
Stellar Quines’ digital development case study:

filming live theatre production ANA in 3D

Background

Scotland based mid-scale touring theatre company Stellar 
Quines provides a platform for women’s stories and creates 
live theatre driven by women and where female practitioners 
are at the forefront of all the creative roles. An important part 
of the Scottish theatre ecology, the company works out of The 
Lyceum Theatre complex in Edinburgh. Since 2009 they have 
been on a significant digital development journey despite 
starting off with a lack of confidence, capability and capacity 
in relation to digital. Says Lesley Anne Rose, Creative 
Producer, Stellar Quines: 

“It’s fair to say that a couple of years ago Stellar Quines was in 
the digital Dark Ages. Like many arts organisations we 
stumbled into our first AmbITion Scotland workshop 

wondering what all the digital fuss was about and what it had to do with live theatre. The workshop 
turned out to be a eureka moment in the company’s history as we emerged with our heads spinning 
with a new found realisation of the potentials of a brave new digital world.” 

By 2011, Stellar Quines had transformed themselves, building capability, capacity, and confidence in 
digital skills, tools, and practices. This transformation was achieved through members of Stellar Quines 
staff developing digital skills and knowledge through a broad range of opportunities (for example by 
attending conferences such as Shift Happens; consulting with partners across sectors and regions; and 
undertaking the AmbITion Approach change management methodology and making the most of 
AmbITion’s support opportunities).  

Stellar Quines had also created a business case for digital, embedding it in their core artistic practices, 
operational procedures and business models. As Lesley Anne Rose explains in an article she wrote 
about the company’s digital development for Arts Professional Magazine: “The business case has three 
main strands: to become a virtual hub for all those interested in women and theatre; to deliver a series 
of creative digital labs where the interface between live theatre and the possibilities emerging through 
the virtual and digital worlds can be tested; and to train the company and those who work with them in 
new skills, new outlooks and new understandings – thus ensuring the digital development journey 
continues.”  

On joining the Federation Scottish Theatre’s Digital Action Research Group (a project supported by The 
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2009: Stellar Quines team with Hannah 
Rudman at AmbITion’s first workshop in 
Scotland, feeling nervous about digital 
development!
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National Lottery via Creative Scotland), Stellar Quines were one of the most digitally developed theatre 
companies around the table, and their experience shared has been invaluable to the group and other 
cultural organisations in Scotland (for further video and case studies of Stellar Quines’ previous digital 
developments please refer to the Further Reading section, below). Their suggested digital experiment, a 
part of their digital lab strand of work, was unsurprisingly ambitious and a first for UK theatre  - to 
undertake the 3D filming of a 2012 complex and large live stage production, ANA. This also makes 
them the creators of  first 3D film ever made in Scotland!

The experiment

The digital development experiment undertaken as part of the FST’s Digital Action Research Project was 
to research whether 3D film can offer an artistic and commercially viable experience of live theatre.  The 
experiment was set up to test:

• whether there is a screen based audience for non-live, mid-scale theatre; and 
• does 3D enhances the experience?

As Lesley Anne details “There is an audience for NT live – is it because audiences want to see shows by 
the National Theatre and other high profile companies, or is there a demand for a wider spectrum of 
theatre on screen.” 

The experiment was also undertaken as a business model and audience development  experiment: as 
highlighted in Creative Scotland’s recent theatre review – it is becoming economically harder for 
companies like Stellar Quines to tour, which means that fewer people are seeing their work. 
Additionally for a technically complicated, large show like ANA, there are only a limited number of 
venues in Scotland to which it could tour - could Stellar Quines engage more and preferably new 
audiences, including those unable to afford live theatre but accepting the price point of cinema tickets? 

