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Extraordinary Moves: The Art of Science in the Cultural Olympiad 

David James 

 

Introduction 

As the clock turned to midnight on New Year’s Eve 2011, my abiding thoughts were not of friends 

and champagne, but of Olympic rings, gold medals and the world coming to London. Back in 2005 my 

colleagues formed part of the delegation that went to Singapore to secure the bid for London to host 

the 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games. Ever since that surprise announcement of success, the 

year 2012 has been etched on my mind as a once in a generation opportunity to do something 

extraordinary. After six years of waiting the big year has finally arrived. 

 

I am a research fellow at the Centre for Sports Engineering Research at Sheffield Hallam University. 

We are one of the world’s largest and most influential research centres in the field of sports 

technology. Fundamentally, we are in the business of engineering an athletic performance 

advantage. It was this business that took us to Singapore with Tony Blair, Sebastian Coe, and Ken 

Livingstone, and this business that has kept us very busy in the preparations for London 2012. We 

are currently working on projects for Team GB in 14 different Olympic and Paralympic sports. While 

the nature of these projects is secret, their purpose is resolutely clear -- we have been engaged to 

help Team GB win more medals. 

Over the past few years, 2012 has increasingly come to dominate our horizon. However, most of our 

research and development work is now complete. The complexity of sporting competitions and the 

delicate nature of elite athletes do not allow for any last minute changes to equipment, training 

regime, or training environment. Our main scientific interventions have already been adopted such 

that the athletes can reap the greatest benefits in their preparations for the Games. Nonetheless, 

2012 is going to be far from an easy ride. Alongside our scientific work, I lead on a plethora of 

projects that aim to engage the public in the work that we do. We are deeply committed to exploring 

the societal impacts of our work, and have a genuine interest in using public dialogs to shape the 

direction of future research. This essay will describe one of our most ambitious and challenging 

public engagement projects to date; a project that has brought together athletes, scientists, 

philosophers, visual artists, choreographers, writers, performers and audiences.  

 

The public engagement agenda 

In recent years, public engagement in research has become a key focus of the funding councils. It is 

simply no longer acceptable to receive government funding for research and not to engage with the 

public. The drive for public engagement in science is driven by a desire to build trust and 

understanding between scientists and the public. Science is often seen as something that takes place 

behind closed doors, that is, unaccountable and potentially dangerous. There is often a huge divide 

between the realities of scientific research and the popular perception. In our world of dwindling 

resources and increasing population, science is going to play an ever increasing role in all our lives. 

Societies are inevitably going to have to make difficult decisions of a scientific nature, and the 

democratic process will be better served by populations who are scientifically literate. In this sense, 

the term ‘literate’ relates to an understanding of the scientific process and the relevant issues rather 

than the technical details of the physics, chemistry or biology.  

 

Methods of actually doing public engagement have evolved rapidly as practitioners continue to 

experiment with different formats and ideas. There is certainly no agreement on best practice, but 

all are agreed that the traditional deficit model is less than ideal. The deficit model works on the 

premise that the public are an empty vessel, and that all that is needed to bridge the divide and 

develop trust is for scientists to talk at the public and tell them what they are doing. It is widely 
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perceived that this traditional method has limited impact as the level of intellectual and emotional 

engagement is often weak. The need to improve on the quality of engagement through new 

approaches is evident. An interesting and novel approach has been to use artistic interventions to 

engage the public with scientific issues at a deeply emotional level, and it is within this context that 

our project ‘Extraordinary Moves’ was born. 

 

Art and the Olympics? 

The modern Olympic movement has a long standing relationship with the arts. The instigator of the 

modern Olympic Games, Baron Pierre de Coubertin, established the principle of ‘Olympic Art 

Competitions’ at a special congress in Paris in 1906. Subsequently, the concept of artistic 

competition became an official part of the Olympic programme during the 1912 Games in 

Stockholm. Artists would bring their work to the Games and compete for ‘art’ medals across five 

categories: architecture, music, literature, sculpture and painting. Although these competitions were 

relatively short-lived, the principle of using the Games to showcase cultural and artistic practice is 

sustained through the ‘Cultural Olympiad’, a concept that is protected by the International Olympic 

Committee.  

