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Introduction

In The Poetics of Space Gaston Bachelard (1964, xxxvi) states that ‘on whatever theoretical
horizon we examine it, the house image would appear to have become the topography of
our intimate being’. Indeed the notion of home which Michel de Certeau, Giard, and
Mayol (1998, 145) defines as ‘the territory [...] to which one longs to “withdraw” [...]
one’s own place, which, by definition, cannot be the place of others’ has been widely
investigated in performance making. As Gene Bawden (2011) notes ‘this narrative
power of “home” is well exploited in literature and film, but equally we “write” and
“read” our own domestic stage sets’. According to Scott Cummings (2013) performing
at home obscures ‘the boundaries between dramatic event and daily life’, while exploring
home as a set and a site for performance upsets the conventional separation between
private and public spheres. This paper discusses the entanglement between creative pro-
cesses and home environments during the shift of devising practice from studio spaces
onto digital platforms in my house during the COVID19 pandemic. Moreover, it draws
upon a long history and legacy of performance situated in domestic spaces — both in pres-
ence and on digital - linked to feminist and queer practices. These have sought to re-
frame the notion of womanhood in relation to domesticity, adapting private home
spaces as performance stages, both as physical sets and in the realm of digital and net-
worked performance, where the thresholds between liveness and virtuality in home set-
tings have been widely explored. In reference to my own practice, this article discusses
Flanker Origami by Organic Theatre, a digital, home-specific performance | co-created
with actor, director and life partner John Dean, to which | will also refer as a case study
within a longitudinal practice research project with the same name.
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Supported by Queen Margaret University in Edinburgh, this practice-based investi-
gation started in 2020, at the onset of the first UK lockdown, with a focus on digital live-
ness, and on the possibility of building its foundations through digital performance
training and making at home. As a practitioner, | have been performing and creating in
and for a variety of sites for over three decades. These have ranged from theatres, ad-
hoc festival venues, pop-up shops, museums, village halls, art galleries, barns and
streets. | am therefore accustomed to being sensitive and specific to a given site, as
well as flexible enough to re-locate my practice within different environments. Moreover,
growing up with artist parents, both Dean and | have first-hand knowledge of how living
spaces can be transformed by artistic intervention. In my case, as a daughter of an Italian
theatre family, during my teenage years | was shaped in my notion of home by the experi-
ence of working and living in the theatre space my parents Pina Cipriani and Franco Nico
founded in 1972 in Naples. The theatre acted as my home for a period of time, as well as
the place | had my very first apprenticeship as a performance maker. During the pan-
demic, the embodied memory of a theatre building doubling as a family dwelling gave
me the courage to playfully subvert my living space and be creative with/in it. | recognise
that recalling and re-using the memorable experience of living in my family theatre to
engender performance in my current home, | am still ‘inhabiting that particular house,
and all the other houses are but variations on a fundamental theme. The word habit is
too worn a word to express this passionate liaison of our bodies, which do not forget,
with an unforgettable house’ (Bachelard 1964, 15).

For Dean too, growing up in a fine art gallery-style home, doubling as a working studio
for his visual artist parents, it was straightforward to imagine our shared domestic space
as a temporary rehearsal room. The most evident limitation was the compact size of our
house - a terraced two-storey 1990’s building with a small back garden - and the friction
of the everyday with the worlds conjured by our theatrical imagination. As Anne Massey
and Penny Sparke (2013, 3) point out ‘there is a very close, two-way relationship [...]
between people’s lives and the spaces they have inhabited’. They argue that ‘central to
that relationship is “identity”, a social and psychological concept, the formation of
which is closely intertwined with the environments — interior spaces (especially those
of the “home”) in particular — in which people live their lives’(2013, 3). In my definition
of home-specific performance, the deep nexus between home and identity is therefore a
predominant line of autoethnographic enquiry, given that ‘the house images move in
both directions: they are in us as much as we are in them’ (Bachelard 1964, xxxvii). Adapt-
ing pre-pandemic creative processes to digital exploration at home, the first step was
therefore to destabilise the relationship between our identity and our home environment.
Re-using performance material Dean and | were developing pre-Covid, this was achieved
by altering our gendered identities and socially constructed heteronomy, as we reworked
two characters inspired by Renée and Renato, a British-ltalian female/male vocal duo,
known for their 1982 pop hit ‘Save Your Love'. In embodying these performance personas
through cross-dressing, we were exploring our roots as a bi-cultural artist couple — one
European and one British — ironically and metaphorically trying to ‘save our love’ at the
time of the divisive Brexit process. With digital experimentation on the Zoom platform
during the pandemic, the singing couple transformed into Flanker and Origami, two
alter egos trapped at home in a dystopian online connection. Between May and
August 2021, the alter egos developed into the protagonists of Flanker Origami, which
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premiered live online at the first hybrid programme of the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in
August 2021 (Figure 1).

