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In the Covid-19 pandemic, we searched for many things: answers to how it spread, a 

vaccine and, more immediately, we searched for human connections amongst our isolation. In 

the theatre industry, we searched for how to produce theatre in a time of social distancing. Many 

virtual performances missed why so many people turn to theatre instead of just turning on the 

TV: community and interactions. This leads me to question - is embodied performance possible 

when we are mediated through a screen? In my thesis, I delve into my work as a costume 

designer and collaborator to explore what embodied performance is and the immediacy of its 

evolution in the turn to virtual. I question whose “body” is necessary in embodiment. I find that 

in mediated and virtual performance, embodiment has changed. The audience is primary in the 



 

x 

engagement of the performance for it is within the audience’s perception that the performance 

lives. While we are re-emerging from distancing ourselves as a society, I believe the impact of 

virtual performance is here to stay. As we move into a world that is seeking the feeling of 

presence through a screen, our ways of creating performance will react to what our audience 

needs.
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Introduction: A Loss 
 

Orestes 2.0 closed March 2020 a success. Costumes of face masks and isolation gowns 

alluded to the characters’ anonymity and distress respectively. A week later theatres everywhere 

shut down due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The immediacy of those costumes was palpable. Like 

every industry, the future of theatre was in question. Would we ever return? Was this the end of 

live performance as we know it? 

It was around this time that two parallel journeys started to happen: the obsessive dive 

into isolation and the search for embodied presence. Covid-19 was an unknown, and we needed 

to isolate, social distance, and find ways to stop the spread. It was a frightening time to live 

through, not knowing what the next few weeks, months, years would bring. We craved so much 

to return to normal. We also craved to find connection and presence to those we needed to 

distance ourselves from. In every possible moment, we would jump onto a video messaging 

platform to have virtual happy hours, remote classes, and even try to create theatre. Yet it always 

felt like something was missing. This led me to question: is it possible to create an embodied 

performance through a screen? 

At first glance, the answer would be no. There is something magical about sharing space 

with others that cannot be replicated in any other medium. However, as I dug deeper, I started to 

question: What is embodied performance? Whose body is primary in an embodied experience? 

What is the experience required to make something theatrical? How does my work as a costume 

designer create something embodied? And can I use that practice when it comes to virtual 

performance? 

So, what is an embodied performance? “To embody- to give a body to, to make concrete 

and perceptible, to cause to become a body or part of a body, to represent in human or animal 
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form” (Merriam-Webster). Embodiment is an act of giving body to a character. While in this 

simplest form any performance of a character could be an embodied performance, we don’t 

consider film or television embodied. Live theater, dance and opera are embodied. Conversely, 

we can become part of a body of people. A theatre only comes alive when it is full of an 

audience, but can we embody a theatre? This feels closer to the answer but not quite the full 

picture because the audience is only one part of the act. In Levin’s work, Embodiment of 

Performance, a theatrical performance is defined by it corporal presence of performers in which 

the “spectator has always known that the performer was embodied in the choreographic structure 

of positions, steps, and attitudes…The source of these effects is to be located, not in the play (or 

the illusions) of representation achieved through the performing body, but rather in the play of 

the performing body itself,” and in return, “spectators would knowingly fulfill their ‘roles,’ as 

spectators, in the performance; and that, therefore, the spectators would receive the grace of 

embodiment in return for their own performance” (Levin, 123-124).  

Through Levin’s observations, I am led to this definition: embodied performance is an act 

of creation, a dance between performers’ and spectators’ feedback to produce a live theatrical 

event. Both the performers’ and audience’s bodies are primary to create an embodied 

performance because it is the feedback that is necessary to categorize a theatrical event to be 

live. As a costume designer, my work is to create embodied visions of character through texture, 

shape, silhouette, color, and style. I use these signs and symbols, in collaboration with story, 

directors, actors, and other designers, to create worlds within empty spaces. The audience helps 

to create the world through their perceptions and their emotional response to the work. The 

culmination and interpretation of a live performance only exists when it is experienced. It is at 

the intersection of all these elements wherein a theatrical experience exists.  
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In this definition, I believe we can create an embodied performance through a screen. As 

