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1. Introduction  

 

Sign & Sound Theatre Europe is created by a group of 9 partners from 6 European countries. 

The group’s main aim is to promote deaf theatre all over Europe, and particularly in the 

inclusive bilingual theatre format: deaf and hearing actors equally on the stage; deaf and 

hearing audiences equally in the theatre. 

For this, Sign & Sound Theatre Europe will produce the theatre play Kukunor (written by 

Eero Enqvist from Finland) simultaneously in five countries.  

Sign and Sound Theatre EU addresses both by removing “attitudinal barriers”, exploring new 

ways to produce inclusive arts, for inclusive audiences. It aims to lead to artists and 

spectators, with(out) disabilities, enjoying the same theatre experience at the same time, 

and without one artist/audience being favoured over another. It works on a Europe-wide 

problem around lack of inclusion in the arts. 

It does this through 3 strands of activity: 

 Test ways of cooperation between cultural centres and service providers to work 

together to engage a range of audiences (with(out) disabilities) in inclusive art 

performances. 

 Encourage deaf and hearing artists to collaborate through piloting (play: guardians of 

dreams) a new theatre technique – Innovative Bilingual Theatre (IBT) – using 

integrated sign and oral language. 

 Trial ways to adapt IBT for other different needs and media, e.g. blind, learning 

difficulties. 

  

The Project 
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The project provides capacity building and transnational mobility through workshops in 

three areas: 

 For cultural and service provider organisations, to learn how to engage audiences 

with different needs in the arts (theatre as a trial); 

 For artistic directors, to learn how to use IBT as a tool for developing inclusive theatre 

performances (or adapt it to other media and needs); 

 For artists, to learn how to perform using IBT in collaboration between artists with 

different needs (e.g. hearing and deaf). 

The pilot IBT performance is a play produced by 6 partner countries and premiered and 

toured in each. 

The project concluded with a conference in Brussels on 4 October 2019. This included results 

and feedback from the workshops and performances, and presented the guidelines and the 

recommendations for European policy makers. 

 

  

The Project 
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The Play  

 

I started to write a new play in summer 2014 at Kirsi Mustalahti`s suggestion. She asked me 

to adapt Lauri Viita`s “Kukunor- satu ihmislapsille” (original Finnish title meaning “Kukunor- 

fairy-tale for the children of men” published in 1949) to stage. It was going to be a bilingual 

version casted for four actors, two deaf actors and two hearing actors.  I knew that bilingual 

theatre has existed earlier (for example, in the USA), but I had never faced it here in Finland 

even though I had worked with theatre in Finnish sign language more than twenty years. 

What a chance to do it! 

In Viita`s long-poem story there are two trollies, Kukunor and Kalahari, living in the summer 

cottage of a Professor. Originally it was written for children but many contemporary 

colleagues of Viita thought that it was too complicated even for adults. In the story two 

trollies, Kukunor and Kalahari, spend time reading books in the library of the Professor by 

the fireside and travelling around the world in Kukunor`s dreams. The theme of Viita`s text is 

a kind of labyrinth of words and also a game with Finnish language in many levels. Very soon, 

I realized that this adaptation to stage would be just a huge challenge at which I could not 

succeed. I knew I had to think of something else. 

After a while, I decided to create another story around the story of Kukunor. Because the 

trollies lived in a free world enjoying their life, I chose the opposite: the border between two 

imaginary warring nations. The nations are not mentioned in the play, but we can suppose 

they are a developing country in the eastern part of the world and a welfare state in the 

west.  The war has been going on for a long time and is present everywhere. We all know 

that war is always a circumstance where people go to extremes to survive. War is also 

universal; it has always been there all over the world, so we all have some image of it. 

There are only two roles in the play, representing very different backgrounds and I wanted 

to place them somewhere to be blocked. In addition to war, I put into the play some 

qualities that may separate us:  sex, language, religion, education and differences in cultural 

backgrounds. Very universal themes again. There are two worlds involved in the play, real 

life and the dream world. The dream world contains extracts from Viita`s long poem 

Kukunor. The two characters are each played by two actors, a deaf and a hearing person. 

Their names - Nor and Hari - are used in the text, but those names are not mentioned in the 

The Play  
Eero Enqvist 

E 
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play itself. Nor has seen a dream, where her name is Kukunor and Hari`s name is Kalahari. 

Later on, Hari teaches Nor geography and explains that Kukunor is a blue lake in Mongolia 

and Kalahari is a big and dry desert in Africa.  

Nor and Hari have spent six years in the border working as border guards and the play deals 

the relation between them. Hari is leaving the border in a week and the tension is going to 

be tightened. In six years, Hari has fallen in love with Nor but cannot admit it to her. Nor has 

been looking at Hari for revenge. Years before, there was a bomb-attack where Nor`s 

husband and her son were killed. Nor knows that Hari was there and finally she will catch up 

with him.  

The plot of the play is very clear. When Hari tells Nor that his time of service is ending in a 

week, Nor starts asking him about his plans for the future. In a while, Nor begins also see 

dreams about herself and Hari as trollies living free. After a while, Hari has a similar dream 

and he says to Nor “Your dream has entered my dream”.  

The play is mostly discussions about life itself. Nor and Hari talk about love, hate, war and 

arts. Hari, for example, is planning to write a play about love and Nor has a good laugh about 

this. She thinks that arts anyway have no place at all to make the world better. They also talk 

quite a lot about how to reach a good life however we live and experience the same human 

reality, but in different realities. 

