at the  

workshops with a prepared script and ideas for a 
series of “shots” or camera angles, in a manner and 
approach reminiscent of a television or film production. 
The entire scene took place in a car, involving dialogue 
and interaction between a taxi driver and their 
passenger in the back seat of the car. The group 
experimented with this scene over the two workshops, 
trying out different techniques and approaches. They 
produced a 3-minute version of the scene for the final 
residency performance.

The Red Ladder residency differs from others in the 
Telepresence Stage project, as the company brought 
considerable experience of working in television and 
film as well as live theatre. Their use of techniques from 
these contexts opened up some fertile areas for  
further experimentation.



Company Engagement
Red Ladder’s aim in their production of TAXI was to 
blend reality and fantasy to make the audience question 
their perceptions of reality. They were interested in 
exploring how the Telepresence Stage might enable 
them to incorporate elements of surrealism or graphic 
novel aesthetics into the live stage environment. They 
wanted to know whether the technology could embellish, 
amplify or complicate the audience’s perceptions of 
liveness within the theatre context. They were also 
interested in the actors’ experiences, and whether actors 
in different spaces would still be able to relate to each 
other in human, physical, visceral ways. Overall, Red 
Ladder prides itself in its high production values, which 
its audiences have come to expect, so it was important 
to them for the digital elements to blend into a smooth, 
polished live stage performance. 

The company held the practical workshops in two rooms 
in the same building, so that they could experiment with 
remote locations whilst also being able to meet physically 
if they needed. This decision was made for practical 
purposes as the group had limited time to devote to the 
residency due to their production deadlines. 

The company members working on the  
residency and TAXI performance were: 

Matthew Lewney – Actor (Taxi Driver)

Stefania Pinato – Actor (Lily)

Rod Dixon – Artistic Director 

Andrea Heaton – Writer

Adam Foley – Video and Lighting Designer

Tom Blackband – Technical Manager

Telepresence Stage – Red Ladder Theatre Company 6

“ We wanted the audience 
to experience or question 
what their understanding 
of reality is, and present to 
them the feeling that they’d 
either entered a film or even 
more fantastically entered 
a graphic novel … to such a 
high quality so the audience 
actually couldn’t quite 
believe their eyes” 
 
Rod Dixon, Red Ladder Theatre 
Company’s Artistic Director

Red Ladder Theatre Company
January 2022
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Ideas and Experiments
The Red Ladder group commenced the residency with 
a prepared script and a set of virtual camera angles, 
similar to how they would approach rehearsals for 
television or film. They wanted the angles to change 
throughout the scene, as they felt that a single angle 
would lose the audience’s interest. The prepared 
angles included views from the front of the driver and 
passenger (Images 1 and 2; pg 8), the passenger side 
door (Image 3; pg.9), into the rear-view mirror (Images 13 
to 15; pg.18-19), and of the rear passenger seat (Images 
4 and 5; pg.9-10). Background footage was recorded 
from a car driving in Leeds. Changes between viewing 
angles were used to add movement and dynamics to 
the otherwise static action. This choice produced some 
interesting results that brought a televisual style to the 
final performance, although the frequent changes of 
viewing angle created some challenges for the actors in 
maintaining eyelines between them. They worked with 
“spots” or points where they would look to recreate the 
illusion repeatedly, although sometimes this was difficult 
as small changes in seating positions could create 
inconsistencies. Over the course of the workshops, 
the group reduced the number of angle changes by 
approximately one third to reduce the variables whilst 
still maintaining the televisual aesthetic. The choice 
to work closely to a script with set angles over a short 
period of time reduced the opportunity for exploring the 
possibilities of the medium and improvising creatively. 
However, there were some moments of playfulness 
between “takes” (Image 3; pg.9).

As in other residencies, the Red Ladder group wanted 
to pass an object between the remote performers. The 
passenger (Stefania Pinato) passed a note to the driver 
(Matthew Lewney) (Images 7 to 9; pg.15-16). The actors 
found the most effective way to do this was for the 
object to be exchanged out of view. First Pinato held up 
the paper and moved it forwards and down out of shot, 
then Lewney reached behind him out of shot and lifted 
the paper into view to look at it. 



