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Chapter 1

Setting the Stage

In July 2017, Information for/from Outsiders: Chronicles from Kashmir (IFF
Kashmir) had its premiere as a twenty-four hour long immersive, theatrical
experience. A piece that has been in development since 2013, as a collabora-
tion between myself and a Kashmiri theatre company, IFF Kashmir invited its
audiences to ‘live’ in our theatrical Kashmir for a day. In so doing, spectators
walked between different spaces across a sprawling campus and encountered
diverse narratives: narratives from less-mainstream voices; narratives that
were embodied using different aesthetic forms; narratives that invited dis-
tinctive degrees of engagement from the spectators. While I have written
about this work and its development in multiple other forums (Dinesh, 2015a;
Dinesh, 2015b; Dinesh, 2016a; Dinesh, 2016b; Dinesh, 2018a), there was one
question that all of us — creators and spectators alike — were left with when IFF
Kashmir’s twenty-four hour manifestation came to a close: why twenty-four
hours? What does duration ‘do’? What would the differences have been if the
piece — with similar content and aesthetics — had been staged as a more ‘con-
ventional’, two-hour, production? What difference does time make, in Immer-
sive Theatre?

The Memos Series

In 2016, Memos from a Theatre Lab was conceptualized as a series of publica-
tions in which I would conduct/ write about Immersive Theatre ‘experiments’
from the relatively safer context of New Mexico, where I am based for ten
months of the year. The findings from these experiments, I have stated from
the outset, are aimed at informing my work in Kashmir — understanding that
such exploratory work is much more difficult to implement in a context that
is in the throes of conflict.

The first work in this series, Memos from a Theatre Lab: Exploring What
Immersive Theatre “Does” (Memos #1; Dinesh, 2016¢) sought to understand
what Immersive Theatre ‘does’ differently than its more ‘conventional’ pro-
scenium counterpart, by analyzing responses from spectators and actors who
experienced the same content, in two different forms. As a result of Memos #1,
the following ideas emerged:
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that different kinds of empathy might be catalyzed in response to
these two different aesthetic forms (immersive and proscenium): a
more distanced empathy for spectators to the proscenium perfor-
mance; emotion-based empathy, which evoked autobiographical
memories, for spectators to the immersive performance

that, in an immersive experience, audience members are likely to be
drawn toward a sympathetic character in the performance, i.e. one
that references their experience in some way. This character would
embody the same power/ status as that of the spectator and provide
the audience member with insights into how they might navigate
their own experience

that different kinds of interest might be generated as a result of each
aesthetic form: situation-centered interest from the immersive expe-
rience; topic-centered interest from the more ‘conventional’ perfor-
mance. Situational interest is considered as being a state in which
participants respond to aspects that characterize a situation, like
novelty/ intensity. Topic interest, on the other hand, is a state in
which preference is exhibited toward the topic of the event in ques-
tion

that different kinds of cognitive processing might occur for actors
and spectators: conceptual processing as a result of the immersive
experience; associative processing as manifesting from the ‘conven-
tional’ performance. Conceptual organization occurs when items are
grouped according to a larger idea; associative processing is one in
which there is no (apparent) systematic modus operandi of categori-
zation

that a more systematic actor training methodology might be neces-
sary for immersive aesthetics

that there were a far greater variety of responses to the immersive
piece than its proscenium counterpart. This was observed in actors
and spectators’ responses to a question that sought to ascertain ‘re-
al-world’ solutions to the problems being addressed in the perfor-
mances. In this question, respondents were asked to rank four con-
cepts in terms of which one they saw as being most/ least important
in the ‘real world’, to address the global refugee crisis: Empathy, In-
formation, Activism, or Policy Reform

that there seemed to be a general sense of increased investment in
the immersive piece from its performers, compared to the interest
demonstrated by the actors in the proscenium show. This was evi-
denced by the ways in which the performances were spoken about,
in the interest expressed toward performing again, and a larger
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number of actors in the immersive piece who came to the follow up
sessions and made journal entries

e that there surfaced a potentially problematic judgment in how audi-
ence members’ participation in the immersive piece was perceived
as being ‘good’ or ‘better’ by actors. Audience members seemed to be
judged based on how much they spoke/ interacted with the per-
formers, without a critical awareness (from the performers) of the
cultural/ personal codes that might have shaped that individual’s
participation

e that there might be implications from there being personal relation-
ships between actors/ spectators/ spaces in an immersive event

The last finding formed the basis for Memos from a Theatre Lab: Spaces, Re-
lationships, and Immersive Theatre (Memos #2; Dinesh, 2018b), which ex-
plored the impact of pre-existing relationships between spaces and actors/
spectators in a form like Immersive Theatre. In this experiment, the same
immersive piece was staged in three different locations, with actors from the
College at which I teach (UWC). Each performance’s audience group was
composed of twelve spectators: six individuals from the UWC setting, and six
participants from outside the campus community. Furthermore, the perfor-
mance spaces were chosen such that one location was familiar to UWC spec-
tators but unfamiliar to non-UWC spectators; a second performance was at a
space unfamiliar to UWC spectators but familiar to non-UWC spectators; a
third performance took place at a location that was unfamiliar to both
groups. By collating post-performance data from actors and spectators,
Memos #2led to the following observations:

e that, among actors, spectators belonging to double outgroups vis-a-
vis institutional affiliation and age (non-UWC adults) were just as
likely (if not, occasionally, more likely) to be as well evaluated as au-
dience members who embodied double ingroup identities (UWC
students)

