
 1 

Video recorded audience experiences 

- a creative workshop method to study audience’s reaction to a  

Performance 

 
 

By Celina Bækgaard (B.A in Art History) , Susanne Mohr (B.A. in Theatre, Film and Media 

Studies) and Nicole Johansen (B.A in Theatre and Performance Studies). 

 

How do we talk about an art experience or performance in the best way? Is it even possible 

to talk about something so abstract as art, and how do we translate an art experience so that 

it becomes relevant and understandable to others? Is it possible to stand by your own 

opinion within a group that might feel otherwise? 

These are some of the questions we asked ourselves at the start of this experiment. We all 

agreed that it’s always challenging to talk about an experience in other ways than “I liked the 

actors” or “I hated the play because the scenography was terrible”. Not because those 

examples do not justify an experience, but because an experience is a unit that we divide 
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into smaller fractions, and when we try to put our feelings into words, the translation fails to 

convey our feelings in a fulfilling way. Another problem is that it seems difficult for some 

individuals to express their opinion, if they find themselves in a group conversation where 

the group seems to think something else. The consequence : a monotonous result. When 

you want to investigate what people experience when seeing a play or a performance, these 

are some of the things you need to consider. Therefore our project was to set up a focus 

group which was asked to do an individual task; to reflect on an experience by making short 

video recordings, and afterwards meet up with the focus group to continue the experiment in 

a group conversation using the results from the individual reflection task. We hope to see 

that the combination of the individual task and the group talk would give the participants a 

deeper understanding of their own experience, and also for us as interviewers, to be able to 

get a deeper understanding of how an audience experiences a performance and how they 

process this experience. To see if the tool we provide them, can be (a more efficient) way to 

discuss and process the experience. 

 

The structure of the workshop. 

The basic idea of this experiment was to try out the medium of video to capture an individual 

reaction and reflection on a performance immediately after having attended it. Each 

individual in the focus group was to take three short videos that in some way would reflect 

their experience. The videos were to be filmed before talking to others about the theatre 

experience. Importantly the participants should do this task individually to avoid an influence 

from other people. The videos were to last maximum 30 seconds per video, and we had no 

expectations of what the videos would look like aesthetically, what they should contain, etc. 

The videos were shown to the other participants, as a part of the following group talk (in a 

similar manner to the Theatre Talks developed by Willmar Sauter in the 1980’s), this meeting 

took place three days after the group had seen the performance. The performance the group 

was invited to see was the ballet Don Quixote, that played at The Royal Danish Theatre on 

the Old Stage. The ballet had been chosen because it was free of language and therefore 

the experience would be “equal” for all participant if a participant was not Danish speaking. 

In the course of the talk, each participant presented the videos that she/he had recorded and 

was given the chance to say something about each of them without being interrupted. When 

the participants felt like they said enough about their videos and the motivation behind these, 

the talk was opened to questions. The other participants were not allowed to express their 

own opinion when another participant was presenting theirs (they were not “allowed” to say: 

“I do not agree” or something similar). We made this decision to avoid any group influence 

as well - we wanted to create a space where the individual participants would feel free and 
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safe in the company of the others. Our hope was that the videos might become a useful tool 

for talking about an art experience, by making it less abstract and thereby creating a tool to 

articulate what one has felt and experienced in the theatre. Through the medium of film and 

afterwards the reflections put into words, we hoped that the individual experience would 

become more visible for the other participants. 

What we hoped to achieve was that the participants recorded their videos without thinking 

about anything else than their own experience, and namely not thinking about the 

presentation-situation in which they would meet up with the other participants. It was 

important for us to emphasize that there is no good or bad video, that it is not about being 

skilled and creative at recording, but that whatever comes individually from one’s own 

reaction and reflection is exactly what we were looking for. 

 

 
 

About groups and making art. 

Matthew Reason, professor of Theatre and Performance at York St. John University, has 

focused his studies in qualitative group studies and experiments regarding audience 

experience. He once made a creative workshop where participants were to draw their 

experience blindfolded. We used this way of thinking a workshop to develop our own, but 

wanted to make a workshop that wouldn't make the participant uncomfortable or insecure 

about their own skills as painting or drawing can be to some people. We therefore saw the 

videotaping as a fresh and new way to let the participant be creative with a medium most 

people today are used to and that is rather easily accessible, hence social media. Another 
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aspect of this type of research, when you choose to make a creative workshop is the fact 

that the participants contribution to their experience is in itself a work of art. John Caputo, 

who is an American philosopher, once stated that any work of art calls for a reaction. The 

reaction can come in any form: interpretation, commentaries, plagiarisms, transformations 

etc. But the reaction that a given art piece (in his example a text) gives, is transformed into 

what is called countersignature. In relation to this project, the participant’s videos are a 

reaction to their experience but also to the performance itself, which is why the videos 

transform into small artworks with a relation to the original piece (the performance). This way 

of rethinking the participant contributions is not just very theoretical, but is also a way to 

encourage creativity and to make the participants feel that they get something precious out 

of their time spent.  

 

The group conversation was an element that we thought was going to be difficult to execute. 

