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Welcome    
The Royal Conservatoire of Scotland is an extraordinary 
community of teaching artists spanning five disciplines: drama, 
dance, production, film and music. The innovative work of 
our artistic community contributes both to the distinctive 
conservatoire student experience and to the vitality and 
sustainability of the art forms and professions with which we 
are inextricably networked. 

The Conservatoire is a developing research environment, 
and we take special care to nurture excellent research and 
knowledge exchange projects at all stages of development, 
mentoring colleagues who have made the transition from the 
professional artistic world to take their first steps in research 
and knowledge exchange, while also supporting the world-
leading work of our senior researchers.

Our staff awards scheme is one of our principal tools in growing 
our distinctive environment for research and knowledge 
exchange. These awards are named the Athenaeum Awards in 
recognition of the Conservatoire’s earliest incarnation as the 
Glasgow Athenaeum in 1847, and reflecting the contemporary 
relevance of its founding aims, which included the pursuit and 
sharing of insights in science and art, ‘by the agency of which a 
nation is enriched and ennobled’.

In the past 9 years, the Athenaeum Awards have opened up 
numerous new directions for innovative work, supported 
dissemination and partnership building across Scotland and 
beyond, and assisted our artists to generate and share new 
insights across the full range of their expertise. This short 
document gives just a brief introduction to what’s going on in… 
the New Athenaeum.

Professor Stephen Broad,  
Director of Research and Knowledge Exchange

The New Athenaeum: 

Practising
Research
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Our solution was the Athenaeum Small Project Awards. These 
awards offer funding of up to £3,000 to seed or develop  
new research and KE projects and partnerships, not limited to 
but including: 

•  Kick-starting projects that would potentially deliver 
outcomes with new partners, including individuals, micro 
companies, SMEs, arts and community organisations. 

  
•  Write-up time; allowing hourly-paid staff the equivalent of 

up to 70 hours of teaching time to complete an on-going 
piece of research for publication or dissemination.      

 
•  Funding for participation, travel and subsistence costs 

towards conferences and performances.
 
•  Part-funding for larger multi-partner projects such as a 

performance or recording of a newly written work, or a 
publication, etc.  

 
•  Any other project with the potential for high-quality 

research or KE outputs and outcomes. 
 

Open to all academic staff, these Awards have proven to be 
very popular, and the selection panel now considers up to fifty 
applications each year. 

The Awards ignite projects that grow from individual’s 
expertise and the personal professional networks both within 
the institution and within the industry. When an informal 

discussion between 
colleagues transforms into 
a viable idea for a project, 
the Athenaeum Small 
Project Awards offer a 
means to turn the idea into 
a reality.  Since many of our 

staff come from industry and the professions, initial enquiries 
into the scheme can be the first entry point to research and KE,  
and through the Awards, we build relationships, work  
and research strands that can continue to develop over  
several years. 

The application process provides tailored professional 
developmental support for staff to enhance their work as 
research and KE professionals.

In the preliminary stages staff discuss 
their ideas with one of our Research 
and KE staff.  While they develop their 
application they are offered mentoring by 
the Research and Knowledge Exchange 
Development Officer. Each application 
is reviewed by a panel of expert peers 
who provide constructive feedback to 
each applicant. When an application 
is successful, candidates will usually 
be offered further mentorship and 
opportunities to present their work within 
the Conservatoire, such as through our 
very popular public engagement Exchange Talk programme 
or through informal “CAKE” (Creativity And Knowledge 
Exchange) sessions with colleagues.

This ‘bean to cup’ approach, providing mentorship and 
feedback throughout the process allows us to foster wider staff 
research and KE activity and support new strands and clusters 
to emerge from all areas of the Conservatoire. The Awards also 
allow our staff to partner on external partnership projects and 
contribute funding to larger multi-partner initiatives, helping 
us ensure that RCS plays its full role in seeding innovation in 
the wider cultural environment.

So what difference does an Athenaeum Award make? 

“It allowed plenty of time to work with [the performer] directly, 
which in turn allowed me to take a much more adventurous 
and focused approach to composition than a commission 
would have […] this piece will open significant new pathways in 
my approach to solo instrumental writing, as well as making a 
contribution to the solo piano repertory.” 

“The project allowed me valuable time for dedicating to 
research in the knowledge that I could focus on reading, 
thinking, making and developing collaborations […] When I 

returned to teaching I was able to share my new 
knowledge and learning with my students.”
 
“This gave me a boost in confidence about my 
improvisation practice; time to develop the 
technical side and time to reflect on the creative 
aspects. I was able to take up a number of 
opportunities to perform during the sabbatical in 
addition to those projected. Since the sabbatical, 
I have felt more confident in accepting invitations 
for Erasmus exchanges and becoming involved 
in the Metric improvisation project (an Erasmus+ 
Strategic Partnership of which RCS is a part).”  

 
In The New Athenaeum, eight awardees share their reflections 
on the background, process and impact of the work that we 
have helped to enable through the Athenaeum Awards. They 
consider the key moments in their project’s development, 

reflect on their models of research and practice, 
and describe how and why they think research and 
knowledge exchange is significant for performers 
and the performing arts. 
 
We also include two case studies that take a 
closer look at some of the projects that have been 
developed through the fund. These stories show 
how the Awards empower our staff to create work 

with a meaningful impact beyond the Conservatoire, bring 
tangible benefits to the wider community in Scotland and 
inspire new practices, locally, nationally and internationally. 

Research at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland (RCS) is 
about inspiring innovative directions for the performing arts, 
developing new insights into their processes and practices, and 
fresh perspectives on their vital role in our economies, cultures 
and ecologies. We create world-leading and internationally 
excellent research, delivering outputs that include new 
artworks and performances, exhibitions, recordings and 
writing. Through this we create a research base that supports 
all of the Conservatoire’s work. 

RCS is home to a community of performing artists, filmmakers, 
designers, composers and technicians that actively participate 
in creating the future for the performing arts in Scotland 
and beyond. Through their research they pursue outcomes 
that have significant impact in their fields of practice, inform 
cultural and educational policy, and deliver wider access to 
their art forms both within and beyond Scotland.

Our staff will often instigate research projects in collaboration 
with external artists and partners, establishing creative 
enterprises, or finding new ways to take their work out to new 
communities. Whatever their personal trajectory, they will be 
pursuing innovative work that informs new modes of practice 
and creative partnership. 

In order to build and support this burgeoning expert 
community we developed the Athenaeum Sabbatical Awards, a 
funding scheme initially introduced in 2010 to provide a route 
for our staff to take a focused three-month sabbatical to pursue 
a well-defined research or knowledge exchange (KE) project. 
The goal of the scheme was to develop our research base of 
full time and part time staff, deliver strong outputs, and give 
recognition to our staff for their outstanding work. Research 
sabbaticals centred on agreed goals and outputs, while KE 
projects had demonstrable socially-meaningful outcomes that 
involved external partners.  

After successfully meeting our goals with six sabbaticals 
delivering high quality outputs we moved onto the next stage 
of the scheme in 2014. Our internal evaluation highlighted an 
opportunity to develop the process so that it would encourage 
more research and KE activity, not just from our permanent staff 
base but through the larger 
community of specialist part-
time hourly paid (PTHP) staff 
who are the core of the Royal 
Conservatoire’s expertise. 

