
PREFACE

This book was written mostly during 2018, looking back across roughly 
the first two decades of the twenty-first century. I attempt to chart particu-
lar historical and geographical coordinates in the first chapter. However, 
my choice of focus on science in performance has a lot to do with my 
own desire to reflect on a range of practices I encountered in some form 
from 2001 onwards. At the turn of the century, I was involved in a range 
of work exploring the potential of theatre in intercultural communication 
and language learning. It was on the basis of this experience, reflecting 
widespread beliefs that cultural and disciplinary differences have some 
similarities, that I was employed in 2002 by the medical research charity, 
the Wellcome Trust, to develop a strand of work linking some of the 
charity’s emerging support for science and arts collaborations with a par-
ticular strategy attempting to reimagine young people’s science educa-
tion for the twenty-first century. With my own interests in what was 
coming to be known as applied theatre, I was intrigued to explore what 
might happen when dialogical approaches to theatre and education met 
the hard facts of science.

In many ways this was a slightly daunting proposition. I had no par-
ticular science educational background. I had some sense of the geogra-
phies and histories of young people’s theatre in the UK, but not all of my 
overtures with different companies and practitioners working in this 
field went well. Some of those with backgrounds in theatre-in-education, 
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theatre of the oppressed or other related practices were suspicious of 
offers of collaboration or potential funding for a combination of under-
standable overlapping philosophical and ideological reasons. This had 
partly to do with concerns about instrumental use of the arts in general 
within education. There were associated fears that accepting funding 
from a medical or scientific charity might come with pressure to make 
work that was ‘didactic’ or ‘message-driven’. Some had suspicions about 
the corporate agenda of the Wellcome Trust set up from the will of 
Sir Henry Wellcome and linked in many people’s minds with the phar-
maceutical companies that also carried his name.

I was reassured though by the precedent that already existed. One of the 
first companies I met, Y Touring, discussed at length in Chapter 4, had 
both strong roots in theatre-in-education and also an already impressive 
track record opening up complex scientific ideas through theatre. The 
Wellcome Trust had been funding the arts since 1996, and although the Sci-
art funding schemes had reached a rather different community of practice, 
dominated by the visual arts and not necessarily as concerned with dialog-
ical processes as applied theatre or theatre-in-education, some of these 
projects had also turned to theatre or performance.1 In 2002, Wellcome 
also supported a young people’s UK national science and theatre project 
Science Centrestage in which school students worked with drama practi-
tioners and science advisors to devise original performance pieces. Many 
of these performances established new connections between science and 
drama teachers within schools and stimulated diverse responses to a range 
of scientific themes. The work produced by the young people as part of this 
festival was in no way adversely affected by its scientific content. If anything, 
some of the work seemed to have risen to the challenge of complexity in 
producing work that was original and moving.

Between 2002 and 2009 when I worked at the Wellcome Trust I repeat-
edly encountered work that emerged in surprising, moving and sometimes 
disturbing forms. There are many examples that offered new perspec-
tives and I have not the space here or in the rest of the book to include 
them all.2 Certain images lodged in my head though and have propelled 
work on this book whether or not they appear in the final version. In 
Visiting Time, Anna Ledgard and Mark Storor haunted a Dorset hospital 
with a group of pyjama-clad, pillow-headed children in response to a 
young man’s story of living with cystic fibrosis.3 Stan’s Cafe made school 
students into performance epidemiologists mapping population health 
by filling school halls with carefully measured piles of rice.4 A group of 
MCs, whom I will return to in Chapter 5, rapped on a Birmingham roof-
top mixing dermatology with grime. A drama school organised a group 
of young trans people in a process that was part artwork, part research 
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project, part activist intervention.5 The scientists, artists and educators 
working on these projects and others often had to forge practices and 
processes that, to some extent, defied the political and aesthetic frame-
works I had to work with at the time. This book is partly an attempt to 
formulate such frameworks retrospectively.

The book is not, however, about defining a set of practices, but rather 
explores political and aesthetic questions that are prompted by them. I am 
interested in the potential such practices might hold for new ways of 
knowing and being in the world that might be derived from science in 
performance. While the projects just outlined and the work discussed in 
Chapters 4 and 5 of this book explicitly engage with the discourses and 
policies of public engagement with science and science education, the 
potential of theatricality to connect knowledges stretches beyond these 
contexts. In Chapters 2 and 3, I therefore extend my methodology – perhaps 
beyond breaking point – to explore how performance practices articulate 
(scientific) knowledge across a range of intersecting traditions including 
opera, comedy, contemporary theatre and the musical. Chapter 2 tracks 
a collaboration between robotics researchers, a major German opera 
house and the performance collective Gob Squad. Chapter 3 looks across 
a range of examples of popular theatre exploring the ways they reflect 
and shape engagements with contemporary science. In the next chapter, 
I will outline the broader political context for engagement between sci-
ence and performance and explain why theatricality may offer ways to 
make sense of this engagement.

Notes

1 For accounts of work funded through the Sciart programme see Arends and 
Thackara (2003); for further details of theatre, performance and film funded 
by Wellcome in the early years of its arts funding see Arends and Slater (2004).

2 There are two publications documenting a range of these practices (Levinson 
et al. 2008; Parry 2005).

3 Since Visiting Time, Ledgard and Storor have developed a series of ground- 
breaking, imaginative projects that bring together medical perspectives with 
the stories of patients and carers in surprising and deeply moving forms. For 
more detail see Ledgard’s chapter in Creative Encounters and other sources 
(Levinson et al. 2008; Nicholson 2011; Walsh and Ledgard 2013).

4 Plague Nation was a bespoke school-based version of the company’s hugely suc-
cessful touring piece Of All the People in All the World. For more details see the 
company’s website and other sources (Crossley and Yarker 2017; Parry 2010).

5 The project run by Jay Stewart and Catherine McNamara was an early exper-
iment by the now highly successful organisation Gendered Intelligence: 
http://genderedintelligence.co.uk/.
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