I search for the answer, I will go on a journey to discover how my embodied work on Orestes 2.0 

influenced my work in the virtual and Letters from Cuba, noting the discoveries I made. As my 

research is done in practice, I will discuss my process in designing, highlight collaborative 

efforts, and show how that creates embodied images of character on stage and screen. 
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Part 1: Orestes 2.0, or the embodiment of live chaos  

 

Orestes 2.0 by Charles Mee is a collage of the world. Mee takes found words from 

newspapers, magazines and interviews and cuts them into the ancient text of Orestes. This is an 

act of creation, of confusion, of layering, of embodiment. Our production directed by Joseph 

Hendel met that act at full force. Inspired by Dada art, this production collaged together our loss 

of innocence, our fetish with power, and our hope to overcome it all. We interrogated the 

coercive power structures that we interacted with daily, our complicity with them, and how we 

could escape.  

The play would take place in and around an abandoned swimming pool once used by a 
Southern Californian military school, now acting as a mental asylum/art therapy 
institution run by female-bodied nurses from an alien planet. The whole complex was 
gradually being “upgraded” into a bland, kitschy SoCal hotel by an evil pig-masked 
bellhop (also an alien, and with the power to cross between the fictional realm and the 
real one)...Our time period was just after the end of the Trojan War, today. The style of 
dress would be contemporary with Southern Californian highlights and clear class 
markers. (Hendel, 8) 
 
These facets were found in every aspect of the costume design. The Eagles’ song, “Hotel 

California,” further suggested to us a sickly, dreamlike setting where “you can checkout anytime 

you like but you can never leave.” 

As collaborators, “we would take the real objects of life and wrench them away from our 

mundane world to collage them into our fictional one” (Hendel, 8). Our design for this play was 

inspired by how the real can create the fictional. That by using existing, distressed, damaged 

items, we were creating a stronger foundation to embody this chaotic world. I, according to Joe, 

“got excited about rips and cigarette burns, frayed edges, leather confinements and masks and 

harnesses” (Hendel, 7). With all these items coming together, “the costumes would balance 

parody and irreality,” living in a space inspired by the real, turning it on its head, and pushing the 
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ironic point to emphasize the disillusion of the world onstage (Hendel, 9). With the foundation in 

the real textures and images, we would create something that was based in the body and reality. 

This play echoes so much of the turmoil of everyday life and the objective was to embody those 

layers through every facet of the play while collaging surrealistic images within it. 

 
Figure 1.1: Costume Design Collages for Orestes 2.0 (Bellhop, Orestes, Electra, Inmates, TTM, 

Pylades) 
 

The journey to get to these layers was not clear cut. The design process for Orestes 2.0 

was unlike any other. As I collected research and inspiration, it was a mess of worlds and ideas 

coming together. Nothing made sense. I would sit in several-hour long meetings with Joe and 

scenic designer Miranda Friel as we would try to distill the large ideas down to distinct 

characters and location. The work was mind bending. It wasn’t until I approached my research 

with the freedom of Mee, that the costumes emerged. I tore a page out of a magazine. I ripped an 
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article out of the newspaper. I spilt coffee, ink, and fire over the images. Suddenly, something 

gritty, surreal, emotional, and raw emerged from the paper. This technique is how I created my 

costume renderings. These boards created images of pain, torture, and whimsy. It felt like I 

cracked a code into what this play was trying to say. I used these collages to show the texture and 

character that eventually transformed into embodied costumes. 

Figure 1.2: Nurses in Orestes 2.0 
 

 Our source text asked for a design of the chorus and furies, in which we collaged them as 

student inmates and disembodied alien nurses. The Nurses were the evil but helping spirits of the 

institution. They served, taught, but also punished. “The Nurses were just as much prisoners as 

the Inmates, but they possessed the power to discipline the Inmates while simultaneously being 

their only source of affection” (Hendel, 9). I sought a strict, anonymous look for them. They 

dressed in all black, with the only skin revealed to the audience was their eyes. Translucent face 

masks covered their identity in a way that eerily foreshadowed what would come in the next 
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weeks. And yet, they had a soft demeanor that felt like they were headmistress and over-bearing 

teachers.  