These specialist staff are often 
engaged in innovative work outside the Conservatoire, working 
within diverse portfolio careers. This deep well of creative 
expertise and commitment had great potential to enrich our 
research and KE environment if we were to offer more support 
through a more flexible funding route.  

66% of Awards were  
research-based, and 34% 

knowledge exchange.

58 awards were made between  
2014 and 2017 with a typical  

award of £2,500 -£3,000

 66% of Awards were collaborations with 
other universities and conservatoires,  

and music ensembles such as 
 Red Note Ensemble, and record labels  

such as Delphian and Linn Records.

88% of projects moved on to a further 
stage, such as a concert turning into a 
recording, a play being taken on tour,  
or an artistic project written up in a  
peer-reviewed journal
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Case Study : The Last PostThe

The Last Post is an example of  the Athenaeum  
Small Project Awards supporting new thinking in  

accessibility for contemporary music performance. 

Last Post

The Last Post started life in 2014 as a collaborative new work 
between myself (composer and improviser), trumpeter and 
RCS alumnus Tom Poulson, and director and voice coach 
Susan Worsfold. 

The piece was originally commissioned by and premiered 
at the St. Magnus International Festival in June 2016. The 
18-month creative period was an integrated artistic process, 
with performer, composer and director working collaboratively 
across all elements of the new work. 

The work for trumpet, live electronics and text is based around 
letters written from the front line in the closing year of the 
Second World War by Tom’s grandfather, Dennis Marshall, to 
his fiancée. It uses references to music from dance bands, and 
sounds of communications (such as Morse code, radio, etc. - 
Dennis was in the Signals corps) in an immersive soundscape. 
Inspired by The Last Post bugle call, the work is an exploration 
of war and memory in an intimate setting, where audiences can 
experience the letters together. 

The premiere was held at the beautifully atmospheric Mess 
Hall of the Ness Battery, a former gun emplacement active 
during both World Wars, situated on the outskirts of Stromness, 
Orkney. Here, we received many positive reactions, particularly 
from older members of the audience who had either lived 
through the war, or whose close family histories made the 
imagery particularly vivid. As a result, we felt it pertinent to 
think more about an older audience and, given the theme 
of memory which sits behind the work, we were concerned 
particularly to engage with people living with dementia. 

Having been granted Made in Scotland Showcase funding to put 
the piece on in the 2017 Edinburgh Festival Fringe, we successfully 
applied for an Athenaeum Small Project Award to support the 
development and delivery of a dementia-friendly performance. 

By Professor Alistair MacDonald
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Case Study : The Last Post

“Careful framing can make  
challenging work accessible.”

The Last Post
By Professor Alistair MacDonald

We contacted Paul Hudson, Forget-Me-Not dementia  
co-ordinator and specialist at Festival City Theatres Trust in 
Edinburgh, and planned to programme one dementia-friendly 
performance during the run. Paul consulted with us on the 
production, offering specialist knowledge, in-show calibration, 
front of house staffing and wider accessibility considerations, 
and helped us access volunteer support staff for front of  
house duties. 

Audiences were targeted through direct marketing and personal 
contact through Festival City Theatres Trust and Alzheimer 
Scotland’s extensive databases. We worked with partners to co-
ordinate transport and the welcome at the venue, and to offer 
space after the performance for reflection and discussion. 

At Paul’s recommendation we took West Yorkshire Playhouse’s 
landmark guidelines for preparing dementia-friendly 
performances as a starting point which helped clarify our 
rationale for pursuing work in this field. 

In consultation with Paul, we tested out elements of The Last 
Post. We were invited to Edinburgh Festival Theatre to meet 
some of the people living with dementia he works with, and 
their friends/families for a 90-minute session with a follow up 
session if required. 

We selected several excerpts from the piece from the simplest 
and most recognisable, comprising fragments of 1930s dance 
band music, through to the most complex, surround-sound 
textures and most intense, layered and spatialised atonal fanfares. 
We also wanted to understand how the group would respond to 
the letters read by Tom and to those given to the audience. 

We trialled our set up for the show’s Fringe venue (the Drill Hall 
at the Army Reserve Centre, East Clermont Street, Edinburgh) 
setting the space up in an inclusive, in-the-round layout, with 
close proximity to the stage and good sight lines. We set up the 
sound system as it would be in performance, with loudspeakers 
surrounding the whole room, but we were careful to ensure 
sound levels were comfortable. 

Tom read the letter which opens the piece to the group, and 
then we played excerpts from the work, whilst listening to the 
groups’ reactions in between each piece. After playing, we also 
shared copies and some of the original letters, noting that the 
group seemed drawn to the originals, rather than the word-
processed versions. 

As a result of working with this focus group, and through 
further discussions with Paul we decided to make a few small 
but significant changes to the piece. 

The first change was introducing the audience to the 
performance, realising how important it had been to spend 
time talking informally to the group before starting the 
performance, explaining the background and context of the 
work, helping them to find their way through the piece and 
so that they would already feel involved. We also entered the 
space with the audience, welcoming them, and Tom addressed 
the audience more informally.   

Secondly, we made changes to the letters themselves, making 
larger and clearer scanned versions and including some of 
Dennis’ wartime photographs in the envelopes. Identifying as 
far as possible those suffering from dementia, we passed the 

letters onto their companions who would then pass them on 
at the appropriate time. We fastened the letter, photograph 
and envelope together to avoid the anxiety of opening the 
envelope and managing separate pieces of paper. 

Another change came from suggestions of one of the focus 
group, a choreographer who works with a dance group for 
people living with dementia. They had lots of ideas for Tom’s 
movement in a section with dance band fragments, so Tom 
returned to Edinburgh to work with them on a choreography 
for that section and included it in the Fringe performance. 

Finally, we were sure to hold back the volume at the loudest 
parts on the piece to ensure that the sounds were not too loud, 
affecting those in the audience. 

What we had not foreseen was how much the work with the 
focus group would help us to make the piece itself more open 
and increase the accessibility of all the performances. Feedback 
from all of the Edinburgh performances seemed to support this. 
For example, on Orkney it took the audience some time to settle 
during the reading of the first letter, while in Edinburgh they were 
already relaxed and seemed focused before Tom started reading. 

Our team’s experience has led us to believe that it would be 
wrong to make assumptions about the appropriateness of 
certain styles and subject matter, and that careful framing can 
make challenging work accessible. Paul Hudson commented 
that it was good for the trust to be involved in a piece of 
dementia-friendly work that is challenging emotionally and 
artistically and that this seemed to have a very positive impact 
with the focus group and audience. 

This dementia-friendly performance was the first step.  Our 
ambition is to tour The Last Post to diverse audiences and 
use the insights generated in the process of developing the 
dementia-friendly performance to make it as accessible 
as possible. UK and international promoters invited to the 
performances were made aware of this aspect of the project, 
and there were two further performances in April 2018 in the 
south of England. In planning to take the work abroad, the 
experience of working with the dementia focus group has also 
helped us adapt the piece for foreign language audiences. 
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Our research awards support innovative 
projects that seek to create new insights 

in the creative and performing arts.



