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Why do we step outside of our comfort zone? Why what we have and what we know is never 
enough? Every new discovery brings new frustrations. With every answered question we are getting smaller 
and more insignificantin the comparison to the universe we live in and to the dreams we dream. And yet. We 
never stop asking.  

Scientist and performer Dr Niamh Shaw many years ago discovered in herself a need of going to 
Space and seeing the Earth from a distance. 

In 2014 she decided to turn something that was once a childhood fantasy and an adult brag into an 
actual campaign.  

For many months she’s been interviewing astronauts, scientists, space industries, and potential future 
colonists of Mars. She undertook a rigorous training that prepares astronauts for their space missions, 
documenting every step.  

Now in a multimedia performance To SPACE she explores the costs of her ambition and exposes 
the politics behind space exploration. 

"To Space has much to recommend it, not least the 
stargazer’s perspective on the world, a gentle humour, and 
more illuminating facts, figures and insights than you could 
shake a Hubble Space Telescope at".  

- Emma Somers, The Irish Times.

To SPACE was created in association with CIT Blackrock Castle Observatory, Cork, Science 
Foundation Ireland, and ESERO Ireland for Tiger Dublin Fringe 2014 and redesigned for a presentation in the 
Summerhall, Anatomy Lecture Theatre at Edinburgh Dublin Fringe 2015. 

Creative team:  
Creator, writer, performer: Niamh Shaw  
Director: Sarah Baxter 
Visual Artist: Clare Henderson 
A/V: Mick Cullinan
Producer: Joanna Crawley 
Photos: Naoise Culhane 
Poster: Sarah Fox 
Lighting designer: Patrick W. Anthony, Eoin Winning 
Astronomy/Astrophysics & Facilities at CIT Blackrock 
Castle Observatory: ClairMcSweeney 

"What begins as a show about space slowly shifts to 
become something far more profound and personal about 
dashed hopes and disillusion – and the crucial importance 
of retaining a sense of wonder".

- David Kettle, The List
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3. As a strand of her Space exploration, Dr Niamh Shaw also runs a family event “My Place in Space –
From Atoms to the Edge of the Universe” – a workshop for children 6 to 12. 

Touring team: Niamh Shaw and one OP. 

Dr Niamh Shaw, 

a performer, scientist and engineer, is passionate 
about awakening people's curiosity. Formerly a full-
time academic and published author in peer-
reviewed journals she embarked on a career which 
merges science, art, technology and humanity and 
is currently the 2014 Artist in Residence at CIT 
Blackrock Castle Observatory, Cork. 

Niamh regularly contributes popular science/tech related topics on national media, as well as 
speaking publicly at events including TEDxUCD (2014), TrailblazeryRites of Passage Series (Dublin 
Fringe 2013), Space Expo (Trinity College), Festival of Curiosity (My Place in Space, ToSpace - a Work 
in Progress 2014; Curious Tales with DaraO’Briain, 2013). 

Her science art work includes 'Speaking with Plants' (Botanic Gardens 2014), 'My Place in Space' 
(Festival of Curiosity 2014), 'That’s About The Size Of It’ (Show in a Bag, Dublin Fringe Festival 2011, 
TATSOI), and 'In Sight Of Eureka’ (Festival of Curiosity 2013, TATSOI). 

With over 12 years' experience in improvisation, she brings these improv skills to scientists and 
academics as part of Straight Talking Science, a specialised communications workshop to enhance 
public engagement skills in association with UCD Science Expression & The Gaiety School of Acting. 

1. “Teen Space”: a small-scale version with minimal technical 
requirements (1 projector, lights, MAC connector). Content
adapted for the teenage audience. No OP required.

2. “Multimedia Experience”: A show with subtle, poetic 
animations based on sketches and watercolours of the visual 
artist Clare Henderson create an atmospheric environment for
more personal scenes.