Figure 1.3: The Student Inmates during Tapemouthman’s Death in Orestes 2.0 
 

The student chorus, or Inmates, replaced the scripted fallen soldiers. We wanted to bring 

the presentness of the institution to the performative forefront of the world we were creating. The 

students, dressed uniformly in grey sweatshirts and blue jeans, felt as if they were truly 

institutionalized and could not escape the ruling of the nurses. They also looked as if they could 

have walked in with the audience. 
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Figure 1.4: Tapemouthman with Head Nurse in Orestes 2.0 

 
One inmate, in particular, was tortured, Tapemouthman or TMM. He was a truth teller 

that needed to be silenced in the world. 

We decided that the TMM would be multiply-masked - a catcher’s mask over a 
leather gimp mask (with a mouth zipper to keep him from talking!), over a head 
stocking, over clown makeup. His human facial features would be obscured until 
moments before his death. He was to be strapped into a school desk mounted on a 
movable dolly, his head stabilized by clamps mounted onto the wooden cross 
which formed the back of his sitting apparatus. Above his head was a dunce cap 
in place of a halo, a beacon that pointed to heaven. Furthermore, the entire 
contraption would be mobile, controlled by the bellhop character using 
wheelchair handles at the back of the cross. It was also necessary that the TMM 
be used as a kind of camera dolly with a GoPro mounted on his head to capture 
and live stream the trial (Hendel, 9-10). 
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Tapemouthman became the embodiment of truth in this production. Whether it was his 

tortured exterior, his censorship, or the use of his body as a livestream instrument, we had to 

question the truth we saw through him. 

Figure 1.5: Orestes and Electra at the beginning of Orestes 2.0 
 

In juxtaposition, the dichotomy of power between helpless Orestes and Electra and rich 

Menelaus and Helen was emphasized by why they entered this pool. The set had a similarly 

creep nature to the costumes: it was a place of imprisonment for some and a place of leisure for 

others. The pool defined status and power in the play.  

Similar to the chorus, Orestes and Electra looked like students. They looked like they 

were torn away from the world and thrown into this institution. Orestes was stripped of his 

clothes, only to wear boxers and a sweatshirt that the nurses distributed to him. Electra was 

coming off a six-day bender of coffee and cigarettes, both still covered in the blood from their 

mother’s murder. Both were young, punk, and tortured.  
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Figure 1.6: A Comparison of Electra and Helen’s costume in Orestes 2.0 

 
Over the course of the play, they both became more restricted in their dress, to show the 

overbearing power of the institution they have been thrown into. Electra fashions a dress to look 

like Helen as a form of escape into disillusionment. Helen and Electra both grace the stage in 

light, airy yellows. However, as Helen is dressed to relax poolside, Electra pulls together a dress 

made from disposable isolation gown and a belt made from a strait jacket. Electra’s attempt to 

create the façade of Helen’s beauty is as fragile as the disposable gown she wears. Orestes is 

forced into a suit and bondage collar as he is sent to trial, emphasizing the power that institution 

has over him. It is only when they run around in their underwear during their descent into 

madness do they ever appear to escape. 
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Figure 1.7: Menelaus at the Pool in Orestes 2.0 
 

On the other hand, Menelaus and Helen walk into the pool, dressed for vacation. 

Menelaus, a military commander, was dressed to swim and start a war simultaneously. Helen, the 

most beautiful woman in the world, glided into the world like a swan almost as if she was carried 

in by her cabana boy.  

They are welcomed into the pool by our pig-faced Bellhop, who is trying to disguise the 

institution as something welcoming, not decaying. Inspired by the animal faced creatures in 

Dada art, the Bellhop controlled the world, slowly evolving from a doctor at the institution to the 

creepy greeter for those coming to the hotel. The Bellhop was something slimy and greedy: “The 

Bellhop also represented play, sadism, and freedom. Also pigs - and the unclean, unkosher 

temptations of sin” (Hendel, 10). This character manipulated the world by changing the 

appearance of the stage and live streaming the Trial, an act of subversive “truth.” It is through 

this character that the collaged pieces are woven together in a way that is disorientating but took 

the audience along for the ride.  
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Figure 1.9: Bellhop as Doctor in Orestes 2.0 
 

The use of projections emphasized the chaos of the world. “Different media may be 

deployed to mean different things: while Allardyce Nicoll aligned the stage with illusion and the 

screen with truth, Robert Edmond Jones felt that the stage conveyed the characters’ ‘outer life’, 

the screen could convey their ‘inner life’ (Auslander 195). The play started out with a pre-taped 

autopsy of Clytemnestra, the murdered mother. Her bloody “body” was marked with signs and 

opened stem to stern to reveal her twisted insides. Her “body” was projected over the whole 

stage. This was an intrusive act of violence against someone who had supposedly been done 

wrong. However, this put the audience and performers in the truth her “body” was conveying, 

showing that the chaos manifesting on stage was the embodiment of her murder.  