Pr
ac

tis
in

g 
R

es
ea

rc
h

R
esearch Aw

ards

BROOM

COLIN

Ja
zz

 C
oo

rd
in

at
or

 a
nd

 L
ec

tu
re

r



14
 —

 15
Pr

ac
tis

in
g 

R
es

ea
rc

h
R

esearch Aw
ards

Dr Colin Broom
Jazz Coordinator and Lecturer 

How is research important to the performing arts? 

Culturally, it’s vital for the performing arts to be exploratory, 
inquisitive, and even experimental. While some work that fits 
this description does take place in the commercial sector, they 
are not natural bedfellows. Research however can provide 
the natural environment for such exploratory work - a space 
in which, as artists, we can be more deeply curious, more 
investigatory in our practice, and ask some fundamental 
questions about what it is we do, and how and why we do it, 
not least of which (for me) is the question: how best might we 
as artists reflect on and/or respond to the times and spaces 
through which we are living? 

Describe your role at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland.

My role at RCS is, and always has been, somewhat multifaceted. 
I’m a lecturer on the Bachelor of Music programme, teaching 
Composition, Orchestration and Practical Musicianship, as well 
as various other modules. I am also the Jazz Co-ordinator.  
 

How would you describe your research practice? 
 
The short answer is I’m a composer, and my research tends 
to be composition-based. My recent work has looked at the 
relationship between music and visuals, particularly as it 
pertains to notions of narrative, meaning and goal-direction. 

Does working at the Royal Conservatoire have an impact 
on your research? 
 
I think that it does; both in some explicit ways and some 
perhaps less obvious ones. 

RCS is full of highly skilled artists, performers, composers, 
educators, technicians, and administrators, and working 
here provides daily access to this incredibly broad skill base. 
This tends to be invaluable on multiple levels: from finding 
additional collaborators for projects, to quick questions in 
passing to other staff. 

Additionally, there are the ongoing conversations with my 
colleagues, peers and students about each other’s work, the 
parallels and the differences in approach or aesthetic, the 
challenges and the outcomes. I find these sorts of dialogues to 
be frequent when working here; not just in meetings or classes, 
but in the corridor, or over lunch, and it’s impossible to quantify 
how valuable they can be for hearing a different perspective or 
gaining an additional insight.  
  

Can you give us some background behind the project for 
which you received an Athenaeum Award?
 
The Imperfection of Memory was a collaboration between artist 
Heather Lander, myself and the Maxwell Quartet, and was 
commissioned by Enterprise Music Scotland to mark the 10th 
anniversary of their very successful Artist Residency project.  

From the outset, I decided this was not to be a stand-alone 
concert piece, but that we would find the right artist for me to 
collaborate with on an interdisciplinary work. Following a large 
scale work of my own a year or two before, for which I had 
created a substantial amount of video as part of the piece, I had 
become more interested in the relationship between music 
and visuals, and trying to find ways of it working in such a way 
that they were experienced as a unified piece of work; as an 
event, rather than a piece of music.  

I was keen to work with another artist on The Imperfection of 
Memory. I didn’t know exactly what I was looking for, but I felt 
I’d know when I saw it. Sure enough, when I was sent a link to 
some of visual artist Heather Lander’s work I was immediately 
taken by it, and knew that this would be a positive collaboration. 

When we started working together, the piece was going to 
explore the theme of time, but as the project evolved, it 
focused more on memory; in particular, the inherent plasticity 

“Research... a space in which, as artists, 
we can be more deeply curious, more 
investigatory in our practice, and ask 

some fundamental questions.”

of memory. For example, the way that some attempts to recall 
remain perpetually just beyond our grasp – we can almost touch 
or even taste them; we know the flavour of them, but we are 
unable to bring to mind any detail no matter how hard we try.  

Conversely, sometimes the tiniest of details seem almost to 
be carved in granite within our minds, like a monument to an 
inconsequential detail of our past, permanently erected in the 
vast museum of our other recollections, many of which we 
have no idea why they remain so steadfast. 

Both Heather and I attempted to respond to these and other 
ideas about memory and to each other’s work to create the piece. 
 

Why did you apply for an Athenaeum Award and how did 
it help you to complete the project? 

We secured part-funding from the Performing Rights Society 
Foundation, Hope Scott Foundation and Glasgow Life, and I 
applied for an Athenaeum Award to cover around 15% of the 
overall project cost. This enabled us to realise the piece with the 
ideal technical specifications, hire the equipment and technical 
expertise we needed, as well as afford us the time and space to 
try things out and rehearse, including a residency at Crear on 
the west coast of Scotland with the Maxwell String Quartet. 
 

Has this project offered you insights and directions for 
your future research and have new partnerships evolved 
throughout the process? 

I feel that with the Imperfection of Memory I was able to do 
some things I hadn’t done before, arrive at some sounds 
and ideas that were genuinely new for me, as well as further 
develop some more familiar ideas of mine. The piece was not 
perfect but there’s a lot there that I feel can be built upon.  

I also found the search for a common dialogue with Heather to 
be very insightful and engaging. I love her work, and I enjoyed 
collaborating with her a great deal and would be keen to work 
with her again. 
  

What advice would you give to those interested in a career 
in performing arts research? 

I would say read, listen to and watch a lot. Look at what’s going 
on in your own, and in related, disciplines. Cultivate your 
abilities in planning and organising as they tend to be crucial.   
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How is research important to the performing arts? 
 
Research is vital … an artist who also has the skills to think 
critically and deeply about their practice and who is able to 
situate their work within the wider theoretical context of ideas 
can make a difference in the world. We must ask questions 
about where we are politically, socially and ecologically, and 
performance research has a key role to play in developing 
artists and thinkers who can be agents for change.  
 
What is your role at the Royal 
Conservatoire of Scotland? 

I joined RCS as a Lecturer in 
Contemporary Performance 
Practice (CPP) in 2012 from the 
department of Theatre Studies 
at the University of Glasgow. As a 
researcher, academic and writer, 
I teach Critical and Contextual 
Understanding and modules 
on Performance Research and 
Performance Writing. 

These third year modules are my 
favourite to teach as we work with 
practice-research methods and explore experimental ways  
to generate new text for performance. I also work in the 
Research department, supervising PhD student artists and 
researchers who are devising live performance. Every day is 
different and I love it!  
 

How would you describe your research practice? 

I describe myself as a “performance-researcher” because 
everything I undertake is enquiry driven and starts with 
a question or series of questions. My own PhD focused on 
feminism, technology and performance, and these concerns 
are still very present in my current research. 

My research practice often responds to what is happening in the 
world; culturally, ecologically or politically and what ideas are in 
the ether that need interrogating: for example, after the Scottish 
Independence referendum, I co-wrote an article and made a 
film with artists about the role contemporary performance had 
in that movement. I would also describe my research practice as 
creative, interdisciplinary and collaborative. 

Dr Laura Bissell
Lecturer in Contemporary Performance Practice Has joining the Royal Conservatoire made a difference to 

your research? 