Technical requirements: 
- a projector (in case the venue doesn't have one the company 
can provide one, 
- 3 basic lighting states (cold wash, warm wash, spotlight), 
- a desk/trolley and a chair (the company can travel with them 
though they can be also sourced by the venue)
- a screen to project onto

To SPACE is available for touring in 3 versions: 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7rFlMvuZaXw
http://www.ucdscienceexpression.ie/events/speaking-with-plants/
http://bit.ly/1sNwr2j
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Funny, honest, moving & uplifting. 
Edel	  Coffey,	  The	  Sunday	  Times	  

To Space has much to recommend it, not least the stargazers perspective on the 
world, a gently humour, and more illuminating facts, figures and insights that you 
could shake a Hubble Space Telescope at. Shaw’s blend of performance, presentation 
and nostalgia is engaging. 

Emma	  Somers,	  The	  Irish	  Times	  

To Space is a mixture of stand-up, pop science talk and 
personal memoir and a reminder to ask ourselves the two 

most important questions: ‘Who am I?” and “Why am I here?” 
Edel	  Coffey,	  The	  Sunday	  Times	  

Its greater gravitational pull is to have us consider the pursuit of our 
own dreams, which are often faced with a cosmic scale of 
improbabilities, and the brutal thought of their un-fulfilment. 
However, in the eye of Shaw's stargazer there's a twinkle 
suggesting that anything's possible. 

Chris	  McCormack,	  Musings	  in	  Intermission	  

TO SPACE

 DIRECTOR Ronan Phelan

VISUAL ARTIST Clare Henderson

A/V ARCHITECT Conor Lonergan

PRODUCER Joanna Crawley
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A	  doctor	  in	  a	  theatre	  is	  not	  unusual	  in	  and	  of	  itself	  but	  when	  the	  doctor	  is	  not	  a	  
medical	  one	  and	  the	  theatre	  is	  not	  an	  operating	  one,	  things	  get	  a	  little	  more	  
interesting.	  Dr.	  Niamh	  Shaw’s	  one-‐woman	  show,	  To	  Space,	  charts	  how	  she	  

reconnected	  in	  her	  forties	  with	  her	  childhood	  dream	  to	  become	  an	  astronaut.	  The	  
performance	  is	  just	  60	  minutes	  long	  and	  you’re	  engaged	  for	  the	  duration.	  There	  is	  
something	  almost	  Beckettian	  about	  Shaw’s	  scenes	  depicting	  her	  despair	  at	  the	  loss	  
of	  her	  dream	  to	  get	  to	  space	  and	  she	  has	  a	  light	  touch	  when	  mixing	  scientific	  detail	  
with	  devastating	  personal	  stories.	  Her	  restrained	  use	  of	  multimedia	  is	  moving	  in	  its	  
simplicity-‐	  a	  picture	  of	  her	  father	  sitting	  in	  the	  back	  garden	  provides	  the	  backdrop	  to	  

a	  story	  about	  her	  marriage	  break-‐up	  and	  her	  efforts	  to	  find	  herself.	  To	  Space	  is	  a	  
mixture	  of	  stand-‐up,	  pop	  science	  talk	  and	  personal	  memoir	  and	  a	  reminder	  to	  ask	  
ourselves	  the	  two	  most	  important	  questions:	  ‘Who	  am	  I?”	  and	  “Why	  am	  I	  here?”	  

Funny,	  honest,	  moving	  &	  uplifting.	  
Edel	  Coffey,	  The	  Sunday	  Times	  