The use of live feed had a different effect on stage. While pre-taped media bring images 

of the past to the stage, live feed amplifies the immediacy of theatre. Live feed creates iterations 
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of bodies on stage. It takes the small performer and duplicates large multiples of their image. 

Their actions are no longer tied to their body but to the world around them. Live feed was 

deployed in our trial of Orestes. As the Nurses and Menelaus give their testimony, the Bellhop 

used Tapemouthman as a camera; the real camera was embedded in his costume. According to 

Nicoll, the screen deploys the truth. In Orestes 2.0, this amplification is the embodiment of the 

institution, the punishment, and the outside eye of judgement. The audience needs to question 

whether this image is letting them into the truth of Orestes’ fate or the “truth” the institution 

wants you to believe 

Figure 1.10: Nurses at the Trial, while the Bellhop uses Tapemouthman as live feed camera in 
Orestes 2.0 

 
With projections, we were not only seeing the physical actions but the metaphysical 

descent into madness. According to Jones, projections create an inner and outer world playing 

simultaneously on one stage. However, in Orestes 2.0, the media acted as the outer world, the 
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world beyond the theatre and the amplification of what was happening on stage. The embodied 

experience happening on stage was able to reflect the inner truths of the characters. In the inner 

moments, we were able to get a sense of who the characters were before they were exploded by 

the amplification of their image into something destructive. 

Orestes 2.0 was the pinnacle of embodied performance for me. The images on stage, a 

mixture of costume and projections that highlighted the inner and outer worlds of the characters 

is unique to the experience that happened each night. 
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Part 2: Letters from Cuba, or the turn to virtual 

“I can take any empty space and call it a bare stage. A [person] walks across this empty space 
whilst someone else is watching [them], and this is all that is needed for an act of theatre to be 
engaged.”  

-Peter Brook, The Empty Space 
 

In a corporal sense, an embodied experience is clear cut: a performer on stage is creating 

a world for an audience just a few feet away. They breathe together, emote together, and take up 

the same space. This experience has been valued for centuries. The images seen on a stage have 

long lasting effects, imprinting onto the soul of an audience member. However, in the midst of a 

pandemic, the embodied experience gets a little hazy. 

Theatre is immediate. Even when reflecting the past, we are always in the present; “It is 

inseparable from today’s date” (Brook, 100). The actors are performing now and the audience is 

receiving the work now, therefore it can change with the needs of society. This immediacy can 

affect how I design. For example, when I design period costumes, I always use a modern 

sensibility and ensure that my design choices around the period garments are legible to a 

contemporary audience. Similar practices allow theatre to morph and change with the modern 

times. The task at hand was to design a virtual performance that feels like a theatrical experience 

to a modern audience but to do it in a safe and distanced way. The turn to virtual is not a death 

sentence for theatre as it has reincarnated several times throughout history. Rather, it is another 

chance for theatre to redefine its empty space. 

Soon after we went into lock down, I started conversations with a friend and collaborator, 

Juliana Kleist-Mendez. We were both feeling inspired to create something in this time and, with 

the department creating a platform for experimentation with virtual performance, we started 

exploring. We started consuming as much digital content as we could. Most of what I found was 

a group of performers, sitting in their respective Zoom box, and saying their lines. These 
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performances were missing theatricality. This wasn’t theatre, this was someone's source of 

artistic expression and we aimed to make something that transported the audience. We created 

The Gathering, an immersive performance designed for Zoom. We created Zoom rooms to hold 

vignettes, intertwined with pre-recorded videos to create a transformative and interactive 

experience. From audience feedback, the performance was called the Sleep No More of Zoom. 

Similar to Christie Carson in “Technology as a Bridge to Audience Participation,” we found that 

instead of audience as voyeur, which is passive and televisual, the audience was a participant, 

which is active and present (Carson 185). We had success in creating a performance that requires 

energy and intentionality from our interactive audience. We came closer to what it meant to 

create an embodied performance through a screen. 