 

The Cultural Olympiad for the London 2012 Games is a somewhat nebulous programme. Alongside 

the obvious cultural highlights of the opening and closing ceremonies, the London 2012 Festival will 

deliver a programme of major cultural events during the summer months. However, there is also 

significant activity taking place outside of London, and each region of the UK has established its own 

cultural programme in response to the Games. The Legacy Trust UK is the principal funder of the 

Cultural Olympiad, and has been responsible for providing core funding for these regional 

programmes. In Yorkshire, the cultural programme for London 2012 is called imove and has a total 

budget of £3.5 million. imove has commissioned and created a suite of projects that explore and 

celebrate human movement whether expressive or competitive. The imove mission is ‘to transform 

the relationship between people and their moving bodies’ and the team employ a hands-on, co-

production approach to supporting their projects. 

In 2009, I formed an enduring and fruitful partnership with Huddersfield-based Chol Theatre and led 

a successful bid to deliver a major strand of the imove programme. I was interested in experimenting 

with artistic interventions to push our public engagement agenda, and knew that we had a 

fascinating story to tell. Although I had never previously worked with Chol Theatre, their excellent 

artistic output and previous track record in science communication made them an obvious creative 

partner from the outset. By the start of 2010 we were finally up and running and our project, 

‘Extraordinary Moves’, was launched. 

 

The Human Enhancement debate 

The big idea behind ‘Extraordinary Moves’ was to explore the moral and ethical issues that arise 

from an increasingly scientific sporting arena. Sport has always been intimately linked to technology 

and, throughout the ages, athletes have used the very best technologies at their disposal. However, 

where do the concepts of fairness, level playing fields, and achieving one’s personal best fit into this 

relationship? As the pace of global innovation and technological integration charges ahead with 

exponential growth, as predicted so accurately according to Moore’s law
1
, should sport embrace this 

modern age or attempt to preserve the notion of a ‘natural’ performance? These issues are brought 

into particular focus in the world of disability sport where athletes are often literately integrated into 

a piece of specially optimized technology. Are these technologies merely enabling a natural 

performance, or do they go further and enhance the athlete’s performance? The debate and 

controversy concerning the bilateral amputee, Oscar Pistorius, is perhaps the most high profile 

example in this regard, but there are many others. 
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Sports people are generally very early adopters of technology. Whilst other industries such as 

healthcare, aerospace, and automotive are tightly regulated, sport is almost completely unregulated 

and new innovations can have immediate access to the market. Sports people are quick to invest in 

new technologies even if there is little evidence that any performance advantage can be achieved. 

The point here is that some of the technologies that are being readily adopted, tested, and 

developed within the sporting environment will eventually trickle down and become ubiquitous 

throughout society. It is therefore the case that the current discourse surrounding the use of 

performance enhancing technologies in sport are acting as a precursor to a much more significant 

debate about the potential harms and benefits of widespread human enhancement. 

‘Extraordinary Moves’ set out to tackle this deeply rich subject matter through a series of different 

artistic interventions. Our overarching guiding principle was that the project should push the debate 

forward and engage the public in a meaningful dialogue about the key issues. Andy Miah
2
 argues the 

case for substantial public engagement in this field, and while we hoped to go some way to meet his 

challenge, we also wanted to provoke strong emotional responses from our audiences and 

participants, and to provide experiences that connected them with their moving bodies. The 

outcome was an ambitious project that engaged a diverse group of artists to produce a body of new 

works created in response to a programme of five public dialogue events. The resulting artistic 

outputs included new works in visual art, dance, theatre and photography. 

 

Visual art 

Early in its conception, ‘Extraordinary Moves’ recruited Manchester-based artist, Jason Minsky, to 

create a body of provocative works that ask questions about the nature of elite sport, its moral 

ambiguity, and possible future. Minsky’s practice combines performance, photography, installation, 

design, events and interventions. His work is sourced from a range of references, including visual art, 

advertising, literature, television and sport. Minsky is an artist who often uses sport as a vocabulary 

to express different ideas and had previously completed successful residencies at Leeds Rugby 

Foundation and the Berwick Gymnasium. His influences include the work of the artists Orlan, 

Mathew Barney, and Stelarc who have used various human enhancements to create works that deal 

with notions of beauty and control. 

