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PLEASE REFRESH THE PAGE:  
DELIVERING YOUR DIGITAL EVENT AS AN EVENT 
 
Rachael Disbury and Michael Pattison, Directors of Alchemy Film & Arts, outline the key 
practical and conceptual considerations of transitioning a film festival online while retaining 
its identity as an event. Please also watch the corresponding webinar to this how-to. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Alchemy Film & Arts is a cultural organisation invested in film as a means of generating 
discussion, strengthening community, and stimulating creative thought. 

We bring the highest quality experimental film to Hawick and the Scottish Borders, 
celebrating artistic excellence through a diverse range of year-round events – including 
exhibitions, commissions, residencies and an internationally renowned annual film festival. 

The tenth edition of Alchemy Film and Moving Image Festival was Alchemy’s first exclusively 
digital iteration of said festival: a one-off live stream taking place across three days and 
bringing the best in international experimental film – curated in Hawick, Scotland’s film 
town – to the comfort of homes the world over. For free. 

Alchemy Live presented 15 film programmes, including ten curated shorts screenings, three 
new ‘spotlight’ slots, and two features. There was also a mixtape. Each of the programmes 
screened once, viewable in real time on our website – as in the cinema, or like a riveting, 
end-of-days news bulletin on an old-fashioned analogue telly. 

At Alchemy, we pride ourselves on hospitality, the warmth we extend every year to visiting 
guests. In digital form, this meant taking the many conversations we enjoy each festival to 
the online spaces we know best: Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. We invited discussion 
from those who have formed lasting attachments to Hawick, those who long to return, and 
all the far-flung enthusiasts who’ve never been able to visit. Supplementary materials – liner 
notes, artist Q&As – were also created and are available on our website. 
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This change to our practice and methods was instigated by the worldwide COVID-19 
pandemic and the resulting restrictions imposed on social gatherings and public events. 
Contingency planning at Alchemy Film & Arts started as early as January 2020 and we 
remained responsive and ready with each changing week.  

The last few months have been a challenging time for individuals, communities and 
organisations. The function of this how-to guide is designed to help creative organisations 
think through and produce meaningful, quality and deliverable online events. 

 
PRACTICE 
 
VALUES 
To produce Alchemy Live, we deployed pre-existing resources – those to which we already 
had access – and determined what would be best for our audiences, the artists and films we 
were platforming, and the team tasked with delivering the event. 
 
These aspects will be variable for each project or team looking to create an online event.  
 
These are rules and considerations we set for ourselves in beginning to think through how 
to deliver Alchemy Live: 
 
Make it Meaningful   
In a period of hyper-productivity and a pressure to always generate content, we felt a need 
stop and think about each and every element of production. 
 
We didn’t want to generate new work for the sake of it. We did want to honour, where 
possible, previous agreements to platform the artists we had selected for the festival, and 
we also wanted to deliver on our promise to a wide range of stakeholders to produce a film 
festival.  
 
We wanted to fully consider what meaningful engagement means when the context for that 
engagement has significantly changed.  
 
Questions we asked ourselves included: What venues can we use? How can we ensure user 
experience is smooth and clear? How can we create spaces for community while 
maintaining the safety and inclusiveness of those spaces? And how can we make sure core 
considerations of access and inclusion are upheld? 
 
Make it Quality  
Not all things translate wholesale from in-person events to online events, so everything 
should be considered afresh in this new context. However, what we did need to maintain as 
a transferable priority was our relationship with artists. This began with remunerating 
artists, but also included effective and clear communication with the artists, and 
maintaining respect for their work. 
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Communication with the artists whose work is being handled was paramount for us. We 
prioritised the handling of the art work and didn’t compromise on the quality of the 
platform. 
 
We tried at every stage to treat artists fairly, acknowledging that everyone is dealing with 
vast and varied circumstantial experiences right now.  
 
Make it Deliverable  
This isn’t just producing an online event. It’s producing an online event in a time of unique 
chaos. As an organisation invested in artists, art workers and our audiences, we wanted to 
limit the creation of new work and unrealistic expectations. Responding to the current 
circumstances, we found it important to maintain confidence in the strength of the curation 
and to prioritise clear communication and ease of use for audiences.  
 
 
PRODUCTION 
 
RESOURCES/TEAM 
The nine-person team that shared introduction duties across 15 programmes consisted of 
four programmers, Alchemy’s year-round Film Town Coordinator, a Communications 
Assistant, a Print Traffic Coordinator, and Alchemy’s two co-Directors; the latter four roles 
comprised the four-person production team tasked with delivering the festival itself, 
running four distinct departments across different households, as we socially distanced. We 
communicated mostly through Microsoft Teams. 
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The four distinct roles carried out by our production team during the festival were: 
 
Print Traffic and Quality Control 
Responsible for collating film files, watching each film and anticipating problems, and 
monitoring a help desk during the festival for troubleshooting advice. 
 
Communications and Engagement 
Responsible for liaising between artists and production, and collating, generating, sharing 
and responding to content across Facebook, Twitter and Instagram during the festival. 
 
Front of House Management 
Responsible for turning over the webpage for each screening, moderating the chat panel, 
welcoming artists and audiences, and embedding all information into the website. 
 
Backstage Management 
Responsible for the stream itself – loading, maintaining and monitoring each of the 15 
livestreams for each programme – and managing the overall festival schedule. 
 
