 "Art exists that one may recover the sensation of life: it exists to make one
                         feel things.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
                                         (Victor Shklovsky)                                                                                                                                                                               
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TARODY: A SITE-SPECIFIC PERFORMANCE


We were given the task of creating a collaborative site-specific piece of performance in Swansea; Tarody.

“Site-specific work takes things a stage beyond the simple staging of a theatre work in an odd location and seeks a whole new form of work in theatrical terms. That new form of work is composed of three integral and active elements: 1 the performance; 2 the place; 3 the public. And it is the deep engagement of these three elements that constitute site specific works.” (McLucas, 1993 cited in Pearson, 2010, p37)

Site-specific performance relates to a performance that manifests as a response to a site. The conventional structure of a purpose-built theatre is eliminated, and the performance is tailor-made and performed in a location or locations. The site becomes the protagonist for the performance. The audience is fundamental, and their response is equally important to the whole practice. The power of site-specific performance is unique to the site and undoubtedly immeasurable as the site may already hold meaning to the audience and the performance is live in the midst of everyday happenings. 

Alongside the development of a site-specific performance, we were given a defining concept which lies parallel to this process and that was the twenty-two Major Arcana from the Thoth Tarot Cards created by Alistair Crawley.
This additional concept arching the site-specific performance, was mapped by the public’s engagement in a Tarot reading, that led them, the audience, to designated places in Swansea, wherein a representation of their reading was connected to the spatial environment and the performance unfolded. In conjunction with these concepts the lens of current political issues was layered, crafting a rich and weighty hybrid of elements to initiate the project.

In learning and exploring the nature of site-specific performance, phenomenology naturally manifested as the principle element that initially guided the devising and creative process of the performance Tarody.  This was expressed through the body in relationship to the environment, architecture and found objects on several visits to varying locations in Swansea. This approach was influenced by reading the chapter ‘Models and Approaches’ in Mike Pearson’s book ‘Site-Specific Performance.’ (2010).

“Your sensual engagement is phenomenological. The emphasis is on bodily contact, corporeality, embodiment: body and environment fold into and co-construct each other through a series of practices and relations” (Wylie, 2007 cited in Pearson 2010, p29) 

Phenomenology specifically in site work relates to the experience of approaching the site through the senses and responding. The connection of body and location combines organically, and a narrative may appear. Similarly, Victoria Hunter states:

‘I want to consider phenomenology as an experiential phenomenon reliant upon the conscious presence of the individual in space, resulting in a human lived experience of that space.’ (Hunter, 2005) 

This again is suggesting that the response to site through the body is an honest and live correlation between one’s self and the space.
My personal response to site compelled me to trespass, explore, climb, to immerse myself in the surroundings and reclaim these spaces. I experienced an abandonment and a freedom in my phenomenological explorations.
In each site the phenomenological experience through explorative play and the sites themselves started to present meanings. These metaphors and interpretations responded to the spatial and urban landscapes and instigated material and physicality in the performance.

                               A Phenomenological Exploration of the Sites in Swansea


                                  [image: ]     
Feral Site. Found objects here became bargaining items in a Trade Negotiation Deal.

            [image: ]                           [image: ]
            Feral Site. The sand bag, a refugee boat.                Tower Site. Proposed ability and                  
                                                                                                                        disability.
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Tapestri Site. The physical contact with the architecture developed into the final performance         
                                                          
 
My responses did not oblige to the social conventions of the site necessarily. Response is also termed as the ‘Inner Rule’ (Wilkie, 2003) and refers to the personal response of the performer to site. My own responses and the diversity of responses from other members of the Tarody Company revealed the numerous possibilities of the relationship between site and performer. 

The other characteristics and approaches to site-specific work include investing in the historical account, the cultural influence and the politics of place. I researched our locations but found it challenging to integrate my findings as the work already had a strong outline of concepts to navigate its course. Throughout the process I was keenly aware that these
elements of site were missing. In future site-specific work I will endeavour to incorporate these factors.

Through the phenomenological exploration of Swansea, I was particularly attracted to the seemingly disused, abandoned and littered spaces in the city; the Feral site and the Tower site, as they are not on the tourist trail and do not bear the face of modernism. They are not frequented and leave little appeal and attraction. But take time to be in the presence of these spaces and a wealth of life unfolds to be interpreted. Who, how, why? 

“Through our passage, movements, moments, actions, encounters we constantly mark our material surroundings. These are the authentic traces of the performance of everyday life: the result of routine, tradition, habit, accident, event, social ritual, of long-term evolution and unconnected short-term ruptures and singularities, of nearness, of dwelling.” (Pearson, 2010, p43)

These traces have been coined as “an archaeology of us” (ibid)

In connecting to the littered Feral Site, I witnessed a record of events, a lingering of the layers of time, ‘an archaeology of us’, and an interpretation to be embroidered. Another aspect of site-specific work in relation to ‘an archaeology of us’, that interests me, is that as performers we have also left an imprint of traces of movement on the sites, and as performers we have also left an impression, etching into the minds of all that have witnessed either the public development or finale performance in these chosen sites leaving another association.