 

Over the course of a year, Minsky spent considerable periods of time in and around the various 

laboratories of the Centre for Sports Engineering Research. Initially, Minsky would simply observe 

the various experiments and developmental work that was being undertaken, but he quickly started 

to undertake his own investigations and learned how to use some of the high-tech apparatus 

available, such as the motion capture system. Motion capture systems are traditionally used for 

accurate biomechanical measurements of athletes to identify potential areas for performance 

improvement or causes of injury. Minsky used the system to create animation pieces by tracking the 

movements of a professional dancer through choreographed routines. The system is able to 

represent the captured movement as simple dots and lines that can be replayed and viewed from 

any orientation. By removing any representation of an aesthetic body from the sequences, Minsky 

forces the viewer to focus on the movement being executed. In one of his pieces, ‘A Mover and a 

Shaker’, the dots and lines represent an athlete’s journey through the 100 meters sprint. The 

athlete’s movements are performed in a robotic manner and at one stage the athlete-machine 

appears to malfunction before re-booting to finish the race. In this piece, Minsky is reflecting on the 

disparity between the near inhuman performances we demand from the world’s top athletes, and 

our desire for those same individuals to be ‘normal’, just like you and me. 

Minsky also created the short film, ‘Paradigm Shift’, that takes the form of a futuristic advert, a 

narrative whereby future athletes will be so enhanced that audiences will also need to ‘upgrade’ 

their natural abilities to consume the entertainment. He proposes that, as athletes will be moving so 
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fast, the audience should enhance their own eyesight so that they can see the action in ‘high 

definition slow motion’. As with the project’s other artists, Minsky’s ideas were significantly 

influenced by a programme of five public dialogue events that explored the ethics and morality of 

sport. His work was exhibited at the Site Gallery (Sheffield), Weston Park Museum (Sheffield) and the 

V&A Museum of Childhood (London). 

 

 

A video still from ‘Paradigm Shift’ by Jason Minsky 2010 

 

Dance 

As a scientist I often find myself challenging the perception that my peers and I are uninterested in 

and disconnected from culture. It will come as no surprise to read that I believe this very modern and 

widely held prejudice to have no basis in reality. I shall return to this theme later. However, I have to 

confess that, at the outset, I did feel somewhat challenged by our project plans to develop and 

deliver a major body of new dance works. I distinctly remember presenting our plans at a 

departmental meeting and feeling somewhat embarrassed as I spoke to my scientific peers about 

using dance as a medium to engage audiences in the ethics of human enhancement. On reflection, 

the prejudice against scientists may have some basis. 

 

Our dance strand was designed to tightly connect with the imove mission 'to transform the 

relationship between people and their moving bodies'. The process started with an extended period 

of research in our motion capture lab. The idea was to use the high-tech tools, commonly used to 

measure the biomechanics of sports people, to explore how people with very different body types 

interpret and perform common actions. This research was then used as a stimulus to create a new 

body of dance works with community groups that was subsequently performed at a showcase event 

at the Lawrence Batley Theatre, Huddersfield. 

Chol Theatre drove this project strand and brought on board Laura Haughey, a movement director 

with a specialism [add ‘in’] in disability arts, as well as a number of rising stars of contemporary 

dance from Company Chameleon. We started with the question of how we feel in our moving 

bodies. Haughey
3
 argues that we are often detached from our moving bodies and rarely stop to ask 

ourselves how it ‘feels’. This detachment, described by philosopher Drew Leder
4
  as the ‘absent 
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body’, is common in our culture today, even for those who use their bodies in their work, such as 

dancers and actors. 

One’s own body is rarely the thematic object of experience. When reading a book or lost in 

thought, my own bodily state may be the farthest thing from my awareness.
5
 

Exploring and challenging this sense of detachment is central to the whole imove programme. 

Haughey remarks that ‘many theatre practitioners discuss how this forgetfulness of the body is both 

a problem in both acting and everyday life. Whilst running and walking, or just undertaking our daily 

activities and interactions in life, we are so often on “autopilot” that we don’t pay much attention to 

our bodies’ felt experience.
6
 

A diverse group of ten performers were recruited for the research period in the motion capture lab. 

Using the motion capture system, the participants had a unique opportunity to see their body as 

they had never seen it before. Similar to the work of Minsky, the performer’s movements were 

recorded and represented as simple lines of motion. Participants were then able to see their virtual 

self - or rather, their avatar- and interrogate their movement. Although the avatars contained no 

aesthetic information, they were instantly recognizable; their identity being solely projected through 

movement. Everyone had a different experience, but the moment they first saw themselves as an 

avatar was fascinating. Watching how people engaged with their avatar, and how this affected their 

movement, allowed them to experience their own movement at a whole new level. 

Although the research period in the motion capture lab was about experimentation, Haughey and 

Company Chameleon structured the activity with clear objectives. The different participants all had 

very different body types and included individuals with profound disabilities. We examined the 

expression of movement by playing a shared gesture game; each participant would perform a 

movement sequence in response to reviewing the movement of a previous participant’s avatar. We 

wanted to see if a movement’s meaning could be readable, even if it was solely represented by 

simple lines and dots and performed by very different body types.  

