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Executive Summary   
 

Introduction 
 
This report is an account of the Digital R&D Fund for Arts and Culture funded Digital R&D 
project between Punchdrunk Theatre, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and 
researchers from the University of the West of England, Bristol, the University of Dundee 
and the University of Central Lancashire. This project aimed to test whether an online 
interactive experience could be created that in some way matches the quality of the physical 
and visceral, live experience that is at the heart of immersive work. The experiment would 
attempt to join two audience members together to experience a coherent, shared storyline. 
One physically present in the space of Sleep No More, one online, remotely on a laptop or 
other computer. 
 
This research is of benefit to the wider sector because at present there are several ways of 
digitally capturing live performances, but very few, if any, ways that audiences can digitally 
interact with the work. While there is an increasing audience appetite for two-way 
interaction with theatre, this is by-and-large limited to the live experience of presence. The 
audience need to be in the room in order to interact with the show. As the appetite for 
interactive and site-specific work grows, and various aspects of this work move into 
mainstream theatre, this research could provide significant evidence for a growing part of 
the sector that has a desire to connect to audiences not just in the room but across the web. 
So, the idea of a digitally expanded theatre experience is at stake in this work. Can we 
achieve more with digital than merely extending the size of the auditorium using a broadcast 
model?  
 
The research results are based on two studies.  
 
Study 1: Sleep No More Standard show – 5th-10th January, 2012 
Benchmarking was conducted through five nights of participation in a standard Sleep No 
More show. Supplemented by: eight interviews with audience members who had attended 
between five and 20 times; three interviews with key cast members; discussions with the 
project team; and attendance at a number of planning sessions. 
 
Study 2: Sleep No More MIT Punchdrunk collaboration 15th-19th May, 2012  
Design research study during live testing. Participation in one physical and one online 
performance; detailed interviews with three online and three physical participants; detailed 
interviews with Operators; interviews with production and development team members. 
 
Sleep No More is an immersive mash-up of Macbeth and Hitchcock. It has little dialogue and 
many performers working across a six-floor building for three hours. It is theatre ‘cracked 
open’ and spread around you with hundreds exploring this other worldly space each night.  
It is set in three conjoined warehouses in Chelsea, New York, which is the 100,000 square 
foot stage for the McKittrick Hotel (a reference to the film Vertigo). Amongst the 100-odd 
spaces and environments are hospital wards, a taxidermist's shop, an undertaker’s, a forest 
and a witch’s apothecary. All of these spaces are richly detailed and further the story world 
of the production. All props and sets are available for the audience to closely examine, from 
the cabinets full of detectives’ case files, to the guest book in reception. 
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Research Results 
 
More research required to adapt the Punchdrunk experience design for an online context. 
 
Punchdrunk’s experiences are confusing, mysterious and confrontational. One of the crucial 
capabilities that they have is their attention to the processes whereby the audience is put in 
the right mood, the right attitude, the right state of mind. Here we have described this as 
being similar to ritual processes. 
 
Sleep No More’s techniques closely parallel those of pre-industrial rituals in both their 
processes and symbolic meaning. These processes and this symbolism can also be used to 
effectively separate people from their real life experience and move them into another 
world, a liminal state. Mapping, understanding and iteratively designing the ways in which 
an audience is separated from everyday reality, introduced to a liminal experience, and then 
their return, is all important to get the right effect in an immersive work. This three-part 
sequence becomes an important part of choreographing the audience experience. 
 
The translation of these techniques to an online space requires an understanding of the 
effect and then the design and creation of appropriate process and techniques whereby an 
online audience is introduced to a liminal digital experience. Mapping the entire experience 
from when the audience first hear about it to when they forget it, and planning the entire 
thing at all these stages, is vitally important. The performance itself is merely a climax of the 
entire experience journey. However, in this project the online experience failed to deliver 
this user journey, losing the introductory and re-integration phases.  
 
Tensions in Experience Design 
 
We frame this evaluation in terms of the tensions between different approaches and 
experiences produced by the experimental process. The experimental R&D process was 
itself produced through the different interests and goals of the stakeholders. Any 
experiment in creative economy enterprises where live audiences are part of the picture are 
inevitably subject to compromises between experimental testing and audience satisfaction. 
 
There is a tension between goal-orientated and playful moods in the enjoyment of self-
directed performances 
 
One of the important functions of this process of acclimatising to the performance is to put 
the individual audience members into an open and explorative mood, a playful mood. This is 
a mood where they enjoy not being directed by external goals. In this mood they are open 
to new experiences, can enjoy a sense of confusion, and immerse themselves in the extreme 
mystery and the unknown that is contained within Sleep No More. Leading on from this, the 
audience become self directed. They experience a high degree of personal agency within the 
space. This is one of the central aesthetic qualities of Sleep No More. 
 
For a successful live performance, or online mediation, the balance between directed, versus 
playful, states needs to be successfully achieved. People are not by default playful when 
they encounter an online or a theatre experience and are more likely to be motivated by 
external goals. Encountering an explorative or open experience when someone is not feeling 
playful means they experience a high degree of frustration. The process of putting someone 
in either a directed or playful mood and the personal freedom that is intrinsic to the 
experience needs to be carefully designed. Agency is a key element here, but just giving a 
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player or audience member freedom to make choices doesn’t necessarily give them a sense 
of enjoyment about doing this. So there is a tension in providing either a playful or directed 
experience, and managing the audience mind set in such a way so that they can fully 
appreciate this. 
 
Digital platforms for entertainment are seen as ‘games’ 
 
The sense of agency in Sleep No More has led some critics to comment that the regular 
performance is like a game. But the online part of the project was seen in an even more 
game-like manner. It seemed that the concept of engaging in online, interactive, digital 
entertainment was generally contextualised within the cultural frame of computer gaming. 
To a certain extent the Interactive Fiction format of the online experience of this project lent 
to that, with nostalgic reminiscing about Text Adventure Games. However, even beyond 
that, the feeling was that ‘game’ is the descriptive word for interactive, digital 
entertainment. 
 
It becomes very hard to challenge these preconceptions. The design choice here is how to 
play with this, either to make any online digital entertainment fit more closely to the 
formulas of computer games, or to make it appear so radically different that it cannot be 
seen as this. Or designing in the space in between. Understanding and using this tension 
would appear to be very important for creating new forms of digital entertainment that are 
not explicitly games. 
 
Humans in a digital performance have a tendency to become performers, not stage 
managers 
 
The core reason for people being in the middle of the project’s online experience was to fill 
in for shortfalls in the capabilities of AI and the short build time for the system. The humans 
were initially seen as stage managers, facilitating an automatic performance, filling in for the 
computers. But they took centre stage and became full-blown performers, having a close, 
human, connection with the online audience. This overshadowed any more subtle 
connection that the team had intended to create between the online and the physical 
audience in the digital R&D project.  
 
The role of real, living, breathing humans in digital performance appears to be very 
important. In anything interactive they are very quick to pick out against a backdrop of 
computer automated interactivity, even when seeming to be facilitative rather than 
performative. Training and rehearsing these digital performances is then a key activity, just 
like any other performers. In this project the online performers created much of the 
content, improvised and improved the performance, improved their skills and did much of it 
on the fly. This is contrasted with the Sleep No More performers who are professionals who 
rehearse rigorously before appearing in the show and practise on a daily basis. 
 

Conclusions 
 

 Get the experience right, not the technology. A good experience can save bad 
technology, but good technology can’t save a bad experience. In this experiment, 
although there were problems with the technology, much about the overall experience 
was very strong.  
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 The experiment successfully created new connections between the online users and the 
performance, but not where it expected to. The strongest sense of connection for 
online users was with the operators delivering the online experience rather than 
directly with the live storyworld itself.  
 

 Changes in the nature of the underlying mechanics delivered bigger changes to the 
experience than the technology itself. The central mystery and plot provided to the 
physical participants for the online experiment gave them a very atypical experience of 
Sleep No More and made them interact differently in the space. 
 

 The online users and show participants were unable to collaborate. The physical/virtual 
portals were so subtle and hidden that people either passed them by or had difficulty 
interacting, even when they did work. The ability to communicate was negligible, 
making collaboration impossible. 
 

 Sound, text and performance mixed together very well in the online experience. When 
these did come together they created a compelling experience. This seemed to be 
especially strong for people doing this alone and at night. The scale limitation to this is 
marrying up one performer with one member of the online audience. 
 

 There was enough success in translating the aesthetics of Sleep No More to an online 
platform to suggest further development is possible. Conclusions to develop in future 
research are: 
 

 A gradual and ritualised acclimatisation to an experience are hallmarks of Punchdrunk. 
The online component of the experiment didn’t follow this. 
 

 Balancing the tension between open, explorative modes of encountering work and 
enabling self-direction. The physical parts of the experiment were perceived as being 
very directive. A treasure hunt, a mystery trail. However they frequently didn’t deliver 
in these expectations, with clues not really leading anywhere and both non-existent or 
technical broken sections. The online portion appeared to be like a game, but didn’t 
follow the game norms of providing tutorial like introductions, or narrative backstory. 
 

 Trying to make a non-game experience out of a game-inspired performance with a 
game interface is trying to cut across the warp and weft of the original works. 
Combined with an audience who are literate in reading digital games would mean that 
a more knowing approach should be considered. Playing with this explicit tension could 
provide an interesting approach. 
 

 Digital performance needs digital performers. Artificial Intelligence cannot deliver 
performance as understood in Punchdrunk’s tradition of Live Art, Performance and 
Circus. Training and rehearsing is vital.  
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BETWEEN WORLDS 
 

Introduction 
 

“In the physical space there are often doors, which are locked or inaccessible to the 
public. There is often the ambition to create other parts of a world. Often this is not 
possible because of the lack of space or other resources. The online world would allow the 
possibility to extend the physical space and to create the worlds or the spaces behind 
these locked doors.” Peter Higgin, Enrichment Director, Punchdrunk.  

 
If we have spent the last 20 years building ‘cyberspace’, the current moment is about the 
rematerialisation of the virtual as media and data become integrated into everyday life 
through ubiquitous and pervasive computing. Is the digital world blending with the real 
world? Can it reach beyond screens and provide new doors to new worlds that enable us to 
escape from the traditional boundaries imposed by physical experiences? Can we create 
worlds within worlds where audiences are connected not just by being physically at an 
event, but by being online and sharing the same experiences?  
 
Heavily inspired by the success of National Theatre Live programming, which broadcast live 
by satellite shows into cinemas all over the world, the immersive theatre company 
Punchdrunk aimed to create a richer experience by using the interactive affordance of digital 
technologies to enhance the immersive possibilities of their storyworld. Punchdrunk wanted 
to see if audiences can move between worlds in a seamless and provocative way to take 
digital technology into the creative arts in ways that have never been experienced before.  
 