‘Where	  are	  we?”	  Niamh	  Shaw	  asks	  the	  audience	  before	  launching	  in	  to	  a	  description	  
of	  our	  place	  in	  the	  Universe,	  that	  starts	  at	  the	  Science	  Gallery	  and	  ends	  up	  light	  years	  
away.	  ‘That’s	  where	  we	  are”.	  Before	  we	  know	  it,	  we’re	  in	  a	  burgundy	  cinema	  in	  
Carlow,	  in	  1977,	  where	  an	  eight-‐year-‐old	  Niamh	  discovers	  Star	  Wars,	  and	  a	  dream	  is	  
born.	  “I	  want	  to	  be	  an	  astronaut”,	  she	  tells	  her	  brother.	  To	  Space	  has	  much	  to	  
recommend	  it,	  not	  least	  the	  stargazers	  perspective	  on	  the	  world,	  a	  gently	  humour,	  
and	  more	  illuminating	  facts,	  figures	  and	  insights	  that	  you	  could	  shake	  a	  Hubble	  Space	  
Telescope	  at.	  Shaw’s	  blend	  of	  performance,	  presentation	  and	  nostalgia	  is	  engaging.	  

Emma	  Somers,	  The	  Irish	  Times	  

When	  the	  Hubble	  Space	  Telescope	  was	  pointed	  towards	  a	  dark	  patch	  of	  sky	  in	  1995,	  
it	  retrieved	  an	  image	  of	  3,000	  newly	  discovered	  galaxies.	  In	  a	  universe	  expanding	  at	  

an	  accelerated	  rate,	  does	  looking	  up	  at	  the	  heavens	  make	  us	  feel	  significantly	  
smaller?	  Scientist	  and	  performer	  Niamh	  Shaw	  rises	  up	  against	  the	  odds	  (and	  gravity,	  
if	  given	  the	  opportunity)	  in	  this	  account	  of	  her	  goal	  to	  go	  to	  space.	  She	  appears	  first	  
as	  an	  impassioned	  professor,	  spelling	  out	  an	  astronomy	  lesson	  while	  tending	  to	  an	  

experiment	  that	  transforms	  a	  simple	  whey	  solution	  into	  an	  edible	  film.	  The	  
compound	  of	  these	  separate	  elements	  will	  soon	  become	  clear	  in	  director	  Ronan	  
Phelan's	  methodical	  staging.	  	  	  Its	  theatricality	  is	  discreet	  at	  first	  with	  Shaw	  giving	  
occasional	  fiery	  pronouncements	  while	  a	  lunar	  spotlight	  follows	  her	  across	  the	  

darkened	  studio	  space.	  Gradually,	  the	  focus	  is	  to	  represent	  the	  personal:	  an	  eight	  
year	  old	  discovers	  Star	  Wars;	  a	  grown	  woman	  regrets	  letting	  life	  distract	  from	  a	  

lifetime	  achievement.	  Giving	  into	  dramatic	  invention,	  she	  departs	  from	  reality	  only	  
to	  float	  to	  the	  International	  Space	  Station	  where,	  in	  conversation	  with	  a	  fictional	  

astronaut,	  the	  performer	  tearfully	  allows	  her	  fear	  to	  surface	  -‐	  to	  never	  reach	  the	  
cosmos.	  Its	  greater	  gravitational	  pull	  is	  to	  have	  us	  consider	  the	  pursuit	  of	  our	  own	  

dreams,	  which	  are	  often	  faced	  with	  a	  cosmic	  scale	  of	  improbabilities,	  and	  the	  brutal	  
thought	  of	  their	  un-‐fulfilment.	  However,	  in	  the	  eye	  of	  Shaw's	  stargazer	  there's	  a	  

twinkle	  suggesting	  that	  anything's	  possible.	  
Chris	  McCormack,	  Musings	  in	  Intermission	  
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Le	  Cool	  
While	  most	   of	   us	   have	   no	   desire	   to	   visit	   Sapce	   and	   are	   perfrectly	   happy	  with	   just	  
seeing	  Gravity	  in	  3D,	  Niamh	  Shaw	  is	  an	  exception.	  A	  scientist-‐turned-‐performer,	  she	  
has	  had	  a	  deep-‐seeded	  compulsion	  to	  visit	  Space	  for	  as	  long	  as	  she	  can	  remember.	  
This	  year,	  she	  set	  about	  making	  this	  a	  reality,	  conducting	  interviews	  with	  astronauts	  
and	  space	  industry	  experts,	  and	  undergoing	  rigorous	  astronaut	  
training.	  To	  Space	  represents	   the	  culmination	  of	   this	  period	  of	  
research	   and	   examines	   the	   motivations	   for	   wanting	   to	   visit	  
space,	  the	  politics	  of	  space	  exploration	  and,	  more	  broadly,	  the	  
dogged	  pursuit	  of	  your	  dreams.	  Employing	  projections,	  Shaw’s	  
personal	   journey	   will	   entertain,	   inspire	   and	   force	   you	   to	  
evaluate	  your	  own	  dreams.	  