Image 1
Adam Foley (left) 
sits in the driver’s 
seat while Tom 
Blackband (right) sits 
in the rear seat to 
calibrate their scale.

Red Ladder Theatre Company
January 2022
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Image 2
Stefania Pinato (right) 
indicates where 
Matthew Lewney (left) 
should stop the taxi. 



Image 3
In a playful moment, 
two pairs of feet 
appear in the car 
boot behind Stefania 
Pinato’s seat.

Red Ladder Theatre Company
January 2022

Image 4
Adam Foley (left) and 
Tom Blackband (right) 
sit in the rear seats of 
the taxi to arrange the 
shots and angles. 
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Image 5
Rod Dixon 
discusses camera 
positions whilst 
sitting in the taxi.

Red Ladder Theatre Company
January 2022
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Performance
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The Red Ladder Theatre Company used their own existing 
resources for the purposes of the residency. The only 
additional equipment they required were large green-
screens and backdrop stands. They opted to use their own 
video cameras and capture cards, rather than webcams, 
connected directly to desktop computers in each space. 
They also provided their own lighting. However, they 
used two different types of lighting; older incandescent 
bulbs and newer fluorescent lamps. This created 
unwanted colour temperature differences between the 
two spaces, making one image appear cold and the 
other warm. On reflection, using the same type of lights 
and temperature in both spaces is highly advisable. The 
company also wanted to set up their connection between 
two rooms in the same location in order to combine the 
telepresence workshop with the development of their 
staged production. However, one of the rooms was a very 
large empty space, which created significant room echo. 
This was partly rectified by using a rifle-microphone for 

a directional response, but the different acoustics and 
sound quality between the two rooms was noticeable. 
The problem could have been resolved by using a smaller 
room with carpets, furniture/ objects and curtains or 
drapes to reduce unwanted room echo effects.

Similarly to previous residencies, the Red Ladder 
Theatre Company residency was completed using the 
vMix system www.vmix.com, a software vision mixer 
that provides a complete Telepresence Stage solution, 
incorporating videoconference communications (vMix 
Call) with video mixing and chromakeying effects. Using 
a Google Chrome browser and vMix Call website https://
advanced.vmixcall.com, the two actors, situated in 
their separate spaces in Leeds 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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http://www.vmix.com
https://advanced.vmixcall.com
https://advanced.vmixcall.com


Participants Technical Setup

Diagram 2 – Green-screen studio setup instructions for 
each remote performer: Green-screen backdrop and 
stand, video lights, video camera, computer, ethernet 
connection and TV screen. 
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Equipment and Materials

The hardware and software used for the  
vMix operator in Brighton included:
1 x Software: vMix PRO version 24.0.0.72

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

The hardware, software and green-screen equipment 
for each performer included: 
1 x Desktop PC (Windows 10) and screen

1 x Google Chrome: https://advanced.vmixcall.com 

1 x 24” LCD HD TV

1 x Video camera and capture card/device 

2 x Video lights (incandescent / fluorescent)

1 x Camera stand, 2.1 metre high

1 x Rifle-microphone

1 x Backdrop stand with 3 metre crossbar

1 x Green-Screen, 3 metre width x 6 metre length 

Telepresence Stage – Red Ladder Theatre Company 14



Description and Analysis

Image 6
The taxi driver 
(Matthew Lewney) 
thinks out loud.

Image 7
The passenger 
(Stefania Pinato) holds 
up a piece of paper 
with an address on it.
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Description and Analysis

Image 8
The passenger passes 
the paper to the driver. 

Image 9
The driver looks at the 
address on the paper. 

Telepresence Stage – Red Ladder Theatre Company 16



Description and Analysis

Image 10
The taxi driver  
drives the passenger 
through Leeds.

Image 11
The driver talks to 
the passenger whilst 
looking at her in the 
rear-view mirror. 
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Description and Analysis

Image 12
The passenger looks 
out of the window 
in contemplation as 
they travel.