The live theatre show was created in Montreal without digital technology being involved in the rehearsal 
room or at production stage. The actual 3D filming didn't happen until ANA had transferred to and in 
opened at the Traverse Theatre in Scotland, thus allowing it time to 'bed in' before it was filmed. No 
changes were made to the show for the two performances that were filmed at the Traverse as Stellar 
Quines’ intention had always been to try and capture a performance as it actually happened for the live 
audience. In fact, because the film company were not involved in the early development stages of the 
live show, it meant they had to accommodate things that normally they would have rejected as too 
problematic for 3D i.e. red (many lights and costumes were red) & low lighting to allow for video 
projection - something that was very in keeping with the spirit of the whole enterprise. Freakworks, a 
Leith based film, TV & multi media company who are experts in 3D, engaged in the project on an R&D 
basis: there were things they wanted to find out about filming theatre and live content in 3D, so the 
collaboration was mutually beneficial.

They have succeeded in creating a prototype screening from computer files at Glasgow’s Digital Design 
Studio. Following this initial test screening of extracts to an invited audience, Dundee Contemporary Arts 
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are now working with Stellar Quines to create a Digital Cinema Package  (DCP) which will be screened 
at DCA and in Scotland’s mobile cinema (the Screen Machine). 

The making the of DCP has been challenging - for Freakworks and Stellar Quines:

•Each 3D DCP is made up of 2 files - one for each eye. Once a DCP 
version is encoded, significant changes cannot be made, so any major 
glitches such as audio misalignment, or colour balancing mean an 
entirely new DCP has to be created from scratch. 

•DCP files are massive: usually a DCP is sent by film distributors to 
cinemas on a hard drive. Cinemas then upload and ingest that content 
to their local server.  The creation and transfer large files between 
Freakworks and DCA has been complicated and a company who 
specialise in the transfer of large data files brought in to speed this up. 

At the test screenings, Stellar Quines plans to test the viability of the 
product and most importantly hear more about what audiences 
think of it. Early indicators from the audience research show that the 
3D nature of the filming was one of the things the audience wanted 

to feed back on: this is really interesting, and suggests that the depth of perspective of 3D filming 
creates gives people a similar experience to seeing live theatre, when perspective and depth of field is 
also in 3D.

Collaborations

Stellar Quines formed collaborations with Scottish Enterprise, who funded Glasgow School of Art’s 

Digital Design Studio to undertake an initial feasibility study with Stellar Quines called 3D Technology 

and Staged Performances.  This study helped Stellar Quines develop their idea.  The company then 
secured a Business Innovation Exchange Voucher from Edinburgh Napier University, which funded 
Professor Robin MacPherson, Director of Napier’s Institute for Creative Industries, to come on board as a 
consultant on the project. Napier’s involvement encouraged and enabled Stellar Quines to expand the 
ambition of the project to include aspects such as cinema exhibition. They also introduced the company 
to Freakworks who came on board as technology partners.

Relevant industry bodies (i.e. Equity) were also consulted with around discussions around rights and 
contracts and Stellar Quines produced documentation explaining the project to the team; and secured 
written agreement to take part from all members of the cast and creative team. 

A DCP hard drive - thanks to Mareel 
for sharing this photo.
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Benefits

Stellar Quines are now at the forefront of a new area of work 

(theatre in 3D) when only two years ago they were “in the digital 
dark ages”! This is exciting for the company and gives it all sorts of 
opportunities for the future that might help it survive in a very 
difficult funding climate - if in perpetuity rights can be secured, the 
digital product has a longer life than the live, and so there may be 
opportunities to sell the digital version for a longer period (over the 
“Long Tail”).

This experiment has been tremendously important in opening up 

the potential of new platforms to deliver work, experimenting with the company’s artistic remit, and 
enabling partners, such as the Screen Machine, to broaden the programme of content they can deliver 
to isolated audiences.

New collaborators and confidence and expertise have been developed by the organisation.

Learnings and tips
Any live show which additionally has potential of being 3D/filmed should be created in partnership 
-  with the technical partners and perhaps even a film director, along with the stage director, designers, 
crew and actors. To achieve this the integrated approach should also extend to the budgeting, 
planning, rehearsing and production of the show, where everything digital will be fully pursued from 
day one alongside the creation of the live - think of it as one project not two.