“The content of our work is radically different to that of a conventional production 
suitable to an NT live treatment. We wanted to imagine what our version would look like 
and to create something that embodied the following key elements of our work. Personal 
exploration, non-linear storytelling, epic worlds, potential for multiple viewing, sensory 
and visceral responses, exponential possibilities. We were also interested in connecting 
the live with the remote.” Peter Higgin  

 

Sleep No More 
 

“The production of Sleep No More is essentially a retelling of Shakespeare’s Macbeth, 
through the eyes of a Hitchcock lens. Staged in a West Chelsea warehouse, the action on 
our world takes place in a small Scottish town called Gallow Green and the adjoining 
Manderlay estate and the McKittrick hotel, the time period is the 1930s. The production 
draws heavily on Hitchcock’s thrillers as a source material; alongside this, superstition and 
symbols of superstition are prevalent throughout the set. The Paisley witches or 
Bargarran witches are heavily referenced (a famous witch hunt trial), many of the names 
of these witches are taken on by characters associated within the world of ‘Sleep No 
More’.” Peter Higgin  

 
The performances that formed the site for this research were created within an existing 
theatrical production of Sleep No More. A collaboration between Punchdrunk and New York-
based Emmursive Productions launched in 2011 and still attracting sell-out audiences of 400 
people per show. 
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Sleep No More is an immersive mash-up of Macbeth and Hitchcock. It has little dialogue and 
many performers working across a six-floor building for three hours. It is theatre ‘cracked 
open’ and spread around you with hundreds exploring this other worldly space each night.  
It is set in three conjoined warehouses in Chelsea, New York, which is the 100,000 square 
foot stage for the McKittrick Hotel (a reference to the film Vertigo). The McKittrick though is 
more than just a 1930s hotel, as the space inside expands into the story world of Macbeth 
and morphs into a Scottish village and a lunatic asylum. Amongst the 100-odd spaces and 
environments are hospital wards, a taxidermist's shop, an undertaker’s, a forest and a 
witch’s apothecary. All of these spaces are richly detailed and further the story world of the 
production. All props and sets are available for the audience to closely examine, from the 
cabinets full of detectives case files, to the guest book in reception. 
 
One of most important points about Sleep No More is that the entire story is revealed 
through contemporary dance, not dialogue. Twenty-one performers dance in passionate, 
silent, interpretive sequences in both group settings and solitary scenes, including a secret, 
terrifyingly beautiful, hedonistic rave and an opulent ballroom scene. The action repeats 
itself over the night, in three, hour-long loops so that the audience can witness the same 
thing again, or as is usually the case can move freely onto different sections they may have 
missed. The space is filled with a complex set of atmospheric soundscapes and diegetic 
music and little or no speaking from the performers. The performers move individually 
through the building and may be encountered as they travel or, as tends to happen as the 
night goes on, are closely followed by the audience. The whole piece is very tightly 
choreographed and the audience can in no way interfere or change the storylines emerging 
over the night.  
 
Audience members must wear masks and are instructed to be silent at all times, except for 
the entry and exit point at the Manderlay bar (a lavish recreation of a 30s bar and a 
reference to Hitchcock’s Rebecca). They may move freely through the rooms and spaces in 
the building across the three-hour performance, examining the intricately realised sets, 
encountering the performers as they move through the space or following the storylines and 
action they wish. 
 
The action in the generally accessible spaces is supplemented by what are called ‘one-on-
ones’; individual encounters between an audience member and one of the characters. A 
private monologue and close up physical performance. Usually these occur in inaccessible 
spaces where the cast will take an audience member, secret spaces that only a select few 
will experience over the night. There are approximately 50 of these given each show, the 
scarcity ensuring that not all the audience gets to experience one of these. 
 
This is the complex, existing situation that the project intended to build upon and use as a 
basis for the digital R&D experiment. Along with the complexity and depth of the audience 
experience it also had to deal with the difficulties raised by trying to retrofit onto a live, 
ongoing, professional production in limited space and with limited ability to make room for 
changes in the show. 
 

The digital R&D project 
 

“Within ‘Sleep No More’ (inspired by Hitchcock’s Rebecca) we have a character called 
Agnes Naismith, she is new to the town of Gallow Green and is looking for her lost sister. 
She has relations with Hecate the head witch as well as a love interest in the tailor and 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interpretive_dance
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also is known by the detective, who is also looking for her sister. Within the current 
production this storyline was underdeveloped, importantly little was known about 
Agnes’s sister, the reasons why she came to town and what happened to her.” Peter 
Higgin  

 
This project intended to test whether an online interactive experience could be created that 
in some way matches the quality of the physical and visceral, live experience that is at the 
heart of immersive work. The experiment would attempt to join two audience members 
together to experience a coherent, shared storyline. One, physically present in the space of 
Sleep No More, one online, remotely on a laptop or other computer. 
 
Early plans to make extensive use of cameras and video streaming were abandoned by the 
technical development partners, as well as the idea of creating a 3D virtual world based on 
the space. In the end the plan was to link the physical and online audience members 
together through more subtle means that were in keeping with the story and aesthetic of 
Sleep No More. 
 
The whole experiment occurred during regular performances of Sleep No More in New York. 
The experiment participants were in the same space as 400 other regular audience members 
and taking part in much of the same regular performance content. The trail the physical 
audience member was to follow used one-to-one encounters specially scripted for the 
experiment as well as new physical props that were scattered across the 100,000 sq ft space.  
The audience member actually present in the Sleep No More R&D project would have a 
specially constructed, technologically augmented mask to wear, that would be equipped 
with sensors and a bone-conductive headphone that would allow sound to be played to the 
person without anyone else around them hearing in anyway. This mask was controlled from 
an Android device also worn by the audience member. The mask and device contained Wi-
Fi, Bluetooth and RFID-sensing technology, as well as being loaded with pre-recorded audio 
content. As they found their way through the space of Sleep No More the mask would 
vibrate when it came near places where they could communicate with their online partner. 
It would also play audio content directly to the person that would contain clues and secret 
messages on where to go next. 
 
The online participant experienced this via (in all reports of the participants) a laptop and an 
interface that was very similar to what is known as Interactive Fiction (Montfort, 2005), or a 
text adventure game. It was a text based interface where the audience could read about 
where they were and the action in the online space they were in. Some of these locations 
also had evocative, but largely non-figurative imagery shown in the background. They could 
also interact with this world via typed commands. The world of the McKittrick and its 
surrounding area were realised as a virtual grid of space, where the audience could navigate 
via typing commands such as “go north”. In addition a constant atmospheric soundscape 
played that changed as the audience moved about this virtual space. At times brief glimpses 
of video and montage could also be seen. 
 
This interface was built using a combination of HTML5 and Flash as the front end. At the 
back end a bespoke interactive fiction engine was built, but the interaction between this and 
the audience was always mediated via what the project termed an ‘operator’, a member of 
the MIT team who would translate commands and improvise character dialogue on the fly. 
This operator role was partly due to the complexity of coding an acceptable system capable 
of handling the natural language processing and dialogue generation as well as the desire 
not to force the audience to feel like they were learning a set of system commands. 



 11 

The online and physical pair could only communicate via certain physical objects and 
situations in the physical space of Sleep No More. These physical/virtual portals were objects 
that would become active when the physical participant came near them. The online 
participant would be instantly transported, or teleported, to the equivalent section of the 
online space. Then, depending on the nature of the object they could communicate in a very 
limited fashion. For example there was a mirror that looked as if it was being written on in 
dust. The online participant could pass messages to the physical participant when they were 
near. Other portals included a ouija board that would move itself, a typewriter that could 
type automatically, a book that would fall out of a bookshelf, a radio that would tune itself, 
as well as many cameras that could observe the action at these portals for the online 
participant to observe. A large amount of infrastructure was installed to enable this project. 
The entire 100,000 square foot space was covered by ubiquitous Wi-Fi, requiring 
approximately 50 separate wireless devices and 10,000 foot of cabling. The site also had to 
be connected to the Internet via a total of 100Mb bandwidth provided through two separate 
connections. 
 
There were a total of 28 participants in our sample. Of the 12 who experienced only the real 
world Sleep No More experience, six were first time audience members; others were either 
second time returners or ‘regulars’, ‘fans’ or experts. Of the first timers, three were 
technology experts. Only three participants were recruited from the general audience, and 
everyone else was either personal contacts, involved with the project or journalists.  
 
Of the 14 online audiences, all were familiar with Punchdrunk’s work and had attended at 
least one Punchdrunk performance, though not all had been to Sleep No More. Five were 
part of the Punchdrunk organisation, and a further three were intimately involved with the 
project. 
 
This research is of benefit to the wider sector because at present there are several ways of 
digitally capturing live performances, but very few, if any, ways that audiences can digitally 
interact with the work. While there is an increasing audience appetite for two-way 
interaction with theatre, this is by-and-large limited to the live experience of presence. The 
audience need to be in the room in order to interact with the show. As the appetite for 
interactive and site-specific work grows, and various aspects of this work move into 
mainstream theatre, this research could provide significant evidence for a growing part of 
the sector that is a desire to connect to audiences not just in the room but across the web. 
So the very idea of a digitally expanded theatre experience is at stake in this work. Can we 
achieve more with digital than merely extending the size of the auditorium using a broadcast 
model?  

Research Context  
 
The conceptual aim of Punchdrunk’s project was to attempt to extend their style of 
immersive theatre, an ostensibly un-recordable, un-documentable type of theatrical 
experience. This was in direct response to the success of the NT Live project (2009) and 
intended to be a way to extend audience reach beyond geographical limitations. To provide 
some background, and unpack this aim, we will discuss the problems and promise of liveness 
in theatre, then briefly describe the performance trajectory of immersive theatre, and finally 
discuss other projects engaged in mixed-reality performance.   
 
The concept of liveness seems to be essential to performance, however as Philip Auslander 
points out this is a problematic relationship (1999). He states that there is no clear 
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ontological difference between live and mediated performance and in fact a huge part of 
contemporary theatre uses remediated performances, from sound recording to visual 
projections. There is no clear, easy, split between live and recorded performance. Auslander 
also charts the history of performance across the 20th century and shows how originally TV 
tried to capture performance, and then since the late 1940s theatre, in response, started to 
emulate mediated representation through its use of televisual forms, filmic design and 
movie product crossovers. Theatre became a second-hand recreation of itself. It is this 
tendency that leads to the success of projects like NT Live. Screen-based mediation had even 
earlier become part of the theatrical mis-en-scène where the stage is the TV Studio floor and 
the audience behind the fourth wall are all ‘in the Studio control room’. Auslander also 
describes how the core concepts of liveness – intimacy, proximity and authenticity – are not 
necessarily unique to live performance and occur in a variety of mediated cultural forms. As 
he says in a recent talk (2011), perhaps the concepts of immediacy, community and 
involvement are much more appropriate to the notion of liveness, evoking the wider social 
aspects of engaging with performance, rather than an inherently aesthetic appreciation of it. 
Recent trends in so called ‘second screen’ engagements with television, Twitter or Facebook 
for instance, would appear to confirm that socially sharing the moment is a key aspect of 
liveness (see Red Bee White Papers 2012). 
 
However, Punchdrunk belongs to a performance tradition that seeks to buck the 
broadcastable tradition of the ‘well-made play’. Influenced by Performance Art and 
Performance Studies, their work seeks to break down conventional aspects of the theatrical 
apparatus, specifically its relationship between performer and audience. Their work creates 
the feeling of proximity. Most immersive theatre plays on this by mixing performers up with 
the audience, in large free-roaming spaces. It provides a social and communal experience 
where the gaze is as much on the audience as it is on the performers. Finally, it also presents 
an involvement that suggests the possibility of spontaneity and deviation from the plot and 
hints at interactivity. The idea of ‘immersive theatre’ is emergent, no codified definition is 
yet established, clearly fundamental rearrangements of conventional audience/performer 
spatial relations are in play, as is the practice of encountering performance fragments, 
tableaux and set design as installation. The field is moving from a marginal avant garde 
practice to a more mainstream practice where different kinds and levels of ‘immersion’ are 
evoked.  
 