 
RESOURCES/EQUIPMENT AND SOFTWARE 
 
Due to the conditions of coronavirus-related restrictions, we produced Alchemy Live across 
team households. The streaming itself, set up in one location, incorporated a variety of 
equipment Alchemy already had, the purchase of new software, and the capacities of 
domestic space. 
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PROCESS 
 

• We had 6 weeks to produce Alchemy Live, having made the difficult decision to 
cancel Alchemy Film and Moving Image Festival in mid-March. 

 

• We spoke first with the artists whose work we were handling to ensure each 
consented to this new means of platforming of their work. 

 

• We upgraded our Vimeo account to Vimeo Premium. 
 

• We spent 5 weeks familiarising ourselves with Livestream Studio, a streaming 
software unlocked through Vimeo Premium. 

 

• 12 x 12-hour testing days allowed us to test each programme at least four times, 
making changes to our systems and setups as we went. 

 

• We developed a Streaming Checklist that we followed every time we turned the 
computers on to ensure our iMacs, Livestream Studio and VLC settings were set to 
the most appropriate settings. For example, making sure the iMacs were set to never 
play a screensaver or display an update notification, and making sure Livestream 
Studio was always set to run at 1080 quality. 

 

• We made meticulous Excel spreadsheets accounting for the precise timings of films, 
stings, introductions, outros, chat panel periods, slugs and delays.  

 

• We developed troubleshooting guidance on how to watch Alchemy Live to publicise 
ahead of and throughout the event.  

 

• We made clear slides detailing the schedule and scrutinised the wording on our 
website to ensure clarity and ease of use. 

 

• We recorded intros and outros to ensure information was clear and to limit risk. We 
considered what an intro being live would add, and decided to prioritise the live 
format of the stream itself and the stable streaming of the curated programmes. 
This also enabled us to subtitle all intros and outros ahead of the event. 

 

• Our final setup consisted of 15 individual streams for each programme, streamed 
through Livestream Studio formatted as Vimeo Live Events, embedded into our 
website.  

 

• Backstage we connected two iMacs through ethernet cables to a router.  
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• One iMac, the ‘Player’, had remote camera- and audio-capture software installed 
and played files (previously collected and meticulously checked and checked again 
through our print traffic process) via VLC Media Player.  

 

• The other iMac, the ‘Stream’, pulled this content into Livestream Studio and 
transmitted it as a Vimeo Live Event.  

 

• When starting each stream on Livestream Studio, we selected the Vimeo streaming 
function and made each stream a ‘New Event’, setting it to not display on 
Vimeo.com. This meant the livestreams wouldn’t show up on our Vimeo page, but 
could be embedded in our website. 

 

• We created each Vimeo Live Event from within Livestream Studio, and did not use 
the Vimeo interface for anything other than finding and copying the link of each 
Vimeo Live Event to our website, and managing the Chat panel.  

 

• We used one Livestream Project, and created 15 Vimeo Live events via Livestream 
Studio. 

 

• The stream required constant monitoring and tweaking.  
 

• Livestream Studio can cope with multiple inputs to display, such as the remote 
camera, slides and other files. There are clear lever-style buttons to transition 
between outputs. We had several holding-slides ready to account for any remote 
camera failures. For example, a ‘technical difficulties’ slide we could easily transition 
to, to avoid exposing backstage context in the event of a malfunction. 

 

• We recorded backup streams to ensure we could still load the programmes to our 
website in the event Livestream Studio or Vimeo failed us during the live event. 
Thankfully we did not need these backups or the ‘technical difficulties’ slide. 

 
DELIVERY  
 

• Ten computers (two iMacs, four laptops, four smartphones), and four people were 
required to deliver the event. Four computers (two iMacs, one laptop and one 
smartphone) was required for the livestream itself. 

 

• We livestreamed 15 curated programmes of experimental film across three days, 1 – 
3 May 2020. The schedule of these programmes was clearly marked on our webpage 
and across social media. 

 

• We maintained a single webpage on our website as the central venue, embedding a 
livestream video from Vimeo into that webpage to ensure there was only ever one 
clear URL link that audiences required to attend the festival. 
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• Ahead of the event, we wrote informative liner notes for each programme and 
conducted text-based Q&As with artists in the programme, which were linked to 
from the main screening page. 

 

• We moderated a chat panel on our central webpage, for artists and audiences to 
come together and share thoughts before and after each screening. We turned the 
chat panel on 15 minutes before each screening and for 15 minutes after each 
screening, and turned the chat panel off during screenings. 

 

• We managed a social media campaign across Twitter, Facebook and Instagram, 
connecting our community through the hashtag #Alchemy2020, sharing content and 
asking questions. 

 
 
KEY POINTS 
 

• Ten computers and four people were required to deliver the event. Each of the four 
people had a distinct role in the festival delivery. Three computers, operated by one 
person were required for the stream itself, which took place from one room. 

 

• Livestream Studio was used to transmit everything, while connected to Vimeo Live 
Events, we did not use the Vimeo interface for anything other than grabbing the 
embed link and maintaining the Chat panel function on each stream. 

 

• We had backups plans and backup slides made and ready for any technical failures. 
 

• We tested a lot and continuously tweaked and retested with each change we made. 

 

• We limited live content on the Livestream itself, but integrated opportunities for 

discussion through a social media campaign and scheduled Chat panel to maintain 

Alchemy as a safe space for stimulating discussion and critical thought. 

 

• From troubleshooting guidance, to clear holding slides indicating the next 

programme, communication was key to ensure audience ease of use, and it was 

always in a consistent house style. 

 

• We prioritised the stable stream of the films, kept artists informed of major 

developments and created a vast resource of additional content such as liner notes 

and written Q&As. 

 

• With each decision, we continually checked it against our core framework of 

meaningful, quality and deliverable. 