Expect a hybrid: the result will be both a reflection of the live, but also a distinct product in its own right.
Think about  extending the recorded material beyond the live performance to a whole package 
including rehearsals and interview footage with the practitioners as additional 'extras' - the content will 
work for educational purposes, marketing, etc.

Creating a digital product can be expensive - at least as expensive, if not more expensive sometimes, 
than the creation of a live show, so this has been taken into consideration when looking at where to 
secure funding and allocate existing budget lines. 

Consider which production can most easily be digitised: think - content with broadest appeal, scale of 
production, accessibility and adaptability of venue, production with least theatre co-production partners 
(there will be technical co-producers to deal with in any digitised production).

Expect sector professionals to initially have a fear and suspicion of, and lack of knowledge about, 

digital technology. Outside of digital content being used for marketing and education purposes, most 
creatives will have little experience of using digital technology within their theatre work. Stellar Quines 
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Lesley Anne Rose of Stellar Quines 
wearing her 3D glasses in Freakworks’ 
editing suite!



overcame this “by being transparent: addressing all questions face-to-face, providing written 
information; putting the emphasis on engaging people in a debate around these issues rather than 
trying to force them to agree or disagree with what was planned, emphasising at all times that the 
digital development was an experiment and as such, all opinions about the project (good, bad or 
indifferent) were of equal importance”.

The whole issue of rights and contracts still needs leadership from representative bodies such as 
Equity. Small companies such as Stellar Quines have had to create and borrow knowledge, experience 
or guidance from elsewhere. Given that larger organisations with bigger budgets are engaging in this 
area, could they share their bespoke contracts and expertise through a mediated arrangement or via 
an organisation such as Equity? 

Sharing of experiences and learnings of digital developments (both successes and failures) is good for 
the theatre and wider cultural sector.  Stellar Quines has volunteered to create case studies of their 
digital developments to help them measure and evaluate their own learning, as well as share that with 
others.  In addition, the more artists that are engaged in the issues around digital and theatre, the 
better the knowledge spreads throughout the sector. This in turn counteracts fear and suspicion which 
paves the way for innovation - always a benefit to any sector.

Expect a digital development to be exciting, but recognise that there is a lot to learn. With digital, 
you can never learn everything there is to know as things are changing all the time. Find a way to 
integrate digital developments into your normal work pattern rather than seeing it as a distinct project 
in its own right. That way it begins to influence overall practices and strategies, making the company 
stronger and more resilient.

Future developments
Moving forward, Stellar Quines is currently in the process of initiating further digital experiments with the 
aim of developing this work and testing its long term sustainability for mid scale theatre companies. 
Says Lesley Anne Rose, 

 “innovation now underpins everything Stellar Quines does, not least of which is our on-going 
 interrogation of the company’s core remit and public value. It’s easy to dismiss a women’s theatre 
 that’s 18-years old as being old fashioned, old school and part of the Dark Ages. It’s so not easy 
 when that company is pioneering new prototypes, experimenting with the emerging possibilities 
 of film and theatre working together and reaching out to women across the globe.”

Digital has now become a normal part of company activity - and not just for marketing purposes. This 
would not have been possible or even imaginable two years ago when digital was seen as an 
expensive, complicated, irrelevant add on. Stellar Quines have successfully applied the methodologies 
and mindsets of devising theatre to devising digital theatre, and this experimental attitude, and 
prototyping process has allowed them to rapidly develop.
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Further reading/watching

Into the light: Lesley Anne Rose writes about Stellar Quines digital development journey for Arts 
Professional

Digital 2012 presentation - case study in digital development - ANA in 3D

AmbITion Scotland case study - filming Age of Arousal

Hannah Rudman, Rudman Consulting, 
October 2012, with thanks to Lesley Anne Rose, Stellar Quines and Mary Paulson Ellis.

The Federation of Scottish Theatre’s Digital Action Research Project was supported by The National 

Lottery via Creative Scotland.
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