‘Each occupation, or traversal, or transgression of space offers a reinterpretation of it, even a rewriting. Thus, space is often envisaged as an aggregation of layered writings – a palimpsest.’ (Turner, 2004)  

The definition of palimpsest here refers to the layering of another event: the performance in the space, layering itself upon the already existing place as it presently stood and re-writing its perceived notion and function. In transforming the site into a performance space, a new layering of identity for the site is formed and I find this creatively liberating as performance artist.
 

The phenomenological experience is not for the artist alone, it is shared with the audience, their sensual experience is of great importance in site-specific work.
In Jo Newman’s paper ‘The Phenomenology of the Non-Theatre Sites on Audience,’ (2012) she analyses this important relationship that site-specific performance has to offer an audience. 

“In performances like Eat Your Heart Out, the audience can break away from the same act of watching which they encounter daily on various digital screens, and develop a phenomenological awareness of their own living, breathing existence within the surrounding live performance event which they perceive through their bodily senses.” (Newman, 2012)

Similarly, the site-specific nature of ‘Tarody’ led the audience on a promenade experience that engaged their bodies and senses through a section of Swansea, the hustle of traffic and workmen, the bustle of pedestrians, wet weather conditions, the sites and the performance itself all delivering a distinctive and individual awareness and encounter for the audience. 
From the feedback of audience members, I can gauge that site-specific performance has the ability to open up the perception of the individual by creating an awareness of their environment and actively and acutely bringing their awareness into the present. Suddenly everything may possibly be part of the performance narrative. One audience member stated:

‘A man walked through with his dog and said, ‘I’ve got tinnitus’, it took me a minute to realise this was not part of the performance.’

Intentionally or unintentionally as a live event, every detail that is experienced becomes the performance for the audience, and the performer alike. I deeply appreciate the unpredictable nature and unique experience that site-specific work can offer to an audience. Another audience member stated:

‘I watched the Art Card section of the performance in The Glynn Vivian Gallery through the reflection of a glass table display cabinet, it seemed as if you were all performing in the curved sphere of a clear bowl.’ 
This strongly suggests that the relationship between site-specific performance and the audience is limitless and a dynamic practice for sharing theatre.
My own relationship with the audience as the ‘Fortune Teller’ guide, was driven with a skeleton script and improvised, as were the sketches at the Feral and Tapestri sites. I felt there were moments of innovation in connecting to audience members, and these were then integrated into other showings. In a promenade situation, holding the space and engaging the audience whilst ensuring their safety is an all-encompassing task, but I would deem that I embraced this with creative enthusiasm and competence.
     [image: ]                   [image: ]    
A strong learning curve throughout the creative process was the interplay and dialog between physicality, text and space. 
This transpired into my awareness through exploration in improv, devising script narrative and predominately through feedback and subsequent investigation through literature. It provoked me to question what is relevant, what requires space and prominence? When is it necessary for text and what is it that you want to emphasise? When do you allow the text to become physicality or symbolism and allow it to speak for itself and to be interpreted? 
It came to my attention the need to provide the audience with the space to live through their own experience of the work, to find their own meaning. 

           “We do not go to the theatre to understand but to experience.” (Houben)          
          
The experience of site-specific performance for an audience member, as mentioned earlier through their phenomenological involvement, leaves no room for passive engagement and likewise in communicating a visual and spatial practice for the audience, the audience can enhance the significance of the narrative through their own experience.

 “Presenting something which uses an essentially visual language to an audience          activates a certain part of the brain and puts them into a more meditative and reflective mood of reception.” (Callery, 2001, p189)
 
I am reminded that as a theatre-maker the consideration in creating contemporary performances and the method of its deliverance is for the purpose of the audience. It is the balance between visually, verbally and spatially sharing your intention with the work and acknowledging the audiences creative and individual perception. 
On reflection I came to see that performance is a sharing and a relationship with the audience, not a soap box to shout from. 
Originally in creating text narratives for sites, I followed my instinct to directly and literally inform, somewhat like a comedian who is straight forward. As an artist I desire to share work that may offer another opinion and satire presents itself as the perfect tool to influence people. Performance as a platform can be suggestive in making a difference without appearing self-righteous.
I realised that the texts I was creating were edgy, but I found them to be powerful and considered that the audience would welcome and value the truth as I expressed it. But it was brought to my attention that a cloaked version that drew on subtlety would allow for audience reflection, and that through image theatre and semiotics the translation and intention would be gathered and absorbed and personalised. In the Feral site there were moments of stillness with shapes that represented basic human needs, and on reflection I consider these to be some of the stronger images that defined that scene.               