How about inclusion in my play? To be honest, I was not thinking about inclusion while 

writing. The only thing I decided before starting was to stay only with two characters played 

with four actors, as in very beginning of the project. Because I was writing a bilingual play, I 

wanted to keep it as simple as possible except the dreams. And I do not mean only the text, 

but those people who had to bring it to the stage. From my own experience, I know that the 

bigger the group, the harder it is to get together. And because this was my first play in this 

way, I thought about translating from Finnish in to Finnish sign language knowing it would 

take plenty of time. And the whole play itself is about inclusion indeed. What things prevent 

us from really meeting each other? Is it ever possible for people to be equal without any 

prejudices? What is needed so that inclusion could become real? We still have more 

questions than answers.          
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2. Concept of IBT 

The concept of Integrated Bilingual Theatre is to present work, for the stage, in sign and 

spoken language simultaneously without the need for interpreters.  

To achieve this, each character in each production is portrayed by two performers, one using 

spoken language and the other sign language.  

All elements of the production process remain the same.  

The aim of this method is to allow both hearing and D/deaf audiences to experience a work 

simultaneously and have equal access to the storytelling of the work.  
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3. Key Artistic and Technical Recommendations  

This section makes recommendations and offers advice to those considering producing work 

in this way. The recommendations are offered as guidance only and should be used as a 

basis for exploration and experimentations within your own methodology and practice.  

Preparation 

 

Preparation seems to be the key to success with this method. It is crucial that the director of 

the piece allows enough time to prepare ahead of rehearsals. This preparation should be in 

three main areas: 

 Standard Show Preparation  

It is recommended that the director undertakes any usual preparation they 

would do for any other production but be aware of fitting the other two 

stages around this preparation. 

Script Preparation and Interpretation/Translation 

This stage will be the most time consuming and the advice from the partners 

on the project is to do this in advance of starting rehearsals. Working with 

your performers, interpreters and a sign-language consultant will allow you to 

prepare the sign-language which will be used in the performance. It is also 

advisable to commit this script to video so it can be referenced throughout 

the rehearsal period. It is vital that this work is done with experienced sign-

language users, who are familiar with preparing sign-language for use on 

stage. It is also worth consulting with audience members who use sign-

language, at regular intervals, to ensure that the language is appropriate for 

the target audience.  

  

  

Preparation 
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Team Preparation  

If you are working with actors who are not familiar with working with D/deaf 

performers or with sign-language then it advised to spend some preparation 

time, away from the specific text, familiarizing these performers with the 

language, the way it is used and the way the rehearsal room will operate. It is 

important to have all members of the team present while undertaking this 

work. Having a set of understood and familiar rules for working in this way 

will allow for a more efficient and productive rehearsal room.  
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Budgeting  

 

Budgeting is a crucial part of this method of creating work. The first thing to accept is that it 

is going to be expensive. Heavy reliance on interpreters means that, unless you are fortunate 

enough to already employ professional interpreters, you will need a huge amount of 

interpreter hours, the cost of which is not to be underestimated.  

It is important that you consider not only the cost of interpreters for the rehearsal period 

but also for the duration of the run, to support your D/deaf actors, and for any subsequent 

touring arrangements. Some countries will offer additional help towards the cost of 

interpreters through Access to Work funding, but it is important to recognize that there are 

no shortcuts in this area and if you can’t afford the interpreter support you should not 

proceed with this method of production.  

Aside from this element, it is also worth considering whether you need interpreters to be 

present Front of House to assist audiences with access to the venue and the performance.  

  

Budgeting 
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Interpreters/Translation 

 

As stated above Interpreters should be present for all rehearsals. It is also appropriate to 

ensure that interpreters are provided for any break time so that the D/deaf and hearing 

members of the company are able to communicate at all times. It is also hugely helpful to 

the director to be able to be aware of conversations that are happening at all times, not just 

in the rehearsal room. Some countries, and some interpreters, will require scheduled breaks 

for interpreters and as such it is vital to ensure you have enough interpreters to cover all 

times when the company will be together.  

Placement of the interpreters in the room is important; as director you should ensure there 

is space next to you for the interpreter to stand and that your D/deaf actor can see them at 

all times. It is also important to have interpreters whose first spoken language is that of the 

language of the piece being produced, this will speed up the interpretation of idioms and 

colloquialisms of any given language. Metaphors, similes and complex phrasings are difficult 

to interpret for sign-language and as such the fewer barriers to this the better. Performers 

who are adept in Visual Vernacular are also to be preferred in the casting process as these 

skills make for a smoother transition for the meaning of the text to the stage.  

Interpreters must interpret all and every conversation so that everybody in the room has 

access to all conversations. This will inevitably slow down the process of rehearsal and you 

should factor this into the amount of time made available for rehearsals and preparation.  

The role of a Sign-language Consultant should also be considered. A D/deaf performer, with 

experience, who is not performing in the piece but is on hand to offer suggestions for 

interpretation, focusses on the understanding of the signs for an audience and to assist the 

director with clarity of communication to the audience.  

Where possible, it is useful to record the signs used for reference of the interpreters and the 

D/deaf actors.  

  

Interpreters / Translation 
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Sign-language 

 

The use of sign-language should be considered at all points from the aspect of the audience. 

Signs should be kept simple and pure; they should be able to be understood by a wide range 

of sign-language users. A balance should be kept between natural signing and theatrical 

signing, use of Visual Vernacular is encouraged but only when appropriate to the scene and 

not in place of sign-language throughout.  

Eye contact and facial expression are crucial to the understanding of sign-language and as 

such it is vital to ensure that the audience can see these moments from as wide an angle as 

possible. This is not to say that your D/deaf actors should always face directly to the 

audience, but that consideration should be given to the potential loss of any signs to the 

audience and their relative worth to the narrative. Hearing audiences don’t hear every word 

of a production and likewise D/deaf audiences won’t receive every sign, but they should be 

able to follow the majority of the narrative without excess struggle. As with all performance 

the theme, message and morals of the story are the most important to convey to your 

audience whether hearing or D/deaf.  