In considering home environments as alternatively supporting or hindering the perfor-
mers’ dramaturgy, my analysis of Flanker Origami as a home-specific performance evalu-
ates that ‘home embodies powerful and emotive qualities’ (Bawden 2011). | also seek to
acknowledge how interior spaces influence our lives (Massey and Sparke 2013), whilst
taking into account the strongly gendered dimension of domestic interiors (McKellar
and Sparke 2004), and questioning notions of authenticity in a process which involves
re-writing personal memories and identities. Throughout this enquiry, the house as a
digital staging was assessed as an act of resistance to the pandemic standstill, and of crea-
tive resilience towards the emotional and cognitive impact of social restrictions. Practical
research methodologies highlighted an underlying health discourse related to the need
of counteracting the repetitive nature of lockdown routines. As neuroscientist Dean
Burnett (2021) explains:

Figure 1. Flanker Origami, Organic Theatre, August 2021. Social media advert for the Edinburgh Festi-
val Fringe 2021. Designed by Ariane Oiticica. © 2023 Organic Theatre.
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The pandemic has caused a lot of people to be a lot more stressed for longer periods [...] and
the usual avenue for reducing stress in healthier ways, like going out, travelling or experien-
cing new things, or just getting out and about or seeing friends and family [...] have been
blocked. [...] It's like a double whammy of increased stress for everyone.

Giving ourselves the opportunity to stay creatively active had a positive impact on our
mental health, counterbalancing the trauma of isolation, and the constant worry about
the COVID19 threat. Notwithstanding these benefits, this analysis acknowledges that
for a sustained period, we were denied the appreciation of our homes as ‘a much
coveted site of display; the stage upon which we perform our lives and those we
aspire to’ (Bawden 2011). To contextualise home-specificity and the digital staging of
the domestic in Flanker Origami, this paper provides background information on the per-
formance, alongside examples of pre-pandemic practice involving home staging. To draw
a comparison with Organic Theatre’s processes on Zoom, | also examine a range of digital
and social media creative experimentations ‘at home’, which occurred globally during the
pandemic. | then focus on shifts from studio practice to online performer training, which
preceded and prepared the creative process towards Flanker Origami. The discussion
addresses home-specificity in digital performance, with reference to how ordinary
home living became extra-ordinary through creative intervention, including a critical
reflection of how the overlapping of home stage and gender swap affected the perfor-
mers as individuals and as a couple. | conclude by appraising home as a digital stage,
looking at the impact of hybrid scenography and digital performativity on daily routines,
as well as on the perception of digital spectators, who mostly experienced the perform-
ance from their domestic spaces until social restrictions were lifted.

Flanker Origami background

Flanker Origami was a glitch name which appeared on my iPhone while transcribing
audio-feedback of a research workshop on Zoom. As a product of technological
agency, these two accidental words, once adopted as a performance title, did not hold
any specific meaning and so contained the potential of open-ended creative directions.

Livestreaming on a Zoom webinar, Flanker Origami enacted the strains of lockdown
intimacy between Flanker (my male alter ego) and Origami (Dean’s female performance
persona), an artistic, cross-dressed couple confined at home due to a global health crisis,
in search of social bonding through the digital medium. Involving digital spectators on
the webinar, through an absurdist and ritualistic sequence of wellbeing routines,
Flanker and Origami socially groomed each other and their online audience, to counteract
the isolation and the anxiety of home confinement. Their playfulness and complicity pro-
gressively descended into an online manipulative home-game, amplifying a power
dynamic ‘which exploits gender inequality, hints at domestic abuse and reveals the fragi-
lity of their day-to-day existence caused by lack of social contact’ (Mastrominico 2023).
Flanker Origami built on mask work and intermedial practice in Organic Theatre’s previous
work, the use of autobiographical material in devising, as well as experimenting with
camera work in pre-pandemic training and rehearsals. In an interview released during
the 2021 Edinburgh Festival Fringe, for the first time in the process | defined the perform-
ance as ‘a home-specific show inviting our audiences to gaze, imagine and be voyeurs of
personal spaces in a real house’ (Mastrominico and Dean 2021) (Figure 2).
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[Fanker Origami

Figure 2. Flanker Origami, Organic Theatre. June 2022. Bianca Mastrominico as Flanker in the kitchen,
with empty living room. Screenshot from Zoom recording. © 2023 Organic Theatre.

| was conscious that beyond the unprecedented circumstances which provoked my
shifts in practice, | was creatively tapping into historical and experimental legacies of per-
formance at home, to which | will now bring my focus.