Since arriving at RCS I have been inspired to collaborate with 
others a lot more. Research can be a solitary endeavour, but it 
doesn’t have to be, and I really enjoy working with other artist-
researchers within the institution and beyond. 

Both staff teams I work with in CPP and the Research 
departments are made up of amazing artists and researchers; 
they are inspiring people to be around. Working with students 
also impacts my process greatly and challenges me to 
constantly develop my pedagogy, practice and research. 

I feel passionate about developing research within my 
programme and ensuring students are empowered to deeply 
and critically understand their practice within a wider context. 
As well as developing excellent performance-makers and 
facilitators, I want students to have the research skills to be able 
to publish their writing, present at conferences, and embark on 
postgraduate study if they wish to do so.  
  

Can you share some background to your award? 

My original project was called The Sea, The Sea, The Sea and 
I collaborated on three creative projects exploring the sea 
and language through performance. These included: writing 
performance text for a collaboration with a choreographer, 
devising a new sound/text piece with a sound designer, 
and working with my local community on the West Coast of 
Scotland to create a short film and audio piece about their 
experiences of living by the sea. 

I also wanted to begin work on a book proposal exploring 
the relationship between the sea and performance from an 
ecological perspective, and knew I needed time away from 
teaching to immerse myself in reading, writing, making and 
spending time by the sea to begin this process. 
 

Why did you decide to apply for an Athenaeum Award and 
how did it help you complete the project? 

I was struggling to achieve my research goals alongside 
my teaching workload and the Athenaeum Sabbatical 
Award allowed me to spend concentrated research time 
developing my ideas. In the three months I had away from my 
teaching commitments, I published poems, wrote abstracts 
for conferences, finished an article about a canal-boat 
performance, set up a blog documenting my research process, 
launched the Theatre, Dance and Performance Training blog, 
and collaborated with other artists and more! It was a really 
rich time for me creatively, academically and personally as I 
had a different quality of thinking time during this period. 

I also proposed abstracts to the Landscape, Language and the 
Sublime conference in Dartington and Psi#22 Performance 
Climates in Melbourne, Australia, which were accepted, and 
I was able to attend these events in the summer months. 
Without this time to frame these ideas and support from the 
Athenaeum Award, I would not have been able to present this 
new research internationally. 

“My research practice 
often responds to what 

is happening in the world; 
culturally, ecologically, 

or politically.”

 
Has your sabbatical benefited your research practice 
and given you the opportunity to grow your network and 
partnerships? 

Many of the partnerships I started during this time have continued 
to develop into longer term collaborations and new projects. 
I really appreciated the time to develop my own research and 
practice and I also think it benefited my teaching as I was able to 
bring back new readings and ideas to share with my students. I 
felt like I was a better teacher when I returned as I was feeling so 
energised by all of the new work and research I had been doing.
 

What advice would you give to those interested in a career 
in performing arts research? 
 
I would ask them “what do you want to find out?” In asking 
this question what I really mean is “what do you want to 
find out about the world/yourself/what art can do to make a 
difference?” Once you have an idea of the questions you want 
to ask you can begin to respond.

Also, if you have lots of different interests, performing arts 
research can be a great field to work in. My desire to engage 
with lots of different art forms, ideas and methodologies led 
me to the field of contemporary performance; as a hybrid and 
interdisciplinary form, it holds a multitude of possibilities and 
I love that about it. The field of research is similar is that it 
encapsulates lots of creative methods, concepts and ways of 
working. I feel very lucky to have both of these elements to my 
practice as it means that every day I research, teach and make, 
I feel as though I am learning. 
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My research begins with being drawn impulsively  
to the materials, behaviours and history of a 

particular image, object or place.
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What is your role at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland?

I am regular visiting artist with the BA Contemporary 
Performance Practice (CPP) programme. I have worked in 
various teaching capacities with CPP since 2011 when I first led 
a performance lab with level one students. Since then I have 
taught on a number of modules and I have co-led performance 
work between RCS students and patients attending a hospice 
in Glasgow. This year the hospice performance residency 
is focused on CPP students studying on the Choreography, 
People and Place module.
 
My work at RCS is balanced with my art practice which mainly 
involves making performance in gallery and museum situations 
in open-ended, site-responsive ways through collaboration with 
other artists and people who don’t think of themselves as artists. 
 

How would you describe your research practice? 

My research begins with being drawn impulsively to the 
materials, behaviours and history of a particular image, object 
or place. I then bring them together with time to explore what 
new understanding can be discovered about those elements 
from playfully intertwining, overlaying, framing, editing and 
disrupting the parts to create a new cohesive whole piece 
of work. The resulting work is a non-linear outcome from a 
process of practical exploration; ideas come from impulses, 
and the research of making art work and performance comes 
from a physical and emotional engagement with the materials. 

Working within visual art, performance and art in healthcare, I 
aim to make discoveries from acknowledging predetermined 
institutional ways of behaving to find new idiosyncratic 
experiences of being a body within a gallery, museum or hospital. 
 

Does working at the Royal Conservatoire have an impact 
on your research? 

Working within the CPP department as a lecturer and visiting 
artist has put me in the heart of a community of artists 
researching performance in individual, deeply-invested and 
rigorous ways. There is continually a passionate discourse 
about the place and potential of performance in the world.  

Most recently, my Athenaeum Award supported project Warmed 
Air is a collaboration with RCS staff members, Laura Bradshaw 
and Professor Laura González, as well as performance-maker Paul 
Michael Henry, who I also met through working with CPP. From 
working at RCS, I’m in the fortunate position of knowing so many 
performance-makers working at their level of professionalism. 

Steven Anderson
Visiting Artist

“The anatomical museum is such a rich 
site of investigation for an artist.”

Can you tell us a bit about your initial project idea? 

Warmed Air began with an artist’s commission from the Talbot 
Rice Gallery in Edinburgh in 2015. The commission was an 
opportunity to develop new work without any predetermined 
requirements, a rare generous offering to receive as an artist. 

As the Talbot Rice is part of Edinburgh University, I was able 
to access the Art Collections and Anatomical Museum and 
began a process of making a performance lecture within the 
anatomical lecture theatre. The anatomical museum curators 
Malcolm McCallum and Ruth Pollitt helped me research their 
collection of specimens and antique hand painted teaching 
posters. They exceeded their usual role and performed in the 
piece with me.  

As the anatomical museum is such a rich site of investigation 
for an artist, I was keen to build on the knowledge gained 
previously and to further develop the strength of my working 
relationship with the curators. For this new development 
of Warmed Air, I invited Laura, Laura and Paul to work 
collaboratively with me because of the way their specialist 
practices could expand the exploration of anatomy through 
somatic experience. 

Laura Bradshaw is a leader in somatic movement practice 
as a process of developing performance, Dr Laura González 
makes performance, contemporary dance and visual art 
alongside being an expert in yoga and yoga breathing known as 
Pranayama, and Paul as a leading Butoh practitioner. In addition 
to this the work included a performed lecture by educator 
John Clark. All bring varied, expanded perspectives about 
experiential anatomy as a contrast with the objectification of 
human specimens in the museum.

Why did you decide to apply for an Athenaeum Award and 
how did it help you complete the project? 
 