The Gathering acted as a basis for our collaboration for Letters from Cuba. The approach 

to this play differs from Orestes 2.0 because we were tasked to create something unknown. 

Juliana wanted to create something live and immediate, while I was searching to create 

something embodied. At the intersection of those ideas, Letters from Cuba emerged. 

Letters from Cuba by María Irene Fornés is a story of a sister in New York and a brother 

in Cuba. The play asks: in a time when we are distanced, how do we create connections? The 

perfect theme to set our stage when the pandemic had us all asking the same question.  

In Letters from Cuba, Irene asks us to imagine how, in a world where the parts of 
ourselves are torn apart, do we begin to make ourselves whole? She proposes that we 
must create! Yet, how do we create? How do you make anything when you cannot go on? 
We make by offering. We make by risking. We make by hoping that someone will 
embrace us.  In the play an ocean separates two siblings who long to be in the same 
place: Fran, a dancer in New York, and her brother, Luis, in Cuba. Throughout the play, 
we see Luis send letter after letter sharing the events of his life. But Fran does not use 
words to respond; instead, through movement. (Kleist-Mendez, 6) 

 
For us, Letters from Cuba was the perfect story to tell; however, we needed to figure out 
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how to tell it. Typically, the process from page to stage is clear cut. The theatre is already there, 

we just need to figure out how we are going to create within it. In this process, however, the 

possibilities were endless. We knew what we didn’t want to do, and we knew where we found 

success. The rest of the box hadn’t been drawn.  

 On my search to find how liveness, energy, and intentionality leads to embodiment, I 

discovered how our perception is powerful in creating an experience. 

The basic level of perceptual experience is the gestalt, the meaningful whole of figure 
against ground, and the indeterminate and contextual aspects of the perceived world are 
positive phenomenon that cannot be eliminated from the complete account. Sensing, in 
contrast with knowing, is a ‘living communication with the world that makes it present to 
us as the familiar place of our life’ investing the perceived world with meanings and 
values that refer essentially to our bodies and lives. We forget this ‘phenomenal field’, 
the world as it appears directly to perception, as a consequence of perception’s own 
tendency to forget itself in favor of the perceived that it discloses. (Toadvine) 

 
 When we experience theatre, we forget the space we are in because we are focused on the 

figure and the story we are immersed in. The medium is moves out of our “phenomenal field,” 

allowing the audience to experience the action immediately before them. As we started sitting 

and communicating with others exclusively through virtual meeting platforms, it was a 

disembodying experience. As this became more intertwined with our world, it was no longer 

getting in our way of viewing the figure but “forms the background against which objective 

space is constituted” (Toadvine). Our brains connected the pieces and filled in the gaps to 

complete the gestalt image before us. As technology has become more incorporated into our 

lives, it becomes a part of our perceptual and “phenomenal field.” Viewing my classmates on a 

screen in class became just as real of an experience as being in class with them.  

Through digitally extended performances bone memories mix with machine memories 
fusing the gravitational flows of the dance in space-time with the place-unboundedness of 
digital form…The privileged state of performance as a ‘being here’ in the elusive present 
is no longer embodied in the taken-for-granted ‘thereness’ of the stage of soil and flesh, it 
becomes a superabundance of becoming experienced as hyper-realities and distributed 
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presence. In this context, the ‘being in the body’ of embodiment is radically reconfigured. 
(Brown 85) 
 
This isn’t a new experience as other mediums use this as part of their practice. Video 

games can incorporate story line, community interaction, and visual representations to create an 

experience of “being here.” I watched my roommate play a video game, while communicating 

and strategizing with his teammates over a headset. He was immersed in the world of the game 

as if he was sharing the same space as the other players. This started to unlock virtual 

performance for me. 