Domestic stages in feminist and queer performance

Symbolically connected with the female body, home as a stage has been constantly rein-
vented. In literary fiction and play-texts as well as devising and digital performance prac-
tice, staging the house has often become, as Ann M. Shanahan (2013, 129) notes, ‘the
metaphor [which] advocates for female autonomy within domestic space’, marking the
notion of home ‘as a repressive container of female creativity'. Historically, feminist and
queer performance has re-addressed the patriarchal discourse of house as the golden
cage of the feminine, staging home as a place where the authentic and contradictory
experience of women’s bodies are included (136). Feminist and queer practitioners
have engendered strategies to break free from the model of the house-as-a-set, exem-
plified in the works of playwrights such as Anton Chekhov and Henrik lbsen, and which
rests on ‘the traditional mimetic relationship of observer/observed’ (131), objectifying
female characters. In the play Fefu and Her Friends (1977), inspired by her experience in
a women's group in the 1970s, playwright Maria Irene Fornés pushes the ‘boundaries
of the realistic conceit to border and intersect with real life, loosening the gender
biases of the fourth wall and linear structure’ (136). Set in the 1930s, the central character,
a wealthy woman named Stephanie (Fefu) Beckmann invites a group of other women to
her country house to discuss and prepare for an unspecified fundraising event related to
education. Spectators become part of the action when, split into four groups, they move
from different rooms of the house (the lawn, the study, the bedroom and the kitchen) to
witness intimate exchanges, which reveal the backstories of each woman-character. In the
site-specific performance Kitchen Show (1991) made in collaboration with Polona Boloh
Brown, live artist Bobby Baker made a choice of opening ‘her kitchen to the public to
display and perform one dozen routine kitchen actions’ (https://www.dailylifeltd.co.uk/
projects/kitchen-show-). The work invited audiences ‘to consider the lack of social trans-
formation in women'’s lives’ and to experience performance happening in a real, working
kitchen. As Gay McAuley (2005, 37) observes, ‘when the performance is occurring in a “real
place” rather than a theatre, and the conventional markers are missing, the stakes are
higher, and the risk is greater’. In cyberformance practice, pioneered by Helen Varley
Jamieson since 2000, home is where cyberformers and their online audiences are most
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often situated and connect from through the Internet in real time. In their networked per-
formance series make-shift (2010-2012) Paula Crutchlow and Jamieson (2014, 2) drama-
tised and problematised ‘the private actions of our domestic lives [...] in relation to
ecological themes of plastic marine pollution’. Crutchlow and Jamieson, each located in
one of ‘two ordinary houses (usually in different countries)’ worked collaboratively with
proximal and online participants to ‘stage’ the event:

As a site responsive work, make-shift is reliant on its domestic settings to produce and anchor
its meaning, relevance and resonance. Proximal participants in the houses take part in a two
to three hour experience in someone’s home, sharing food and discussion as well as contri-
buting to the performance action itself. Online participants often tell us they are also in their
own home. (4)

Within pandemic-induced adaptations, Last Gasp WFH was created by New York based,
iconic lesbian-femi Split Britches (Peggy Shaw and Lois Weaver), who experimented
with ‘a site-specific Zoom format using their quarantine-home as a structural visual
anchor’ (Shaw and Weaver 2020). Set up to ‘question [...] the demise of ageing bodies,
civil conversation, and a sustainable planet’ the digital adaptation closely investigated
their identity as an artistic and life couple and has currently been reworked into a
hybrid version, Last Gasp: A Recalibration, performed on physical stages. In these works,
while becoming stages, houses remain powerful containers of how the sense of self is
constructed and projected into sociality, as ‘whether in historical fiction or the reality of
modern habitation, home is a repository of realised ambitions and unmet desires; [...]
private intimacies and public show; lived reality and staged perfection’ (Bawden 2011).
With regard to home-specific performance, from the above practices, it is arguable that
the process of staging home and performing in real houses, whilst blurring boundaries
between art and life, also increments ‘the connectedness of the performance event to
the world surrounding it’ (Shanahan 2013, 140). | will now examine further instances of
digital practice generated in pandemic times, to draw a comparison with the making
process of Flanker Origami.

There is no (digital) place like home
As Jennifer Parker-Starbuck (2011, 8) observes in her definition of Cyborg Theatre:

Like a laboratory, the theatre is a space for trying things out, for introducing old ideas anew
[...]. This positioning is more philosophic than pragmatic - it relies on the theatrical space
itself as a site for people to go to, to leave their homes for.

