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Abstract

Voicing Difference and the Listening Act: Mutuality as a Framework for

Ethical Audience Engagement

Contemporary performance is undergoing an ethical reckoning. This research
emerges at the intersection of contemporary feminist theory, embodied practice,
and personal experience to ask: how might we reimagine listening - not as

passive reception, but as an active, ethical, and mutual act?

Grounded in doctoral research at the Guildhall School of Music & Drama, the
study interrogates a legacy of hierarchical training inherited from the Polish
laboratory theatre tradition. My early work with Gardzienice revealed how
performance lineages can obscure dynamics of power, gender, and voice.
Revisiting this training through a feminist critical lens, the research reimagines
Mutuality (a lab method rooted in the Polish word wzajemnos¢, or 'togetherness’)
as a critically reimagined framework for repositioning the performer in practice

and performance.

Developed over six years and across six performance-based case studies—with
Black, trans, and neurodiverse artists - the project disrupts conventional reception

norms, foregrounding listening as an embodied, situated, and politicised act.

A narrative thread in the research is Virginia Woolf - not only a literary icon of
early white feminism - but also a dramaturgical device for locating the self in
practice. In one core project, A Voice Lesson, | was deliberately cast as a
contemporary Woolf (renamed Orla). This casting both enabled and unsettled the
research, confronting me with questions of complicity and responsibility as a
teacher, director, and listener. The echo of Orlando - Woolf's gender-shifting
time-traveller - offered a dramaturgical structure through which to explore
transformation, fluid identity, and systems change from early 20th-century lab

theatre, through #MeToo, to now.

Drawing on the work of Sara Ahmed, Rosi Braidotti, and Virginie Magnat, the

research foregrounds four interdependent modalities of ethical listening:



Intentionality, Presence, Embodied Listening, and Transdisciplinary Fluency. These
are not linear steps but onto-epistemological dispositions - ethical tools for
cultivating mutual encounters between performer and audience. Together, they
underpin the development of the Integrated Physiovocality (IPV) Toolkit: a six-
stage resource for actors, offering practical, critically-informed strategies for

ethical engagement in contemporary performance-making in the UK.

This 22-minute presentation shares key findings from the thesis, drawing on
performance fragments and inviting the audience into a live dialogue around

voice, reception, and responsibility.

Keywords: Mutuality, Embodied Listening, Practice Research, Theatre Voice and

Performance, Audience Ethics, Response-Abled Acting

An accessible print version of this talk and accompanying slides are available in
advance or on request. Please email anna.mclean@stu.gsmd.ac.uk or speak to me

at the conference to receive it in your preferred format.



Voicing Difference and the Listening Act: Mutuality
as a Framework for Ethical Audience Engagement

This is the video of the slides accompanying the presentation. This is a hyperlink
but if it does not work please copy the highlighted URL and put into a google

search on the world wide web:

URL HYPERLINK: https://youtu.be/F40WETLCHXk

The script used by the presenter:
SLIDE 1 ON SCREEN

Before | begin, | want to acknowledge that this presentation emerges from within
a shared space of enquiry. It's a response to the conference’s central provocation:
Does an audience have a responsibility to listen in a particular way? But more
than a question, | take this as an invitation - to reflect not only on listening as a

concept, but as a felt, ethical, and situated act.
SLIDE 2 ON SCREEN

What | offer today is drawn from my doctoral research, which explores integrated
physiovocality as a feminist and ethical reimagining of the Polish laboratory
tradition - what | call mutuality - in contemporary UK performance contexts. I'll
briefly explain these terms as we go, though | hope some of them may already

resonate with your own practices and research.

While my thesis centres on feminist complaint and the ethics of embodied
voicing, today | want to shift the emphasis - to explore the conditions and
implications of listening. What does it mean to listen otherwise? And how might
certain performance practices call forth, or even demand, particular ways of

listening?



I'll be drawing from a six-year practice-based project, supported by film, slides

flashcards, props and an activity - though this is primarily a spoken provocation.

The research takes a core training method from the Polish laboratory theatre
tradition as a point of departure, using it to open up a broader conversation
about how we might reimagine the performer-audience relationship in

contemporary UK theatre.