Laura González encouraged me to apply for the Award as she 
could see that this collaborative project was a good fit for the 
Small Project Award criteria. We had a lot of in-kind support 
from the Anatomy Museum staff and venue, but the Athenaeum 
Award provided staff, travel and materials costs for the 
production week of the project. This ensured the performance 
was seen. The Award also meant being able to access RCS 
resources, such as rehearsal space and sound recording time 
with a technician which have been invaluable in the process. 
 

Has this project offered you insights and directions for 
your future research and have new partnerships evolved 
throughout the process? 
 
The idea of making performance with and for human specimens 
is a complex process that is artistically and emotionally 
challenging. There is a lot to personally learn from working in 
this area and the team agree that we feel as though our work 
together has just begun. Our intention is to form a new model 
of practice that brings a specific way of us collaborating in 
response to specimens and the anatomical museum site. 

Through our collaboration, we have shared methods of working 
together, exchanged understanding and debated perspectives 
in a process of getting to know each other creatively. We 
have plans to continue working together towards proposing 
site-specific responses to other anatomy museums. With the 
experience Laura González has in editing publications, we are 
also planning on creating a book, bringing together a collection 
of essays based on our research. 



It’s particularly 
exciting when I’m able 

to collaborate with 
performers to bring the 
music back to life again.
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Dr Karen McAulay
Performing Arts Librarian 

and Postdoctoral Researcher

Describe your role at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland. 

I’m a Performing Arts Librarian for part of my working week, 
and a Postdoctoral Researcher for the rest of it. I started 
working in the library in 1988, when RCS was the Royal Scottish 
Academy of Music and Drama.  The research element came 
later, after I’d done a PhD at the University of Glasgow.   

How would you describe your research practice? 

I’m a musicologist – my doctoral research was into Georgian 
and Victorian Scottish song collecting, but since then I’ve 
branched out, first into Scottish dance music, and now into 
early legal deposit music collections in the UK’s national and 
university libraries. 

Does working at the Royal Conservatoire have an impact 
on your research? 

Yes, I originally chose my doctoral research subject because 
the knowledge I gained would be relevant for an institution 
which offers a traditional music degree. My present 
postdoctoral research allows me to tap into networks that I’m 
already associated with, and to work closely with scholars and 
librarians in different institutions who share my interest in 
music collections, music publishers and the people who used 
these historical music publications.

It’s particularly exciting when I’m able to collaborate with 
performers to bring the music back to life again, and to discover 
which collections have been particularly important to music-
lovers over the centuries.  

“Performing arts research has  
the potential to be uniquely  

accessible to the wider public.”

Lastly, the seminar was badged as part of a UNESCO Creative 
Cities Conference, and this meant an unprecedented 
opportunity to participate in an international conference 
open to anyone involved in creative, literary arts, regardless of 
whether they had an academic affiliation or were involved in 
community arts.   

Has this project offered you insights and directions for 
your future research and have new partnerships evolved 
throughout the process? 

I certainly now know a few more scholars working in related 
fields, and have since been put in touch with a more people in 
New Zealand’s North Island. I hope that I might one day have 
the opportunity to share thoughts with them and to make 
comparisons between our findings. 

Additionally, having already found interesting stories about 
women’s involvement in using (and cataloguing) the Copyright 
Music collection at St Andrew’s, not to mention in composing 
it, I was interested to note that there’s also definitely interest in 
women’s role in book history in general, whether in women as 
authors, or in a historical library collection of their books. 

What advice would you give to those interested in a career 
in performing arts research? 

Just as the performing arts are part of the culture which 
enriches daily lives, performing arts research has the potential 
to be uniquely accessible to the wider public. We probably 
have more opportunities to engage with our audiences than 
researchers in many other spheres. We should build upon this 
“relatability”, and seize every chance to share our findings in  
a meaningful way, whether by performing it, talking or  
writing about it. 

Can you tell us a bit about your initial project idea? 

Having been invited to explore the Copyright Music Collection at 
the University of St Andrews, I realised that this kind of material 
must have been distributed to nine or so similar libraries in the 
late 18th and early 19th centuries, and I successfully applied for 
an Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) Research 
Networking Grant to investigate how it was used and curated 
in the past, and what still survives today.   
 

Why did you apply for an Athenaeum Award and how did 
it help you to complete the project? 

I applied for the Award to enable me to attend and speak at 
the University of Otago’s Centre for Book Research Seminar 
and the UNESCO Creative Cities Southern Hui in Dunedin in 
November 2017.  

There were several reasons why I wanted this opportunity: 
in the first instance, obviously, there are few better ways 
of extending a network than by going to speak about your 
research on the other side of the globe. The University of 
Otago’s Centre for Book Research is a high-profile unit in the 
English Literature department, and I knew that I would be able 
to meet with important scholars.   
 
Secondly, it is my personal belief that “book history” should 
encompass the history not only of manuscript and printed 
books, but also the physical manifestation of music in scores  
of various formats, too. Whilst books uniquely convey thoughts 
and philosophies over the ages, it cannot be denied that scores 
– the compositions themselves, their paratextual commentary, 
prefaces and so on, not to mention their use and preservation 
– also convey cultural history. Speaking at this seminar  
enabled me to pursue this idea and forge links with book and 
library historians. 
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Dr Stuart MacRae
Senior Research Fellow  

and Lecturer in Composition 

“It’s inspiring to witness 
students growing through 

learning to express 
themselves creatively.”

Does working at the Royal Conservatoire have an impact 
on your research? 

Working at RCS, one is always aware of being in a creative 
environment. There’s always something going on – a performance, 
a rehearsal, a conference, a talk by a visiting speaker – and while 
the extent of the activities can be overwhelming, it is energising 
to be surrounded by so much creative endeavour. 

It’s inspiring to witness students growing through learning 
to express themselves creatively, and even impromptu 
conversations with students and colleagues in the corridor 
can lead to interesting new discoveries and ideas! The 
Conservatoire’s active support in furthering the research 
interests of its staff fosters an encouraging and collegial 
atmosphere in which to work. 

Can you tell us a bit about your initial project idea? 

For many years I have wanted to find an opportunity to write 
a piece for pianist Simon Smith. Despite having worked with 
him several times, I had never written anything specifically 
for him, and I felt that I wanted to tailor any new piece to his 
unique range of skills and techniques. 

Simon plays with uncommon precision and intensity, and 
seems undaunted by even the extreme technical demands of 
contemporary music. As Simon is a specialist in the piano music 
of Stockhausen (whose Klavierstücke are a big influence on my 
own piano writing) and Silvestrov, whose highly specific use of 
the piano pedals gives his music an ethereal sonority, I had, at 
the beginning of the project, an idea to develop around 8-10 
minutes of music in collaboration with him that would explore 
the possibilities of pedalling and resonance in my own music. 

In the end I wrote more than twice this amount of music, and 
pedalling became less important as I worked with Simon and 
other musical ideas developed; but it’s often the case that, 
through the research process, the work can take a different 
direction from that expected. 

Has this project offered you insights and directions for 
your future research and have new partnerships evolved 
throughout the process? 