During the pandemic, performance makers were forced to be very pragmatic in trans-
forming their own houses into (digital) laboratories, to facilitate the experience of a per-
formance, when both performers and spectators could not leave their homes. On the
other hand, in the global proliferation of online shifts, for many practitioners subverting
home spaces into digital stages was not necessarily an experimental choice, but a chal-
lenge provoked by the circumstances. Paul Sermon et al. (2022) pointed out that on
Zoom ‘framed boxes are artificial distancers, acting like battery chicken coops to cage
and restrain the performers rather than liberate them'. Similarly, in analysing five Greek
plays recorded and streamed on Zoom in pandemic times, Danai Liodaki and Giorgos
Velegrakis (2022) asked ‘can theatrical praxis as a whole be transferred into a digital
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environment even under forced circumstances?’ The differentiation they make between
actors who ‘performed at their houses' and a play which ‘was also performed in a physical
space’ highlights how the performers’ houses in lockdown were seen as belonging to their
personal sphere, separated from the public spaces of theatre buildings. In upsetting the
conventional home function, in this instance the house as a stage was primarily intended
as a geo-located digital set for the recording of Zoom performances. Liodaki and Velegra-
kis also made explicit the perceived difficulties of acting and embodying characters when
working in a subjective home environment, noting ‘the lack of stage, theatrical space, and
theatrical atmosphere’. The widespread impulse to find creative opportunities within
home confinement led many artists to experiment with the thresholds between private
and public spaces. In Langgam Performance Troupe's Thread/Warp, an online project per-
formed over twelve hours from their own home by the artist couple Cruz and Cruz (2022)
through Zoom and Facebook Live, ‘the private and the public [were] no longer as two dis-
tinct and separate entities, but rather as spheres that constantly intersected, overlapped,
blurred'. Investigating the concept of stamina ‘amidst our performance-obsessed, techno-
contemporary world’, Blonski and Cruz performed on ‘separate screen windows as they
navigated the spectacle and exploitation of their bodies’. In lockdown, interactive and
participatory engagements proliferated widely through social media platforms such as
Instagram, where comedians stranded at home eagerly connected with followers
locked in their own houses. In 2020 Paul Chowdhry was one of the first in the UK to
start livestreaming on IGTV every Saturday night from his living room. Chowdhry
invited followers to have a conversation through screens, in so doing displaying and
exposing their respective domestic spaces to the other followers, whose intrusiveness
via live chat was ironically responded to by Chowdhry in real time. The comedian’s
choice of opening his home to the perusal of an Instagram audience made him relatable,
while humanising social media fandom. On the other hand, in engendering a playful and
homely complicity during the livestreaming, digital audiences were transformed into
voyeurs of private home spaces.

In drawing comparisons with the experience of making Flanker Origami, to counteract
the cage-like feeling of the Zoom ‘framed boxes’ mentioned by Sermon, Dean and | devel-
oped techniques of auto-framing, creating a live and dynamic cinematic montage
between our two Zoom windows. We also struggled with the poverty of means high-
lighted by Liodaki and Velegrakis, and found it useful to evoke Jerzy Grotowski (1969)
and his notion of stripping the performance of ‘all that is not essential to it’, realising
our own version of ‘poor (digital) theatre’. While the relation of Langgam Performance
Troupe with domestic/public environments and their online/social media audience was
filtered through the repetition of individually performed actions and tasks, in our devising
process Dean and | focused on exploring our intersecting dramaturgies on two or more
digital screens. Fandom and online intimacy conjured by comedians like Chowdhry on
social media inspired us to display our house-set, while interacting with our spectators
and exploring digital liveness through the chat box. Despite differences in digital
format and spectatorship, performance which occurs within domestic environments is
site-specific in the sense that, according to Mike Pearson and Michael Shanks (2001,
23), ‘site-specific performances [...] are inseparable from their sites, the only contexts
within which they are intelligible’. Re-contextualised through performance making,
sites become more than ‘just an interesting, and disinterested, backdrop’. However, the
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specificity of the home stage as a site is not just in that it is not a theatre space, rather it
derives from the assemblage of personal objects and belongings through what Jennifer
A. Gonzalez defines as ‘autotopography’ (1995, 134). This manifests as ‘a careful, visual
arrangement of mementos and heirlooms[...]a material memory landscape [which]
forms a spatial representation of important relations, emotional ties, and past events'.
In making and performing Flanker Origami in my Edinburgh house, | sought to retrieve
memories of the theatre-house | once inhabited in Naples, recalling and re-making the
daily actions | used to perform in a public space, which was also my home. Re-contextua-
lising items belonging to my professional background, from costumes to instruments,
artefacts and props, | became mindful that ‘the collection and arrangement of objects
into a visible space creates a representative reconstruction of personal memory’ (144).
Bachelard noted that ‘the house we were born in is more than an embodiment of
home, it is also an embodiment of dreams’ (1964, 15). Under lockdown in Scotland, |
dreamt that my house was the theatre that once had been my home. The function of
my present home was therefore subverted, while boundaries between life and fiction,
art and reality, past and present were destabilised. In hindsight, | decided to coin the
term ‘home-specific performance’ to underline that making the house into a stage
raised ‘the question of the biographical role of property’ (Gonzalez 1995, 134). While
dealing with personal stories and memories, the staging of the domestic demanded
home to be read and experienced as ‘a visible and tactile map of the subjectivity'.

Digital inter-play and collaborative training methods

Prior to the pandemic, Dean and | had been devising with autobiographical materials,
looking at the decade of our childhoods and relating current psychosomatic disorders
to our upbringing. We instigated explorations through costuming and transformation,
examining our gendered identities as embodiments of patriarchy. During the pandemic,
the approach focussed on adapting and reworking these materials for the digital medium,
reconfiguring our processes within the house as a virtual stage. Experimentation on the
Zoom video-call application was underpinned by the practice of ‘working on [...]
affinity, rather than identifying ourselves with our performance personas, interpreting a
role, or investing in becoming a character’ (Mastrominico and Dean 2020). This process
was led by specific enquiries related to how body and domestic space entangle with con-
nection and affect through the technology. In working digitally at home, my concern was
‘how to retain liveness and keep collaborative processes alive in a way that would contain
the essence of the creative conditions | would normally experience in person’ (Mastromi-
nico 2022b, 269).