The form draws upon traditions of installation practices, performance art, gaming and circus. 
The general background to the field is comprehensively covered in Steve Dixon’s book 
Digital Performance (2007) which offers a number of different ‘spaces’ that digital 
performance operates within, or through. The book describes a number of possible spatial 
and technical relationships between the physical and the virtual that artists use and engage 
with. Punchdrunk’s ambitions fit within a number of these areas, most importantly what 
Dixon describes as ‘Liquid Architectures’, ‘Telematics’ and ‘Online Performance’. In one 
sense, the space that digital performance can operate in is where the concepts of the 
physical and virtual are mixed, and there is a fluid crossover between the two, and the 
possibilities that both spaces offer. He argues that there is a liquid architectural conjunction 
of the two. Telematics as a broad set of technologies offer the possibilities of joining two 
spaces together, sensing and actuating across distance. These create new potentials for 
artists to join performers and audiences in remote locations in a wide variety of 
configurations. Webcams and streaming video are especially important forms of telematic 
technology as they are interoperable, cost effective, and their role in many artists’ work 
seems to both signify authenticity, but also offer the possibility to undermine the very idea 
of liveness.  
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Dixon also discusses the rich history of online performance situated in virtual worlds and the 
ways in which identity and character are extremely malleable and are easily re-constructed 
via the technologies that support these spaces. Much of the history of this has been purely 
textual, and much of it has worked with live or real time performances. There is strong 
tradition in online performance of using, and appropriating, the digital technology of online 
spaces for theatrical pieces, from early MUDs and bulletin boards to Second Life and 
Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs). Dixon documents and 
categorises a long history of experimentation between performance and digital mediation 
and the repeated point is that performance-based work that expressly addresses these new 
digital technologies are works that inherently challenge what theatre is. Digital performance 
has tended to chart its own trajectory rather than continue to develop a pre-existing 
theatrical tradition and has followed a set of avant garde motivations. 
 
Within this general performance and academic context we would identify our research 
approach as being influenced by three specific areas. This project is largely located in 
Human-Computer Interaction studies of Ubiquitous Computing (Benford and Giannachi, 
2011), Digital Performance Studies (Dixon, 2007) and aspects of Game Studies that apply to 
mixed-reality and locative games (Montola et al., 2009).  
 
Perhaps the most notable mixed-reality performances in the UK are those from Blast 
Theory1, a Brighton-based media arts group who also have a strong background in 
performance. Their pieces Can You See Me Now and Uncle Roy All Around You mixed 
physical performers, immersed audiences and online players. Work commissioned by the 
Watershed2 and Pervasive Media Studio3 has also explored technology-augmented theatre 
in a variety of different ways, through projects such as the Theatre Sandbox4 and the King 
Lear Experience5. The very ambitious pervasive, live action-role-playing game (LARP) 
Momentum (Sweden 2006) also shows how technical devices and active storytelling can be 
inter-woven with the everyday world to create a compelling, continuous mixed reality 
experience (Jonsson et al. 2006). Punchdrunk themselves have been involved in the creation 
of other pieces of research into installation based experiences through their work on Last 
Will (Reid et al. 2010). They previously enjoyed major critical acclaim with It Felt Like a Kiss 
at the Manchester Festival 2010. This tradition also draws on the work of the large-scale 
installations curated by public art pioneers Artangel, who bought Gregor Schneider’s Die 
Famille Schneider to the UK in 2004, and mounted Ryan Ganders Locked Room Scenario in 
2011.  
 
Such emergent Art  and Performance practices begin to define what Ulrik Ekman, in the 
Introduction to the forthcoming MIT collection (Throughout 2012), calls the need for a 
‘poetics of augmented space’ when trying to understand what happens when embodied 
interaction becomes mediated data: “…this broad development seems to confirm Mark 
Weiser’s somewhat earlier emphasis on the pursuit not so much of a virtual reality in the 
relation between technics and culture, but of a distinctly ‘embodied virtuality’. We still tend 
to stop short when trying to recognize a ‘poetics of augmented space’ or when trying to 
articulate its implications.” (Ekman 2012:12)  
 

                                            
1 http://www.blasttheory.co.uk/ 
2 http://www.watershed.co.uk/ 
3 http://www.pmstudio.co.uk/ 
4 http://www.watershed.co.uk/ished/theatresandbox/ 
5 http://www.pmstudio.co.uk/project/the-king-lear-experience 

http://www.blasttheory.co.uk/
http://www.pmstudio.co.uk/project/the-king-lear-experience
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Mark Weiser had invented a vision of ubiquitous computing which is often understood as 
the underpinning for the idea of the ‘internet of things’ in which computing devices become 
seamlessly embedded into everyday life (Weiser 1991). Ekman demands a ‘poetics’ for 
spaces filled with connected, smart objects that bring distant experiences to hand 
(telematics) and the past into the present. In searching for the poetics of works in Dixon’s 
category of ‘Liquid Architectures’, companies like Punchdrunk might be better understood 
within the terms sketched by Rich Gold in 1993 in a piece entitled This is Not a Pipe. Gold 
stresses that connected objects and people do not only send neutral data to one another 
but that these digital affordances could also be a route to the pleasurable and profitable ‘re-
enchantment’ of everyday life. We might produce better applications if we aimed for shared 
spaces that felt more like magic castles than data centres. Ubiquitous computing, Gold 
argued “...is a poetic act drawing equally from the functionalism of the Bauhaus and the 
symbolism of surrealism. This new augmented reality is perhaps a little like the enchanted 
village in which common objects have magically acquired new abilities...” (1993:72). 
 
Previous work in the field of locative and pervasive media user research has pointed to the 
powerful user effect of ‘magic moments’, where the data world and the material worlds of 
the user collide or overlap (Reid and Hull, 2011). It is certainly hard to pin down or describe, 
but audiences, users and players report a particular frisson, a tingle down the back of the 
neck, a feeling of everything fitting together and suddenly making sense, two impossibly 
separate worlds suddenly blending diegetically. And it is this sense of being between two 
worlds that is referred to in anthropology and ethnography as being liminal; a term that we 
will refer back to both in terms of describing the space between the real world and online 
audiences, and in our approach as conducting forms of design ethnography in the liminal 
space. Liminal spaces are precisely neither one state nor another, at once transformative but 
also uncertain; threshold conditions identified in ethnographic observation (Turner, 1995).  
One of the core effects of this work seems to be created by holding the real, the imaginary 
and the fictive in a creative tension. And whilst these experiences don’t have to be 
facilitated through technology, and certainly have primitive roots, various digital media can 
provide new and different ways to achieve this same effect and aesthetic.   
 

Research Questions  

 
To explore both the final performance and the design path to this, we address two sets of 
research questions as a way of interrogating the audience experience and the creative 
process of the project. 
 

1. What are the key aesthetics of Sleep No More that might be translated into an 
online, virtual experience?  

2. How can we understand and articulate the speculative mood of Sleep No More 
which asks us to not only suspend our disbelief but plunge into the imaginary world 
of the story?  

3. How can the experience be translated into an online experience? 
4. What does the audience value about the experience?  
5. What is the resulting experience of the augmented Sleep No More, both online and 

physical, and how does that match with expectations? 

6. Is the augmented Sleep No More delivering an experience that matches 
expectations? 

7. How do the online and physical audiences interact? 
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Gaining Insights – Research Methods and Approaches   

 
In the context of this report we will refer to Design Research (Laurel, 2004) as the practice of 
conducting qualitative research in order to gain rich insights into peoples’ experiences of a 
designed ‘object or experience’. In general, whether an experimental object or a software 
application, we will be using qualitative methods to draw out insights into the detailed 
experiences (Hearn et al., 2009).  Design Research enables design evaluators and 
researchers to move beyond hunches and provide clear insights based on practical, timely 
data gathering. It is intended to clear up the ‘fuzzy front end’ of projects, provide iterative 
validation through development and contribute to evaluation and measurement at the end. 
We deploy recognised design research methods that are drawn from ethnographic research 
that commonly include interviews, observation, and engagement. As with many qualitative 
techniques we aim to do more than harvest and interpret raw data generated as a result of 
measurement. We aim to find the insiders story by in-depth one-to-one interactions with 
the people experiencing the design work. These insights are often gained through in-depth 
studies with individuals rather than data analysis of groups (Wright and McCarthy, 2010; 
Swallow, Blythe and Wright, 2005). The approach of in-depth individual studies (typically 3-
10 participants) is common in evaluating experimental design work (Gaver, 2009; Dunne and 
Raby, 2001; Olivier and Wallace, 2009).  
 
In this report we draw on these insights to provide a set of more generalisable ‘design 
tensions’ that are intended to act as signposts for future developments of technology-
enhanced immersive theatre, or experiments in connecting audiences between physical and 
digital worlds.  
 

Liminal Ethnography for Design Research 

Practitioners of mixed-reality experiences seek to merge, spatial experience, psychological 
presence, imaginary spaces, social interaction and liveness. Within the tradition of 
performance studies these concepts often come together in the notion of the liminal. A term 
appropriated from the anthropological study of primitive ritual (Turner, 1995), that literally 
means being on ‘a threshold’. In these rituals, participants readily mixed myth and reality, 
fiction and fact, whilst being physically separated from their everyday life. And it would also 
seem that mixed-reality experiences also closely align to the structure and experience of 
rituals. The descriptions of the common effects, mechanics of activities, and even the visual, 
audio and narrative symbolism used, often parallels ritual practices.  
 
This liminal ethnography framework uses ritual practices as a starting point and develops the 
concepts of liminality (Turner, 1995) and subjunctivity (Seligman et al., 2008) alongside 
material semiotics (Akrich and Latour, 1992) and the topology of relational spatiality to 
create a critical language and structure with which to evaluate and understand these 
experiences. This framework points to a set of data gathering and analysis techniques that 
are specifically intended to engage with these new cultural forms and extract the user, 
audience or player experience and understand it within the wider cultural context within the 
specificities of ritual activity, meaning and social space. 
 
This process is informed by a variety of fields, from Symbolic Anthropology (Geertz, 1973; 
Turner, 1995), through Science and Technology Studies (Latour, 2007; Law, 2004), Human-
Computer Interaction (Bell et al., 2003; Dourish, 2004) to Game Studies (Dovey and 
Kennedy, 2006; Giddings and Kennedy, 2008; Taylor, 2009). This allows for interpretations 
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that look at meaning generated across the symbolic as well as material-embodied aspects of 
experiences.  
 
The research results are based on unstructured and semi-structured interviews, participant 
observation and reflection on the design process. It was largely carried out during two 
separate studies of Sleep No More. The first was used to benchmark the regular 
performance; to set a control baseline for comparing the experiences of the original 
performance with the audience experience of the digital R&D project. 
 