Once these basics have been established there is then scope to play with the use of sign-

language. Are there different signs used to the language being spoken by the hearing actors, 

are the performers lying or misleading the audience or the hearing actors? One of the 

delights of this method for directors is not only the ability to direct the same character twice 

in two different languages, but also to create linguistic conflicts between these versions for 

the benefit of both hearing and D/deaf audiences.  

  

Sign Language 
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Music 

 

The use of music can be crucial to any theatrical performance and should not be discarded in 

this method. Many D/deaf or hearing-impaired people retain some level of hearing and 

music can be important to them, however if you are using music to convey narrative-specific 

information it is important to consider how this is interpreted to your D/deaf audience. 

There are some basic tricks which can be employed to do this. Firstly, ensure that any music 

played is dominant in base tones so that the D/deaf audience can feel, as well as hear the 

music. It is important to enhance any music with visual elements, whether this be 

movement, lighting effects, projection, captions (although many D/deaf audience members 

cannot access captions) or sign-language.  

Rhythm 

 

Rhythm is always important to theatrical production; in this method it becomes more 

significant. Due to the use of two languages the pace of the language can differ. A sentence 

which may take 10 words for the hearing actor to perform, may be conveyed in one sign by 

the D/deaf actor and vice-versa. This means it is important to find fixed points where the 

language comes together, so that the performances don’t end up moving at completely 

different paces and confusing both audiences.  

Finding the balance here is something which should develop organically during rehearsal 

however, you will need time to explore and discover this, again you should overestimate the 

time you need for rehearsal and then overestimate it again.  

  

Music 

Rhythm 
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Costumes 

 

Considering the costumes used for your performance is important. It is important that 

D/deaf audience members can see the majority of signs used and this can be impeded by the 

costume performers wear.  

Try, where possible, to stick to dark, block colours for upper body aspects of the costumes. 

Avoid bright colours, white or overly patterned costumes. Consideration should be given to 

the visibility of the hands, face and upper body in all costuming decisions.  

Lighting 

 

The above remains true for lighting the production, the visibility of the sign-language is 

paramount and as such sacrifices may have to be made to lighting design to ensure the sign-

language can be seen. Having said this as long as the D/deaf performers are well lit with 

dynamic lighting from at least three sides, there is still significant scope in the way scenes 

are lit.  

Design 

 

Again, with design for the performance, the visibility of the sign-language should be 

paramount, so avoiding bright colours for dominant walls and overly busy and cluttered 

designs should be avoided. Clean, dark walls should be preferred, and scenic items are 

better placed below waist level, where appropriate.  

  

Costumes 

Lighting 

Design 
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Audience 

 

Despite all of the efforts above, there will still be better areas in the auditorium for your 

D/deaf audience to sit to receive the most sign-language. These areas should be reserved for 

D/deaf patrons and your box office and Front-of-house teams should be briefed on this and 

how to make those seats available to D/deaf audience members in the most appropriate 

way.  

It is important to ensure that all areas of your venue are ready to receive D/deaf audiences 

and that consideration to specific needs has been given in all areas.  

 

 

 

  

Audience 
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4. Comments on the Creative Process for Kukunor by 
Project Partners  

Croatia 

To this day our association has made numerous efforts to promote the need for greater 

inclusion and to involve the wider community into our activities. So far, we have managed to 

attract only a fraction of potential audiences to our performances because they have, along 

with Deaf theatre, been categorised as exclusive for deaf audiences. In the effort to expand 

our reach, IBT has proven to be a worthy tool with the help of which we were able to attract 

far more attention. The fact that IBT is supported by the European Union multiplies our 

opportunities to disseminate and promote our efforts through media and other types of 

promotional activities. For this project, we have repeatedly been hosted on TV shows and 

have even appeared in a couple of magazines. Social media has greatly contributed to the 

development of our audience - it is much cheaper and effective than using posters since the 

deaf rarely have an opportunity to see them, they do not visit theatres that often. 

What has happened in the past two years during our associations involvement in the Sign & 

Sound Theatre project is that the local amateur deaf actors have become much more aware 

of the rising trends of inclusion in theatre, which allowed them to seek out more 

opportunities to perform alongside professional hearing actors on stage - something which 

has until recently been considered impossible and even absurd. To our satisfaction, along 

with the general rise of awareness among the deaf, the hearing population has embraced 

IBT as an opportunity to experience new experimental types of theatre. This fact can be 

considered one of the most effective approaches to marketing an IBT performance among 

non-disabled audiences.  

The interesting thing about IBT is that both parts of the audience have the exact same 

message delivered to them, which is not necessarily done through the same channel. For 

example, if there is something being said for the hearing part of the audience it often does 

not need to be strictly signed for the deaf audience. Depending on local cultural differences, 

sometimes it is enough to insinuate something with nothing more than body language. This 

is true for both sides of the IBT group. Since this is the first attempt at IBT for many of us, it is 

understandable that we did our best not to escape too much from what we were supposed 

to deliver, which is a relatively precise and simultaneous performance in both languages.  

Croatia  
Angel Naumovski and Renato Vrbos-Rašeta  
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For this and other reasons we consider it wise to have two art directors in IBT, one hearing 

and one deaf, having them communicate through a skilled interpreter. This is crucial because 

without absolute fluency in both languages it becomes exponentially more difficult to 

communicate the necessary actions to and among the actors. Having an interpreter 

communicate between one ˝underprivileged˝ group of actors and the art director while the 

other “privileged” group of actors communicates directly with the art director has proven to 

be faulty and can lead to a long and tiresome process of miscommunication. The idea is to 

allow the actors not to waste thoughts on decoding another language but to provide them 

with a fantastic acting environment which most definitely translates to a better 

performance. Another interesting approach would be to have a hearing art director skilled in 

sign language. In any case it is important to allow the art director/directors to communicate 

directly with actors and not through an interpreter. 