To Space
EDINBURGH FESTIVAL FRINGE 2015 

REVIEWS

To Space ★★★★
Wonder at the cosmos and dashed dreams 
in a persuasive solo show

The List
13 August 2015
David Kettle

Why do humans long to go into space? 
Wonder at the immensity of the cosmos is the starting point for Irish actor and scientist Niamh Shaw’s 
quietly powerful solo show. But despite her facts and figures about space distances and the almost 
unfathomable age of galaxies, any concerns that Shaw’s show will be a dry academic lecture are soon 
dispelled as she brings in her hopes and naïve ambitions as a young girl, and questions why she didn’t 
follow them.

What begins as a show about space slowly shifts to become something far more profound and 
personal about dashed hopes and disillusion – and the crucial importance of retaining a sense of 
wonder.

Shaw is naturally expressive on stage, talking with a disarming sincerity, and director Sarah Baxter’s slick 
production brings in subtle projections and even a live, on-stage experiment. 
With its high-tech staging and its lining up of the personal next to the universal, To Space feels ace in 
many ways like a typical Fringe show. 

But it’s Shaw’s honesty and growing sense of self-acceptance that make it stand out.



Broadway Baby
Paul K Cockburn

Dr Niamh Shaw is that relatively rare thing – a skilled and 
engaging stage performer who also happens to be a scientist 

and engineer, with both a degree and PhD to her name. 

Clearly, she’s keen on spreading a greater understanding of science and the wonderful universe around 
us, though always with what could be termed a dose of scientific realism: for example, pointing out that 
the more we study the universe, the more complicated it appears to become. And that the more we look 
at the skies, the smaller we become as the universe just keeps getting bigger.

To Space is an autobiographically grounded work with a touch of the Royal Institute Christmas Lectures, 
chemical experiment included – though there’s nothing that goes “Bang!”. 

She looks back at various moments in her life, providing documentary evidence with a host of old family 
photographs and extracts from her childhood and teenage diaries, projected on the wall behind her. 
Early on, she shares her memories of when her eight-year-old self watched Star Wars for the first time,  

and how the launch of the Millennium Falcon captured her imagination. When Han Solo powered up his 
iconic ship’s light-speed drive, young Niamh absolutely fell in love with space, travelling between the 
stars, and the idea that something like the Millennium Falcon could be engineered. So she decided there 
and then that she would become an astronaut in order to get into space.

So Niamh worked hard at school, and went to university; most recently she spent several weeks on the 
Space Studies programme at the International Space University. But you can’t help but feel her 

disappointment when she tells us that her engineering degree and choice of PhD science subject don’t 
quite match what the European Space Agency (ESA) is now looking for in its future astronauts. Still, she 
has her own astronaut trainee uniform to show for her recent studies; it just doesn’t include the badge 
name of a particular future space mission.

Today’s older Niamh may still be grounded, she’s nevertheless looking up at the stars in the knowledge 
that – thanks to the Hubble Space Telescope – we now know that what looks like even the smallest speck

of black space is actually full of the ancient light of impossibly distant galaxies. 

What is it about space that appeals to her – to us all? It’s not exactly clear that she knows for sure, but 
she’s aware that desire to explore is a long-established human instinct. And that space has so much to 
teach us.
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