creating shows; an art or a science?

Paul McCrorythinkdifferently

As science communicators we sometimes ignore how creative we need to be. Every time
we develop a new show or programme wean use a range of creativity techniques to
stimulate and then &aluate new ideas.

This article is based on not&®m a session that | delivered at ti#G event 2008 2 S Qf f
consider some general principles behind being creaawe then explore some key issues in
developing interactive shaosy

being creative

creativity can be defined gsroducing ideas that are you are as creative as
novel and appropriate

you are as creative as you believe yourself ta;be =
researchshows that simply by recognisihgw i -
creative you really are your crewitly will increase.
give your self time to bereativeg be patient. This
is one of the biggest differences between people
who consider themselves to be creative and those
who do not.

experience as much as possilglexpose yourself to
different environments and ideasfeed your il —
creativity. AN %
adapt and combineexisting ideagA i R2 Say QU™KIl @S ({2
be originaj just original to you If you enjoy performing a demo that is original for you

this feeling will becontagious fothe audience

there aretwo main phases in creative procesthe imaginativemining phase(explorer

and artistroles) andthe practicalrefining phase(judge and warrioroles).

stages within each phase:

- explorer ¢ researchas widely as possible ftiie rawmaterial to make into something

new,

-artist ¢ generatenew ideas with thdresh perspective of a beginnercreate as many

ARSIA & LIaaAirofsS gAGK2dzi fSGOAY3 @2dzNJ aAy
to incubatenew ideas based on the raw material.

-judge¢ evaluate your ideas andecide which ones to implement;

-warrior ¢ a key practical part of creativity igsrning your ideas into realitg set

deadlines; break the idedown into parts; ruthlessly ra@fe and improve it; simplify it.

lower your expectationg the & NHzf S &fdr evgri t¢nSdeas you haveAny S 62 v Qi
work. So the process of failure is vital to the product of success.

you believe yourself to be




e recordall your ideas- write them downin notebooks
audio record them; or remrd them electronically You
will not remember some of your best ideas unless you
record everytling.

e establish creative environmentseveryone creates in
slightly different ways and in different placeBiscover
which environment&nd timesfuel your creativity the
most and exploit them.

e protect you creativity from negative peopléncluding
your own seltdoubt) - it is one of the most precioysarts
of you. Think of your creativity as a childon't share the
child with people who are negative or jealous.

e synchronicityg you appear to start noticing solutions to
problem simply because you al@oking for them
subconsciouslyg you are more receptive to spotting the
solutions round you.

e wear yourd LINB & Bty aNdeitinec see the
inspiration all around you everyday no matter what you are doing

Edison used to go fishing
without bait

give your mind space to create

creating shows

The issues we are g@gro look at now are not intended to becaY | BnGlas for writing

shows We will each have a particular way of developing shdtegefullythoughthey will

highlight someprocesses. Q@S F2dzy R dzaSTdzZ Ay ONBFiAy3a aKz,
GaK2aAygBEE naNRéSagisal and linean paper, the reality isf coursealmost
alwaysiterative andverymessy.

decideyour limits

Settingyourself some practical limitseforeyou create shows can help to focus your
creativity towards outcomes thaire useful to you.Srangely, rather than limit usthis
processseems to make it easier for us $tart generating relevant ideagypical constraints
to consider:performing venue presentingstaff availabledevelopment budgettopic;
audience profileNational Curriculunconnections

what kind of show?
Consider which format will suit the show best in terms of these constralifitese are some
of the types we identified in the sessiupplemented with some of my own suggestions:

Standard demo show Standup show Construction show
Storytelling show Slapstick Topical show (eg Christmas)
Quiz show Drama (in character) Pantomime

Gamebased show/ Audienceled Posing and answering
competition questions/ challenges
Mystery to solve Debate Magic show

Muscal Chat show/ interview Circus show

Puppet show Slide show/multimedided Mime and physical theatre
Cartoonshow Documentarystyle Forum theatre




marketing a showthaR2 Say Qi SEA &

In an ideal world we would be able to write the marketmgterial orce the show hadbeen
developedand pilotedd Ly GKS NBIFf ¢g2NIR (GK2dzaK3a Ay Yeé
aK2g¢g GKIG R2Say Qi éifdiediénista iaciudedn markefingiShis2 ¥ G KS |
stageare: appealing title stunning imagef a signature demo from the showengaging

write-up; impressive testimonials (if relevant)

hook, build and finale

Most effective performances are bad around an
idealisedstructure where the audience reaction
gradually builds throughout the show towards the
inevitade climax. The dips are importagiyou have
G2 af Sié (K G&ccabiazaily. Fof ExSmpe 2 £
guieting them with a siry before the exciting finale
creates a bigger emotional contrast.

know what you are talking about

Immerse yourself fullyniresearcingas much as you can about the topi@&n you conduct
someformative evaluation with target audieeq to explorewhat interests them about the
topic and what they knovalready? Types of information | look for at this stageludec
anecdotesand stories; applications and examples; amazing facts; puzaesigintly asked
guestions; myths andhisconceptionsimages; jokes; analogies; etc

know your demos

It pays to know as many demos as possible so you can draw upon a large pool for each
show. Collect and store your demos carefulljhere are many differergources of demos
easily avadble nowadays:

Demo books Internet ¢ mailing lists and Magic catalogues
discussion forums
Popular science boolgsfor Observing and talkingith Variety performers eg
adults &children other presenters magicians, circus
Science journals Everyday life Bargain shops
Popular science magazines Science education catalogue| Pet shops
Popular science TV programme| Science education Common interests of children
¢ adults & children conferencesand festivals latestmovies and books etc
Internet ¢ web sites Toy shops Sports catalogues
Internet ¢ online videos DIY shops Gadget shops

| always select more demos thawill need for the final showl know some wi drop out

for practical reasongtime toRS @St 2 LJT O2 & indrk; tOsiaflaRiypibtito 3 S G G 2
anotherstronger demo in show; etcYouhave to be ruthless as yqaredown the final

selection ofdemos.

vary your presentation plotsand storylines
Howeach of youdemaoswill appear to the audience
depends uporthe dramatic structurebehind the
presentation plot (egt LINB & Sy (G S NJ yaical (0 NI
challenge to a volunteer) and the storyline or context you




give the demo (e@ demo that look like a agic trick to explain Just like a googhovieor
novelyou need to vary the way your demos build and release tension throughout the show
and the storylines you use

it seemed really easy in the book

2 S @ 4l had that frustrating experience of tryitg get the simplestooking demos to
I OG dzI £ f. ®heré ig 204l effort in this stage of developing shows. It is easy to
underestimateall the pottering and tinkeringequiredto build the right propor get the
precise effect that you need.

givedemos a twist
Workl 2 3IA @GS Ot aaA0 RSY2a e&2dzNJ 2y GogAado L
think of some of the ways you can twist demos is the SCAMPER mnemonic:

substitute one item for another

combinedemos or skills

adaptprop/ storyline/ plot

magnify/ minimise/multiply ¢ scale up/ scale down/ repeat
put to other usesc use propin a different wa

eliminate prop or patter

reverse/ rearrangeg reverse or rearrange the order

AMIUTZI>OWM
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demo + plot + storyline + 0 A (1 &4 2 ¥+ pedzhdity Srauline

Most magicians suffer from (i NJ&A ©Othey &rd déristantly searchirfgr the next new trick

to transformtheir shows As science presenters we often experiec® S Y 2 THe ddfé @

is important, but in reality it is almost always the other elements of this equatjtime plot,
AG2NRBEAYSS aoAda 2F 0 dza A ycshatrgage tieRaudierc® LIS NJF 2 N
most. BA (1 & 2 F ai tlzésa pfagfdl Etéraction techniques we alkus connect with

and hold the attention of the audience €gouilding up suspense at the end of a demo;

makingprops comealive;having theaudience voting withtheir hands;etc.

he steals you borrow, | get inspired

oStealing demos is one of thoseri&gular verbsThis is simplyny perspective on this thorny
issuec2 0 P A 2 dmbtfofering l@gdl advice heréthinkwe all borrow and adapt
demosused by other presenters, but it is often theutines that evolvgthe bits of business
and audience iteraction around the demo) that are the really "valuable" parts of a shbw.
operate from a view thatalways ty to ask other presenters iffiéel that their demo or
presentation twistis unusual before adapting it for one of our shoviis.most case Ifind
2dzad aSSAy3a I Odemdpedoediitddainiinte® m&dW weicqukd do it
our shows and | don't feel under any need to ask permission from the presehter.
usuallyfound other science communicators very happy to share demos aas$ idith me
and | try todo the samewhen | can.With other performing arts, however, such as magic or
circus, performersre often very wary obther people "stealing” theientire routines. It

may come to this some day in science presenting,| beglthe longer we can all delay this
day the better



outlines vs scripts

| basically writea show in one of two ways

1) writing an outline (demos; main presentatioplots and storylineskey concepts to
communicate}this2 dzi f Ay S G KSy ISihaearlyshdws ankevdtvesdntaine 2

solid show

2) scriptingthe show in detailbefore piloting (listing actions; patter; multimedia) use this

F LILINBF OK ¢gKSYy LQY @g2NJAy3 gA0K G2LAOA GKIG L
structured gory; or for external clients who have commissioned shows. The script will

always change, however, in light of the audience response in early shows.

find a place to be bad
- practice the mechanics of the demos first so you are confide
about perbrmingthem;

-tKSy NBKSINBS (GKS RSY2a gAl0K: ! NJ I yR
interactionswith an audience i
- internal review- if possible find colleagues to give you detailed®
feedback;
- find a nonpaying, friendly audience to develop your routines
andthe transitions between demos.
Piloting a version of the show as early as possible can eliminate a
lot of unproductive worries and doubtsand identify the real
problems which you ignored.

evaluateand evohe

| always find thdirst 20-30 showsvital in developng thebits of business and routines with a
real audience.There is 0 way around thig you

have to work through these difficult early shows

and learn from them very carefullfome show

fall into place very quicklythers take a bit

longer tomould. My philosophy is to do as many
shows as you can. This allows youdataualy

evolve and tweak the show. hE audience is

your best director if you listen to them carefully.
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libs and bits of business can resulThese are
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remember and build into future shows

thinkdifferently is a science communication organisation based In Northern Ireland.
If you would like to discuss any of these ideas or how you create shows plaatset me at
paul@thinkdifferently.co.uk or through www.thinklifferently.co.uk