Between August and October 2020, the shifts in practice evolved into six weekly online
training sessions, set up as exploratory meetings between three performers connecting
from their own houses via Zoom. Forming a small digital ensemble, London-based perfor-
mer Madeleine Worrall, Dean, and myself explored how to creatively connect ‘through
responsive interaction, while also testing the limits of the virtual space’ (Mastrominico
and Dean 2020). The aim was to sustain our practice at home, investigating online ensem-
ble play within the technical constraints — or new opportunities — of working through
digital platforms. During these sessions we experimented with ‘bypassing physical timid-
ity in front of the screen, also searching for ways to (re)create physical connectivity
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between participants’ (Mastrominico 2022b, 270). Invented exercises such as that of
blowing each other over on screen were conceived as ‘simple action-reaction tasks
which worked to trick participants’ brains into believing that there was no screen
barrier in front of them’. Analysing the Zoom recordings of the sessions, | observed that:

In the continuum of our virtual process, we found ourselves reframing our relations through a
practical methodology which | define as an ecology of becoming’ [...] in that as performers
we were fluidly accepting the changes and the impact of the hybrid working conditions on
us. (Mastrominico 2021)

This methodological tendency towards the rhizomic as a ramification of digital praxis was
influenced by the ‘becoming’ epistemologies of Deleuze and Guattari (1987, 238) in that
the remote ensemble was searching for ‘symbioses’ between the human/non-human,
while relating remotely through the technology. The practical investigation was also
informed by Silvia Gherardi's (2017, 2) posthuman approach to practice ‘seen as a
mode of ordering rather than an ordered product, an epistemology rather than an empiri-
cal phenomenon’, which reinforced the need of relating to, doing, and knowing each other
through digital training and embodiment. In February 2021 these first exploratory meet-
ings morphed into what | named Digital HotSpot, a loose collective of practitioners and
researchers — Stephanie Arsoska, Karla Ptac¢ek, Monica De loanni and Ellie Higgins, along-
side Dean and myself - virtually connecting, to practice and investigate digital training
and making at home whilst still experiencing social restrictions. As a practice research
process, Digital HotSpot consistently allowed participants to test how practicing in
their domestic environment influenced their performance making on digital. Data was
gathered through transcriptions of oral feedback recorded on Zoom at the end of each
practical session. The Zoom chat functionality was employed to interact, comment and
reflect on the outcomes of training and playing. The fluid and spontaneous note-taking
via the chat was inspired by audience participation experienced on Upstage, a web-
based venue for online performance made by/for digital artists, where ‘cyberformers
manipulate [...] the screen-stage [...] through digital collage and juxtaposition’, and par-
ticipants ‘are given agency to comment on the live chat’ (Mastrominico 2022a). In the
online space, we could simultaneously play, record and review first impressions on at-
home digital practice in real time. Summaries of open experimentation were posted on
the chat, to identify responsiveness to the process and working principles for future ses-
sions. These annotations were kept deliberately selective and incomplete to provide a
snapshot, more than an accomplished analysis, of the ensemble doing, in view of
suggesting practical developments and challenging authorship. As such, they showed a
constant attempt to grasp and formulate a notion of space generated in-between dom-
estic environments and artistic practice, as in this feedback by performer and pedagogue
Stephanie Arsoska delivered live on Zoom, which | captured in writing on the chat:

Almost a studio space created in this little bubble that links us. It brings a little bit of play into
the room. A studio-frame. Magic box, childlike. In this unexplored space you can go without a
main plan. Levelling the abilities and the experiences. Affect comes through the chat as well.
(Stephanie Arsoska and Bianca Mastrominico, February 18, 2021, Zoom meeting)

Re-watching the recordings of the sessions to articulate how we were simultaneously
embodying our physical and digital presences, at home and on Zoom, was crucial to
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evaluate the impact of the domestic environment on our training and making. If accord-
ing to Grima (2022) ‘Zoom can be considered a somatic hybridised performance, in which
the physical is extended into the virtual, and the virtual into the physical’, reflexivity
embedded in the process of doing sedimented the hybrid experience of training and per-
forming in-between domestic spaces and the digital medium. With Digital HotSpot the
platform itself became a virtual studio space, while costume elements and props for
improvisations would be sourced from our personal and company wardrobes, with
objects and furniture re-arranged as scenographic layers. In re-purposing a real house,
as performers in lockdown we were alluding to DIY practices, seeking to conjure what
Paul Atkinson (2017) identifies as ‘more personal, individual and “authentic” experience
of objects imbued with feeling and emotion, personal investment or memory as a
more intrinsic part of the constructed self. However, recycling what was immediately
available in the house to create digital performance did not come without a process of
trial and error, as Maria Chatzichristodoulou et al. (2022) observes:

Making performance while in lockdown at home for transmission via a video confer-
ence service brings a range of practical and conceptual challenges [...] ‘Costumes’
must come from the performers’ own clothes, ‘scenery’ from their domestic environment,
and lighting from combinations of interior daylight and desk-lamps. It is not that such
poverty of means is inherently negative in its impact [...] rather, a new process must
be developed.