                                                      [image: ]
Similarly, I came to understand that one word can hold more strength than a sentence.
This new-found understanding allowed the fruits of my ideas to bear maturity.
Throughout the conception and expression of this work the shaping and reshaping of the work has been an ongoing journey. 
The scripted text such as ‘They were your bombs’ at the Feral site that represented border control was edited to ‘Safety.’

                                     [image: ]

The text from Tapestri, that originally began with ‘Our beloved Queenie whom came from a royal vagina, which instantly means privilege, opulence and entitlement’ was reshaped into a scenario about queen bees and drone workers in a hive.

                                     [image: ]

Initially I thought I was negotiating my artistic autonomy and integrity, but I came to realise in this collaborative piece it was the direction to pursue and made for a stronger piece of theatre. The experience of working within a collaborative project with many objective eyes increased the refining of the shape of Tarody.

“As the nature and form of the material clarifies it can be refined and edited. This means viewing the work with an outside eye and testing intention against what is actually there. `this is a moment for eliminating unnecessary material and selecting certain ideas to investigate more deeply, maintaining a sense of how far the material needs to be pushed in order to yield its potential and to come through to an audience.” (Tufnell & Crickmay, 1990, p200) 
 
Throughout the creative rehearsal process in shaping ‘Tarody’, the returning questions were asked; ‘Does this follow the intention of the piece? Does this read to an audience? From this clarification whole physical phrases were reshaped in the Tower site, as the connection to the intention of ability and disability were lost.     

                                    [image: ]



Within the Feral Trade Negotiations, I received feedback that the text was falling flat and read as canned. I believe this is through the repetition of rehearsal. As the nature of this scene was improvisation with the audience, to solve this problem occurring in the performance, I gathered additional random objects that layered the site and assembled them to the front, so as use them as live improvised tools on impulse, to generate fresh text as a performance method in itself, keeping the game alive. From this came, what I consider to be an inventive narrative, in trading ‘popular 1970’s Tupperware that was good with the ladies.’ I do not have a current solution to keeping rehearsed text live, outside of being conscious of energetically maintaining the intention, but I feel as a performer this is a skill I need to develop. 





The different places that we used for site where all unique unto themselves and predominantly occupied with physical and visual performances that corresponded to site, which gave the performance as a whole, diversity. We also had to consider the relative distance between performance and audience. The narrative of my fortune teller from across the street accompanied the moving visual instillations in the Alex windows.

[image: ]


                             [image: ]


The volume of the space in the Glynn Vivian Art Gallery hugely impacted and dictated the visual nature of this section of the performance and responded to the specific nature of the site and the intended audience viewing. The corresponding quality of the beautiful art work of the cards in the Art Gallery paralleled this site considerably.
 
                                                         [image: ]
 


My greatest challenge within this work was securing a character for the fortune teller: the host Tarot Card reader who guided the audience from site to site and narrated the tarot reading and performance. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In developing the fortune teller character, I researched the terminology used by tarot readers. A significant source of expressions was derived from the book ‘Animal Cards.’ (Sams, 1999) I believe this investment alongside my own interplay endorsed the development of this character.
My initial character response was to juxtapose the stereotypical floaty voice of this character with a London accent, but I was directed to assume a floaty, mystical quality. I trawled through You Tube, but in general I found the average characterless American tarot card reader, I discovered ‘Mystic Meg,’ (Mystic Meg, 2015) and I was not inspired. I endlessly attempted to create a floaty character, but I found I could not embody this and the superficiality was sickening to bear.
In playfully endeavouring to find this character within myself, I naturally found ‘Tia Dalma.’ (Pirates of the Caribbean, 2006) In her I found a rhythm and inflection of voice quality that engaged me and allowed for a larger than life commedia style character. Unfortunately, this was three days before the performance and the time available to immerse myself in her sound vibration lacked the necessary time needed.  Within the performance I did not always maintain this voice quality, but I am positive that in terms of the period of time before the show this was the most engaging option for myself and the audience alike. I will strive to take this voice quality forward in our upcoming performance of Tarody.
An added consideration to this character was the cultural appropriation of accent. I persuaded myself that character acting is essentially about taking on another identity. My intention was to cause no offense, but I can appreciate that I have appropriated to benefit and enrich my own performance quality.
This weighed on me as the debate on cultural appropriation in the arts is widespread, as in other circles. 

‘Not since the pre-modern era has there been so much energy devoted to the micro-regulation of people’s appearances and behaviour. Charging movie stars, singers and celebrities with cultural appropriation has become a regular feature of the 21st century entertainment landscape’ (Furedi, 2016)

My personal belief respectfully is that you cannot own culture in this postmodern time, worldwide influences are interwoven into the fabric of the modern world and our personalities and preferences all have influences and a back story. I recognise these as our global evolving identities, and I strongly believe that art and expression should not be controlled and rendered intellectual property. 


During this module, I have viewed this work as a professional collaborative project. I have been inspired and I believe it has effectively allowed me to develop as a performer in terms of collaboration, devising technique, and through my own phenomenological exploration and research given a substantial insight into the nature of site-specific performance.
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