We were determined to make a group conversation about the videos, where the individual 

had an essential voice and was to be heard without interruption from the other participants 

and where group influence should be kept to a minimum. We already knew that facing a 

group without being influenced by others is difficult. Peik Gjøsund and Roar Huseby, the 

authors of the book Gruppe og samspil – indføring i gruppepsykologien (Groups and 

interraction - Introduction to the group psychology) points out the difficulties with what is 

called Conformity Pressure. This means that humans always feel the need to fit in a group, 

and therefore are willing to sacrifice their beliefs, values and norms to be in a homogenous 

group and not to stand out. Gjøsund and Huseby explain the consequences of conformity 

pressure with this citation (own translation) “Such requirements can easily come in conflict 

with the individual's wishes to develop his own individuality and personality. The Result 

therefore become that the group members  experiences themselves as one form before a 

unit, ie. they relate themselves to various questions as one (the group) rather than as 

several individuals. This was exactly what we feared and what we wanted to avoid the most. 

Because of this, we were very aware of the structuring of the process. And that is why we 

regarded it as necessary for the participants not to talk with each other after the show, but 

instead walk straight home to avoid any outside opinions. In the group conversation, we felt 

the need to set up some rules (as written above), to let the individuals talk about their videos 

and reflect on their experience without any interruptions, so that each one of them would 

have the time that they needed, without getting any clues that could reveal if the other 

participant agreed or disagreed with the experience. 
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Regardless of our attempt to avoid conformity pressure under the experiment, one of the 

participants revealed during the group discussion that she had made more than the 3 videos 

that we were about to see. She told the group that the 3 videos she had decided to show, 

were in fact spontaneously recorded but that she afterwards had seen the videos and didn't 

think they were “Pretty enough”. She was asked if she felt like it was important for the videos 

to be pretty and she replied that she, at first, had felt the need to record something that was 

worth watching for the group and that it should be aesthetically beautiful. At the end she had 

decided to show the group the videos which did not live up to the aesthetical level she 

wanted, but she felt that the spontaneous videos were much more true to the concept and 

what she had felt when recording them. When we ask anyone to be creative and then 

present it in a group, it will for some people be a process where they will have to accept not 

knowing what the others present, at the risk of feeling that they have failed compared to 

others. It should be taken into account that the participant who chose to share her feelings 

actually chose to show the videos where she took the “biggest” risk. Her thought here was 

that at the end she still wanted to show the actual experience and not something she had 

staged to look pretty. This problem is to be taken into account when executing the project 

but is not necessarily something that can be solved. It is important that the participants are 

confronted with this before starting the experiment, so that they are as comfortable as 

possible. Likewise some of the participants had felt a kind of pressure watching the 

performance, because they knew that they had to record something afterwards. This is 

something that is difficult to avoid in projects like this, and is therefore just something you 

have to know when you investigate other’s experiences, that “force” them to express their 

experience. 
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Adjustments 

When we planned the workshop, we saw it as a necessity that the videos should be 

recorded right after the show or at least the same evening. When our group met 3 days after 

they had seen the show none of the participants had shot all three videos the same day as 

the show. Instead they had filmed things that had reminded them of the experience during 

the weekend. As a comment to this result of a rule we had set for the group which did not 

work the way we had foreseen, Eugenio Barba, founder of The International School of 

Theatre Anthropology, states “The performance is the beginning of a longer experience. It is 

the scorpion’s bite which makes one dance. The dance does not stop when one leaves the 

theatre”. He uses the statement to make a point about how audiences are not able to reveal 

the meaning of a performance while seeing the performance, instead the audience will be in 

process after in which they little by little will understand the meaning of what they saw. In 

relation to this project, with inspiration from Eugenio Barba, one could conclude that it is 

much too strict to ask an audience, who have just experienced a performance, to respond to 

the experience right after. If a performance is a longer process, we will have to give the 

participant in an experiment like this, room and time to process what they have just seen to 

get the best and closest to the “truth” results.  
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Results - the group conversation. 

Originally the focus group consisted of the three of us. This decision was made because of a 

time limit and the scope of the project. Because of difficulties with finding a date that suited 

all of us, we had to involve two other participants, which in the end was better than only 

using our selves. The focus group therefore came to consist of two from our group and two 

from our study (Celina Bækgaard, Nicole Johansen, Tamara Rugaard Mathiesen and Kirsten 

Birkegaard Madsen). The three of us, as interviewers, decided that we all should take notes 

during the group talk. Maybe this only worked because we interviewed ourselves and others 

that were used to this situation. If faced with a “real” focus group, and maybe more groups 

simultaneously, we would have to consider the situation and the relationship between the 

interviewers and the interviewed - not to create an environment in which people feel judged. 

We then took turns to show each other our individual video recordings/reflections, and by 

going through each video we explained why we chose to make this particular recording. 