The data gathering techniques that were deployed needed to be sensitive to the nature of 
the performance. Sleep No More doesn’t allow cameras inside, and aspects such as this and 
access to the audience before and after needed to be negotiated through Punchdrunk and 
Emmursive. A round of this process was carried out in the regular performance of Sleep No 
More, and then another round of the same approach was carried out during the mixed-
reality performance. There is therefore a baseline, or control group, who can offer evidence 
of the original experience of Sleep No More. In the first instance audience members were 
interviewed with a range of number of attendances to help understand what kept people 
coming back for more, and assuming that those who were returning multiple times would 
have a more developed descriptive language for their experiences. In the second round, 
those who had done both the physical performance as well as the online version were 
interviewed. In addition to just using the participant, we apply a 360-degree view to how the 
audience experience is constructed. Various members of the cast and production team were 
interviewed formally as well as observed more informally to produce these insights. 
 
Study 1: Sleep No More Standard show 5th-10th January, 2012 
Benchmarking was conducted through five nights of participation in a standard Sleep No 
More show. Supplemented by: eight interviews with audience members who had attended 
between five and 20 times; three interviews with key cast members; discussions with the 
project team; and attendance at a number of planning sessions. 
 
Study 2: Sleep No More MIT Punchdrunk collaboration 15th-19th May, 2012  
Design research study during live testing. Participation in one physical and one online 
performance; detailed interviews with three online and three physical participants; detailed 
interviews with Operators; interviews with production and development team members. 
 
Punchdrunk recruited participants for the Digital R&D development according to an initial 
matrix of users based on their familiarity with Punchdrunk’s work and level of experience of 
computer games. Of the 14 online experiment participants all were familiar with 
Punchdrunk’s work, they were all part of the Punchdrunk network. This sampling proved 
difficult to sustain in practice. The eventual experiment participants also in effect also 
became part of the Punchdrunk profile building in New York. In this case the dynamics of the 
partnership put participant recruitment beyond the control of the authors of this report. The 
control group is a typical enough sample of the Sleep No More audience where repeat 
visiting is an affordance of the show’s form: every night will be different so why not keep 
coming back, as one would to a fun fair ride? The online experiment sample can be 
understood as an ‘expert user group’: the participants who experienced the online 
experiment were mostly recruited for their experience and knowledge in the following 
areas: Punchdrunk, Sleep No More, gaming, transmedia. All participants experienced the test 
event free of charge, and both online and real world participants had a specific registration 
process. Such a sample has advantages for assessing experimental cultural experiences, it is 
possible for the researcher to focus on the margin of novelty under consideration (in this 
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case the online component) rather than be sidetracked into a lot of other discussions about 
the wider differences in this form of production. An expert user group is frequently used in 
iterative design processes as the first way of gaining initial feedback before a wider test 
sample is engaged for a more representative user group. Given the speculative and 
innovative nature of the experiment an expert user group provides us with enough data for 
preliminary findings into the potential for expanding immersive theatre into the online 
domain.  
 

Results 
 
Within this section we examine some of the reasons why the regular ‘offline’ production of 
Sleep No More is successful and the tensions between that and the audience experience of 
the experiment. In this section, although much may be said about the staging of Sleep No 
More, the insights are generally concerned with how that staging affects audience 
experience.  
 
Respondents identified as ‘Baseline’ only experienced the Sleep No More show in January, 
without the online augmentation. Respondents without that tag were all involved in the 
R&D experiment. Where appropriate we have also attempted to indicate the level of 
familiarity with Punchdrunk that the experiment respondent had, an index of their ‘expert’ 
status.  
 

Results part 1: Performative Processes (aesthetics) 

Confusion and Ritual in Sleep No More 
 
Punchdrunk transform a six-storey warehouse in Chelsea into another world, the McKittrick 
Hotel, every night. In one manner they do this through a very clear attention to detail, a 
material and tactile construction of a huge, interactive set. But they also do this by 
transforming the audience as they arrive and experience Sleep No More.  
 

“[I get] a sense of comfort in the space. And feeling like, at least for me emotionally, it’s 
always such a joy to go through that maze and go back into that world and be in it.”  
Baseline 1 (male) 
 

(N.B. Research respondents are tagged in this report as Baseline when they are commenting 
on the benchmarking performance. Other respondents are commenting on the R&D 
performance.)   
 

“...my first hour in there, it was just total excitement and just a rush of adrenaline for 
being somewhere that transported you like that. [...] you genuinely lose your bearings and 
don’t realise that you’re in New York anymore.”  Baseline 2 (male) 

 
This section discusses how Punchdrunk uses a ritual-like process to create the necessary, 
receptive state for audience members experiencing Sleep No More. It goes on to describe 
how these processes were largely not used in the digital R&D project and that an attention 
to the processes at the beginning and end of both the physical and online components could 
have produced a better experience. 
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The simplest way to describe the experience of Sleep No More, especially at the beginning, is 
to say that it is confusing, disorientating and pieces are always missing. Audience members 
frequently refer to this aspect of the experience: 
 

“The first time I was in there it was incredibly confusing. I spent a lot of the time looking 
for my husband because they had separated us. […] You go the first time and you’re 
completely confused as to what’s going on. You go the second time and you start to 
understand it a little bit more in that there are pre-set storylines and things start to loop.”     
Baseline 3 (female) 

 
Confusion is both the expected result as well as the means by which they evoke their 
particular experiential aesthetic. As the audience you are always left wanting more, to figure 
it out, to finally find your way around. This means that in the first few performance 
experiences, some things are quite surprising, shocking even in retrospect, but all certainly 
work together to create a suspension of reality.  
 
This confusion could be fatal to the show, but for most of the audience it is part of the thrill, 
the ride, the reason for being there and certainly a big part of the reason for coming back. 
The Punchdrunk magic is in how they prepare you for this, how they prime the audience, 
what they do to get you in the right attitude to encounter this confusion.  
 

“You walk in and then you’re greeted and then you’re directed. So, basically you’re in a 
way prepared for a totally immersion-like experience. So, there are basically a few little 
exercises that they make you go through to actually put you in the right frame of mind. To 
actually join in a communal experience but one that this is totally your own. Then once 
you’ve gone through those initiation exercises you’re sort of set free and then you can 
follow a number of possible courses.” Baseline 4 (male) 

 
On top of this, Punchdrunk go to considerable efforts to design an experience where 
navigation is complex, user defined and individual. Messages are used to signpost a person’s 
experience – but it is deliberately left to the audience how they interpret these.  
 

“The whole experience of a Punchdrunk production is saturated with messages and 
details, some intended some often created by the audiences’ imagination or by spurious, 
random or serendipitous occurrences.” Peter Higgin 

 
The audience themselves are choreographed in a rite of passage into another world. 
Punchdrunk perform a ritual in which audiences are transformed into ghosts and spirits who 
walk the ever repeating limbo of the McKittrick. The audience is transformed in such a way 
as to be fully open and appreciative to the experience. Audiences are subjected to a ritual-
like process at the beginning and end of each night that opens out their attitudes and 
mental states to make them more receptive to what they are about to experience. This is 
achieved through following an overall framework that closely matches Turner’s description 
of ritual process.  
 
The ritual process is comprised of three phases: a separation phase, a liminal phase and 
finally a reintegration phase. The first phase would consist of out of the ordinary activity that 
signifies a separation from normal and everyday social situations. Identity is broken down 
and blurred. In the intervening liminal period the characteristics of the ritual subject are 
ambiguous, and have few or none of the aspects of the previous or future identity. They can 
and do partake of taboo activities and thoughts. The distance between the physical and 
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imaginary is also significantly less, so dreams and fantasies enter into reality. This liminal 
state is naturally disorienting, but can also deliver new perspectives for the ritual subject. In 
the third phase the person undertaking the ritual is returned to structured society in the 
new state, carrying across insights and, in most tribal rituals, a new social status. 
 
So beginnings are supremely important. The process by which the audience cross the 
threshold, enter the ritual, move into another reality. The entry to Sleep No More functions 
in the same way as any ritual and what is surprising is the degree with which the whole 
performance so closely follows the elements and symbolism that Turner ascribes to the 
ritual process. This whole entry process, from the coat check, to the point that you are 
finally in the McKittrick serves to confuse you, break down your identity, physically and 
mentally challenge who you are and where you are. It can take anywhere from half an hour 
to an hour to go from the street to being inside the show itself, giving you time to 
acclimatise, change mind-set and slide into your role for the night.  
 
Audiences are offered masks to wear for the duration of the experience; the masks being 
one of the most important transformations. They change who you are. The norms of the 
performance are interesting in that you are not given licence to role-play. You don’t take on 
a character in this world, but you are not entirely yourself. They make you a little bit other. 
They make you a little bit bolder. A little bit more of who you already are. 
 

“I feel like I’m generally pretty reserved and pretty shy.  And when in the space, I wasn’t 
at all. I sort of felt very empowered and very emboldened. Partly by the mask but even 
outside of that, in the bar, just able to interface with characters and people and other 
audience, in ways that I was really surprised at myself.”  Baseline 1 (male) 
 

Again, completely in keeping with the Turner’s descriptions of ritual participants, you are 
cast as ghosts or spirits, without identity or status. You may be dead, in between or some 
kind of spirit. Most of the cast act as if they cannot see you. The only ones who will interact, 
or notice you are those who would see the spirit world; the supernatural beings in the play, 
those who have moments of madness, those dead or marked for it. Then the audience is 
noticed, you get the occasional glance or maybe dialogue directed at you. 
 
The masks don’t make you invisible, or simply anonymous. They mark you out as the 
audience. They mark you out as being both usual and unusual in the space. They set you 
apart from the performers. In the audience you can still recognize others from their clothes, 
you can still spot the same people over and again as you pass through the performance. The 
performers say they recognise regulars from the way they move. However, your face, a large 
part of what it means to be human, is completely obscured. You cannot see, or figure out, 
what people are thinking but can clearly see where they are looking. What judgments are 
others passing in the universal, but inscrutable, voyeurism that occurs in the hotel? Even if 
you are looking straight at a dozen, or a hundred others, they slide into the background, 
your eye slides off the individual masks, but is directed by the intensity of the shared gaze to 
the central action. The masks don’t make you anonymous, they make you unnoticed as an 
individual, a collective ghost, an audience.  
 
The climactic point of Sleep No More is certainly not the end of the experience. This is the 
beginning of the end. The final part of the liminal process is then played out in the way that 
the audience do and can proceed from this otherly world of the McKittrick hotel back out, 
finally on to West 23rd Street. The way in which the audience is escorted out from the hotel 
proper and into the Manderlay bar is very important. And the role of the Manderlay bar as a 
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limbo zone, a between place, a decompression chamber is very important. Here the 
audience can take time to readjust, and importantly to share the moments and events of 
their evening beyond with their friends. Through this process they start to tell the stories of 
their night and construct their own accounts. This place is vital for doing that and 
constructing the myths about Sleep No More that slip out the doors and into the everyday 
world beyond. Those who walk straight out onto the street are missing something. Those 
who don’t take the time lose this chance to make sense of what just happened through what 
Turner would recognise as the reintegration part of his ritual process.  
 