SLIDE 3 ON SCREEN

Mutuality is a physical, partner-based exercise developed in the 1980s by
Gardzienice, the Polish lab | trained and worked with from 2000-2007.

Two performers meet back-to-back, finding a shared point of balance through
bodily listening. Over time, the work cultivates not just responsiveness, but a

deep co-presence.

It took me about 18 months to internalise the method enough to use it within a
new performance score. It's durational, non-linear, and sits outside the fast-paced

structures of mainstream Western rehearsal models.

SLIDE 4 ON SCREEN

This psychophysical method builds theatrical structure through incremental

layering - syncretising lived experience with emerging performance aims.

It shaped not only performer connection but also roles, dramaturgy, and the

architecture of the work itself.

By the early 2000s, mutuality had become a hallmark of Gardzienice's aesthetic,
especially as the company gained international visibility post - 1989 when

international theatre circuits opened up to Poland.



But as these techniques were adapted through Western European lenses,
literature shows they have been misunderstood and their ethical and cultural

complexity has been significantly reduced.

My research reclaims the intentional specificity of the back-to-back method - not
only as actor training but as a way to embed ethical attentiveness into

performance-making.

SLIDE 5 ON SCREEN

Unlike psychological realism, this practice - sometimes dismissed as “spiritual”

and vague - emphasises embodied, durational inter-activity.

| argue it's better understood not mystically but materially: as a presence crafted

through attuned listening.

This emerges in the layered interaction between bodies, intentions, spaces, and
more-than-human partners - forming a relational field that exceeds just
performer-to-performer contact and which human generated sound production

helpfully makes tangible.

SLIDE 6 ON SCREEN

Gardzienice's legacy has deeply shaped UK theatre including Paul Allain, who'll
speak shortly. His own Grotowskian diasporic collaborations included working
with British theatre director Katie Mitchell, whose earliest productions adapted

Gardzienice's hallmark aesthetics.

As Paul knows - and my doctoral survey confirms - mutuality has been widely
repurposed in the UK. While Allain and Mitchell exemplify professional rigour, my
project critiques broader uses that lack methodological care or ethical awareness

of the tools’ origins, intentions, and directorial aims.



SLIDE 7 ON SCREEN

My thesis problematises the unethical use of touch that Gardzienice’'s mutuality
exercise instigated, and highlights the absence of methodological accountability

in the company'’s processes of transmission.

As an insider, | challenge uncritical or appropriative uses of mutuality, deepening
it as a process rooted in intersubjective sensitivity and embodiment. My research
departs from back-to-back intimacy - which can reproduce power imbalances -
and instead develops what | coin ‘Integrated Physiovocality’, drawing on
Konstantinos Thomaidis's reading of Gardzienice as “I-Thou” physiovocal

communication.

In my lab, mutuality becomes a listening practice - not about aesthetics or ableist
physical training, but about honouring the psychophysical knowledge at the core.

Artistic aims that require deliberate, critical care.

SLIDE 8 ON SCREEN

My project forms part of a wider challenge to the Western uptake of "holy” or
"holistic” methods that exoticise Eastern European ensemble traditions while
sidestepping the ethical labour required to work with them professionally today.
Adaptations that risk reinforcing existing power dynamics - particularly in training
contexts where authority often goes unexamined and knowledge of the field

either lacking or inaccessible.

To clarify mutuality’s role, | trace it through psychophysical genealogies:

Stanislavsky's “communion,” Grotowski's “verticality,” Staniewski's “mutuality”,

Hodge's “relationality”.

These practices - though differently framed - seek to bridge the actor’s inner life



with the outer world of performance. At their best, they reach beyond the
performer, energetically touching the most responsive and sensitive spaces to
activate a listening body - the audience’s subconscious - that co-constructs the

performance event moment to moment.

SLIDE 9 ON SCREEN

In Gardzienice, this subtlety was never explicitly taught — my knowledge of it
emerged through my lived experience as performer, teacher, and assistant
director. Back-to-back contact was the foundation, a gateway to countless other
exercises, sequences and etudes forming a kind of fluency attuned through
observed tension and release - but lacking a fixed and transferable system for

doing so.