Inclusive Bilingual Theatre has proven to be a whole new category for which there are no 

strictly defined rules except the one which states that it is necessary for all (in this case both) 

audiences to be able to understand what goes on stage in their own language without the 

assistance of interpreters. This allows the art director (or art directors) to play with multiple 

possibilities as long as they do not undermine this fundamental premise. 

In conclusion, we have proven that there is definitely a need and an opportunity for the 

further development of IBT in Croatia. We did not know much in the beginning, but today 

we know significantly more. In the future, we will do our best to dig even deeper into the 

nuances of inclusive behaviour, be it in theatre or outside of it. Our association is willing and 

more than able to pave the way for the further development of Croatian IBT and the greater 

overall inclusion of the Deaf. 
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Belgium 

 

Because it is important that we play together, relationships are sought in every scene 

between both women and men. This through touches, eye contact, adapting the scene. We 

tried to avoid too many appointments and look for real teamwork based on feeling each 

other. In the beginning of the rehearsals we were focussed on togetherness in text and signs, 

which brought chaos. The actors lost their own rhythm. 

In rehearsals, it became clear that remembering extra cues (in gestures and space) made it 

more difficult to play naturally. The actors experienced too many different focusses. It made 

it a technical follow up of instructions. This is something we tried to avoid after a while. By 

moving together, taking time to learn to know each other rhythms, looking separately to 

each other, rhythm was less seen as an obstacle, the fear of not ending together 

disappeared. 

We spent a lot of time levelling natural gestures and speaking. During the rehearsals it 

became clear that there are different levels of how to perceive theatre. The Flemish and 

French speakers have different cultures in making and playing theatre, as great as what we 

recognise between different countries. In Belgium natural speech, direct connection and 

confrontation with the public and multilayers in text are highly recommended. While in the 

French speaking part of Belgium there is another focus. We found out that the deaf actors 

were closer to the French speaking culture. To level these cultures, we rewrote the text. We 

avoided long dialogues and rewrote ideas and feelings into monologues. Into these 

monologues we signed and spoke also together as a duo. These monologues were close and 

direct to the public. It made it possible to minimalize the focus to two persons. 

 

  

Belgium 
Dahlia Pessemiers 
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UK 

 

The main artistic barrier to this project was time. Whilst time is always a factor, the process 

for this project tripled it at least. Preparation is a key part of any process made in this way, 

and despite advice from BSL professionals that the translation of the script would happen 

during the rehearsal process, it became clear during the first week of rehearsals that we 

would have benefitted significantly from preparing the script in advance.  

The dual actor setup and complexity of combining two languages meant that while we had 

already extended our usual rehearsal time by three times, we were still finding ourselves 

short when it came to progress with the play.  

From a directorial point of view, the opportunity to work with two actors playing the same 

role was thrilling and engaging. It meant that decisions didn’t always need to be final, one 

actor could play a moment one way, while the other played it another way. That is a benefit 

that directors rarely get.  

Integrating the sign-language was difficult at times, but more significant was missing out on 

the ‘overheard’ conversations between two of the performers. As a director I am always 

listening to everything that is being said in the rehearsal room, even during breaks and 

casual conversations, as you never know where the unlocking moment is going to come 

from. With D/deaf performers this is not always possible. It is really important to have 

interpreters working at all times so you can absorb as much of this conversation as possible. 

I would also recommend learning basic sign-language so that you can better communicate 

with your D/deaf actors.  

Another skill of the director is managing the rehearsal room and identifying and nullifying 

any conflict between cast members; this is much harder to do if you do not have access to 

parts of the conversation. The basic rule between the director and their interpreters, should 

be that all conversation is to be interpreted at all times within the rehearsal room to avoid 

these potential conflicts.  

  

United Kingdom 
Neil Reading 
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A final note for directors is to consider your use of language. I am, by nature, a very talkative 

director, I like to engage verbally with my cast and have long discussions about small details. 

This approach is time-consuming and with interpretation becomes even longer. It is a 

valuable skill, and this method teaches it forensically, to meter your speech and aim for 

efficiency over detail.  
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Portugal  

 
VOARTE had already within this field worked in several projects and programmed some deaf 

artists that in a way approached the Portuguese deaf community.  

What we found out is that this community, like many others, is surrounded by its own 

problems and some are closed from the rest, having the posture of “this is not accessible, so 

I will not participate”. Sometimes it is not a so active posture, making it hard to get to know 

more deaf people in general and in concrete, to know deaf actors. So, we have to say that 

for this project we were starting from ground zero.  

One door that was already open was the fact that we already knew some sign language 

interpreters and that they knew the community from within and that made it easier to get 

the right people to talk with. Let’s say this process started some way before the project 

ABBA was accepted, because one of the aims of CiM – Dance Company was already to see 

how to work with deaf artists.  

Through Paula Teixeira – a very well-known interdisciplinary artist and Sign Language 

Interpreter – we got the right connection so that we could, somehow, know the community. 

Finally, when all seemed to be scheduled to start with the artistic process, we promoted the 

first audition with the company, specifically to deaf and hearing performer and actors.  

We got 95 applicants, of which 5 were deaf and 4 sign language interpreters. All the rest of 

the participants were dancers, performers and actors. In some way we viewed what we 

already knew, that moreover members of the deaf community do not consider themselves 

disabled, and the community is in fact very closed. Being an audition for the CiM dance 

company, which works with disabled and abled dancers, maybe was also a factor for less 

attendance.  

In all cases we were aware that this kind of project in Portugal and within the deaf 

community, was never been done before, so we had to explore everything. 

  

Portugal 
Ana Rita Barata 
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The very beginning of the project was actually to really understand the process of how each 

country was going to deal with their own challenges: either their artistic perspective - the 

global message of IBT- or basic human resources and where the deaf community is in each 

country. Each partner seemed different in their work, and that somehow gave us the energy 

to get started, even knowing that we had no experience in this field, and not knowing how 

the community would join the project.  