There were some clear differences between a regular Sleep No More production and 
experience of the participants in the real world experiment who were twinned with online 
members. The latter didn’t get the same ritual sensitisation as regular audience members. 
The entry was often fast and experienced in mundane settings. Whereas the digital R&D 
project tended to make the physical experience even more different, unique or special from 
the beginning.  
 

“I couldn’t wait and, yes, of course you feel special. I mean, when you get there, from the 
moment you get the invitation to the moment you’re there and you’re whisked in past the 
crowd, given the special mask. I mean, it’s… What’s the word? Well, it’s exciting and 
you’re the 1 per cent.”  Punchdrunk Junkie 

 
They felt privileged and therefore different, even within the experience itself. They were 
VIPs with special masks, special powers and able to access unique one-on-ones. So this 
heightened their experience. Within the performance this gave new meaning to the regular 
performance that was going on around them. 
 

“Well, it was really great because it was nice not to be a part of the mass of people. I 
mean, I always enjoy being alone with an actor or alone in a room with just a few people. 
It can really almost ruin my experience when I’m stuck in that crowd of people running 
around after the performers, and for me to be on my own trajectory was incredible. I 
loved that. I loved that I could sort of ignore the crowd. Only a few times when I 
accidentally got stuck in the crowd was I really aware of them, but they weren’t really 
present for me.” Punchdrunk Junkie 

 
It changed their relationships to the other audience, and wanting to hold on to the special 
nature of their unique performance. 
 

“Because I wanted it to be my experience. First of all, I wanted to maintain the fact that 
this is my experience. I called it special about that, and also I was thinking about them 
and I thought, “Well, I don’t want to ruin it for them and they’re wondering, ‘Why is that 
woman’s mask speaking to her? What does she have that I don’t have?’” I was kind of 
thinking those things, but of course worried about myself first.” Punchdrunk Junkie 

 
It also changed their relationships to the physical space. This respondent for instance spent 
time hunting for the red circles they were told to look for: 
 

“My thought was I can’t leave the fifth floor and so I, since I’ve covered the entire fifth 
floor and then I went down to the fourth floor and did the same thing.”  Avid Fan 

 
Or noticed aspects of the disposition of the physical space, such as the location and 
presence of stewards: 
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“I’m like “Is there always a steward down there at the end blocking that curtain into 
wherever?”  [...] And I’m thinking “Yes there probably is”, but I’ve never actually stopped 
to ask myself that question anyway.” Avid Fan 
 

And changed their relationships to the performers:  
 

“And so I was like how do I provoke some different response from B__? How do I get the 
response from C_____ that I needed like to trigger things? I was looking for trigger 
mechanisms.” Avid Fan 

 
As well as to the props: 
 

“I was interacting with the props differently. I’ve never taken a prop out of a room and 
carried it around and I did that several times last night and got corrected on it.” Avid Fan 

 
And finally the endings of the research performances bore an interesting relationship to the 
original performance. Because it did create, unintentionally, a very strong, final, integration 
phase. All the participants were taken to a debrief session, that involved the entire MIT and 
Punchdrunk team. These sessions lasted well over an hour, and involved detailed discussion 
of the experience overall, the storylines the participants had managed to piece together. 
Through this process, those who had been through the experience were able to construct 
their story of the night through this active retelling. This created a strong sense of unity and 
connection between the participants and the creative team. And especially allowed them to 
leave with a sense of closure, because they had found out more secrets, like whether they 
could win or not, what they had missed out on and how much of the story they had 
uncovered. This acted to accentuate the existing feelings of being special, having this level of 
personal attention.  
 
Now to consider the web-based component of the Punchdrunk Digital R&D project. The 
online experience had a decided lack of the ritual that Punchdrunk work into the rest of their 
work; a reintegration which was reproduced in the debrief sessions conducted for the in-
show participants in the experiment. For participants there is generally no liminal, or ritual-
like break from their regular surroundings. The experience was contained within a browser, 
on a laptop, usually it seemed in their homes. None of this created a space removed from 
the everyday. 
 

“It was just a brief email, actually, with a few instructions. I didn’t know any detail, except 
it was totally straightforward, not unlike any other theatre project I imagine I participated 
in the past; just coordinating details, times, that kind of stuff. And about 20 minutes 
before my calendar reminder went off, letting me know that I had to do in 20 minutes, so 
yes, then I turned off my cell phone and minimized all my windows and signed in.” 
Familiar with Punchdrunk (female) 

 
For this participant it seems that this experience feels like work, part of the regular, 
everyday flow of activities and tasks. They are reminded by a calendar alarm, windows are 
minimised, phone is switched off, a few simple actions but none of the lengthy preparations 
that would lead up to the live Sleep No More. There is none of the anticipation that would go 
along with the extended ritual of travel to a live venue. 
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This wasn’t supplemented by any introduction in the experience itself. The participants were 
literally thrown in a river and universally had to spend a lot of time figuring out the interface, 
the mechanics of the interaction as well as the story, setting and goals of the experience. 
Although the creative intention was to make the audience feel disconnected, and as if they 
had just died, the interface tended to get in the way. For some, learning the interface 
seemed to be the main activity for the session rather than exploring the story and world. As 
one participant pointed out, the three hour time frame didn’t work well with considered and 
careful exploration of both the mechanics or the online space.  
 

“Why I refer it to Silent Hill is Silent Hill when you play it gives you absolutely no kind of 
understanding of the world in which you’re occupying.”  Familiar with Punchdrunk (male)  
 
“And that’s okay if you’re going to spend 100 hours working that out.  But less okay if 
you’ve only got three hours to try and interact and make a difference.  And so I think the 
developers should think really carefully about what information they do want to provide, 
not necessarily about the story but just about the sort of experience that you’re going to 
have.” Familiar with Punchdrunk (male) 
 

And it does seem that the participants barely scratched the surface. A few having been stuck 
in a very limited number of the online spaces, and very few exploring beyond a fraction of 
the space and content available. Having said this, users expressed a future preference to 
return to the online world and explore it more fully beyond the time frame that the 
experience prescribed.  
 
This preference perhaps reflects a strong finding that the participants felt like the online 
experience ended very quickly and brutally. That they also didn’t have any power or agency 
over the last part of the experience.   

 
“And I suppose the first thing is it felt, the last 15-20 minutes felt truncated.  So what I 
mean, and in fact it was not just truncated but again felt broken.”  Familiar with 
Punchdrunk (male) 

 
At the end the online participants felt somewhat lost, disconnected. They all describe feeling 
like they wanted to carry on, but were left with a sudden anti-climactic feeling. All of a 
sudden, after an intense three hours, they were all alone. There was no period of re-
integration, or slow final phase of re-entry into the everyday. Upon exploring this, it was felt 
that this did not gel with the story, and that some final act was felt to be necessary. Some 
way of tying up the loose ends. Especially in the light of the fact that some wanted to 
continue playing after this had finished. 
 
Of the people who took part in the research those who seemed to enjoy it most were taking 
part in the early morning hours from the UK. Originally it was assumed that this would make 
it hard for people, but in effect it did make this experience out of the ordinary, special and 
different. And because of the affectual nature of the headphones, sound and imagery 
created another, liminal, space in the lonely, dark hours of the morning. 
 

“Because it was, it was liminal hours for me and because I was physically exhausted, that 
makes you have a particular type of response.  I was also sitting you know, I didn’t have 
any lights on so the only light that was coming out was from the computer screen.  It 
added to eerie quality, I was a little bit jumpy at times.  You know, which again you know 
which was all part of that experience.” Punchdrunk supporter (female) 
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Overall evidence from the research respondents argues that the online content was 
conceptualised as the middle, liminal section, of the process. However not enough design 
attention was paid to how the experience would begin and end, how the online audience 
would be put be able to enter into and exit the ritualised story space.  
 
Within this section the topics of agency and the relationship between the experience and 
games have been touched on. In the next two sections the importance of goals and games 
as a cultural lens will be addressed. 
 

Results part 2: Is it a game? 

Goals and Gameness in the physical experience 
 
This section describes one way of analysing how the regular Sleep No More creates an 
enjoyable experience out of mystery, complexity and confusion. This analytic approach 
provides a way to explain why various aspects of the digital R&D project intervention 
worked in counter-intuitive ways. Through a discussion of the physical performance aspect 
of the project it shows how some seemingly small changes in this experience creates very 
different mental states in the audience which can either lead to frustrating experiences, or 
very different aesthetics. This allows us to make some conclusions about both Sleep No 
More and more generally other digital R&D projects that are exploring new experiences. 
 
A key part of the Sleep No More aesthetic is the sense of confusion that audiences 
experience in the space. The reasons that Sleep No More works in the way that it does has a 
lot less to do with the narrative content and more on the style of theatre, and mood of 
experience, that Punchdrunk create. 
 

“Other people try to explain it as a real life game.  But it’s not really since it’s not like 
you’re the one dying or picking up achievements or weapons or anything. So you really 
are more of a silent participant.” Baseline 3 (female) 

 
Punchdrunk as a theatre company are very interested in the nature of both digital and non-
digital games. In previous performances they have experimented with more obviously game-
like aspects of their performance and they are not against the critical and anecdotal 
comparisons of their work to games. With Wired saying “Feels like a game, but more 
confusing” (2011), and the New York Magazine comparing it to first person games such as 
Bioshock (2011). 
 
One of the most striking aspects of this research was how many people had framed Sleep No 
More as being like a game. In the first instance Sleep No More itself was sometimes likened 
to, or described as, a game, by the baseline research participants. Also more importantly 
audience behavior tended to exhibit game-like strategies for experiencing the piece. As the 
number of attendances increases the aims and goals for the experience become sharpened: 
 

“If I go in and it’s my own parameter it’s like “I’m here, I want six one-on-ones tonight”, 
that’s my game for the time that I’m there.” Avid Fan 

 
This is not to say that everyone took the experience to be a game, however the correlation 
between games as a cultural form and Sleep No More is strong in respondents’ 
commentaries. Being quite different from more passive forms of entertainment or theatrical 
experience the audience seem to fall back on computer games as a frame to describe their 
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encounter with Sleep No More. But beyond the descriptive aspects, Sleep No More does 
seem to have game-like elements, aspects in common with games. This is not to say that it is 
a game. The main area of overlap that appears to deliver analytic insights is around the idea 
of goals. As the interviewee says above, their goal for that night, or as they say their 
parameter, is to achieve six one-on-ones. And this relationship between goals and agency 
explains some of the radical changes that occurred in the audience experience of the original 
Sleep No More and the research project.  
 
To explain these changes we introduce the terms ‘telic’ and ‘paratelic’ taken from Michael 
Apter’s Reversal Theory to describe more accurately the modes of goal orientation produced 
by the experience (1989). When telic an individual is in the mode where they are motivated 
by being goal orientated, whether those goals are internal or external. When paratelic they 
are not motivated by goals, but are in the moment playful. The key aspect of Reversal 
Theory is that experiences that can be enjoyable in one state are not when the emotive 
state is reversed.  For example, a driving test can be very stressful, but driving for enjoyment 
might be a pleasant experience. We will also use the more general term ‘autotelic’ for when 
an individual is motivated by their own purpose or goals, rather than those set from outside. 
Affording or inhibiting audiences’ ability to move easily through these modes of goal seeking 
is a key aspect of the challenge thrown up by the research project.   
 