SLIDE 10 ON SCREEN

In the Gardzienice company's early years, the back-to-back contact was referred

to as "the meeting of two crosses” - a phrase from Polish folk culture.

For the company'’s director Staniewski, this symbolised not just subverted
orthodoxy but a convergence of human and more-than-human forces: nature,
power, and non-power. A shared surrender to an I-Thou humility that he resisted
naming - a creative resistance on the director’s part, | would say, necessitated by

the charged context of post-communist Poland.

SLIDE 11 ON SCREEN

The Polish word for mutuality — wzajemnos¢ - means “togetherness.” Within
Staniewski’'s mythopoeic landscapes - where text, gesture, sound, and nature
intertwined - mutuality unfolded as a subtle interplay of conscious and

subconscious: driven, however, by the singular, white, male intellectual vision.



Working without verbal clarity, the actor had to interpret and embody the
director’s intentions - often opaque - so that mutuality moved through the
psychophysical body to project impressions, masks, soundings, and grotesque
fragments into the audience’s awareness - co-producing a live encounter with

everyday textures and their emotional undercurrents.
As Filipowicz wrote of one of Gardzienice's most influential productions:

“This fluid dramatic structure reflects a view of human nature as something
infinitely malleable to control and transmutation, and thus succeeds where causal

and discursive dramaturgy might fail.”

SLIDE 12 ON SCREEN

Building on this, and my significant contribution to Gardzienice's seminal work,
Electra — a theatrical essay, in 2002 (the company developed one show every 7
years) my thesis argues that mutuality isn't just a training technique but a
methodology for devising, structuring, and performing. It embeds ethical,

intersubjective responsiveness into the work itself.

My lab practice has been doing this together with diverse contemporary
performers, collating qualitative data to show why Integrated Physiovocality
matters and to make its contribution to the field evidence based and more

obvious.

Following the theatre laboratory’s historical tradition of experimentation, | also
reframe the audience - not as passive or unified, but as a constellation of

perceptual modes, each shaping meaning.

So, Mutuality becomes an ethical dramaturgical framework - not a fixed system,

but a responsive approach where performance is co-crafted in real-time.

Though often tied to intensive training, today | invite you to see it anew -

through my still-evolving doctoral research.



SLIDE 13 ON SCREEN

As an insider - having lived and worked full-time in one particularly unique Polish
lab, taking a lead creative role and often teaching solo - | speak from embodied,

lived experience.

For Electra, | adapted the partner-based work into a training approach | called
‘The Alphabet of Gestures'.

SLIDE 14 ON SCREEN: Electra thumbnails

It bridged spinal sensitivity with thought and speech through a physiovocal
worlding of key dramatic intentions and use of visual inspiration from art and
nature. | won't unpack it now, but I'd be thrilled to discuss it further with more

time.

These thumbnails show my original and previously unseen Electra alphabet. A
contribution that was erased by the closed hierarchical lab despite its significance.
It is work that was also left out in Staniewski and Hodge's 2004 Routledge book

and | have been permitted access to the photos only 20 years later.

Since starting my PhD in 2019, I've developed Mutuality (now with a capital M) as
a flexible, methodological framework applied across many contexts: ensemble
and solo work, interdisciplinary collaborations, conservatoires, community
settings, corporate and healthcare spaces.

But the exercises | use today are not intensely physical in the Grotowskian sense.

SLIDE 15 ON SCREEN

Instead, | transpose my lessons from Electra through a physiovocal lens,

10



illuminated by feminist thinkers - Sara Ahmed, Rosi Braidotti, and Virginie

Magnat.

| propose Mutuality as a listening framework - not passive reception or aesthetic

attention, but active, ethically accountable engagement.

A feminist ethical Mutuality that doesn’t impose performative notions of balance

or agreement, but constantly adapts through differences.

A notion that Electa - my collaborator — might develop in the next presentation: a
bringing together of differences building “communities of dis-agreement”

(according to Iversen).

Ultimately, | aim to expose hidden power dynamics and offer a practice that

reimagines the performer-audience relationship from within the creative process.

Let's now explore a small slice of that journey, together.
SLIDE 16 ON SCREEN: Who Gets to Be Heard?

These images show a moment of listening in performance. Audience-engaged

scenes where actors are responding in the moment.

