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From atop a Peruvian mountain, deaf astronomer 
Annie Jump Cannon looks back at her life whilst 
trying to make sense of the strange Southern 
skies. This opens the door for a journey through 
grief, loss, love, hope and reconciliation.

“This remarkable piece truly is a 
feast for all the senses”

Gramophone Magazine

frw JumpCannon Productions presents

A

C

)

The Observatory

A new multisensory immersive opera 
for people who can hear, and people who can’t
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Annie is an astronomer. She knows all about time and space, 
but she isn’t so sure about life and death. And she’s just gone 

deaf. In The Observatory we invite you to a multi-sensory 
opera based on the life of Annie Jump Cannon, exploring ways 

of hearing and the relationship between the Universe and 
ourselves.

An opera for  
people who can hear  

and people who can’t.

ABOUT THE SHOWThe Observatory is a completely new kind of 
opera. We are creating an innovative, unique 
and original way of experiencing music and 
live performance, opening the doors to a fresh 
audience and bringing new insights to existing 
music lovers.

Inspired by the life of deaf astronomer Annie 
Jump-Cannon, this groundbreaking opera 
explores how sound can be translated or 
interpreted for deaf audiences, as well as 
how sound can be manipulated to speak to 
a hearing audience about the experience of 
deafness. 

By developing current access methods, 
exploring new possibilities and working with a 
fresh approach to live music in a collaborative 
environment, we transform what the opera 
experience can be, for deaf and hearing 
audiences.

The piece will integrate choreographed sign 
language, Captioning, techniques linked to 
vibration and visual interpretation of sound and 
live audio manipulation. Staged with a mobile 
audience, we invite people to get up close to 
the singers, instrumentalists and installation 
elelments.

On a practical level this is about providing 
ease-of-access for those that need it, but it is 
also an open invitation to explore and engage 
on an immersive personal journey. We provide 
our audience with the opportunity to connect 
with opera in a different way; and to feel the 
music, as well as listen to it.
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“Music is here crossing another 
barrier and taking another 
significant step forward towards 
true universality.”
Gramophone Magazine

Annie was groundbreaking astronomer who was not held back by gender or hearing loss. Her unique experience and 
outlook is the catalyst for us to challenge our audience and ourselves, and re-evaluate our relationship to sound, light 
and the wider universe.
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PREVIOUS DEVELOPMENT
Originally entitled A Quiet Life, the opera was first performed as a 30 minute 
work-in-progress for Tête à Tête: The Opera Festival at the Riverside Studios 
Hammersmith, in August 2012.  This was made possible with an Arts Council 
Grant for the Arts, and with support from Tête à Tête and the Jerwood Space. 

The project has already sparked a great deal of interest and media attention, 
including a live performance on BBC Radio 3’s In Tune and interview with 
Sean Rafferty as well as featuring on the BBC programme See Hear, for deaf 
audiences.

The overwhelming response from our live audiences was extremely promising.  
Words used to describe the performance included ‘beautiful, passionate, 
miraculous and powerful’.  Many commented on the abundance of intricate and 
thoughtful methods of access, complicit with the dramaturgy and score.
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MEDIA ENGAGEMENT

The work-in-progress project; A Quiet Life was 
featured on BBC Radio 3’s In Tune program 
on August 2nd, 2012. Stephen, Sarah and 
Janine were interviewed by Sean Rafferty and 
some excerpts of the piece were performed.
The audio file of this is accessible via our Tête 
à Tête web page.
www.tete-a-tete.org.uk/the-quiet-life

Some of our workshops and the work-in-
progress performance were also documented 
by BBC See Hear. Along with team member 
interviews and a short biography of Annie, this 
footage aired as part of See Hear series 32, 
episode 16, on October 11, 2012.

We also featured in Gramophone magazine. 
The full article can be found at:
www.gramophone.co.uk/features/focus/a-
not-so-quiet-life

The company in the BBC In Tune studio 

Some moments from BBC See Hear.
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We conventionally think of space as a silent place. It’s a 
vacuum, and sound can’t travel through it. However, if you 
think about space in the way that Annie experienced it, it’s a 
really noisy place. Annie spent her life listening to messages 
from distant stars, that came to her in the form of light. We 
are opening up the whole idea of what sound might be, or 
what listening might be, and how we communicate with 
each other and the Universe.

We will produce a full-scale, new, immersive, touring opera 
that will also provide opportunities to:

• Explore ways of better integrating current access 
methods for deaf/hard-of-hearing audiences and 
practitioners.

• Develop new methods of communicating sound 
and music to a deaf/hard-of-hearing audience and 
practitioners.