“Because certainly when I’m there normally it’s like I’m just in a play land.” Avid Fan 
 
Punchdrunk very carefully craft the experience of Sleep No More to create this paratelic, 
open and exploratory attitude. Peter Higgin reflects on this during the early stage of the 
design process.  
 

“All technology needed to fit seamlessly into the design and feel of the project whether it 
was being integrated in the set or within the strong sense from Punchdrunk that this 
experience would feel gamey and that we should acknowledge and embrace this and a 
sense from Media lab that we should avoid attaching the potential stigma of a game to 
the project. We had past experience of creating a gaming style experience in an existing 
production and were extremely sensitive towards creating anything that detracted from 
the main experience of the production.” Peter Higgin 

 
This feeling of openness and self-direction is vitally important to the user journey (Benford 
and Giannachi 2011) through the confusion and complexity that is within the McKittrick. The 
processes that Punchdrunk put people through in the beginning of the show helps to instil 
this attitude in the space. They take people through a lengthy pre-show, ritual-like, process 
that helps to move them from an everyday organised goal seeking, telic, state into a liminal 
and paratelic state for their encounter with the show itself. 
 
Then as the audience slowly experiences the piece in this playful state they are free to 
choose their own goals, and directions, to place meaning on things in their own way. Slowly 
as they experience the show an autotelic aspect can emerge and then their own personal 
goals emerge and take precedence. As the interviewee says above, they set their own 
parameters for the experience and their own win conditions, maybe creating their own 
game as the night progresses, or as they return to the show repeatedly. 
 
The experiment provided a different experience to a regular Sleep No More show for 
audiences twinned with online participants. It subtly changed some of the aspects of the 
ways in which the audience related to the space in such a way as to change the paratelic 
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nature of the performance. No longer did the participants feel like they were self-directed, 
as one said: 
 

“Last night I was operating under the expectation that it sort of, that events were going 
to be sequential and consequential.” Avid Fan 

 
And another project participant even went so far as to compare the physical experience to a 
game. 
 

“But here it’s that the agency is not entirely your own that I think changes the sense of 
the experience, probably heightens your awareness of it as a game as opposed to just 
‘Here I am touring around, exploring my own whims’” Avid Fan 

 
This participant uses the term agency to describe the changing sense of the new piece. That 
this new way of engaging was no longer autotelic, self-directing, but that they felt under the 
control of the structure of the new experience. This new feeling, or the new mechanic was 
described as a treasure hunt, even if the hunting for clues and information was purposefully 
not described as this up-front by the organising team. 
 

“And then particularly last night there was specific tasks to accomplish in order to 
advance it to a certain stage, which is basically what you do for yourself anyway.” Avid 
Fan 

 
There was a specific chain of events to work through. Even if this wasn’t necessarily the 
case, and the participants were free to engage with the various elements in the order they 
wanted to, they still felt like there was a specific set of tasks, and maybe even an order to 
complete those in. 
 
The first in-show experience they received was of a séance scene with a medium providing 
an overarching goal, who more or less set them up with an overall task for the night. This is 
very much the opposite of a regular performance, where the opening theatrical sequences 
are intended to entirely remove and strip that away. As opposed to instilling an overall 
playful paratelic state where the audience can freely move into a self-directed autotelic 
state as and when they choose, they were put into a goal oriented telic state immediately. 
Although these attitudes are fairly fluid, they framed the whole experience. This attitudinal 
shift made interacting with the space, the objects and the performers seem frustrating when 
things didn’t work, as opposed to the participants feeling open to what happened and freely 
integrating it into their experience. An instrumental orientation had been introduced, 
producing frustration if goal-seeking progress was impeded. As Apter points out in his 
Reversal Theory, when the state shifts, things that were enjoyable suddenly become 
frustrating, or vice versa. The sense of pleasurable agency that seems to be a common 
aspect of the regular Sleep No More experience had been taken away with the seemingly 
subtle, but actually quite radical, implementation of what the participants took to be a linear 
storyline to the overall Sleep No More experience.  
 
As one experienced Sleep No More participant describes: 
 

“I moved around the space differently in that I moved, I didn’t stay with the actors, I 
didn’t stay with certain scenes, maybe because I’d seen them before. I moved into rooms 
and areas that were less populated. I did that more so this time because I knew I was 
looking for something and it was really great to be on a hunt, to be looking for something 
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yet having the performance still happening around you. It was a very different… I don’t 
know how to describe it. It was not out-of-body, but it was like there were different… I 
don’t know how to describe it. It was a different experience in having this action happen 
around you or stumbling upon it but then having the freedom sort of to lead it.” 
Punchdrunk Junkie 

 
The normal behaviors and feelings of Sleep No More were overturned. They didn’t follow 
actors as is the common behavior of the Sleep No More audience, they didn’t have this free, 
open, ‘out-of-body’ experience that would accompany a paratelic type state of mind.  
 
The evidence is however inconclusive since we also encountered the idea that goal 
orientation conferred greater agency;  the possibility of being more in control, being able to 
‘lead’ the action, being on the hunt with the action around you, but not being distracted by 
it. These respondents did also feel special because of their differences from the regular 
audience. There is a pleasure in being on a different agenda, being on a mission, having a 
goal. However one of the common frustrations that kept coming up was not being able to 
complete this goal, or have a sense that is was even complete-able. Most appear to have 
gained many of the clues and the information early on in the show, even when the 
technology didn’t work as expected. At the end all of the participants appeared to have a 
very complete picture of the storyline and could discuss this in quite a lot of detail. However, 
nearly everyone wanted to know if they could have ‘won’ or completed their implicit goal of 
the night. There was the sense of having ‘failed’, and also a desire to repeat the experience 
so that they could ‘succeed’. This is not in keeping with the common fan experience of Sleep 
No More, which doesn’t have any sort of ‘win condition’ or final point.   A very common 
experience reported by respondents, for instance, is that people will spend their first few 
attendances exploring the space rather than the story. This is followed by the discovery that 
there is no way to finish it, find everything out, or solve some central mystery. It is by nature 
an ‘unfinishable’ work. As Peter Higgin points out when reflecting on the user experience: 
 

“The arc of a Punchdrunk show lasts up to around three hours, navigating and orientating 
your self in this space can often wholly fill this time”.  Peter Higgin  

 
Another aspect of this change toward a goal-seeking telic state is that this experience also 
felt something like work, a job, or that there was some sort of specific performance that was 
expected from the sample volunteers. There seemed to be a lot riding on this and people 
found they came with expectations. For many people involved in both the physical and 
especially the online part of the performance this was part of their professional activities. It 
was for many people a job. 
 

“As opposed to last night when I get there and I walk in with the expectation that there’s 
some kind of performance that somebody else is expecting from me.” Avid Fan 

 
Certainly many of those taking part in the online experience appear to have done so out of 
professional interest. And this existing set of goals, or ways of framing the experience, play a 
large part in understanding the aesthetic sense of the online experience. Part of this result 
may be an outcome of the sample recruitment process and their own expert awareness of 
being part of an ‘experiment’, however it is not unreasonable to assume that the 
introduction of more goal-oriented tasks would change the nature of the experience for 
most users. In the next section though we move on to discuss other aspects in which the 
experience was framed, or situated, and how those media relationships effect the overall 
reception of the online part of the experiment.  
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This section covered the experience of agency with respect to the physical part of the digital 
R&D project. The next section discusses how games as a cultural form influence the 
reception of online experiences. 
 
Game Frames in the online experience  
 

“Our development period also saw the team begin to grapple with the idea of game 
playing and game creation. This was a point of much debate and continues to be so. 
Much of this was centred on whether or not what we created should be goal-centric and 
should be complete-able, reward-based and feel like a game. Or whether it should in fact 
be an experience that was more akin to the physical, personal and non-directed 
exploration of the physical production.” Peter Higgin 

  
  
Although game-like strategies of collection and achievement do emerge from the audience 
experience of Sleep No More it is still never constructed by respondents as a game. Many of 
the repeat audience create longer-term meaning in game-like structures, but this doesn’t 
mean that Sleep No More is a game. These tensions exist in both the baseline and online 
experiments. The audience member below grapples with the suggestion of a game-like 
element of the baseline performance. Are they intended to actually do this or is this merely 
part of the story?  
 

“I mean it wasn’t until my fifth visit that I got one of the one-on-one interactions with 
Hecate and she told me to go find her ring. And I was ‘Wait a minute, this isn’t a game. 
Am I really supposed to go out and find a ring and bring it to her?’” Baseline 2 (male) 

 
In this section we discuss the online experience of the research project and building on the 
previous section about goal orientation, further explore the aspects of how the online 
audience framed their experience within the context of digital games.  The tensions 
between open ended exploration and goal orientation were produced through the process 
of translating the physical world of Sleep No More into a purely digital, online setting. 
 

“And you really start to use your imagination about okay well, you know not just the story 
but also what are the game mechanics. [...] I suppose the choice of aesthetic did kind of 
make me think both about the story and also about it as a game. And I suppose I still 
describe it when I talk as a game experience.” Familiar with Punchdrunk (male) 

 
Digital gaming is a common media form that cuts across a whole range of socio-economic 
backgrounds. It becomes an easy category to pigeonhole a computer-based entertainment 
experience in, and with that comes a whole range of expectations and interaction 
archetypes. This perception did not match with the creative intentions for the piece and so 
formed tensions in the experience. The team creating the online experience wanted to steer 
well clear of it being a game, however many people saw it as a game due to following the 
interaction paradigm and interface of Interactive Fiction. It was very similar to seminal text 
adventure games such as Adventure or Zork. 
 

“It was predominantly text. So I guess the first thing I sort of thought from the user 
experience was this feels like a sort of old fashioned online MUD game.” Familiar with 
Punchdrunk (male) 

 



 28 

When a common way of interacting a set of patterns is perceived, it is difficult to go against 
this and trying to do so creates cognitive dissonance and reduces the success of a system 
(Dix 2003). The standard practice to go about this is usually to work with interaction 
standards (Rogers et al., 2011), or to have a long enough period to re-educate a user, or 
audience member, in the new ways the experience is intended on working. This goes 
beyond just how the interface functions, to also include the expected norms of interaction 
and aesthetic appreciation.  
 
Ultimately this led to the following reaction being typical, in that it almost felt as if there 
were aspects missing from the experience. There seemed a tension between it seeming like 
a game, but not having other aspects of a game. 
 

“Because there weren’t elements of gamification; there was no leader board, there was 
no ticker to keep track of your progress. It wasn’t fun. (Laughter) There was no 
competitive element. There was nothing you were trying to achieve.” Familiar with 
Punchdrunk (female) 

 
Because it was framed as being a game by those taking part, the common question was 
whether one could win, or be successful. Most felt as if there was no win state by the end of 
the experience, which was generally seen as a disappointment. This tension between it 
being a game, or a journey seemed to highlight some preconceptions of games being more 
interactive and therefore the online component of the research experiment was seen to fail.  
 