Image 13
A close-up of the rear-
view mirror shows 
both driver and 
passenger as they 
look at each other.
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Description and Analysis

Image 14
Close-up of the rear-
view mirror shows 
both driver and 
passenger as the 
passenger looks away.

Image 15
Close-up of the rear-
view mirror shows both 
driver and passenger 
as the passenger points 
to where she wants the 
driver to stop.
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Description and Analysis

Image 16
A shot from outside 
the car shows the 
passenger talking 
to the driver.

Image 17
The passenger sits 
on the rear seat 
and introduces 
herself as “Lily”. 
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The final outcome of this residency took the form of a 
3-minute performance, in which a taxi driver takes a 
passenger on a journey that ends in a philosophical 
discussion about the journey of life. The action 
remains static, with the driver in the front seat behind 
the steering wheel and the passenger sitting on the 
rear seat, while the images outside the car give the 
impression of driving along a road in Leeds. Different 
arrangements of the digital scenery result in the visual 
effect of various camera angles and shots in the 
format and style of a television or film production. 

The performance opens with a close-up of the driver’s 
face as he talks about an unusual woman who takes 
a taxi ride with him almost every weekend (Image 6; 
pg.15). As he describes picking her up and dropping 
her off at her destination, the viewing angle widens 
to reveal the passenger in the rear seat of the car 
behind the driver. He mentions that she always gives 
him an address on a slip of paper, at which point the 
woman leans forward and passes a piece of paper to 
the driver (Images 7 to 9; pg.15-16). The viewing angle 
pulls back so that the whole car is shown driving along 
the road (Image 10; pg.17). After a few moments of 
silence, the passenger strikes up a conversation with 
the driver, and the viewing angle changes so that the 
driver’s eyes can be seen in the rear-view mirror as he 
replies (Image 11; pg.17). The passenger makes another 
comment, this time seen through the side window of 
the car (Image 12; pg.18). As the conversation becomes 
more intense, the angle changes again to show the 
driver’s eyes and the passenger, both reflected in the 
rear-view mirror (Images 13 and 14; pg.18-19). Suddenly 
the passenger indicates that she wants the car to stop 
(Image 15; pg.19) and the car slows and halts. The view 
switches to the front of the car again, as the passenger 
introduces herself as “Lily” (Image 16; pg.20). As she 
speaks her final line, the view changes to show only 
the passenger on the back seat (Image 17; pg.20): “Our 
journeys have changed just by meeting each other, 
don’t you think?”

Video Recordings
TAXI by Red Ladder Theatre Company - Performance 
3 minutes mp4 
Watch here

Red Ladder Theatre Company - Residency PLAYLIST 
Watch here

Description and Analysis
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https://youtu.be/PSm0EQO-t00
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLYv48Nnbs8H1YmO2AgYEAIoSpWNPX9J0S


Evaluation
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Company Reflections
The Red Ladder group approached this residency as 
an opportunity to explore creative ideas for their new 
theatre production TAXI. They had specific notions 
about what they wanted to achieve, which was to use 
the Telepresence Stage technology to supplement 
the development of a stage show, providing ways to 
introduce surreal elements so seamlessly that “the 
audience wouldn’t quite believe their eyes” (Director, 
Rod Dixon). They were interested in smooth integration 
between the technology and the live performance. 
They felt strongly that high production values were 
important for the digitally literate audiences of today, 
who are used to Hollywood-standard CGI. Rod Dixon 
explained, “My job is to compete with Netflix”, to 
persuade people to get off their sofas and go out to the 
theatre. Dixon said that the Telepresence Stage offered 
an exciting element of “liveness” for remote work, but 
he believed there were too many variables to provide 
the repeatable slickness of performance that he 
wanted for TAXI. Actor Matthew Lewney also felt that 
repeatability was an issue, as even very small changes 
in positioning could throw out eyelines, making it hard 
for him to produce consistently completely believable 
eye contact with his fellow actor.