There is also the phenomenon of what the direct use of physical instrumentation does to 
our innate sense of being embodied. When we build such instruments we consequently 
project around ourselves a mediated world, in effect our ‘somatic limits’ spread to 
include our created tools. Rather, than being separate from the body, technology becomes 
part of that body and alters and recreates our experience in the world. In many 
contemporary digital artworks, the human body is shown in flux, a body where contacts 
are made not physically but electronically where cutting edge multimedia effects explore 
the inherent tensions between the physical and virtual.” (Broadhurst et al 3) 

 
 At the time of our creation of Letters from Cuba, the perception plane was already in our 

favor. We didn’t need to “teach” the audience how to view something on Zoom because they had 

figured out how to adapt and extend themselves through the platform. Our production would ask 

the audience to let the technology recreate and extend their embodied experience. The goal was 

to create an event that felt as magical as going to a theatre while still staying in your home. As 

Tom Nicholas states in his examination of phenomenology and theatre, “The meaning of the 

performance only exists when it is experienced by a human person. Our interpretation of the 

world around us is part of what the world actually means and looks like” (Nicholas). Could we 

create a performance that used the audience’s previous experience of going to a theatre to act as 

a catalyst to interpret our production? The meaning of the performance was inherently changed 

because of the circumstances around it. The audience is now bringing their home into the 
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performance so the excitement around the performance has changed. It is not an event to go to 

and make time for. It is something that you can click into just like a television show. The 

experience of an embodied theatrical performance is the demanding of the audience's attention 

and virtual theatre is in search of the same phenomenon of an embodied performance. 

We set forth to create a live performance through Zoom that asked the audience to extend 

beyond the screen and bring intentionality to their viewing of their performance. With this live 

edge, we aimed to keep “the feeling that anything can happen” that is so important to the 

medium (Wechsler 73). The plan was to have performers and audience in the same Zoom room 

to allow for immediate feedback similar to what would happen on stage.  

 Now that we had the theatrical box, we set out to figure out how the images would come 

together. “Full exploration of the narrative act is of primary importance, and that the materials, 

whether they be movement, text, or visuals, can be brought to bear as needed as long as they 

support the aesthetic intent of the piece, and as long as they do not appear as deus es machina” 

(Coniglio 81). Why technology for this play? Each letter and each dance are a moment of 

creation, manifestation, and of theatricality. All brought together at the end by Enriqueta, in a 

transporting act of magic. With the infusion of the rituals of Santería, this play allows for its 

images to jump off the screen and intermix with our world. The Zoom platform allowed us to 

bring performers that needed to be physically distant together. Animation and overlays of content 

allowed us to overlap and join the worlds together, creating context for story and character. The 

technology and videos allowed us to infuse the theatrical gesture into the Zoom space. We 

incorporated video techniques and content that would call to the screen the magic each character 

was trying to enact. We ultimately made the decision to intertwine filmed moments with live, 

similar to the structure of The Gathering. Just like in Orestes 2.0, we found this mix created 
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something magical. Filmed moments were edited to help uplift the storytelling, not bring in a 

new view. These moments were a dance with the camera. The performer had control over how 

their body was framed in their box. While in Film, the view of the body is shaped by camera, 

director and editor, in our iteration, the performer still laid bare on the stage. The performer was 

not deconstructed by the camera but allowed it, and thus the audience, to be their scene partner 

and animation came in to be the reveal of magic and their “inner life.” 

 
Figure 2.1: Fran’s skirt magic in scene 21 of Letters From Cuba: Fran finds Cuba 

 
As I went deeper, I discovered that she uses her dance to enact portals to reach her 
brother. If Fran was Afro-Cubana, might she have synthesized Martha Graham’s modern 
dance and a history of Santería? When I brought this idea to our costume designer, 
Natalie Barshow, she proposed dressing Fran in the blue of Yemaya, the Orisha of the 
Sea. This way we could see the sanctity of intention to reach her brother and, if we pre-
recorded the movement, could use the skirt and headdress as a bluescreen to project 
images of the island as her power grew throughout the play. (Kleist-Mendez, 25-26) 
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Figure 2.2: Costume Collage for Fran in Letters from Cuba 

 
 Fran’s source of magic was clear: she used dance to act as a way of finding connection to 

those who were distant. Her dance was a call to action to bring the people she loved to her. I was 

inspired by the Afro-Cuban dancers whose skirts envelope magic and stories with each turn. The 

orisha goddess Yemaya’s dance creates a circling path of billowing fabric that recalls the ocean 

that lies between Luis and Fran, and a way to access their journey. The swaths of blue fabric 

created a playing space where we could illustrate Fran’s inner journey in that scene. Similar to 

the discovery of inner and outer space with the use of projections in Orestes 2.0, I was able to 

layer Fran’s actions and “outer life” on the screen with the “inner life” on her skirt. While we 

were watching all this play out on a screen, this layering created an effect that was theatrical in 

its own way. This layering achieved the duality of image that stage projections can create but 

which is now grounded in the body. The effect was something I have found true in the creation 

of digital theatre: we can define the screen in a uniquely theatrical way that pulls the audience in 
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differently from a film. It is not about the beauty of the image, but the emotional journey that you 

get when sharing space with a performer. I discovered we were making something media-

bending, a blend of forms uniquely its own. 