“But I just assumed that the game was unwinnable and that actually this was sort of a bit 
of a merry dance that Punchdrunk were taking me on.  So I ended up afterwards thinking 
well they’re just taking me on a journey rather than the game being sort of winnable.’” 
Familiar with Punchdrunk (male) 

 
There is a tension in both experiences, but especially the online, between being led through 
a story and having a sense of agency around your actions and a possibility to explore. As we 
have illustrated this is partly due to the general expectation that this experience would be ‘a 
game’ because of the nature of the interaction and previous experience of similar interface 
paradigms. But the other significant changes were the role of the intermediary human 
facilitator, story-teller, game-master – what in the project they called ‘the operator’. This 
operator was put in the position of becoming a digital performer and taking the online 
limelight. 
 
Digital performance and mediated relationships 
 

“It is clear that we hadn’t also anticipated the relationship between the online participant 
and the operator. Originally the operator role was imagined as a safety net and a human 
failsafe network to support a system of story code that was not sophisticated enough to 
respond meaningfully to the exponential responses of human participants. Some 
participants seemingly confuse or interpret the interaction they experienced with their 
operator as an interaction with their partner. Increasingly this human interaction became 
critical in supporting the project. Due to the lack of portal communication, it also became 
far more important and poignant.” Peter Higgin 

 
This section describes the exceptionally central role of the ‘operator’ and how they emerged 
as somewhat unexpected digital performers. It goes on to discuss a few of the 
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operator/audience tensions that emerged through the performance and how they created 
the specific aesthetics of this online experience. 
 
The MIT team created the online experience based around the interaction paradigm, or 
model, of Interactive Fiction (IF) (Montfort, 2005). Because the project didn’t have the 
capacity to build either a fully featured IF engine, or create enough deep content, the role of 
operator was created to sit between the IF engine and content and the end user of the 
system, the online Sleep No More audience. This was meant to be a facilitation role not fully 
intended to be a performative one, much more of a human to automate tasks and situations 
that couldn’t be coded for. This was a multifaceted role and the most attention-demanding, 
time-consuming and active role in the orchestration. So it is no surprise that this position 
took on a huge level of significance in the online experience and turned what was at first 
planned to be a facilitation role – filling in the blanks that couldn’t be computerised – to a 
fully-fledged digital performer leading the online participant through the world of Sleep No 
More in a personalised story telling session.  
 
For the operators this really was a true performance experience and the individuals who 
took to it, and enjoyed it, were the ones who had a theatrical improv background. They had 
the ability to make things up on the spot and jump into character quickly. They describe the 
experience of this in an incredibly theatrical manner, evoking the same language as would 
be expected from a live, physical performance. They were performing in the world of Sleep 
No More and loving it.  
 

“After that last one I felt like I’d been swimming through tar for three hours and was 
completely drained of my energy. Whereas the other ones no matter how late it was, you 
just feel like that went well, that was fun. Like because you have this like, it’s like playing 
ping pong you know. The shared energy of building this thing together is very satisfying.” 
Operator 

 
From this quote the experience is described as being very back and forth. The operator is 
responding and working with both the IF engine and the audience as well as trying to 
facilitate and arrange the hookups with the physical audience members. In the control room 
their role is very busy and required a huge amount of delicacy as their tools weren’t set up 
to be smooth or to catch errors and problems. For example, very occasionally an operator 
might mistakenly type IF engine commands to the audience rather than to the software. But 
the story and their telling of it was their own. 
 
Ultimately this seemed to effectively become an online, interactive story, where the 
operator would tell a story to the audience member with the IF engine as a background and 
a guide. It would provide a lot of content, but from observations of the operators there 
appears to have been a lot of necessary ad-libbing to make up for all the unexpected 
situations that user interaction with the system inevitably produced.  The Punchdrunk 
position of not wanting to restrict users’ actions of course threw up many unpredicted 
situations.  They had to adapt to a huge variety of different expectations and play styles of 
the audience. The operators identified strongly with being story tellers and performers. They 
played into these roles, enjoyed them and wanted to continue these performances after the 
end of the project. 
 
At the beginning this was an uncertain process and not rehearsed or tested, but the 
operators who continued over the week built up confidence, content and an understanding 
of the audience possibilities. 
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“I think the big thing that changed for me was kind of settling into what was, or where 
didI feel my role was in terms of shaping the overall experience. If you’re the person 
online how much guidance or shape or arc, where do I push, where do I tweak?  How do I, 
getting used to being able to do the, like when do things start building?” Operator 

 
The operators were very much in control of the experience and felt a large amount of 
agency in the system. The ones who continued doing it over the week were not only the 
ones with a performance background, but also the ones who had built the IF engine and the 
core operator interface. They felt in control of the software, the situation and understood 
the story they were trying to tell.  
 

“Yes I mean I probably, yes I was, for much of the time I was the extension of the story 
engine. So where my voice is the voice of the story engine.” Operator 

 
They had direct control over everything that the online audience would experience, but also 
a lot of what the physical participants could experience when they were being ‘connected’ 
via ‘portals’. The online audience could not experience anything that had not been through 
an operator, in the fact that the operator would retype commands to the IF engine. The 
audience could only see, hear, do what the operators would let them.  
 

“It’s more like puppet theatre. Like I felt like I had a one-to-one communication with the 
person online and the interface was just like my puppet that I was using to tell the story.” 
Operator 

 
Through this interaction it seems that four, clear tensions emerged between the operator 
and audience, as well as disparities between the audience experience and the operators’ 
assessment of this experience: responsiveness, linearity/fragmentation of story line, agency 
and intimacy. 
 
In the first instance the operator being middle man, not only for the IF engine, but also for 
most of the rest of the human technological system delivering the experience, meant there 
was often a large time lag as the online audience were trying to do things and not getting 
speedy responses because the operators’ attention was elsewhere, or simply trying to deal 
with the onslaught of chat and translating some of that into commands for the IF engine. 
 
Another tension to emerge was how the operators had a very clear idea of how the story 
was meant to progress. They seemed to have a sense of how a linear narrative should 
emerge out of non-linear experience, through knowing what was meant to happen and 
being able to see all the moving parts they had a bird’s eye, orchestrating view of how 
everything fitted together for the night and how they thought they were bringing the 
audience to a crescendo across the evening. As one operator said: 
 

“But one thing that I at least found as an operator is that the online experience, almost by 
necessity because you were in a way this character, it became a more linear story. Even 
though the material you were experiencing was non linear, you still had this linear 
narrative thread that was my story of discovering these non-linear bits of the story.” 
Operator 

 
However the audience experience didn’t necessarily follow this process and this idealised 
arc. The audience didn’t feel the building of a climax and the whole thing felt much less 
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linear and much more fragmented. And there seems to have emerged a sometimes 
damaging tension in the operators’ view of the way the experience was progressing and the 
audience’s. There was no way to get clear feedback about audience enjoyment until things 
had broken down, and the operators were focussed on many more tasks than just 
interacting, in character, with the audience. 
 

“There were three experiences where I felt like you know like perfect landing, really felt 
quite satisfied as to how I brought them in to that final experience. And there was one 
who was definitely just asleep at her keyboard by the end, and there was nothing I was 
going to do about that.” Operator 

 
It seems that contrary to the idea that there would be a free-roaming space that the 
audience could explore, there was an overarching plan to try and direct them through 
various experiences and points in the story. And because of this it seems the third tension 
emerges: the sense of agency on the part of the online audience was drastically reduced. 
They may not have got a sense of the overall arcs they were meant to be following, but 
there was a sense that there were some things they were not meant to do. Some options 
that were closed.  
 

“And after sort of five minutes I realised that means oh well clearly they don’t want me to 
go that way because when I would type in a direction that they did want me to go they 
again would accept me going in that direction. And that just sort of broke, I’m not saying 
that there was a suspension of disbelief but it broke the game dynamic.” Familiar with 
Punchdrunk (male) 
 

Or as one other audience member said: 
 

“I was getting trapped on the periphery and not, you know not being taken anywhere 
that was giving me any new clues or giving me anything tangible or essential to hold on 
to. So, I was being trapped in the detective, on the street in the detective agency, in a 
funeral parlour, in the shop. It was of course giving me clues and building up the narrative 
but actually wasn’t allowing me to have a direct engagement with anyone.” Punchdrunk 
Supporter (female) 
 

Whilst some of this could have been seen as teaching the audience, leading them closer to 
the action or trying to give more content within the three hour period, it still reduces the 
feeling that the audience have the agency. It is ultimately an aesthetic choice about leading 
the audience through a story or giving them free reign, even if that freedom can lead to 
boredom. But changing this sense of agency moves the experience from one of feeling free 
to one of being controlled. 
 

“Actually the person at the other end acting effectively as a good puppet master, for want 
of a better word you know.” Familiar with Punchdrunk (male) 

 
Because of this sense of having to lead the audience to places, it changes the way in which 
that experience needs to be constructed. The following reply was about the fact that this did 
feel like a story, or online novel, but without the structure or characterisation of a novel. 
That it seemed neither fully interactive nor literary. 
 

“...too much of a novel experience [...] It was all flat.” Familiar with Punchdrunk (female) 
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The fourth tension leads back to where this section starts, with the fundamentally central 
position of the operator and revolves around the very intimate relationship between each 
single audience member and the operator. 
 
As part of this the operator would not ever admit to being a person on the other side. Based 
on the model of this being Interactive Fiction one would have expected to be interacting 
with a computer, an Interactive Fiction engine (IF engine), software to facilitate the 
experience of IF. However the operator was in the middle, taking the role of machine and 
filling in the gaps. There was a de facto Turing Test (1950) in the system. It didn’t take 
people very long to figure out that they weren’t dealing with a machine and were interacting 
with a real person.  
 

“I had a moment or two where people would ask the ‘Well so who are you?’ question” 
Operator 

 
As the operators noted, these challenges, or the act of figuring this out, would occur very 
early on. Nearly universally in the first half hour of the experience and at the same stage of 
exploring everything else about the space, the story and the ways in which they were meant 
to interact. 
 

“Within the first half hour and while they’re still learning kind of what is the interface, 
what’s the role, what are they supposed to be doing?” Operator 

 
But for those that stayed they had a three hour, text-based interaction with someone else. 
For those who stayed there was a strong feeling of connection to the operator. They knew 
there was one person sitting there interacting with them for hours. That is a lot of personal 
attention and that felt good. Even the act of figuring out that it was another person on the 
other end appeared to be one of the key pleasures of the experience.  
 

“’Well am I talking to a computer or am I talking to a real person?’  And actually I would 
say sort of 80 per cent of my enjoyment was uncovering the person that I was interacting 
with.” Familiar with Punchdrunk (male) 

 
Coupled with the closeness and slight levels of fear generated by the headphones and the 
soundscape, this ended up feeling like a very intimate connection indeed. Both the 
operators and the online participants discussed this closeness. 
 

“I thought it was great, like I mean I think there’s this like, there’s an intimacy that comes 
from telling someone a story for three hours no less, two and a half.” Operator 

 
This relationship between the operator and the audience seems to have emerged as the 
most exciting and playful part of the experience.  
 

“It is clear that we hadn’t also anticipated the relationship between the online participant 
and the operator. Originally the operator role was imagined as a safety net and a human 
failsafe network to support a system of story code that was not sophisticated enough to 
respond meaningfully to the exponential responses of human participants. Some 
participants seemingly confuse or interpret the interaction they experienced with their 
operator as an interaction with their partner. Increasingly this human interaction became 
critical in supporting the project. Due to the lack of portal communication, it also became 
far more important and poignant.” Peter Higgin  
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In conclusion, one of the aims of the project was to link someone in the physical part of the 
Sleep No More performance to an online participant. And in one way this was very 
successful, but the person with whom a strong relationship was built up was not the physical 
audience member. Instead it was the other person intermediating, the operators 
themselves. This was certainly not seen negatively by the online participants. Quite the 
opposite, the relationship and interactions were valued strongly and were a core part of the 
new aesthetic. 