I have discovered that this way of working can be both refreshing 
and stimulating. As I’ve spent most of my career composing to 
commission, there hasn’t often been a great deal of time for 
research and development (of my own technique and into the 
use of instruments), and to put the focus on this aspect now and 
then enhances my approach to everything I write.

I’d like to work in a similar way with other instrumentalists, 
or combinations, and see what happens – in particular I’d like 
to do some work on different ways of setting words to music, 
and how to create a range of different emphases and meanings 
from the same text.   

  

What advice would you give to 
those interested in a career in 
performing arts research? 

Always do what is interesting to 
you. You’re likely to spend a lot of 
time working on whatever projects 
you get involved with, and you 
will get the best out of the work if 
you’re enjoying it and really want 
to commit yourself to it. And if 

you’re more committed, your enthusiasm will come across and 
others will learn more from your work too. 

At the same time, always ask yourself why your work is needed, 
and how you can focus it so that it’s relevant not just to yourself, 
but to others in the performing arts, audiences, or the wider 
world generally. Talk to, and listen to, other people: a lot of 
research is collaborative, and finding other researchers whose 
experiences and interests complement your own can lead to 
interesting new directions. Finally, don’t be afraid to ask others 
for advice.

As a composer, how is your research important to the 
performing arts? 

My research is practice-based, which means discoveries are 
made through the process of composing – but with a specific 
line of enquiry, or a focus designed to bring about a particular 
result, which is not always the same as composing-as-creative-
expression. Anyone involved in the performing arts comes 
to realise that standing still is not a creative option, whether 
you’re a performer or a creative practitioner, and research 
helps to show us the way forward. 
 

Describe your role at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland. 

I’ve been teaching composition at RCS since 2012. Most of what 
I do happens in individual, weekly tutorials, which can often 
be fascinating, as every student has different needs and goals. 
I never know what creative and technical issues are going to 
come up in a typical day. 

It’s challenging and stimulating to work through compositional 
problems that are outside my own music, or to see what 
motivates and inspires young composers, and this encourages 
me to reflect continually on my own practice and to keep 
refreshing my ideas. 
 

How would you describe your research practice? 

While it could be said that to a certain extent all composition 
involves an element of research (whether into instrumental 
technique, subject matter, acoustics, technology or multimedia 
collaboration), I find that some works suggest a more research-
based approach than others. These tend to be projects in 
which I consciously challenge and transform my approach to 
an instrument, a form or a medium, or perhaps prioritise the 
integrity of the compositional process over the final form and 
content of the piece. 

For me, this typically involves looking at my current and past 
practice in the context of what other artists may have done, 
as well as consulting and workshopping with performers, 
and then finding elements of technique and notation that 
can sharpen the focus of the work. I find that the lessons and 
techniques learned from more ‘researched’ pieces make their 
way into other works I write, which may be more audience-
focused or occasional in nature. 
 

Why did you decide to apply for an Athenaeum Award and 
how did it help you to complete the project? 

The main reason was to give the work a focus, a clear goal and 
time-frame within which to work. I find that really helps when 
I want to go in new directions because, while speculation and 
thinking time are important, if there’s no end-point, projects 
can drift off and dissolve into other work that I’m doing. 

As I wanted to spend time with Simon specifically working on 
new ideas for the piano, writing material in preparation for our 
working sessions, it was very helpful to have some financial 
support and accountability. This gave us time to work on the 
process rather than the result, as would have been the case 
with a commission. Even so, the project resulted in a complete 
piece in the end, Piano Sonata No.2, in which each of the 
movements explores a different approach to the sonority and 
technique of the piano. 
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Exploring the dramaturgy of embedded 
British Sign Language Interpretation. 

The project explored the 
dramaturgy of embedded  

BSL interpretation within a 
classic Shakespeare play. 

Dr Marc Silberschatz and  
Catherine King reflect  
here on the process.
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Case Study
Henry V

In this case study, the Athenaeum Small Project award was 
able to fully fund a pilot project that grew from a conversation 
between staff members Dr Marc Silberschatz, Head of Masters in 
Contemporary Text and BSL interpreter, Masters in Education 
graduate and PhD candidate, Catherine King. The research 
explored the dramaturgy of embedded BSL interpretation 
within a classic Shakespeare play. Marc approached the project 
as a director and Catherine King, was director of performance 
interpreting – a new type of role created from this project.

Can you tell us about the background to your collaboration? 
 
Marc: The project began as a result of conversations between 
Catherine and me regarding her work as a performance interpreter. 

We were interested in the question of the interpreter’s place on 
the stage, within the performance, and in relation to the script. 
When staging a production, basic questions like ‘why are these 
characters on stage in this scene?’ must be answered as part 
of the dramaturgy of a production. We wanted to apply the 
same dramaturgical rigour to the presence of interpreters in 
the performance. 

For me, the production of Henry V felt like an ideal place to 
explore these ideas. Conceptually, the production explored 
in form and content the bringing together of people in a 
community sharing an experience. It felt like any opportunity 
to invite as many people into that community as possible 
should be taken as a moral imperative.

Catherine: All too often, performance interpreters work alone 
and the logic of having them on stage isn’t considered by the 

creative team, and as an interpreter, this can be frustrating. 
Having had experiences of being integrated into performances, 
I knew the difference it made to the quality of the audience 
experience and enjoyment. Undertaking the Masters in 
Education (MEd) in Learning and Teaching in the Performing 
Arts at RCS gave me space to examine the work I was doing, 
question how it could be improved and begin to articulate 
these ideas more fully. 

A chance conversation with Marc about the structure of Henry 
IV with its three different worlds led us to the idea of placing a 
performance interpreter in each, and ultimately led us to work 
together on Henry V. 

Could you give us a description of the project?

Marc: The project was a production - The True Chronicle History 
of Henry V, with his Battle Fought at Agincourt in France, as it 
hath been Sundry Times Played by the Right Honourable Lord 
Chamberlain his Men. Our intention was that we would integrate 
BSL interpretation as a dramaturgical feature of the production, 
rather than something ‘in addition to’ it. The production was 
therefore designed to feature BSL interpretation by three 
interpreters (including Catherine who also served as Director 
of Performance Interpreting) in all performances.

Catherine: The point was that the BSL used in the production, 
the presence of the performance interpreters, would feel as 
much an organic part of the production as the lighting and 
soundscape; that there would never be a moment where the 
performance interpreters appeared to be superfluous or only 
there to offer functional communication.

What approach did you take in the research? 

Marc: In many ways, I would argue that the production’s 
methodology was marked by its unremarkability. While I 
believe Catherine would articulate a different experience, for 
me, as director, the three interpreters were simply additional 
performers forming part of the world of the performance. 
While we faced challenges related to staging (with special 
emphasis on sightlines) and interpretation of the text 
(Shakespeare makes great demands with regard to translation 
into BSL), in every respect these challenges were no different 
to those involved in working with actors. 

Simply treating the interpreters as performers in their own 
right allowed for exploration of the creative possibilities in 
the performance. The research was practice research, but the 
emphasis during the process was very much on the practice: 
making this production work effectively as a piece of art.