 
Figure 2.3: Costume Collage for Luis in Letters from Cuba 

 
In an early design conversation with Natalie, after I had given her an extensive list of 
Cuban documentaries to watch, she proposed a radical idea: what if we watched Luis 
span Cuban history from the Revolution to now, while we saw a shorter time span in 
New York… [I] made the conscious choice to receive Natalie’s proposal as a message, 
and as I began to map out different historical moments Luis was reacting to, it began to 
unlock the play. (Kleist-Mendez, 17) 

 
With a video camera, we “can make a tiny gesture have a large effect” (Wechsler 72). I 

was interested in exploring the small details that in a large theatre are hard to see. In early 

conversations with Juliana, I was intrigued by the history that was ingrained in Luis’s story. It 

seemed important to acknowledge the Revolution, Fidel’s reign, the Mariel boatlift, and the fall 

of the Soviet Union just as Luis does. Luis signified something deeper than just a brother to Fran; 

he signified her homeland - Cuba. In her reaching out to Luis through movement, she was also 
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reaching out to Cuba. She wanted to transport herself to the people and place she called home. 

To me, it was important to show the effects of the Cuban political climate on Luis but also to 

have Luis stand for something bigger. Luis’ costume was a garment that is ingrained in Cuban 

culture and history, the guayabera. It is a shirt that has been associated with the field workers 

who created it, as well as with the 1950s entertainers of El Tropicana, and has finally evolved 

into Cuba’s national garment. Small changes to his costume allowed us to show the state of his 

wellbeing and the state of Cuba. 

 
Figure 2.4: Luis in scene 3 of Letters From Cuba 

 
Fornez intertwines the Fran and Luis characters through the manifestation of Enriqueta.  

The next generation plays the most important role in Letters from Cuba…As we see Luis 
wrestle with the difficulties of surviving Cuba after the Revolution, Enrique provides 
levity and hope. It is Enrique’s desire to go to New York that provides a temporal and 
special opening for Fran and Luis to have a cosmic embrace in the same space and time 
at the end of the play. In our production, we received special permission from the Fornés 
Estate to change the gender of Enrique…This change created a space for Enriqueta’s last 
act of uniting her father and aunt to be a ritual of the divine feminine. (Kleist-Mendez, 7) 
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Figure 2.5: Fran and Luis in scene 17 of Letters from Cuba 

 
We see Enriqueta grow from a small child to an adult through the play. Like Luis, she 

represents Cuba to Fran, but also the youth, the school children, and the next generation.  

 
Figure 2.6: Costume Collage for Enriqueta in Letters from Cuba 
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Figure 2.7: Luis and Enriqueta sing the Moon Song in Letters from Cuba 
 

Her costume showed her growing from a school child in uniform to a bruja woman 

manifesting the world she seeks to create. We see Enriqueta create magic throughout the play. 

She is the only character that can step outside their box and bring others together. The pinnacle 

moment in the script is scene 18, after she has taken over letter writing for Luis, she “enters New 

York through the doggie door and begins a little dance that ends with a big finish” (Fornés, 30). 

This moment created an artistic challenge but also an opportunity to explore how we could 

expand the boxes of our screen. Juliana envisioned an animated world as the artistic and magical 

choice to bring the characters together. The scene was a game of cat and mouse that led 

Enriqueta to transform the New York apartment into Luis’s home in Cuba to the streets of 

Havana. 
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Figure 2.8: Fran in Enriqueta’s animated New York Apartment in scene 18 of Letters from Cuba 
 

 
Figure 2.9: Animated Enriqueta transforming the New York apartment to Cuba home in  

Letters from Cuba 
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Figure 2.10: Enriqueta transitioning into animation in scene 18 of Letters from Cuba 

