IV: Interview with Ben Neal and Kerryn Wise?

Tengjin Bian: Could you please tell me more about yourselves?

Ben Neal: Sure, I’'m Ben, Neil. I'm a creative technologist. I work with Kerryn as
Displace Studio, and we create immersive mixed reality performances and artworks.
These often include elements like virtual reality and frequently involve performers
that we digitize to place in a virtual world. We also incorporate real-world elements.
As the tech specialist, | handle much of the programming and technological
development for our art projects.

Kerryn Wise: Hi, I'm Kerryn Wise. I'm a choreographer and digital dance artist,
working as part of Displace Studio with Ben. My focus is on digitizing live
performances, primarily using immersive video technologies. I'm less interested in
CGl and more in how digitizing performances and sharing them with audiences can
change their relationship with live or digital performers.

Tengjin Bian: When did you start creating art in VR, and what inspired you to choose
this medium?

Ben Neal: I've been interested in this kind of technology from a young age. | was
fascinated by art as a child, and when | got a computer at age nine in the 80s, |
became intrigued by early computer graphics and animation. | pursued a Fine Arts
degree where | explored drawing, painting, performance, and video. Eventually, I got
into programming and made computer games, then moved into music performance
and events, developing technologies that made graphics respond to sound. Now, |
work with artists and organizations to turn ideas into technological realities, focusing
on interactive work and live performance elements to engage audiences deeply.

Kerryn Wise: | started working with technology during my contemporary arts
degree, where | took an experimental dance strand. | began working with video and
projection, exploring how to project onto various textures and surfaces, including the
performing body. Around 2015, | saw a Bjork music video shot in 360 degrees, which
sparked my interest in immersive audience experiences. | got a cheap 360 camera and
started experimenting, leading me into a journey of exploring various immersive
technologies over the past several years.

Tengjin Bian: What challenges have you faced in your artistic practice?

Ben Neal: Every day presents technical challenges. My work involves constant
problem-solving, balancing the technical and creative aspects to approach problems in
innovative ways. Working with cutting-edge technology in the arts means facing
numerous challenges, from funding and finding skilled collaborators to engaging
audiences with new and different experiences. Despite these difficulties, the
uniqueness and potential for creating meaningful art make it worthwhile.

1 The interview with Ben Neal and Kerryn Wise was conducted via Microsoft Teams, with the recording
subsequently transcribed using the platform’s built-in transcription function.



Kerryn Wise: | agree. The challenges keep the work exciting. I've never created in
traditional theater spaces, often working in site-specific locations or spaces that are
challenging but engaging for audiences. This approach has its challenges, particularly
in funding and creating sustainable income streams. The gap between fundraising and
making art can be frustrating, as it often involves long periods between projects.
However, these challenges keep the art fresh and interesting for both me and the
audience.

Tengjin Bian: What’s the difference between performing on a physical stage and in a
digital VR environment?

Kerryn Wise: There are significant differences. As a performer, you need to adjust
your focus depending on whether you’re on a physical stage or in a 360-degree
environment. In traditional theater, where you direct your attention is clear, but in VR,
the audience's perspective can vary greatly. You also need to consider the limitations
and capabilities of the technology. For example, in volumetric capture, there are
restrictions on how you can move within the capture space. Understanding these
nuances is crucial for effective performance in digital environments.

Tengjin Bia: As a participant and audience of the project Tableau Vivant, | had
complex feelings. Initially, I felt uncertain and vulnerable due to the dark, unknown
space and lack of control over my movements. How did you design this aspect of the
experience?

Ben Neal: We intentionally designed the dark space and limited control to create a
sense of tension and mystery. This approach keeps the audience engaged and curious
about what will happen next. We like to maintain a balance between giving the
audience a sense of participation and reminding them that they are in an art world
created by us. This balance builds excitement and enhances the immersive experience.

Kerryn Wise: | call this a gentle unsettling. We aim to create a sense of uncertainty
without venturing into horror. This play with control and agency keeps the experience
engaging and intriguing. In Tableau Vivant, technical constraints also influenced the
design. We initially wanted more freedom of movement, but limitations led to a
dream-like floating experience, adding to the sense of unpredictability.

Tengjin Bian: It’s interesting how the experience blurs the boundary between virtual
and reality, especially when the virtual room mirrored the actual exhibition space.
What are your thoughts on this?

Ben Neal: We aim to create a mixed reality experience, combining real and virtual
elements. This approach allows audiences to move between these worlds, enhancing
their connection to both. The virtual world offers excitement, while the real world
provides rich detail. This blend encourages a deeper exploration of how digital
doubles of people and places influence our perception and experience.

Kerryn Wise: We’re interested in the imperfect, glitchy nature of digital
representations. This aesthetic makes the real world feel even more solid and vivid by
contrast. The interplay between digital and physical spaces creates a dream-like
experience, blending the boundaries and enriching the audience’s perception.



Tengjin Bian: You mentioned embracing glitches in your work. Why do you choose
to keep them?

Ben Neal: We view our approach as a form of glitch art, emphasizing the
imperfections in digital captures. These glitches highlight the distinction between real
and virtual, creating a unique visual aesthetic. We’re not aiming for hyper-realism but
rather exploring the creative possibilities of digital and physical overlap. This
approach allows us to achieve dramatic effects on a smaller budget, making the work
more accessible and innovative.