We often think of listening as passive - something that happens while someone

else speaks. But for me, listening isn't where we begin - it's what we arrive at.
Listening is never neutral. It's political. It's embodied.
Who gets listened to? Who sets the terms?

My thesis write-up sets out in complaint - what Sara Ahmed describes not as

grievance, but as method. As feminist ethical refusal.

11



| apply this in my lab as a refusal to accommodate forms of training, hierarchy,
and gendered authority that expect the performer to contort themselves into

someone else’s vision of truth, presence, or vulnerability.

In many performance spaces I've trained in, authority is still gendered - even
when the rhetoric is collective. Voice is still requlated, expectations of authenticity

are still imposed.

SLIDE 17 ON SCREEN

And those who don’t or can't comply are often sidelined.
So today | want to ask:

How might we move beyond performative inclusion, and cultivate listening as a

reciprocal, ethical, and creative force in performance?

SLIDE 18 ON SCREEN: IPV Flashcards hand out

[Pick up A4 flashcard]

SLIDE 19 ON SCREEN From Complaint to Craft

My research begins with complaint - but it doesn't end there.

It builds on embodied, feminist traditions of training - and of critique.
SLIDE 20 ON SCREEN

Virginie Magnat describes psychophysical practice as being similar to athletic
training saying, “it is through a specific form of psychophysical training that the
performer’s voice and body become channels through which affective forces
circulate” (Magnat, 2022: 98).

In her book ‘Complaint!’, Sara Ahmed shows us how complaint reveals the

structure of institutions.

12



And Rosi Braidotti, in Posthuman Feminism, invites us to think of becoming as
relational, affective, embodied - a posthuman convergence through which “we

can develop an ethics worthy of the complexities we are facing” (2022: 67).
So how do these ideas connect?

Here's the arc | trace:

Complaint is the initiating force.

SLIDE 21 ON SCREEN

Physiovocality becomes the mechanism of transformation.

And listening emerges as the ethical consequence.

The “Toolkit” we've developed in my lab is a proposed prototype for training this

arc, throughline or spine.

SLIDE 22 ON SCREEN: With sound

[Pause for sound to play]

It's not just about developing skill - it's about framing and fostering agency.

Developed with diverse researching participants through collaborative and
consensual processes, it aims to help performers reposition themselves in practice

- so listening becomes a live, ethical act of attention.
SLIDE 23 ON SCREEN: Listening as Research Method & Creative Resistance

Over six years, I've collaborated with a core group of artists across multiple

projects, using performance as both method and enquiry.

Our process was iterative and dialogic. We revealed, tested and continue to refine

the ‘Integrated Physiovocality’ IPV Toolkit.

SLIDE 24 ON SCREEN: 4 portraits
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We worked with 3 core participating researchers, Malachi a transmasculine*
performer in his early 20s with invisible disabilities and Jewish heritage, Marina a
Japanese artist, early 30s who is also autistic, and Erinm mid 30s an American

artist who is Black.

Together, we reimagined listening - not as passive reception, but as active co-
creation and my core thesis performance A Voice Lesson grew out of this

research.

Audiences weren't only observers. They were engaged in different ways,
sometimes becoming a chorus in events, and their responses shaped the stories
and experiences we were exploring. In the most recent iteration of A Voice
Lesson the audience was deliberately invited to feel, to shift, to attend with their
bodies and we explored forming an Identity Choir together — during our open

session at Britten Pears in September 2023.
This is what | call integrated, physiovocal, research rooted in Mutuality:

- where voice, body, and response form a live circuit of enquiry

- an ecosystemic model advancing incrementally toward form.

And by form | mean a performative architecture that is repeatable and coherent

to those listening in, even for the first time.
SLIDE 25 ON SCREEN: Four Modes of Ethical Listening
[Pause for film to play and pause]

Across projects, four core modalities of ethical listening have been analysed and

coded. Qualities my research found to be core to the Mutuality methodology.
They're not linear - they overlap, coexist:

« Vibrational Presence: Receiving another’s voice through the body.
« Intentionality: Choosing to listen - even when uncomfortable.

« Embodied Listening: A reciprocal act, not an extraction.