A connection to the Escola Superior de Educação de Coimbra (ESEC), through Joana Sousa, 

made it possible to really understand the challenges of the language. Additionally, the 

degree of education of each deaf actor affected our depth of understanding and 

communication very much. So, the real challenges were to get all to a common level, so that 

we all knew what we were dealing with.  

The process of analysing the meanings of words and gestures, dancing gestures, and so on, 

was very organic but still with some conflicts. In the end, we can say that we finally got to 

our main goal: dialogue within all languages – word, movement and sign. 
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Bulgaria  

The truth is that in Bulgaria there is no tradition of bilingual or inclusive theatre, some 

occasional performances happen but they are very rare.  

I noticed that the whole play was text-based. What I mean by that is that the words 

themselves were the main tool of the dramatic action. From my knowledge, deaf people use 

many ways to interact with each other and words/signs are just one of them. My goal as a 

director was to invent and incorporate more scenes with “no words / signs” in order to 

balance the text-based action. Later in the process I found out that in those scenes the 

actors among them and the audience were feeling as one, because in these moments all 

were united and concentrated on the action itself and there were no barriers in words or 

signs. I made several of those –  an “Opening scene” which lasted around 8 minutes, in 

which the audience was getting familiar with the characters and the situation, a “Shooting 

scene” – dramatic moment where the woman character was injured, a “Romance scene” – 

flirting/ loving dancing that made the characters getting closer emotionally and physically. 

In short – a simple story that is delivered in a very new and complex theatrical way. So I 

edited parts that were not very clear for me from a structural and logical point of view.  

One of the biggest challenges was translating the text into sign language. This process was 

made with a translator and the actors, both deaf and hearing. Here the focus was to find the 

correct signs for the words, and if it was not working, to exchange the words for similar 

ones. The tempo was also a big factor – whether the timing of signing and speaking was the 

same, or one was faster than the other. This issue was even bigger when we started 

rehearsals on stage. 

For me, the text for a bilingual play should be different from a play just for hearing people, 

for example. Because you have these two mediums which are combined, and you have to 

find the crossing point of both their strengths. A collaborative approach for me is the best 

way – no matter if it is one writer with a consultant or two writers, both hearing and deaf 

parts should be involved in this process in order to have this richness of both worlds and 

expressions.     

Bulgaria 
Vasil Spasov 
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Our final goal was one character (played both at the same time by a deaf and hearing actor) 

to interact with another character (also played by two actors). Most of the team met for the 

first time on this project so they hardly know each other. But the biggest problem at the 

beginning was doubt. They did not really believe that this method could actually work. My 

answer was – one step at a time. So we began with games. The first five rehearsals were just 

for building the team, getting to know each other, feeling partners on the stage and 

collaborating – nothing about the play itself. In these games the actors found their common 

ground – how deaf and hearing interact on stage, what signals they give to their partners. 

And of course, it was a lot of fun which removed the tension from the “big task” they had on 

their shoulders. We started building trust with each other and losing the tension, and got 

into a creative mode where mistakes were welcomed as just steps on the way. This is very 

important – to have this kind of atmosphere - like a laboratory – where people are free to 

experiment and have no fear of failure.  

When we got this vibe – we took one more step– we started doing improvisation games. At 

first the task was simple – four people in different casual or extreme situations. And the 

actors started developing the situation through interaction between them. When we got 

used to that, we moved to improvising just in pairs – where two actors were playing one 

character. What do you do with that? Do you mirror your partner or contradict them or 

develop what they are doing? A combination of all, we found out, is the best key. Then the 

pair started interacting with the other pair. And being improvisation, this could be really 

messy, that is why the concentration and the partnership of the team reached another level. 
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5. Audience Feedback  

UK 

According to the surveys conducted in Croatia, the majority of audience members were 

hearing.  

The question “Did sign language hinder you from following the play?” was addressed 
exclusively to hearing respondents to determine their attitude towards the chance of sign 
language negatively affecting and “hindering” their following of the play. Almost all 
respondents stated they were not hindered by the sign language. Moreover, we shall later 
see that some saw it as “additional value” with regard to the standard contents of the play.  

Out of the two persons that responded affirmatively to the previous question, only one 
described the “hindering” mechanism, as quoted: Hinder is too strong a word, but there was 
too much content that was negatively affecting my concentration. 

The quote makes it clear that the “hindering” process takes place precisely in such a way 
that the hearing person is disturbed by the excess information received by means of such 
artistic expression. Since all the necessary information come from a speaking actor, the 
hearing person perceives sign language as a sort of “excess” which causes communication 
channel overload, disturbing the process of following the play. But, a diametrically opposite 
example is also possible, as seen by a written comment of one of the hearing spectators 
from the second group, who wrote “I was watching the signing, but was not hindered by it. It 
was like a bonus, like body language that follows the spoken expression of the hearing 
actors.” So, for her, the sign language was a sort of “added value” of the performance and 
was perceived as body language even if she did not literally understand it, but, as a non-
speaker of sign language, was only able to follow it at a symbolic level.  

Around 70% of respondents answered no to the question “have you ever previously seen a 
play that included deaf and/or hard of hearing actors?”. Responses of those who answered 
“yes” sometimes indicated they were thinking of mime, non-specific sign language 
demonstrations, and one respondent named a play which had been performed by a blind and 
visually impaired theatre group. Apparently, this person displayed a very common prejudice 
of making no distinction between different disabilities, which only proves that there is a 
need for further education on their distinction. 