 Catherine: In terms of the traditional (and prevalent) approach 
directors take to working with performance interpreters, the 
method was unique. Approaching the performance interpreters 
as performers, in the first instance, is a marked difference to 
the way this normally functions in the performance industry. 
This offered the interpreters an opportunity to be directed, 
to be choreographed, to be a part of an ensemble that was 
collaborating with each other. The fundamental principle 
that BSL was simply another language on the stage took the 
considerable challenge of translating Shakespeare and made 
it simply another series of creative decisions within a much 
larger whole. This was, and is, an exceptional approach to take 
in mainstream theatre.
  

What were the results were of your project? 

Marc: Feedback from BSL users in the 
audience was very positive with many 
pointing out how much of the text came 
through. There was also positive response 
to the aesthetics of the deployment and 
staging of the interpreters. I think it is 
safe to say that we succeeded in what we  
set out to do.

Catherine: The BSL users who saw the 
play all left the space discussing the play. 
They were not discussing the interpreters 
or whether they understood the play, they 
left discussing the characters, laughing at 
memories of specific scenes and commenting 
on how easy it had all been to watch. Despite 
the play being Shakespeare (something some 
researchers have said is too difficult for  
a BSL-using audience) and in thrust 
(traditionally thought of as impossible to stage 
with interpreters), BSL-users reported that they 
comfortably understood 85 – 95% of the text. I’d say  
that’s a good result. 

“The presence of 
the performance 

interpreters would feel 
as much an organic 

part of the production 
as the lighting and 

soundscape.”

What do you think the impact of your research might be? 

Marc: Catherine has a much deeper relationship with 
interpreted performance than I do. However, I believe that 
we were able to distil several principles that could underlie 
BSL interpreted performances in the future - especially in 
cases where that interpretation is embedded. Our plans are to 
continue to explore this work. Hopefully with a production of 
The Witch of Edmonton in 2019.

Catherine: The effect of the work on Henry V, on a professional 
level, for me has been long-lasting. Since the experience of 
working with Marc and the ensemble, I have found it very 
difficult to go back to situations where I don’t have that level of 
access to the director and actors. In fact, I now take the Henry 
approach into the rehearsal room with me in any project I take 
on and will continue to do so. 

From a purely professional perspective, the discovery of 
dramaturgy as an interpreting tool has changed how I work 
for the better.  It should also be noted that the audience who 
saw the show have talked about their emotional response to 
the production on multiple occasions and it’s noticeable that 
their expectation of integrated performance interpreting work 
has been raised. 
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Knowledge

Our Knowledge Exchange Awards help  
our staff create new partnerships, develop  

public engagement and transfer their highly 
specialised knowledge into new contexts. 
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“I firmly believe that without the 
Athenaeum Award I would not 

be doing what I am doing today. 
It allowed me to understand the 

landscape of the Arts in Justice and 
position myself within it, in  

an inspired and informed way.”

Jess Thorpe
Lecturer in the Arts in Justice

What is your role at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland?

I am the Lecturer in the Arts in Justice and responsible for  
the design and delivery of creative projects in Scottish  
prisons and with communities affected by crime. I have  
been part of the RCS community since I arrived as a  
student in 2000 and have since had various roles as part  
of the staff team of the BA (Hons) Contemporary  
Performance Practice (CPP) programme. I am lucky that my 
current job was created in recognition of a specific area of 
expertise and to allow me to continue to develop this work  
in Scotland. 
 

What does research mean to you? 

It is the idea that I am most passionate about. The issue that 
keeps me up at night. The question that I can’t quite answer. 
The change that I most want to see in the world.
  

Has working at the Royal Conservatoire helped you in 
your Knowledge Exchange activity? 

I feel as if being part of RCS allows me to be part of a bigger 
conversation. Although in many ways I am a department of 
one, I am also part of an ecology of other people and ideas and 
questions. I am continually supported and inspired by being 
around the energy of the institution and the creativity of the 
other people that are also here. My research is constantly 
challenged and nourished as I share it with others and gain new 
perspectives and insights from colleagues and from students. 
This keeps everything fresh. 

Being part of RCS also provides a national context for my work 
and this can help when I am trying to make links with other 
organisations and work towards creating more opportunities 
for Scottish communities. For me, it feels politically important 
that an institution such as RCS is also working in prisons and I 
feel excited about what this can and does mean for the country 
as a whole. 
 

Could you give us some background to the initial project 
behind your Sabbatical Award? 

My original idea for the Athenaeum Award was to have some 
time to disseminate my work (to date) in the Arts in Criminal 
Justice settings and to develop the profile and position of this 
work in Scotland. I also planned to go on a residency with 

Michigan University and the Prison Creative Arts Project 
(PCAP) working in prisons throughout Michigan in the US and 
to make international connections for the Scottish sector. 

What motivated you to apply for a Sabbatical  
Athenaeum Award? 

When I applied for the Athenaeum Award I was working as 
a part-time Lecturer in Applied Performance on the BA CPP 
programme. My teaching covered lots of socially-engaged arts 
practices and allowed me to lead creative work across a wider 
range of institutions such as schools, hospitals and with various 
communities in Scotland. As much as I loved this work, I had 
started to become more and more fascinated with the criminal 
justice system. There was lots of this work happening across 
the UK but the conversation felt underdeveloped in Scotland 
and I wanted the time and space to explore the potential more 
fully. Receiving the Award made it possible for me to engage in 
this research in a deep way and to begin to envisage what might 
be possible going forward. 

Did the work you undertook during your KE sabbatical 
give you useful insights or directions for your subsequent 
and future research? 

I firmly believe that without the Athenaeum Award I would not 
be doing what I am doing today. It allowed me to understand 
the landscape of the Arts in Justice and to position myself with 
it in an inspired and informed way. It gave me the confidence 
to develop a sector that I wanted to be part of and to begin a 
strategic conversation at a national level. 

As a result of this initial support, I was then able to forge links 
with organisations such as the Citizens Theatre and Theatre 
Nemo which led to setting up the first ever Scottish Prison Arts 
Network (SPAN) – a support system for artists that now has over 
300 members nationally. I was also able to set up partnerships 
with the Scottish Prison Service and Fife College and cement 
international relationships with Michigan University and the 
Winston Churchill Trust. 
 

What advice would you give to those interested in work 
like yours? 

Do it. Do not be intimidated or afraid of received notions of 
what research ‘is’ or who gets to research. Lean into what you 
love and get excited about the process of developing it. 



It was a very valuable and 
practical contribution to the 

project at a critical time.
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Stephen Roe
Production Manager

“Get out and talk to 
customers from the outset. 
It’s very easy to lose sight  
of the customers’ needs 
when you have so many 
things to juggle during  

the start-up phase.”

Has this project offered you 
insights and directions for your 
future research and have new 
partnerships evolved throughout 
the process? 

The project has continued to grow 
and evolve over the last three years 
and I have been fortunate to receive 
additional support from The Royal 
Society of Edinburgh and Creative 

Scotland. With this extra support, I have been able to engage 
with a much wider range of partners from sectors within and 
outside the creative industries, which has provided many 
different perspectives on how the performing arts can benefit 
from emerging digital technology. 
 

What advice would you give to those, like you, interested 
in setting up their own business? 