Evaluation
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The Research team asked Rod Dixon about how Red 
Ladder had continued to develop performances during 
the pandemic. Dixon explained that they had tried filming 
three of their productions on stage and streaming them, 
“like a poor man’s NT Live”. However, the company had 
found this unsatisfactory as the result was neither a stage 
show nor a film, and they felt that people would rather 
watch Netflix. Instead they had moved to audio work, 
offering podcasts followed by a high-quality audio series 
based on a play. They had felt that their high production 
values could be supported in audio-only work, whereas 
they could not manage it to their satisfaction with visuals. 



Research Team Reflections
The Red Ladder residency had a different approach 
to the other residencies in the Telepresence Stage 
Project, as the company wanted to integrate the 
technology into a live theatre production rather than 
doing an online-only performance. Other important 
factors were the group’s experiences of working in 
television and film, and their strong emphasis on high 
quality broadcast production values coupled with 
reliable repeatability. 

Reflecting on this residency, the Research team felt 
that the group’s television and film experience may 
have been more limiting than enriching for the creative 
process. The group arrived having already blocked 
out the script with virtual camera angles, intending to 
realise it fairly quickly and moving forward. They chose 
not to spend time experimenting with and getting to 
know the telepresence medium and how it works for 
the performers. The assumptions they brought from 
television and film did not match in some respects, so 
they struggled with eyelines and they found the spatial 
orientations awkward. However, the use of multiple 
viewing angles and combinations of close-up and 
wider “shots” did prove effective at bringing dynamics 
and movement to an otherwise static scene. Overall, 
though, it took longer to get the polished performance 
that the group wanted to achieve, which they found 
a little frustrating. This experience highlighted for the 
Research team the importance of experimenting 
with the Telepresence Stage before making decisions 
about how to use it, in order to understand and make 
best use of its particular qualities.  

Evaluation
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The “suspension of disbelief” was an important part of 
what the Red Ladder group was trying to achieve, as 
it had been for Creation Theatre (see their residency 
case study for details). However, Red Ladder wanted 
to confuse the audience in a theatre show, making 
the digital elements seem “real” enough to affect the 
audience’s perceptions of reality. This required smooth, 
seamless integration of technology into a live physical 
performance. By contrast, Creation Theatre work 
purely in live streamed online performance. For them, 
the glitchy surprises of working with the Telepresence 
Stage added to the audience’s experiences by 
highlighting that the screen-based performance 
was NOT pre-recorded, but was happening live 
as they watched it. The different residencies in 
the Telepresence Stage Project highlight different 
approaches and ways of using the technology, but 
perhaps the most important takeaway point is that 
companies need to understand this medium and how 
it differs from other media in order to make effective 
creative use of it.



Evaluation

Key Takeaway Points
1. Working with the Telepresence Stage system is not the 
same as working with television or film. It is essential that 
companies working for the first time with this system 
allow at least a short period of experimentation in order to 
become familiar with the opportunities that it offers, and 
to prevent assumptions that could be counterproductive 
to creativity. The residency case studies in our project are 
also useful places to learn about the creative possibilities 
of the system.

2.  Using “spots” or markers to line up eyelines between 
performers can be useful, but allow for some movement 
in those markers to accommodate slight changes in 
positioning due to the “liveness” of the medium.

3.  Changes in viewing angle can give the impression of 
camera editing, adding dynamics and movement to an 
otherwise static scene in a similar way to television or film.

4.  Passing objects between remote participants can be 
done simply but convincingly if the object is in view as 
much of the time as possible but is just out of view at the 
point where it changes between hands.

5.  Use the same types of lighting in all remote locations 
and at the same colour temperature (Daylight Kelvin 
Value: 5600K) to avoid noticeably differences between 
lighting conditions and colours.

6.  Be aware of acoustics and echo, particularly when 
using large spaces. To avoid unwanted natural echo, try 
to use rooms with carpets, furniture/ objects and curtains 
or drapes to reduce unwanted room echo effects. 
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Contact
www.telepresencestage.org
telepresencestage@brighton.ac.uk