Over 90% of respondents said that they were able to follow the plot easily. The survey 
results indicated that, seemingly paradoxically, respondents with significantly weaker 
knowledge of sign language seemingly followed the plot more easily than respondents 
better versed in sign language communication. The key to understanding this paradox, I 
believe, lies in the greater awareness of communication issues in the use of sign language by 
respondents who are familiar with it.  

Croatia 
Mario Kovach 
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Audience feedback around difficulties in following the play included: 

Technical issues: 

 In the night scenes, it was too dark for the deaf, I could not see the deaf actors well. (D) 

 For the entire time I was thinking about how I was sitting too far because I could not see 
the actors well. (D) 

 I was sitting too far so I could not follow and see the signing well. (D) 

 I sat too far in the back and it was too dark for me to see the actors. (D) 

Communication issues: 

 I had the need to check whether the hearing and deaf actors are well-synchronized. (H) 

 I have only recently become deaf, so I still don’t know sign language well. (D) 

 To me, the dramatic composition of the play was incomprehensible, my lack of 
comprehension has nothing to do with sign language or communication. (H) 

 The plot of the play, the logic, the subject – nothing was clear to me. (H) 

 I have to say that I didn’t like the topic and I think that the linear plot would be more 
appropriate. (H) 

 It was like watching a film in CRO, but with Portuguese subtitles, I understood everything, 
but wished I were able to know the subtitles as well. (H)  

(D) = Deaf respondent, (H) = Hearing respondent 

The technical issues mainly focused, as seen from the responses by the deaf audience, on 
the location of their seating, which entails the awareness of the need for more adequate 
spatial organization to solve this issue since the current organization renders clear 
comprehension impossible. Naturally, the solution does not lie in some sort of 
“ghettoization” of the deaf viewers by placing them in the first rows, because the initial idea 
of the project, the blending of the deaf and hearing audience, would be lost. The solution 
should instead be sought in decreased hall capacity, which can be achieved by preventing 
the audience from sitting behind the fifteenth row or so in the auditorium. Limitation on the 
number of tickets is not an unusual practice in the theatres when chamber, or so-called 
smaller plays are produced, in which, for the aesthetic reasons, physical proximity between 
the actors and the audience is necessary. 

Some of the communication issues belong to the area of standard theatre critique: lack of 
clear dramatic composition, disputable director’s choices, non-homogenous actors’ 
performances and the like. Although a fair share of the audience made such remarks, I do 
not necessarily find this negative, since it actually shows that they perceived the play as any 
other theatre play, without making disparaging comments such as “Oh, it’s fine, considering 
they’re deaf” and the like, along the lines of positive discrimination. However, some of the 
problems refer to the already detected need of the hearing viewers, who perceive sign 
language as excess information that they are unable to decipher properly, which causes the 
aforementioned noise in the communication channel or information overload.  
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Asked how communication issues could be resolved, audience feedback indicated: 

Performance-related remarks (human factor): 

 Better mutual synchronization/training of the actors necessary. - 5 (all H) 

 In places it seemed that female characters didn’t follow each other well on the scene, 
that they didn’t watch/listen to each other. (H) 

 The hearing actors slowed down the speed of their speech to synchronize with the deaf 
actors.  

 Sometimes a hearing actor would cover the deaf actor with their body, and I could not 
see the sign language well. (H) 

 The voices of the hearing actors don’t match the emotion of the deaf actors. (H) 

 Lack of coordination/synchronization of the deaf and the hearing actors. (H) 

Technical remarks: 

 Screen should be closer/Better video quality/Screen or projection should be bigger. - 5 (H 
and D) 

 More light needed on the stage and the audience should sit closer to the stage. (D) 

 In the dream sequence, the smoke covers deaf actors so the sign language cannot be 
seen. - 3 (H and D) 

 You could not see video projections well. - 2 (H) 

The majority would solve the technical issues by bringing the audience and actors, together 
with the occasionally used screen, closer to each other, or by removing the obstacles 
preventing clear view – in this specific case, the smoke machine was used a bit too 
enthusiastically by the stage technician. 

To us, the most interesting proposals concern the performance itself. Most remarks, 
especially those made by the hearing audience, stressed the need for more precise 
synchronization of the sign and the spoken language. Apart from the need to synchronize 
bilingual plays, the comments also stressed the technical aspect of this issue - insufficient 
lighting, too much smoke as a part of stage setting and unprecise/badly executed  mise en 
scène due to which the bodies of the hearing actors blocked the audience’s view of the 
signing actors. It is almost impossible to neglect the social aspect of questions whenever the 
issue of a certain medicinal category is raised, but since this project does not aim at raising 
the awareness and sensitivity on the subject matter in the public, but is predominantly 
theatrological in nature, in the remainder of the survey I consciously avoided questions that 
could lead the audience astray in that direction. Thus, the remaining questions in the survey 
were focused on this unavoidable aspect of every related survey, the possibilities of equal 
inclusion of sign language, but also, indirectly, of inclusion of deaf persons in the theatre 
world. 
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Around 95% of respondents answered yes to the question “do you think that this type of 
work contributes to the inclusion of deaf persons in the theatre world?”. Answers to this 
question undoubtedly prove the importance of this and related artistic projects for the 
inclusion of sign language and deaf persons, which should be carried out as naturally as 
possible, into active theatre and artistic life, not only as art consumers, but as the direct 
creators of it. The high percentage of affirmative answers proves that, apart from few 
sceptical individuals, most viewers see the purpose of this type of theatre. They further 
explained their considerations in their responses to the next survey question: “if yes, in what 
way(s)? If no, why not?” 

Social/inclusive reasons: 

 This play is a proof that hearing and deaf persons can definitely cooperate. - 6 

 The play enables both the deaf and the hearing audience to participate in the play. - 5 

 Sign language is popularized. - 4 

 In this way, we can include the deaf audience in the world of the hearing. - 4 

 Deaf persons are usually denied the theatre experience, in this way they are finally included. - 2 

 The idea is great, but I think that the deaf should not be “forcibly” included in the theatre 
world of the hearing. They should develop their own, original theatre expression. 