I would advise anyone considering setting up a business to 
identify the market for their innovation and get out and talk 
to customers from the outset. It’s very easy to lose sight of the 
customer’s needs when you have so many other things to juggle 
during the start-up phase. The other thing is to identify who 
can support you as it’s virtually impossible to set up a business 
on your own due to the volume of work involved. Having an 
innovative idea, is only the start of the journey. Implementing it 
is where the real challenge lies. 

What is your role at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland?

I have worked as a production manager at the Royal 
Conservatoire of Scotland since 2012, managing productions  
in Music, Drama and Opera. Each school has a unique 
production process which reflects the different approaches 
our students will encounter when they graduate as performers, 
managers or technicians. 

As production manager, my remit is to manage the design 
process, and prepare the team for the rehearsal phase of each 
production. This involves taking an overview of the budgets, 
recruiting staff, supervising health and safety matters and 
managing the production schedule to ensure that the highest 
quality production is achieved.

Does working at the Royal Conservatoire have an impact 
on your Knowledge Exchange activity? 

One of the main benefits of working with RCS is the scale  
of the network here and the range of skills and experience 
that both staff and students bring to each project we work  
on. Stage productions always involve finding creative solutions 
to challenging problems and RCS is an excellent environment 
for knowledge exchange and collaboration between  
the departments.
 

Could you tell us a bit about your initial project idea? 

The initial idea was to look at how emerging technology might 
affect how we design, plan and stage touring performances, and 
to what extent new types of digital content would emerge. From 
a production management point of view I was also interested in 
the potential impact that interactive web applications will have 
on how we share and develop design concepts and how we 
visualise and plan technical work before we take shows on tour. 
 

Why did you decide to apply for an Athenaeum Award and 
how did it help you to complete the project? 

I decided to apply for an Athenaeum Award after receiving 
encouragement from Dr Anna Birch who worked within 
Knowledge Exchange department at RCS. The Award paid for 
research materials that would otherwise have been out of my 
budget, so it was a very valuable and practical contribution to 
the project at a critical time. 
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Research helps us to examine our own processes as 
artists, reflecting on what we have learned from our work.
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Dr Oliver Searle
Lecturer in Composition 

Describe your role at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland?  

I have been teaching at RCS since 2007, across a number of 
different roles. I am a lecturer on the Bachelor of Music (BMus) 
programme teaching a variety of contextual studies courses, 
and I have also covered the roles of Acting Head of BMus, and 
Interim Head of Composition. I spend a lot of my time teaching 
for the Composition department, but I also work with students 
from across the conservatoire (such as our BA and MA Musical 
Theatre students). 
 

How would you describe your research practice? 

I am interested in exploring new contexts for new music. This 
has included writing music for a wide variety of professional, 
amateur and youth organisations - such as music for theatre 
- and I began working on inclusive music projects with Drake 
Music Scotland following my involvement with a company in 
Austria (MED-EL), for which I had written music for cochlear 
implant users and deaf people. 

 
Does working at the Royal Conservatoire have an impact 
on your research? 

A few years ago, I created a new module in collaboration with 
Drake Music Scotland for students across the conservatoire; I 
have since spoken about this module as part of papers I have 
written for international conferences (such as ISME 2016 in 
Glasgow, ELIA 2015 in Tilburg, and EPARM 2018, in Porto). 

I have also recently completed a paper for inclusion in an 
international music research journal (IMPAR), which is 
directly related to the development of this module from my 
composition practice, and my work with RCS students. More 
indirectly, the enthusiasm of students and regular sharing 
of ideas with colleagues undoubtedly has an effect on my 
work as it develops. Being around other professionals in the 
Composition and Research departments - and more broadly 
across RCS - who are regularly producing artistic work of a high 
standard nationally and internationally, encourages us all to 
strive to raise our standards and improve our skills as practice-
based researchers. 
 

Could you tell us a bit about your initial project idea? 

Microscopic Dances is my most recent collaboration with 
Drake Music Scotland (the nation’s leading arts organisation 
providing music-making opportunities for people with 
disabilities). I had previously worked with Drake Music 
Scotland on earlier projects, such as Technophonia (part of 
the cultural Olympiad in London in 2012), but since then, they 
have increased the size of the ensemble, up to what is now 
their Digital Orchestra, which has performed at major events 
nationally and internationally. 

I had the idea of creating a series of shorter movements in this 
new piece, exploring the tiny movements that musicians make 
(many of which are often barely noticeable, or completely 
invisible to the human eye), which I imagined to be a number 
of ‘Microscopic Dances’ between neural processes and motor 
skills, on the way to realising a piece of music. Each dance in 
the piece is therefore slightly hidden from view, utilising an 
existing dance form/style, but warping it for my own purposes, 
to allow for further creative possibilities. 

The movements of the piece also draw on a number of 
my musical influences, with titles such as Jimp Jitterbug, 
Infinitesimal Tango, Peerie Passacaglia, Molecular Hornpipe, 
Minuscule Mosh and Skiddlie Jig. A number of different digital 
instruments were also included in the final work, such as 
brainfingers, ipads, electronic keyboards, drum kit, and Roland 
Handsonic; we had an intensive rehearsal period of a week, 
followed by performances at Stewart’s Melville College, in 
Edinburgh, in August 2018. 
 

Why did you decide to apply for an Athenaeum KE Award, 
and how did it help you to complete the project? 

As a composer, I have regularly been involved in projects that 
benefit from development time to allow experimentation with 
working methods before a final decision is reached as to how 
you might begin creating musical material for the final piece. 
An Athenaeum Award presented me with this important lead-
in time, to meet with staff and musicians from Drake Music 
Scotland, then allowing a week of setting up, developing and 
rehearsing of the new music for the final performance. Such 
a project is often quite different to writing a work for a more 
standard (or acoustic) ensemble.
 

Has this project offered you insights and directions for 
your future research and have new partnerships evolved 
throughout the process? 

Although I have been working with Drake Music Scotland 
and the musicians of the Digital Orchestra over a number of 
years, every opportunity to work with them is a new learning 
experience. The technology develops quickly, even in the space 
of a few months, and the creative capabilities expand on each 
occasion. Now that the Digital Orchestra exists as a regular 
ensemble, I would like to build on my experiences, to write 
for a full symphony orchestra, with the Digital Orchestra as a 
core group within a larger ensemble. This is ambitious, and 
there would be a number of logistical considerations, but I am 
confident that if I can design a clear working method, then I 
can find a way of bringing together the resources to manage a 
large-scale performance. 

The profile of inclusive music-making, digital technologies, 
disabled musicians, and Drake Music Scotland are always 
improved with such projects, so I am hopeful that this challenge 
is not insurmountable, and that we can work together to find a 
high-profile event to bring such an ensemble into the public 
eye, with some high-quality new music in live performance. 
 

What advice would you give to those interested in a career 
in performing arts research? 

The important word for practice-based researchers is always 
‘methodology’ and having a clear path to what you want  
to achieve. It has taken me some time to find this in relation 
to my own practice, but having done so, I am able to work  
with an ever-clearer focus on each of the projects I am involved 
in, finding their relevance to me as a composer, educator  
and researcher. 

“I had the idea of creating  
shorter movements in this new  

piece, exploring the tiny movements 
that musicians make.” 
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