. that, amongst spectators,

o more members from the double outgroup (mon-UWC
adults) thought the actors were really engaging with their
responses

o double outgroup members were least likely to state that ac-
tors made them nervous

o double outgroup members were also most likely to say that
they felt complete freedom in the piece (compared to some
freedom)
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e that Immersive Theatre, as I use it, because of the intimacy it utilizes
between actors and spectators — heightens the possibilities for indi-
viduals’ implicit biases to shine through. Thus, necessitating per-
former training that explicitly leads to an uncovering of actors’ bias-
es

e that actors’ social distance from their spectators — as strangers, ac-
quaintances, friends, very good friends — seemed to impact the ex-
tent of expected/ unexpected responses/ actions that were viewed as
being favorable. ‘Good’ participation seemed to be framed by the
performers in very particular ways; based on who the spectator-
participants were. This is to say that for UWC spectators who were
better known to the actors, the standards for participation were dif-
ferent: influenced by prior knowledge that actors had about those
individuals’ personalities/ abilities. This might also be a potential
explanation for why UWC adults seemed to be less favorably evalu-
ated than non-UWC adults, since knowing the UWC adult specta-
tors’ personalities potentially overshadowed the performers’ age bi-
as. In Memos #2, as social distance increased, the desire for com-
pletely unexpected responses decreased. When completely unex-
pected responses did occur, the age of the spectator-participant be-
came the next mitigating factor that influenced the positive/ nega-
tive valence with which that response was evaluated. And, ultimate-
ly, because of the way in which Asylum was scripted, the intersec-
tions between social distance, the (un)expectedness of the action,
and the age of the spectator-participant determined the acceptance/
denial of the spectators’ asylum application within the frame of the
performance

e that actors’ responses to the space impacted their moods and subse-
quent performance quality, as a result, negatively impacting their
evaluations of spectators’ engagement. However, spectators were
likely to experience more comfort in the spaces that they knew and
there were more instances of complete freedom that were articulated
in these locations

In light of the above-mentioned observations from Memos #1 and Memos
#2, there were a number of avenues that I could have chosen for Memos #3.
Any and all of those choices, I daresay, would have resulted in considerations
beneficial to IFF Kashmir, to the Memos series, and in contributing toward
wider Immersive Theatre scholarship. However, ever since the initial decision
was made to craft IFF Kashmir as a twenty-four experience in 2016 — and
more so since the work’s execution in 2017 -- I knew what I wanted my next
Immersive Theatre experiment to be about. Time.
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The Framing

At the outset, it is important that I put forward a few framing ideas for Memos
#3; framing ideas that have also been seminal to Memos #1 and #2.

The first clarification I would like to make is that ‘Immersive Theatre’, as a
term, is one that is widely (and rightly) contested. However, while many of
these existing discussions are fascinating in their own right, they also lie out-
side the scope of this book. Therefore, when I use the term ‘Immersive Thea-
tre’, I refer to nothing more or less than my particular use of the form. That
said, despite this study being centered on one researcher-practitioner’s ap-
proach to immersive aesthetics, the ideas that are discussed and proposed in
these pages have much wider applications. Readers of this book are invited,
and encouraged, to draw parallels between the various considerations that
are presented in this book, and their own approach to/ understanding of,
Immersive Theatre.

My approach to Immersive Theatre lies in inviting spectators to ‘become’
someone else for the duration of their time in the theatrical experience. In IFF
Kashmir, for example, spectators are asked to develop ‘Outsider’ characters
for themselves: they are asked to create a real/ fictional profile of an outsider
to Kashmir and are asked to remain in that character for the twenty-four
hours that they spend with us. In a similar vein, Asylum — the work that has
formed the basis of the Memos series thus far — asks its spectators to become
asylum-seekers for the duration of their experience. This requirement of
stepping into the shoes of an Other lies at the heart of my approach to Im-
mersive Theatre; an approach that is also hinged on drawing in narratives
related to current, global socio-political events; an approach that, in addition,
seeks to foster pedagogical outcomes for myself, my co-creators, and our
spectators.

The second clarification that I need to make is that Memos #3, like its pre-
ceding counterparts, does not pretend to offer formulaic answers for ques-
tions surrounding Immersive Theatre. The experiments that I conduct -- as a
function of the resources that I have, both financially and in terms of time --
engage a small group of participants. As such, it would be disingenuous of me
to claim that considerations that emerge from my work with a small group of
people in northern New Mexico can be directly applied to my own work in IFF
Kashmir, let alone the projects of other practitioners and researchers. What I
do aim for these experiments to provide, however, is a ‘conceptual bridge'": a
bridge between my experiments in New Mexico and the work that I do in
Kashmir; a bridge between my musings, and the work that the readers of this
book might be engaged with. I make this clarification since, at some points in
this book, I do turn to numerical information to consider emergent concepts
from the data; I do use language that might belong in a more ‘conventional’
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