 Chance for seeing a play/comprehension (the audience), chance for self-realization 
(actors). 

 This is not yet a usual practice, so only the exposure to the plays which include the deaf 
brings this method of work closer to the conventional. 

 The inclusion of deaf persons, both as the spectators and the actors. 

 The same content simultaneously available to both the deaf and the hearing, that is total 
inclusion. 

 In this way the deaf can also follow the plot of the play. - 3 

 Both the deaf and the hearing audience can follow the play together. - 3 

 The play can be followed by both the deaf and the hearing, and for the hearing it is 
additionally interesting to follow the sign language. 

 Such joint social events help the deaf to blend into society more easily. 

 Inclusion is always welcome.  

Artistic and creative reasons 

 The deaf have equal right to create art. - 2 

 It contributes to the inclusion of deaf actors in the theatre, there are some great actors 
among the deaf. - 2 

 Deaf actors complement the hearing ones. 

 Plays in which the deaf act and are translated into sign language are both a rarity. 

 They are given an opportunity to experience acting alongside professional hearing actors, 
and by it, the possibility of direct learning and greater visibility. 

 Because both audio and visuals forms of representation are included. 

 There are not so many projects, i.e. plays like this. 
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 Added value to the play, it’s interesting. 

 Everything should be available to everyone, and so should the theatre to the deaf. This 
play breaks this barrier. 

 It gives interesting scenes in which two persons see the same situation and express 
feelings in different ways, by sign and spoken language. 

 The deaf can follow the play without subtitles, and since theatre is visual art anyway, why 
not use a sign or a movement? 

 It proves that deaf actors can also convey the point of the play. 

Most responses affirmatively point out precisely those aspects that the IBT highlights among 
its objectives: “inclusion of the deaf in the theatre world, the presentation of equality of 
the hearing and the deaf, and the development of mixed audience of the deaf and the 
hearing that can simultaneously enjoy artistic programme”. In addition, one of the positive 
aspects which is often pointed out is the affirmation of sign language in line with the 
“language minority” doctrine to which I referred at the beginning of this text. It could thus 
be concluded without doubt that most of the audience, irrespective of their experience and 
(un)relatedness to the world of deaf persons, distinctly positively accepts the IBT and notices 
both its social and artistic capacities. 

Rare voices that counter this thesis point their suspicion in the direction of the theatre as an 
adequate medium for social change, but they are nevertheless singled out here in order to 
indicate possible room for development of the IBT. 

 The idea is great, but I think that the deaf should not be “forcibly” included in the theatre 
world of the hearing. They should develop their own, original theatre expression. 

 N – I think that some other type of communication apart from the theatre would 
contribute to the inclusion more. 

Again, over 95% of respondents answered yes to “do you think that deaf and hard of hearing 
actors could integrate into a standard play of classical dramatic repertory?”. Remarks and 
negative responses were: 

Actors YES, but the audience without assistance NO 
To start with, the deaf do not have the option to enrol to the Academy of Dramatic Art. 
Deaf actors should not “imitate” the hearing ones but develop their own original expression. 
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If we choose to believe in a frequently quoted metaphor that the theatre is the mirror of life, 
then I am glad to be able to notice that the “mirror” exhibited in this work obviously has a 
high-quality reflection that can enrich the quality of life beyond its primary purpose, which is 
strictly theatrological. Additional evidence for this lies in the fact that the teaching staff of 
the Education and Rehabilitation Faculty showed great interest for this type of research and 
learning and there are specific plans for its integration into their teaching process. The 
artificially created social gap between actors with and without disabilities could thus be 
bridged more easily and offer us a much wider range of acting possibilities that could also be 
used in private life, outside the theatre. Poor or impaired hearing does not necessarily entail 
that deaf or hard of hearing actors would achieve poorer results in acting from their hearing 
colleagues. I believe that this specific phenomenon that determines them only carries a 
different set of issues related to specific segments of actor’s creativity (use of sign language 
and facial gestures), and that this same “handicap” might prove to be a benefit in some 
cognitive processes important for the actor: just as one spectator noticed that the voices of 
the hearing actors do not match the intense expression of the sign language.  

Do projects such as “Guardians of Dreams” assist in this fight for the rights of deaf actors? If 
we accept the fact that the audience is one of the reasons for doing theatre work, then the 
response to the last question speaks for itself.78 out of 79 respondents said that they would 
go and see a play with deaf and/or hard of hearing actors again. 
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6. EU Deaf-Led and Sign-Language Theatre  

UK 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01x5ys5 - available to view in the UK only.  

United Kingdom 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01x5ys5
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7. Introduction to Deaf Culture and Sign Language 
History  

Like many linguistic minorities, Deaf people enjoy a unique culture, as worthy of respect as 
any other. The Deaf way of life is quite fascinating. It is only in recent years that research has 
begun to explore different aspects of Deaf relationships, communication and society.  

One good example of Deaf culture is the way Deaf people interact in a restaurant. Constant 
eye contact is made in order to communicate visually in Sign Language, whereas hearing 
people don’t make such regular eye contract and may carry on eating during the 
conversation. 

Culture is also about history and art. Within the Deaf community there is a strong tradition 
of story-telling and joke-telling. Stories are often passed on from one generation to the next. 
There have been many captivating and moving stories on the way Deaf people lived in the 
past, often expressed with great dignity. 

Deaf people are proud of their history and of what Deaf achievers have contributed to both 
Deaf and hearing society in the past. They are motivated by their example to develop their 
lives to the fullest in the future. Deaf schoolchildren of today need access to their history 
and culture so that they have role models they can look up to and emulate with confidence. 