• Encourage cross-disciplinary collaboration between a 
range of practitioners, both deaf and hearing.

• Generate an education workshop programme aimed at 
helping Deaf and hard-of-hearing people access music.

• Introduce new audiences to opera and to the venues at 
which we perform.

• Research the needs and challenges facing deaf and 
hard of hearing practitioners and audiences, including 
how hearing aid and cochlear implant technology can 
assist hard-of-hearing musicians.

• Produce a case study, documenting the progress and 
discoveries made during the project that may inform 
or assist other companies working with music for Deaf 
and hard-of-hearing people.

• Provide a legacy of greater awareness of access 
needs at tour venues, and amongst practitioners and 
audiences.

PROJECT AIMS
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STEPHEN BENTLEY-KLEIN

KEY TEAM MEMBERS
Stephen has a wide and varied musical career embracing Rock, 
Classical, Jazz and Ethnic genres together with theatre and film scoring. 
He studied violin and composition at Guildhall School, London and 
also Manhattan School, New York with the great Heifetz protege Erik 
Friedman. For two years (2009-2010) Stephen was Musical Director for 
the International Sam Mendes/Kevin Spacey Bridge Project and has 
performed extensively at the National Theatre with Sir Trevor Nunn, Sir 
Nicholas Hytner and Michael Neiman.

Sarah has had a very varied theatre career, working as designer, writer, 
director and devisor amongst other things for the last decade. In March 
2012, Sarah was given access to the Harvard archive collection of 
Annie’s personal belongings, where she was able to read about Annie’s 
experiences fist hand through her diaries and letters.

Born deaf, Mark trained in all forms of dance from the age of four, 
studying at the Royal Ballet School and Bridget Espinosa’s London 
Studio Centre. He was a choreographer for the Union Theatre/Wilton 
Music Hall’s all-male Gilbert & Sullivan production called ‘Iolanthe’, 
where he was nominated for Best Choreographer Off-West End Awards 
and 2011 BroadwayWorld UK Awards. Mark is the founder and artistic 
director of an all-male dance company called Deaf Men Dancing. Mark 
also choreoraphed the Paralympics Opening Ceremony.

Janine Roebuck is a mezzo-soprano equally at home in opera, operetta, 
oratorio and popular song. However when she was told at the age of 
eighteen that she was going deaf, many people told her she would 
have to give up her dreams. Instead she went on to become successful 
in both opera and musical theatre. She managed to keep her disability 
a secret for over thirty years, before finally deciding to go public.Janine 
made her debut with New Sadlers Wells Opera, and has sung principal 
roles with all the major houses in the UK.

Lucy Ockenden: Producer Nell Ranney: Producer Ellan Parry: Scenographer
Also involved: Liam Quinn, Will Davies, Chris Withers, Adey Grummet, Katherine Mount, Amy, Miranda and 
Charlotte Bentley, Harry Napier, Steve Hiscocks, Kate Halsall, Seb Frost.

JANINE ROEBUCK

MARK SMITH

SARAH GRANGE

The project team contains practitioners working across the spectrum of hearing loss. Mark, our 
choreographer and director, is profoundly deaf, as is Charlotte, our signing chorus member. Kathrine 
Mount, one of our principle singers, uses BSL to communicate with her profoundly deaf son. Janine 
Roebuck, a principle singer, is severely deaf and is working a great deal with hearing aid and cochlear 
companies to devleop better technology for music appreciation.

Stephen, Sarah, Mark and Janine 
as featured on BBC See Hear
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WHAT’S HAPPENING 
NEXT
The work-in-progress performance, and development 
process, raised some questions that we need to answer 
before we can take the project on to the final production 
stage.
Our next step is to hold a fortnight of further Research and 
Development, during which we will focus on:

• The choreographic sign language and how to work with 
both music and movement to help tell the story.

• Exploring the mechanics of how the audience can move 
through the space freely and how to work with a mobile 
audience in a live music context.

• Writing the words and music in collaboration with sign 
interpretation.

• How to provide the necessary support for our deaf 
practitioners, and incorporate their insights fully into the 
process.

• Investigating hearing aid technology and how it can help 
Janine, without the pressure of a performance.

• Beginning collaboration with researchers and 
documenters.

• Developing relationships with potential producing 
partners and funding bodies, for example, the Wellcome 
Trust, Action on Hearing Loss, and Cochlear, with 
whom we have already begun discussions of how we 
can support each other.

To achieve this, we need a workshop space, some audio 
equipment and the means to pay our workshop participants.

CONTACT US:
SARAH GRANGE sarah@releasethehounds.org.uk
NELL RANNEY nell.ranney@gmail.com
aquietlifeopera.wordpress.com
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