In the context of staging Flanker Origami, ‘a new process’ meant that in overwriting the
domestic and the everyday, Dean and | needed to reconfigure the home-space as a ‘place
for gesture’, engendering a praxis for ‘a conscious manipulation of the existing that is con-
tinuously transformed as its authenticity is disintegrated’ (Postiglione and Lupo 2007, 12).
In so doing, we were re-building our sense of home as an extra-daily space, which toyed
with our identities, while transforming and heightening the everyday (Figure 3).

When the ordinary becomes extraordinary

In analysing and evaluating how home can become a reliable performance environment,
it is useful to firstly observe how the brain perceives it as the place where we can be stress-
free, and perform actions which are biologically significant. As Burnett (2018) explains in
his pre-pandemic writings about the influence of home environments on our brain, we
are normally wired to find happiness in the notion and feeling of going, arriving and
being at home. We see home as the place which allows us to release the threat-detection
system, which according to Burnett is ‘incredibly useful when exploring new, unfamiliar
locations’ (45) but not necessary when we are safely settled in our shelter. However,
what Burnett also highlights is that ‘when we are at home, we can more easily focus
on anything out of the ordinary [...] our brain is used to ignoring the environment
around us, so anything that differs from that gets our attention much faster’ (46).
During lockdowns through the collective digital exposure of our private lives to family,
friends, colleagues or strangers, we were already forced to un-relax, not being able to
ignore where we positioned ourselves in the house for a video call, and how we would
frame our personal spaces for others to watch. In conjuring home-specific performance,
the sustained alertness towards extra-ordinary events in the midst of our habitat made
our brain diverge from what it would normally perceive as a regulated, safe and calm
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Flanker Origami
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Figure 3. Flanker Origami, Organic Theatre, September 2022. ASMR routine with Flanker and Origami.
Performed live online at the Along The Edge Arts Festival, Hong Kong, China. Screenshot from Zoom
recording. © 2023 Organic Theatre.

environment. While acting out of the ordinary in our own house became a habitual behav-
iour, the exceptionality of that behaviour within the domestic environment was sensed to
be less and less threatening and abnormal, as the brain adapted to it as the new familiar.
Responding to an enquiry by a digital spectator about performing at home, | was com-
pelled to validate ‘the danger [of becoming] affectionate to that world [of performance],
which creates a public space in our private space, and the risk of exposing it continuously
on digital, which also makes our personal space blurred and ephemeral’ (Mastrominico
2022c¢). | also noted that for a long time after each performance ‘we kept all the things
there, we never did a get-out, and we live around everything else that is still standing
in the house in a very uncomfortable way. We do not know if this is a house, a theatre
or a film set’. Therefore, using our living space to engender digital performance generated
new thresholds between domestic needs and creative intentions. As Dean (2021)
explained during a post-show Q&A on Zoom:

It is both very odd and very familiar, in that you feel at home because you are, but the every-
day tends to creep in and get in the way, and it can get very complicated, for example, sud-
denly realising that you need to do those dishes now and you cannot delay, because the
show must happen in that sink or next to it.

A continuous dialectic was formed between hanging on to normality and heightening the
space through an extra-ordinary performance behaviour. For example, the action of
making myself a cup of tea in my own kitchen might be defined as ordinary. However,
in Flanker Origami | performed it in drag, with sunglasses, which decreased my visibility,
and white gloves reducing my grip on the handle of the kettle and the cup. The latter was
already an extra-ordinary object (Figure 4), displaying the same portrait of Flanker and
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Origami in their aspirational fantasy of touring the world that towered over the mantel-
piece in the living room during the performance. When pouring boiled water into the cup
with my right hand, with the left | needed to hold the iPad to film my action. Following the
cue to walk from the kitchen to the living room, | held the filled teacup very close to the
camera eye to focus on the image of Flanker and Origami. As | stepped from one room to
another, trying to keep both the cup in close-up and the iPad in balance, | also needed to
watch my screen to check how my actions translated onto the frame, while looking at
Dean/Origami on the other Zoom window with my peripheral vision, to coordinate my
tempo with his actions. Heightening the mundane gave my physical score an imaginative
edge, allowing me to recycle everyday behaviour into the extra-ordinary circumstances of
the home-stage. Reflecting on the making process towards Flanker Origami, Anthony
Schrag ( in Bianchi, Mastrominico and Schrag 2022) observed that these alterations of
the ordinary were ‘led by the medium itself, exploring the struggles within the context
of Zoom performances as the professional and the domestic and performers began to col-
lapse and merge’. It became apparent that the dynamics of what we call ‘home’ changed
because of us inhabiting it differently. The extra-ordinary, almost mythologised existence
of a hypothetical Flanker Origami house is captured in the following reflection by Chiara
Menozzi — Organic Theatre’s artistic collaborator and digital technical manager - who was
operating remotely from her own house:

Figure 4. Flanker Origami, Organic Theatre, June 2021. The Flanker Origami teacup. Photo by Bianca
Mastrominico. © 2023 Organic Theatre.
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Despite being aware that | was seeing a family’s house on screen, | don't think I fully realised
that it was actually a home until | saw it in person. The knowledge that the backdrop of
Flanker Origami’s most dramatic moment was actually a living room, where a family well
and truly lives, only fully came to me once | was physically there. My digital presence [...]
sometimes even made me forget the fact that | was in my own home while following the
cues, and yet the physical absence actually proved to be the winning force in my brain.
(WhatsApp message to author, 14 February 2023)

As Menozzi states, there was something fundamental in being absent from the physical
home space of the performance, while experiencing it through the digital. On the
Zoom screen, the everyday domesticity was erased due to the suspension of disbelief
powered by Menozzi's imagination as a spectator, which framed the house as part of
the fictional world of Flanker and Origami.

Queering the living room

According to Sparke (in McKellar and Sparke 2004, 2) ‘the relationship between people
and their interiors is not a static one: the constantly transforming nature of the domestic
interior is such that neither it, nor the identities it represents, can ever be stable’. While the
house in lockdown became subjected to constant reshuffling of its interiors, a sense of
instability appropriated how Dean and | perceived our identity as a couple. The work
on Origami, who rejects toxic masculinity, and Flanker, who embodies it, gave Dean
and | the chance to reflect on the potential strain of our relationship, and on home-
related gender aggression, which were surfacing in many (apparently) stable partnerships
during the pandemic. In home confinement the social pressure to adhere to gendered
dress codes diminished considerably, as without a social life it was left to our arbitrary
decision what to wear daily (and why) in the house.

Embarking in a process of gender reversal to embody the vigorous and soft energies of
our male/female alter egos, according to Judith Butler (1990, 10), as performers and as a
couple, Dean and | were exposing that:

When the constructed status of gender is theorized as radically independent of sex, gender
itself becomes a free-floating artifice, with the consequence that man and masculine might
just as easily signify a female body as a male one, and woman and feminine a male body as
easily as a female one.

At the same time, provoked by isolation and lack of sociality, the conscious transgression
of our binary biases became a political gesture of re-appropriating our autonomy against
social conditionings. As at home there were no pressures to hold on to the masquerade of
gender normativity, the assumption of our heteronormativity was troubled by acts of
queerness in our living space, blurring the boundaries between embodiment, perform-
ance and states of being. We learnt that performance making inside our house was
shaking the foundations of our identities and gendered relationship both in our creative
collaboration, and as a couple.

Performing home as a digital stage

Living in lockdown resulted in a cluttered domestic environment, therefore re-creating
the space as a digital stage was an opportunity to re-claim it from the pandemic chaos
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and restore a sense of agency in our daily lives. In altering the house for the digital per-
formance, domestic spaces were reshaped by a constant reshuffling of objects and tech-
nical equipment around the living areas. As Dean reflected ‘the domestic overlaps with
creative work really make you think how you live, and bring a good discipline from the
work into your daily life’ (2021). A detailed mise-en-scéne was staged in areas of the
house which would be framed on Zoom. For example, the staircase leading from the
living room to the bedrooms was laid out with stiletto heels, well-worn boots and
golden tinsel. This installation would be captured by the camera eye when Dean as
Origami would climb the stairs with the iPad pointing downwards at his feet. In
moving from the upstairs bedroom onto the landing, my auto-framing would linger on
two costumes and carnival masks hanging on the wall, as well as on the glittery tinsel
backdrops mounted on curtains and doors. Through the reverberation of coloured
lights, and a disco ball rotating in the living room, the space felt ready to host a
themed costume party. Each room of the house where we performed had its specific
ambience, with a mix of artificial and natural light, according to the relevant scene.
There was no obvious place for props to be temporarily stored, so physical scores
would need to incorporate the actions of making them available during the performance.
What the digital audience would not see in the frame was this continuous adjustment of
items around the home space, to reveal or hide them at the appropriate moment. Outside
noises were not an immediate issue, though our approach was to integrate any accident,
making the digital spectators as complicit as possible. Although the performance was
highly scored, the need of remaining flexible and open to real life occurrences raised
the level of alertness at which Dean, Menozzi and | were already operating, making us
ready to improvise around unexpected situations in and out of the house.

Hybrid scenography and digital performativity

Being in charge of re-arranging home interiors for the performance, | merged directorial
decisions with scenographer and production manager tasks to achieve a specific Stim-
mung, a term coined by Italian scholar Mario Praz. This - as Patrizio Martinelli writes - sum-
marises the ‘overlapping and accordance of space, environment, atmosphere, objects and
furnishing, and the evocative representation of the character of the inhabitant in that
specific space’ (2020). However, the set was never fixed, instead spaces needed to be
unfixed each time we performed and objects re-assembled in mini-installations, which
included artefacts, personal items, costumes on a rail, musical instruments, and props.
Moreover, while physically leading the iPad camera through the house, Dean and | con-
jured a hybrid scenography using digital backgrounds as a virtual set (Figure 5), in coun-
terpoint and/or as dramaturgical ruptures to the ‘real’ space, which as it was filmed, was
concurrently operating as a virtual set. The house itself performed as a multi-layered
location - a set, a stage and a digital environment. While manipulating screen technology
to influence the digital spectators’ perception of our daily spaces, domestic items were
framed as ready-mades, such as the boiling kettle juxtaposing with a dance routine on
the adjacent Zoom window (Figure 6).