 
“I think you sort of find the personality behind the screen.” Familiar with Punchdrunk 
(male) 
 

The process of digital R&D 
 
User engagement and the use of expert users 
 

“The frustration expressed by participants could of course be because actually real world 
elements were just too hard to find. The design and production team had worked 
massively hard to make all of the extra technical portal elements within the space as 
invisible as possible.” Peter Higgin 

 
The experimental R&D process was itself produced through the different interests and goals 
of the stakeholders. Any experiment in creative economy enterprises where live audiences 
are part of the picture are inevitably subject to compromises between experimental testing 
and audience satisfaction. The creative enterprise partner seeking to optimise audience and 
profile is not neutral. Punchdrunk have a vested interest in engineering the design brief to fit 
the experience they believe their audience will engage with. It is a fair assumption that they 
are qualified to do this backed up by a string of daily live performances that delight many 
thousands. However, the gap between understanding and delivering on the expectations of 
a live audience member and those of a virtual user is significant, and one that arguably 
Punchdrunk have little experience in.   Punchdrunk’s Sleep No More has a group of ‘super 
users’ who would willingly contribute to the design process – providing Punchdrunk are 
willing to ‘let go’ – sacrifice a little control and place it directly in the hands of the people 
they want to serve.   
 
Foresights   
 

 Find a technology mediator who understands the requirements of the arts 
organisation and the capabilities of the proposed technology – and who can 
communicate between both groups. 

 Determine the real ‘end user’ at the beginning of the project and engage them in 
the design process. 

 Develop experience prototypes with end users. Test them and iterate by being clear 
about the difference between alpha testing to a closed audience and beta testing to 
a public audience. 

Leadership 
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“We are just acknowledging that for the complexity of the project we were approaching, 
an experienced voice within our own ranks would have been incredibly helpful. This has 
been an important development for the company.” Peter Higgin 

 
The question of leadership and accountability is raised in this project – not just as a specific 
response to this experiment, but as a general point for collaborative research crossing 
multiple disciplines and modes of practice. 
 
Foresights 
 

 Technical teams need clearly defined roles, time-bound objectives and experienced 
leadership. 

 Arts organisations need specialist support when challenging poor technical 
deployment.   

 Teams need to be accountable to each other throughout. 

 
Technology & deployment 
 

“Unfortunately if we are brutally honest, often technology failed us.” Peter Higgin 
 
With no time allocated for testing on site, the first casualties of malfunctioning kit were the 
audience members selected to test it. Beyond the questions surrounding the project 
management – but intrinsically related to them – are issues over time scales and the 
complexity of the proposition and installation. Students acknowledged they had not lab 
tested – or user tested – any of the technology. Nor had it been connected together before 
installation at the venue. The individual technology components were not thought to be 
complicated, however, the lack of compatibility between each of them generated additional 
work during deployment requiring ‘live hacks’ to ensure devices communicated with each 
other. This extended the installation period. Architecturally the building provided some very 
specific technical challenges both architecturally and because teams had to work around the 
delivery of the main production. 
 
Foresights 
 

 Experience prototyping of all technology in lab conditions needs to be carried out to 
the satisfaction of the arts organisation prior to deployment. 

 All parties need to allow sufficient time to install and test technology before 
introducing it to live audiences. (A member of the tech team could be assigned the 
role of liaising with the venue manager and arts organisation during the design build 
phase so that technology can be adapted to the space it is to be deployed in).  

 
Project structure, communication and geographical issues 
 

“If we could go back and do the project again I certainly believe we wouldn’t have 
sacrificed our Beta test. Due to on site activity and schedules we were bound to the 
schedule we had laid out. This however meant that it was impossible for us to do a 
meaningful Beta test. This got merged in with our test event and consequentially left no 
time to reflect reiterate and edit.” Peter Higgin 
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“The geography of the project was a massive challenge for the project. Punchdrunk are 
based in London, Media Lab in Boston MA the production of Sleep No More in New York and 
a research team in Bristol and Dundee.  Spreading a team so thinly across multiple locations 
was ultimately detrimental to the success of the project”. Peter Higgin 
 
Whilst there are no definitive answers to the question of the structure of projects, the 
delivery time frame is a major factor in determining the success of a project. In this case, the 
question of who set the original time frame is fundamental. Given the highly experimental 
nature of the project would the delivery partners have liked more time to plan, build, test, 
iterate and deploy? Might they have felt they would not obtain funding if they couldn’t 
deliver within the allocated time frame? Did any of the partners feel the need to ‘over 
promise’ in order to obtain funding? And given the complex nature of the relationship 
between Punchdrunk and the owners of the venue, were Punchdrunk (who were also 
delivering the show each night) able to allocate the time to manage the process and provide 
access to the venue during deployment ?  
 
 
Foresights 
 

 Arts organisations need honest and open guidance on timescales for development 
and testing of new technologies before they can commit to projects.  

 Funding organisations need to adjust their timescales for experimental projects to 
ensure that all parties have sufficient time and resource to deliver. 

 Funding organisations need to pro-actively encourage partners not to over commit 
or over promise on the scale of a project – but to focus on making key aspects work 
well.  

Conclusions 
 

“We need to create a new rulebook to service this type of work, creating for an online 
form is a completely different user experience to experiencing a world physically and first 
hand. One of the key rules within a physical world is that performers in general can’t see 
the audience and don’t communicate directly with them. Speaking is pretty much 
forbidden. This was taken to heart when creating the online world and this led to an 
unpopulated world where you couldn’t communicate with characters within the world. It 
became apparent very early on that participants needed to be able to interact with 
characters and that this would be a very satisfying experience and rewarding part of the 
experience. The same is in essence true of the lack of clarity in relation to the goal of the 
piece. Aside from some words of encouragement we generally propel our audience into 
our productions and allow them to find their way. We did this in our online experience 
and it’s not enough, especially when there isn’t a stronger visual and sensory world to 
support exploration. We would never dream of giving a map to our audiences, although 
we believe that just as you build up a mental geography by moving through a space, in 
the online world you need a map or a representation of journey or the development of 
space as your encounter it.” Peter Higgin   
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The Ritual Process as a way to explain experiential acclimatisation (separation, 
performance, reintegration) 
 
A clear answer to our first research question about the translation of the key aesthetics of 
Sleep No More emerges from our analysis of the work as ritual. One of the crucial 
capabilities that Punchdrunk have is their use of and attention to the processes whereby the 
audience is sensitised to the experiences they are about to undertake. The ways and means 
that they put people into the right state of mind are very important. From repeated 
discussions these are approaches that have been perfected over a decade of performance 
practice, and are constantly tweaked and improved in any particular performance. Here we 
have described this as being similar to ritual processes. The aspects and props of this, such 
as masks, the bar, the introductory patter, are all important, but are not the final effect. The 
translation of these to an online space requires an understanding of the effect and then the 
design and creation of appropriate process whereby an online audience are also taken 
through this phase of the experience.  Designers and producers will have to understand the 
whole user journey if they are to successfully extend the experience. The performance itself 
is merely a climax of an entire experiential lifecycle. The techniques of pre-industrial ritual, 
processual and symbolic, can be used effectively in separating people from their real life 
experience and moving them into another world. 
 
Tensions in Experience 
 
Our second research question focused on evaluating the experience of the augmented Sleep 
No More. We frame this evaluation in terms of the tensions between different approaches 
and experiences produced by the experimental process.  
 
Agency vs Control - The tension between telic and paratelic states in the enjoyment of self-
directed performances 
 
One of the important functions of this process of acclimatising to the performance is to put 
the individual audience members into a paratelic mood, a feeling where they are enjoying  
not directed by external goals, not led anywhere, not on any sort of programme, being 
playful. In this mood they are open to new experiences, can enjoy a sense of confusion, and 
immerse themselves in the extreme mystery and the unknown that is contained within Sleep 
No More. Leading on from this the audience becomes autotelic, self-directed. They follow 
their own goals, inspired by the environment and the performance. They experience a high 
degree of personal agency within the space. This appears to be one of the central aesthetic 
qualities of Sleep No More, but the secret is not in the level of freedom, complexity or 
mystery in the piece, but in the means in which people are put into the mood whereby they 
can experience this. This process of acclimatisation and adjustment is a key part of the 
Punchdrunk formula. 
 
For a successful online experience, the telic versus playful states that the audience should be 
in, need to be considered. People are not by default playful when they encounter a 
computer screen, they are instrumental and goal oriented. The requirement to be playful 
when someone is not feeling playful means they experience a high degree of frustration. The 
process of putting someone in either a telic or autotelic mood needs to be carefully 
considered.  Agency is a key element here, but just giving an audience member freedom to 
make choices doesn’t necessarily give them a sense of enjoyment about doing this.  
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Games vs Theatre - The cultural normalisation of digital platforms for entertainment as 
computer games 
 
This sense of agency has led some critics to comment (Wired + NYT articles) that Sleep No 
More is like a game. But the online translation was seen in a much more game-like manner. 
It seemed that the concept of engaging in online, interactive, digital entertainment was 
generally contextualised within the frame of computer gaming. To a certain extent the 
format of the online experience of this project lent to that, with nostalgic reminiscing about 
text adventure games, but beyond that the feeling was that interactive, digital 
entertainment equals game.  
 
Challenging such cultural preconceptions becomes a real challenge since they set up an 
inaccurate set of expectations in the user. The choice is really to confront the assumption, 
either by making any online digital entertainment fit more closely to the formulas of 
computer games, or to make it appear so radically different that it cannot be seen as this. 
Understanding and using this tension would appear to be very important for designing new 
forms of digital entertainment that are not explicitly games. 
 
AI vs Human - Humans in a digital performance have a tendency to become performers, 
not stage managers 
 
The core reason for people being in the middle of the online experience was to fill in for 
shortfalls in the capabilities of AI and the short build time for the system. The humans were 
initially seen as stage managers, facilitating an automatic performance, filling in for the 
computers. But in fact they occupied centre stage and become full blown performers, having 
a close, human connection with the audience. This overshadowed any more subtle 
connection that the team had intended to create between the online and the physical 
audience in Sleep No More.  
 
The role of real, living, breathing humans in digital performance appears to be very 
important. In anything interactive they are very quick to pick out against a backdrop of 
computer automated interactivity, even when seeming to be facilitative rather than 
performative. Training and rehearsing these digital performances are then key, just like any 
other performers. In this project the online performers created much of the content, 
improvised and improved the performance, improved their skills and did much of it on the 
fly. This is contrasted with the Sleep No More performers who are professionals who 
rehearse rigorously before appearing in the show and practise on a daily basis. The 
performance in Sleep No More is tightly controlled and locked down, being note perfect and 
controlled (if not it would quickly unravel over the night). The roles, training and rehearsing 
of digital performers though is uncharted territory and there is the opportunity to open up a 
new space for doing this.  
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