The ideas, creative stimulus, and inspiration developed in the motion lab then fed into the 

development of a series of new dance works that were subsequently performed at a special event at 

the Lawrence Batley Theatre. We identified many different community groups to whom we provided 

roll out dance and movement workshops, and some of these groups subsequently took part in the 

performance event. The workshops were delivered throughout Yorkshire and involved working with 

groups of disabled and non-disabled children, young people, young adults and adults, in a variety of 

different contexts, including youth groups, gymnastic squads, dance groups and schools. The end 

result was some very special performances at the aptly titled 'A Night of Extraordinary Moves'; 

however, perhaps the most enduring aspect of this work was a short film by Andy Duggan that 

documented the process and participant experience during the research period. Duggan's beautiful 

film was shortlisted at the Leeds International Film Festival and is reaching considerable audiences 

online (http://www.yorkshiretelly.com/extraordinary-moves).   
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Kiruna Stamell and Nadia Adame in the motion capture lab photographed by Paul Floyd Blake 2011 

 

Theatre 

Chol Theatre produced two quite different theatrical outputs for ‘Extraordinary Moves’ in response 

to the series of five public dialog events. These works were the Extraordinary Pod, a short immersive 

and interactive theatrical experience, and the play, LeanerFasterStronger, by Kaite O'Reily that 

debuted at the Crucible Studio, Sheffield.  

 

The Extraordinary Pod was developed with the aim of taking the project direct to audiences at 

festivals and other public spaces. A large orange inflated pod was commissioned and served as a 

stage for performance. The piece, directed by Andrew Loretto, begins with the appearance of one of 

the actors on the street, enticing people to come into the pod, in the style of a circus ringmaster or 

travelling medicine showman.  Inside the pod, the audience meet a slightly desperate character 

whose life’s work has been research into prototype body parts, designed to enhance and improve 

physical performance. In order to demonstrate and sell his prototypes, a member of the audience is 

invited to spin three wheels defining a body part and two wheels providing it with random 

characteristics. This theatrical device creates endless dramatic possibilities for improvisation and 

members of the audience become vital parts of the trajectory of each performance. 

While the context of a scientist engaged in body enhancing experiments which then go awry is not a 

novel idea, the pertinence of the theme in relation to contemporary obsessions with the perfect 

body, and the possibility of buying that perfection, makes for a provocative piece of theatre. The pod 

Extraordinary Pod toured to twenty different festivals and events around Yorkshire. 

Chol Theatre engaged the considerable talents of Kaite O'Reily to write the new play 

LeanerFasterStronger. O'Reily is a champion of disability arts and a writer of considerable reputation 

and influence, as her 2010 Ted Hughes Award for her version of Aeschylus's The Persians testifies. 

She was tasked with writing an insightful, provocative, and humorous play about the ethics and 
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morality of sport in a technological age. The play, directed by Andrew Loretto and co-produced with 

Sheffield Theatres, opened at the Crucible as part of their fortieth-year celebrations.  

I quickly formed a strong relationship with O'Reily and we would spend hours discussing the moral 

ambiguity, hypocrisy, and unadulterated joy of sport. I was acutely aware that I wanted O'Reily to 

gain a deep understanding of how the real world of sport works and to appreciate the difference 

between science fact and fiction. O'Reily was hooked and admits that her own research became 

almost obsessive as she worked on her ideas. Writing in her blog, O'Reily comments that 

we stand now at the threshold of a new age – ‘the new biology of machines’ – and my prime 

concern has been how to tell stories connected to this without it becoming too technical and 

futuristic, or plain science fiction. 

Tackling the scientific content was just one of her challenges; she also had to resolve the problem of 

how to develop a plot that was beyond the traditional sports narrative. 

Dramatically, competitive sport gives only a few possibilities plot-wise: the sportsperson wins 

or loses; they succumb to pressures of doping, or they stay ‘clean’; they are injured or grow 

older and so the young athletes overtake them; they retire or are injured out, and are faced 

with the existential dilemma of what to do next? 

Ultimately, O'Reily's solution was to create a play without a linear narrative. The story is set in the 

context of a dinner party debate and rapidly jumps out to different scenes portraying characters with 

different views and dilemmas. Although the play casts a light on the dark underbelly of sport, 

LeanerFasterStronger is ultimately joyful and optimistic. 