The physical size of our living room conditioned our body movements, and dictated
the type of physicality that was achievable when dancing in a restricted space. Flanker
and Origami’s steps bore evidence of those limitations in their quirky and tight
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Figure 5. Flanker Origami, Organic Theatre. June 2022. Bianca Mastrominico as Flanker. Screenshot
from Zoom recording. © 2023 Organic Theatre.

choreography. In this case the confinement opened the possibility of tapping into unpre-
dictable forms of doing and embodying through the digital. As Jamieson (2022) noted in
her Mysteryclass talk, which followed the livestreamed performance of Flanker Origami at
the Transit 10th Festival - The Splendour of the Ages in Denmark, ‘I find this idea of limits
actually very helpful [...] pushing against those limits to the point that they start to break
and you find new interesting things’. In the performance these material limitations dic-
tated by lack of space generated a digital aesthetic where glitches and close-ups were
employed creatively and abundantly, engendering an online intimacy conducive to
what Susan Broadhurst (2021) terms as ‘somatic hybridity’ in [the] use of technology to
extend the physical and sensual body into the virtual'. As the Wi-Fi in outdoor spaces

Figure 6. Flanker Origami, Organic Theatre, June 2022. Bianca Mastrominico and John Dean as Flanker
and Origami in the ‘Dance of the Seven Moves'. Performed live online at Transit 10th Festival — The
Splendour of the Ages, Holstebro, Denmark. Screenshot from Zoom recording. © 2023 Organic
Theatre.
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Origami

Figure 7. Flanker Origami, Organic Theatre. September 2022. Bianca Mastrominico and John Dean as
Flanker and Origami in the back garden. Screenshot from Zoom recording. © 2023 Organic Theatre.

of the house was not always reliable, technical constrictions were playfully acknowledged
and alternative solutions adopted, such as recording a scene in the back garden, to be
used as an intermezzo between the two live parts of the performance (Figure 7). The inte-
gration of 2D rotoscope animations by artist and illustrator Cristiana Messina broke with
the continuous streaming of domestic spaces, presenting a hyper-reality of the perfor-
mers in a pop-up world, which extended their fantasies beyond the house. The animated
versions of Flanker and Origami pushed the alter egos towards fandom and a celebrity
status, which allowed the strand of a witnessing world outside the house to be present
in and affect the digital performance (Figure 8).

Figure 8. Flanker Origami, Organic Theatre. 2D rotoscope animations of the performers by artist and
illustrator Cristiana Messina. Screenshot of video streaming. © 2023 Organic Theatre.
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Conclusion

Creating performance in-between domestic environments and digital technology has
proved to be as rich as it is an edgy proposition. This practice research has clearly
pointed towards the challenges of sustaining full and regular productions at home, as
the digital performance squats inside domestic life, becoming mentally and physically
demanding to develop. While social restrictions forced performers to be adaptable and
become more resourceful in every aspect of their pandemic life, home-specific perform-
ance required a flexible mind-set to counter an ever-changing and unpredictable pan-
demic timeline. Moreover, lack of external support and working in isolation with the
tensions of a health threat on the doorstep - combined with the explorative nature of
the digital adaptations - doubled the effort and energy expenditure needed to deal
with the devising stages and production requirements. Flanker Origami was conceived
to connect with digital spectators in their own houses. As people started to move and
travel again, the work was experienced from different locations other than homes - a
variety of devices and viewing conditions enabled a different kind of presence, partici-
pation and reading of the performance. As Burnett points out, home is not just ‘the
actual physical structure we inhabit’ and that ‘the human sense of home [...] doesn’t
end at the four walls we reside in’ (2018, 47). When Flanker and Origami could eventually
leave the house as well, to perform hybrid and in person, going out became a symbolic
act of marking our territory and ‘home-range’, extending the notion of home to the
streets, the city and potentially the whole world. The digital staging of the domestic
democratised processes of spectatorship through building a social media community,
which followed the various iterations of Flanker Origami online. Performing on Zoom
from/at home allowed Organic Theatre to connect globally with digital networks and
communities, as well as initiate collaborations and exchanges with a low carbon footprint.
If the sociomateriality surrounding the making of Flanker Origami exposed and trans-
gressed boundaries between private/public and personal/shared, this enquiry has evi-
denced that exploring home as a digital stage was instrumental in reframing gender,
identity and authenticity in performance processes driven by the pandemic, while
expanding and innovating artistic practice at a critical point of social and personal vulner-
ability. In a fertile dialogue with digital technologies, home was the shelter which nur-
tured the dream of a more intimate experience through hybrid spaces of the imagination.
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