14



« Transdisciplinary Fluency: A skill that travels beyond current theatre norms

rooted in deep listening and intersubjective sensitivity.

In one piece, Malachi shifted vocal registers to destabilise gendered expectations
as this short film exemplifies. Marina also challenged auditory norms by
embracing non-verbal expression and combining stimming with vocality. Erin
used breath and the performativity of her mouth and tongue during voice
lessons in the performance, to show that physiovocality is not primarily about
vocal technique, but about resisting the - in her case racialised — scripts, often

imposed on artists of colour or individuals who are "different”.

Each of these practices invited new forms of audience attention - and demanded

new ethics of presence.
[Unpause and play to end]

That demand for a new ethics of presence was often directed at me: cast
deliberately as the ‘voice teacher’ and a contemporary embodiment of Virginia
Woolf - a figure marked by first-wave white feminism. Taking on that role forced
me to confront how my own authority - as a white, educated, middle-class

woman and leader - shaped the space:

- whose voices were centred,

- whose were challenged,

- and how listening itself could either reinforce or disrupt historical abuses
of power that have disproportionately impacted marginalised identities,

including women, queer artists, disabled performers, and artists of colour.
SLIDE 26 ON SCREEN: Who Controls the Terms of Listening?

Read: “The more you explore your female nature, the more | want to see it

reflected in masculine energy... But | realize this is not your goal. What is it then?”

This quote captures the intimate coercion that often operates in training spaces.

15



A demand - not just to perform, but to perform correctly.

To align your embodiment with someone else’s expectation.

Artists in my lab - especially those shaped by Gardzienice, Song of the Goat, and
Grotowski's legacy in the UK today - echo this experience. The aesthetic may

have shifted, but the structures of authority remain.

So, in my lab research we ask: Who gets to set the listening frame? Who defines

presence? Who polices the voice?
SLIDE 27 ON SCREEN: Mutuality Beyond Performance: A Transdisciplinary Method

The IPV Toolkit is our way of resisting sometimes self-imposed prescriptions -
reclaiming agency within our artistic processes and to keep opening into new

possibilities.

| have also drawn on and analysed the practices of women directors / actor
trainers Katie Mitchell, Emma Rice, and Alison Hodge - who each in their own
way model forms of refusal, disruption, and feminist re-conceptualisation of

Gardzienice's mutuality work despite being overlooked and underwritten.

The IPV Toolkit began as a theatrical tool. But its reach is widening.

[Pick up A3 two loops flashcard]

In my thesis project, Mutuality - with a capital M - has become a framework for:

o Collective leadership (Transcending Leadership)

o Participatory and Immersive Music Theatre (A Voice Lesson)

o Neurodivergent community work and collaboration (The Identity Choir)

« Trans*/nonbinary and LGB+ creative wellbeing practices (The Identity
Choir)

o Connecting Women Refugees through shared songs and stories (The
|dentity Choir)

SLIDE 28 ON SCREEN
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The Two Loops Model shows this shift: from extractive, hierarchical forms of

engagement, toward relational, reciprocal modes of working.
SLIDE 29 ON SCREEN Final Invitation

Mutuality helps us move differently. Listen differently. Create differently. And for
those working inside institutions that claim inclusion but enact control, it provides
a structure to name and resist that contradiction through doing-knowing-

practising togetherness.
SLIDE 30 ON SCREEN "What shifts when listening is not just expected?”

A physical exercise you might like to try. This moment holds space for those
whose listening isn't through sound. The work of Mutuality includes making

space for that.
[Measuring rod. Inanna].

What does that movement say to you about the meanings you associate to the

word agency?

If we begin in feminist complaint, transform through Integrated Physiovocality

practices, and arrive in mutual listening - what kinds of worlds become possible?
If listening is not a courtesy, but a responsibility - how do we rehearse that?

In performance. In education. In institutions. In ourselves.

SLIDE 31 ON SCREEN

These are material, embodied, relational questions and if we tend to them, listen

in, they are not at all abstract.
And I'd like to explore them now - with you.
What's resonating?

What's still uncomfortable?
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If this talk has not arrived in a way that works for you, I'm actively seeking ways

to shift that. Let's be in conversation.
Where do we go from here?

SLIDE 32 ON SCREEN
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