 
 I knew that the visual language wanted to be completely surprising and utterly 
Enriqueta’s. Her colorful animated figure emerges from the picture frame but is 
interrupted by Fran’s entrance. Enriqueta’s animated world begins in black and white, the 
language her father used to write to his sister, but, as she writes about Cuba, she 
transforms the world around her into color in order to give her aunt the gifts of her 
memories. (Kleist-Mendez, 24) 
 
This was my first foray into character design and animation. It ultimately changed my 

process on this production. I had to embody the characters myself. Often, I would act out the 

scenes in Adobe Character Animator, using my emotions and gestures to make the character 

come to life. It was this that created an embodied experience for me. I was engaging with the 

screen in a newly invested way, similar to what an interactive performance would ask of the 

audience. While this production was not able to find an interactive element, this expanded my 

idea of what a theatrical performance could be. The animation was breaking the fourth wall, 

creating a visual world that was surprising. Could this be the key to future digital productions? 
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While I was never in the screen, I was transported and activated by the “thereness” of my 

perception.  

 
Figure 2.11: Enriqueta’s grand finale during scene 18 in Letters from Cuba 

 
Letters from Cuba was an event. While our goal of having real time audience feedback 

proved too complicated to have in this iteration of the story, the audience was still active and 

present (the zoom chat also created a space for audience conversation but ultimately didn’t 

influence the performance in a meaning way). It was live and it felt like it. No performance was 

alike; they each had their own pacing and finicky intricacies. Did we create something that felt 

like an embodied experience? I think this production asked the audience to step beyond the 

screen in a meaningful way, but it never fully felt embodied. It was a close attempt. Through 

theatricality, we were able to create something uniquely its own, living somewhere between 

theatre and film. With the design, animation, and music, the audience was able to transport 

themselves to the locations of the story in a way we cannot recreate in a theatre. Beyond a film, 

we used visual language and gestures that recall the audiences’ past theatrical experiences. We 
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asked the audience to step beyond clicking on the TV and asked them to bring their full selves. 

Just like Enriqueta, we were able to make something meaningful in a time of distancing. 

 
Figure 2.12: Enriqueta pulling together Luis and Fran in the final gesture of Letters from Cuba 
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Conclusion: The Future 

Sitting now, 2 years later, I know the truth. I am inhabiting a theatrical space I spent so 

much time away from. While it still feels like an uphill climb to try to hold on, I believe we made 

it through with lessons learned and new beginnings of exploration. I believe virtual performance 

is here to stay. 

It is the function of the artist to bring new technologies to the table as rapidly as possible 
…[Those] creating content-driven work must forge ahead in parallel with those who are 
creating materials-driven work…We have the opportunity to go beyond the historical 
model as we holistically and simultaneously develop theory, technique, and content. 
(Coniglio 83) 
 
As we look to enter the post pandemic landscape, the world is unable to fully return to 

normal. Anyone who has watched Meta’s launch of the metaverse knows technology is about to 

become an even more integrated part of our lives. This time has taught us that theatre can evolve 

with the needs of our society. I believe that this is just the beginning of digital theatre. Similar to 

Mark Zuckerberg, we are all going to try to find presence through a screen. Embodiment has 

changed. It is no longer characterized by the corporal experience but intentionality behind 

instrumentation of technology. 

Works like The Gathering and Letters from Cuba are the building blocks for my next 

adventures as I try to design the embodied experience. As my revelation around the animation in 

Letters from Cuba shows, technology can put the audiences’ body at risk, creating an 

environment that creates energy and intentionality from the audience. Using my body, I was able 

to explore the intellectual and the emotional, the real with the mediated. While our technology is 

pushing forward to give us new tools, the experience needs to land in the body. As I shape my 

next ideas in AR, I base the experience in my perception. I become the figure in my perceptual 

background. I transform into characters to explore their world and expand that experience to 
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create the overall experience of the piece.  The tools of AR, VR, Apps and QR codes can take the 

performance outside of the screen and teach the audience to experience the mediated in their own 

body. Creating works that uses the audience as performers can complete that final ask of the 

audience to be engaged. I conceive of a performance where the audience is lead through a 

cathartic experience with their cell phone as their guide. The audience becomes performer with 

their scene partner extending through their phone, leading them through the story. Their space is 

transformed through sound and AR, with guides to direct them though the performance. The 

audience is immersed in this transformation and so: embodies the story.  
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