 

Kiruna Stamell and Gerald Fox performing in the Extraordinary Pod photographed by Paul Floyd 

Blake 2010 
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Photography 

‘Extraordinary Moves’ initially engaged the services of the photographer, Paul Floyd Blake, to 

document the processes and outputs of the different project strands. Blake had established a strong 

reputation within Yorkshire and at the time was working on his own project of photographing young 

Olympic and Paralympic hopefuls. However, shortly after bringing Blake on board, his portrait of the 

disabled swimmer, Rosie Bancroft, won the National Portrait Gallery’s Taylor Wessing prize. With an 

artist of significant national reputation now on the team, it was immediately clear that we needed to 

find an opportunity for Blake to work on a creative project as well as continuing with his 

documentary work. 

 

Such an opportunity presented itself when Blake received a letter from Jane Grant, an amputee who 

had come across Blake’s photograph of Rosie Bancroft at the National Portrait Gallery. Jane Grant 

had lost her right leg just below the knee following a motorcycle accident and wrote to Blake 

explaining the freedom she had found through swimming. This serendipitous communication 

inspired Blake to create a new body of work that focused on three disabled swimmers, including Jane 

Grant herself. Blake photographed the swimmers at the Starbeck baths in Harrogate and his work 

was subsequently shown at the town’s Mercer Art Gallery in his solo exhibition ‘Different Strokes’. 

Speaking about his work in the Yorkshire Post (2012), Blake remarked: ‘The aim was not to focus on 

disability, but to capture the inner spirit of these swimmers and show the confidence and freedom 

that being in the water brings them.’  

Fundamentally, Blake’s photographs capture the essence of how these swimmers feel when they are 

in the water, and while the work may not address the theme of human enhancement in the same 

direct approach as other project strands, it clearly communicates the enriched life experience that 

these individuals have achieved by moving through water. Jane Grant describes this powerful 

enhancement in an interview with the Yorkshire Post (2012):  

After losing my leg, swimming was the one place I felt graceful and completely free. Swimming 

has kept me pretty well physically and that’s a huge natural anti-depressant. When I am 

swimming, I get into a space that is close to meditation. It’s absolutely central to my being and 

I have not been as fit as I am now for decades.
7 

Ultimately, Blake’s work engages audiences to consider that how we feel in our own bodies may be 

at least as important as how we perform, whether through natural ability or through technological 

enhancement. 
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Danielle Bailey photographed by Paul Floyd Blake 2012 

 

Repositioning culture 

‘Extraordinary Moves’ has been a long and fruitful journey. Alongside the engagement of hundreds 

of thousands of individuals who have been touched by a creative response to the concept of 

enhancement, the project has also repositioned culture in the minds of its participants; what it is, 

where it lives, and who does it. As a scientist I am now far more interested in ideas and approaches 

that arise from the creative sectors, as are many of my peers, and I am sure that the artists who have 

joined us on this journey will now view the world of science through different eyes also. 

  

As I previously stated, I am resolute in my belief that what is conventionally regarded as the discrete 

worlds of science and art should and can be bridged. The divide is essentially a modern construct and 

surely there is an opportunity for both domains to reap great advances if barriers could be removed. 

However, this is no easy task, and even good projects, such as ‘Extraordinary Moves’, are unlikely to 

make any significant change. There seems to be an artificial schism, a suggestion that the disciplines 

are opposites. This schism is perpetuated by educational establishments, governments, and the 

media, yet both art and science require imagination and form in order to conceptualize and 

understand, and both are created as a response to our shared world. 

Writing in her blog about her experience of creating LeanerFasterStronger, Kaite O'Reily comments: 

Art/science collaborations often get negative coverage in the press, but this is due more, I feel, 

to poor reportage than anything reflecting actuality. I know I’m in the presence of lazy 

journalism when scientists are referred to as boffins (often caricatured in the regulation nerd 

black rimmed glasses and white coats, with bubbling test tubes in excitable, spilling hands), 

whilst the flighty, histrionic, egocentric artists are invariably bohemian. 
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We hope that ‘Extraordinary Moves’ has challenged some of these perceptions and made people 

think about what it means to be human. While our project was never subservient to the so-called 

‘Olympic ideals’ and often challenged sporting dogma, we believe that it will have been an 

overwhelmingly positive experience for our audiences and provided a real connection to London 

2012.     

And finally, I close with some wise words from the great Leonardo da Vinci: 

 Study the science of art. Study the art of science. Develop your senses – especially learn how 

to see. Realize that everything connects to everything else. 

-------------------------------- 
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