Kerryn Wise: Absolutely. One of the most intriguing aspects of working with mixed
reality and virtual reality has been observing how deeply audiences connect with
characters and performers who, while clearly digital and imperfect—often glitchy—
elicit strong emotional responses. | believe this connection stems from several factors.
Primarily, it relates to our cultural and historical relationship with film. We regularly
visit cinemas and watch television, forming emotional bonds with characters in those
mediums. Additionally, audiences are aware that these characters originate from real
people, even if they never meet the actual performers. This knowledge creates a
strong emotional link, arguably more profound than the connection with CGI avatars,
even those created using motion capture. The emotional engagement seems stronger
with volumetric or 360-degree video because these technologies convey a sense of
realness, despite any imperfections or glitches. Our data suggests that people
genuinely care for these characters and feel a desire to protect them, recognizing their
vulnerabilities. This insight has been particularly fascinating.

Tengjin Bian: It's quite interesting. | also noticed that in the final scene, the
performers start dancing but then suddenly freeze, only to disappear and reappear
later. The transition between stillness and motion, disappearance and reappearance is
really captivating. Why did you design it this way?

Ben Neal: We aim to make the experience real enough for audiences to connect with
and believe in, but we also enjoy bending the rules of reality—such as physics and
time—by having characters perform actions impossible in real life. In previous
projects, we've experimented with multiple versions of the same performer in
different positions to explore how that feels. In “Tableau Vivant,” we wanted to
freeze all the performers at the end because it marked a significant journey they had
been on. This concept is inspired by the tradition of tableau vivant in Loughborough,
where real people stand very still to create a scene. We wanted to capture a moment
where all the performers would be static in a tableau. We also considered extending
this concept to the audience members wearing VR headsets, making them appear
almost frozen in time as they looked around. Although time constraints limited us, our
goal was to use the audience's physical presence as part of a sculptural, painterly
scene. The reason for freezing the performers at the end was to reinforce the idea that,
despite feeling connected to these characters, they are not real people. By the end of
the piece, you might have become attached to these characters, but the moment you
see them frozen, you are reminded that they are more like photographs—captured
moments rather than real, living beings. This sudden realization brings a poignant
moment of departure, highlighting that the characters you've followed are not real.

Kerryn Wise: Absolutely. Ben has covered a lot, but much of our work explores
themes of time and memory, often reminiscent of the way dreams manipulate these



concepts. In dreams, events often occur out of sequence, repeat themselves, or move
backward, and we wanted to incorporate these ideas into our piece. Additionally,
there's a sense of time passing that we wanted to capture. Buildings and locations on
campus persist, while students come and go in a cyclical manner. This evokes a sense
of nostalgia and the passage of time, which we play with in this piece and others.

Tengjin Bian: How does technology shape your creative process?

Kerryn Wise: Interestingly, I’'m currently writing a chapter on using the limitations
of technology as an artistic prompt. Instead of seeing technology as a constraint, |
explore what it can do and its limitations, then use those constraints creatively to
influence my choreographic approach. These limitations push my practice in
unexpected directions. For instance, with volumetric capture, space constraints
prevented large, sweeping movements. Instead, we created short traveling sequences
that fit within the capture zone, hiding transitions behind virtual architecture. This
kind of problem-solving can be very creatively rewarding.

Ben Neal: Balancing technology with our ideas is always challenging. Time and
budget constraints often limit what we can explore. We have to make tough decisions
about where to focus our energy and which ideas to pursue. For example, in Tableau
Vivant, we initially wanted a long, straight walk, but technical difficulties and time
constraints led us to adapt our approach. Technology offers many opportunities, but
also requires constant compromises and thoughtful decision-making about what's
feasible.

Tengjin Bian: Are there any upcoming projects or ideas you're excited to explore?

Kerryn Wise: Yes, we have three funding bids for a project called Replica, which
builds on themes we've discussed, like the digital double. This will be an augmented
reality (AR) project with a live performer on stage and one participant wearing a
headset, seeing both the real and digital versions of the performer simultaneously.
There's also a wider audience who will experience the performance from outside,
potentially with headphones to hear the sound from the stage. We’ve tested some
ideas during a residency at the Virtual and Immersive Performance Studio at the
University of Nottingham and are now waiting on funding to develop it further.

Ben Neal: The main participant will see both the real and digital performers in the
same space, creating a strange, spooky experience where you interact with a real
person who can touch you, and a digital person who can't. It's a unique interaction that
we hope to expand into a stage show, possibly themed like a magic show, blending
real and ghostly figures on stage.

Tengjin Bian: How do you perceive the relationship between physical figures and
virtual ones?

Kerryn Wise: In augmented reality, you see the real space alongside the digital,
blending the physical and digital seamlessly. This raises interesting questions about
the relationship between the two and how it affects our perception.

Ben Neal: It’s fascinating to consider how people feel interacting with both real and
virtual figures in the same space. As technology advances, like having virtual people



as holograms in our living rooms, it’s important to understand these interactions. It's
like how people might relate to robots in the future — will they be like pets, or more
like appliances? It's about understanding our relationships with these non-human
entities.

Kerryn Wise: Absolutely. This relationship between the human and its digital form is
intriguing. I'm also interested in exploring time in this project, such as having digital
performers age over time. This could reflect different life stages of the same person,
linking to themes of aging and how society, particularly for women, views aging
negatively. Digital technologies often try to make us look younger, and it’s
fascinating to delve into what that signifies.