After each participant was done with their presentation, the recurring questions from the 

other participants where: “When did you make this film?”, “Did you record it spontaneously or 

did you plan the motif/sound beforehand and then film it?” For the main part, the recordings 

were more or less planned and not entirely spontaneous. Out of the more planned 

recordings, the videos contained, as examples, recordings of one participant dancing, one 
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playing with shadows, one recording a record playing, a fish swimming. Several of the 

participants had made a video recording that had to do with ballet as sport (the dancers 

physical capability), and another made a recording of a google-search of the concrete play; 

Don Quixote. One of the spontaneously filmed recordings was filmed on the street right after 

the play had finished and had to do with colours and reflections. What we realized was that 

out of all the movieclips, most of them had to do with either the music/sounds of the 

performance, the visual appearance of the play, or had to do with ballet as a genre/sport - in 

other words: more literal interpretations of the play. When one of the participants showed the 

others the one with the google-research of “Don Quixote” and explained that the reason for 

this was that she actually did not understand the storyline of the play and what is was about, 

we all came to recognize this particular doubt. Until this point our aim to not judge each 

other’s contributions were met, but when this particular point of view came to the table we 

forgot the rules. Mainly because we all felt the same way: that we were confused about the 

storyline of the performance. After discussing this we realized that this might be the reason 

why a lot of the videos were so literal and not very abstractly interpretative. But also we 

realized why this project, if the rules were met, is relevant. This is a method by which we can 

avoid participants not saying their honest opinion about their experience (also because the 

videos hold each participant up to their own experience). In this particular situation we talked 

about how we all had felt a bit embarrassed about not understanding the storyline, but with 

the content of the videos this what brought up to the group talk. Also we talked about that it 

was a bit “funny” that we felt this way, because we all got something out of the play anyway - 

which is equally as correct as knowing what Don Quixote actually is about. Another 

participant had not felt anything particular about the performance, but because of the video 

recordings she was forced to think about something on her own to bring to the group talk. So 

maybe if these recordings had not been a part of the task, this particular participant would 

maybe not have had a lot to say, or would maybe only say something when reminded of the 

play by the others. In this way we think that the combination of the individual videos and the 

group talk afterwards is a relevant way to both keep the individual experience intact and also 

to discuss and reflect in a group with others. 

An element that turned out to be helpful, even though it was not planned, was that one 

member of our group had not watched the performance and therefore did not contribute any 

videos. She was only the interviewer. She was therefore looking at the videos from another 

perspective and also had different questions to ask during the discussion, i.e. about things 

that seemed obvious to everyone who had watched the performance, or that everyone 

silently agreed upon, hence not feeling a need to articulate until asked. This revealed some 

interesting points that otherwise would have stayed unnoticed. Another helpful aspect of 
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having someone there who did not know the performance was that group dynamics got more 

obvious (e.g. at the above mentioned point when the other participants found out that none 

of them had understood the storyline and they started to reassure each other of that and feel 

relieved not to have been the only one that had happened to). We thus concluded that it 

proved rather useful to have at least one participant in the discussion who does not know the 

performance that is at stake as it adds another perspective which can be enriching and 

helpful in discovering different aspects. 

When Matthey Reason as described above, uses creative workshops as a tool for the 

audiences to describe something without using words, those responses become 

countersignatures. This kind of method and the one we are using, are forcing the 

participants to be aware of themself and their experience, as Reason puts it “What do i think 

of what this is doing to me”. Therefore the videos and the participant’s thoughts become 

small stagings of their experience. That is very self-conscious. Some could argue that it is 

too self-conscious for a participant in an experiment. But something rather interesting 

happened during the showing of the videos. One participant commented that she was very 

surprised that her videos lacked music and sounds. She stated that she remembered a lot 

more sound/audio when recording, but after seeing her videos, she had to admit that the 

music must have played in her head. This statement reminds us how embodied a 

performance is. The experience of a play is something that can move the individual, but still 

add a dualism to experiments like these. A dualism situated in the self-consciousness, about 

making a video and therefore distancing him or herself from the situation and at the same 

time investing the whole body and mind in the experience, to a point where you forget what 

is real and what is not. Another one of the participants who was brought in from “outside” the 

project, was more insecure about her videos; she felt the pressure to make them 

aesthetically beautiful. She had been influenced by the knowledge that the videos were to be 

presented in the upcoming group discussion. This could be an effect of not being a part of 

our project group since we had come up with the idea and agreed on the “rules”. Of course 

her position is the one that would apply to most participants; a member of a focus group who 

was not involved in developing the method.  The insecurity of the participant showed us that 

it is crucial to really communicate the function of the videos for the discussion as immediate 

documents of one’s thoughts and feelings that should not live up to any aesthetic standard. 

We took that for granted and apparently did not emphasize enough the importance of that 

point. Since the whole idea of our experiment was to reduce the group influence to a 

minimum, we found out that in the future we will have to make this point more clear when 

using this method in groups that are not familiar with the developing process. 

Keeping this in mind, for future focus groups, we think that the medium of video as a means 
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to capture individual and immediate audience responses can be a helpful tool for Theatre 

Talks, to help reduce the risk of group influence and thereby gain access to more pure and 

honest reflections and reactions to theatre experiences.  

 

Thanks to Tamara Rugaard Mathiesen and Kirsten Birkegaard Madsen for participating in 

the workshop and Jackie Hampshire for proofreading. 