The current flourishing of BSL in a range of art forms including drama, poetry, comedy and 
satire is a mark of the new confidence and pride which Deaf people are finding in their own 
language and culture. Recent productions have not only used BSL but have tackled themes 
which go to the very heart of Deaf experience. 

 

  

United Kingdom 
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Hearing people don’t always understand the importance of Deaf culture, but when they do 
come to discover if they can be surprised by its strength and value and often find their own 
lives enriched in the process. Dr Oliver Sacks captures something of the sense of revelation 
that a hearing person often feels on first coming into contact with Deaf culture in full flow, 
when he describe his visits to the Deaf university, Gallaudet, in Washington DC:  

“I found it an astonishing and moving experience. I had never before seen an 
entire community of the deaf, nor had I quite realized (even though I knew this 
theoretically) that Sign might indeed be a complete language – a language 
equally suitable for making love or speeches, for flirtation or mathematics. I had 
to see philosophy and chemistry classes in Sign; I had to see the absolutely silent 
mathematics department at work; to see deaf bards, Sign poetry, on the campus 
and the range and depth of the Gallaudet theatre; I had to see the wonderful 
social scene in the student bar, with hands flying in all directions as a hundred 
separate conversations proceeded – I had to see all this for myself before I could 
be moved from my previous “medical” view of deafness (as a condition, a deficit, 
that had to be “treated”) to a “cultural” view of the deaf as forming a community 
with a complete language and culture of its own.” 

(Seeing Voices, Oliver Sacks, © 1989) 
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8. National Sign Language Alphabets 
Bulgaria  
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Croatia 
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Finland 
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Netherlands 
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9. Suggested Alternative Uses for IBT  

The partnership initially considered alternative uses for IBT through two perspectives: 

 In other locations outside of theatres 

 For other specific user groups outside of the Deaf community e.g. learning-disabled.  

During the course of the project, we have found that there are limited options for 
transferring the method, and we have faced the challenges below: 

 The method is specific for two languages that can be used together without “talking 
over” each other. This means that while it works very well with one spoken and one 
sign language, other language pairings are more difficult to apply. This applies even 
more when we consider that IBT must give equal priority to the two languages (NOT 
one interpreting the other).  

 The Deaf community does not consider itself to be disabled or to have special needs, 
but sees itself as a linguistic minority. This has therefore reduced some of our impact 
around communities with special needs in general, as we do not wish to alienate the 
Deaf community by tying them to other communities with which they do not 
identify. 

Nevertheless, within these limitations we have been able to identify some suggestions which 
could encourage the IBT to continue in media outside theatre after the project's conclusion. 

Other locations 

 

 Tours – many guided tours take a more theatrical approach, and so IBT could be 
applied there. For example, there are many city “ghost walks” where a tour guide 
dresses as a character, and tells a story at various locations during the tour. These 
stories could be adapted to spoken and signed performances.  

 Museums and historical locations – these often have historical characters interacting 
with members of the public, e.g. an actor dressed as a Roman soldier, or a Viking. 
Although their performance is by nature interactive, it is likely that there are many 
common phrases and stories which are repeated to each different set of visitors, so a 
large part of the interactions could use IBT.  

 Video presentations – these take place both in historical locations and modern or 
classical museums e.g. members of the public enter a particular area and trigger a 
video loop where a character presents relevant information (e.g. a video of a 
monarch or noble when visiting a stately home, or a video of a scientist when visiting 
a natural history or technology museum). This video content could be adapted for IBT 
quite easily, and re-using recordings would be a very cost-effective way of applying 
the technique.   

Other Locations 
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Applying IBT in these locations would have several advantages: 

 It promotes sign language by presenting it to a wide variety and range of people. The 
target audiences of museums will be different from those of theatres, and may also 
be wider (for example, schoolchildren are commonly taken on trips to museums, less 
commonly to theatres). With tours taking place in public locations, members of the 
public who are not even taking part in the tour will still be able to catch a glimpse of 
sign language when they are walking by.  

 It destigmatises sign language by encouraging those who see it to shift their 
perception of it as something only for the Deaf community, to something which can 
add to the experience of the hearing community as well.  

 It increases inclusion for the Deaf community. Deaf members of the public can visit at 
any time or attend any tour, they do not have to wait for a specific activity to be 
interpreted for them (or miss out because no interpreter has been considered).  

Other target groups 

 

Feedback has always indicated that IBT is appreciated by audience members with specific 
learning disabilities such as autism or ADHD. We believe this is because there are two 
“input” methods for the information in the performance (verbal and visual), which means 
that if an audience member is distracted from listening, for example, then seeing the signing 
can refocus them on the story. Therefore, IBT is encouraged for use with these target 
audiences. In the case of the locations listed above, it means that applying IBT makes them 
more inclusive for a second target audience (in addition to the benefits for the Deaf 
community).  

Although within this project we have not applied IBT to other target groups, we believe that 
the general idea of IBT could be adapted to support their needs. For example, visually 
impaired audience members currently have some access to audiodescription (AD - where 
the movements and stage directions are described for them through headphones e.g. they 
hear a bang and the AD describes “X slams the door” or “X throws a book on the floor”). 
While AD greatly enhances the existing experience for visually impaired audience members, 
it is closer to “shadow interpreting” of sign language (where the interpreter is on stage but 
in the background). Adaptations which are closer to the principles of IBT have already been 
trialled on a small scale. For example, some performances have used integrated AD 
(performed on stage by a narrator so that all members of the audience hear it at the same 
time), which is more similar to IBT. Trials have also taken place to use the backing music in 
performances, in combination with AD, to enhance the mood and give a stronger impression 
of the action on-stage.  

Further work is necessary to transfer IBT to support a range of target audiences, and the 
principle of equality for all audience members is the most important to consider. 

Other Target Groups 
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