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I have a confession to make. 
I have rarely been shocked or provoked 

by anything I have seen in the theatre. 
Have you? The only times I am provoked 
while watching a play is usually because it 
is so dreadfully bad (don’t get me started 
on the lacklustre state of children’s theatre 
in Sweden). 

On the upside, I have had my breath 
taken away (Complicite’s The Street of 
Crocodiles in London), and been surprised 
(a ton of sand falling onto the stage in 
Volkstheater’s A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream in Vienna), enthralled (De Appel’s 
Peer Gynt in Scheveningen) and angry 
(Comédie-Française’s The Misanthrope in 
Paris was so dully staged that I actually 
got cross). All of this but rarely provoked. 
Other art forms are a diff erent matter. I 
have been incensed and deeply stirred by 
books (1984 and We Need to Talk about 
Kevin spring to mind), paintings, fi lms (to 
this day Lukas Moodysson’s Lilja 4-ever 
haunts me) and TV-series. But theatre? I 
wish I had. 

And the thing is: I want to be provoked 
by theatre. And – above all – I believe that 
young people should be provoked by 
theatre. Young people should get angry. 
Young people should get upset. They 
should be asking questions. They should 
be forced to examine aspects of life that 
they thought were black and white. They 
should want to challenge and change the 
injustices in the world. Because if not them 
then who will? In the May 2015 Behind the 
Scenes Nita Dewse wrote: “These days 
in an international school environment 
my creativity is much more driven by a 
desire to stop students atrophying into 
a 50-year old economist before they are 
even fi nished being a teenager”. With 
a generation that more or less takes 
passivity as the obvious choice it’s a goal 
we should all strive for.

Provocation doesn’t mean gratuitous 
off ensiveness – this only leads to a de-
sensitisation anyway – but to watch plays 
that grab our attention while forcing us to 
think and ask questions. Being off ensive is 
easy; compelling someone to question an 
issue is harder. And this needs to be done 
without being “didactic or facetious” (to 
quote Woody Allan’s hopeless talent agent 
Danny Rose) just like Steve Reynolds and 
his students decided on when working 
on their Verbatim Theatre project with 
ex-prisoners in Hong Kong: “We didn’t 
set out with a strong ‘message’ or moral 
standpoint … we decided just to let the 

voices speak for themselves”. His text is 
a rich, solid unit ready for any teacher or 
theatre practitioner to adapt.    

Migrant farm workers, ex-prisoners, war 
veterans and prostitutes are just some of 
the subjects in theatre productions that 
are described in this issue. And often the 
students were in for a surprise. “I didn’t 
think I could understand someone so 
diff erent from me but by hearing his story 
and helping him to write the monologue 
I saw how similar we are”, is how one of 
Jillian Campana’s students described 
the war veteran they worked with. Teak 
Sittipunt who did a Verbatim project on 
prostitutes in Thailand said: “[This project] 
made me meet them, understand them 
and see them as real human beings. I know 
that sounds weird but you don’t recognise 
someone as a human being until you meet 
them and fi nd out about their stories 
and families and quirks.” Realising this 
about someone we judge, label and may 
automatically have condoned can be a 
very unsettling experience. 

Another provocation can sometimes 
be who the performers are. In ISTA artist 
and trustee Jess Thorpe’s article These 
bridges, these walls she describes her work 
with female prisoners both in Scotland and 
the United States. “Through this theatre 
project these women were being off ered a 
crucial space to imagine new possibilities 
for themselves and to control their own 
image in an altogether more positive, more 
hopeful light.” Or as the sign that one of 
the prisoners holds up: “ART HEALS”. 
Jess’s article opens our eyes to a new 
and distinct form of practise and place 
of research that helps us consider this as 
a valuable tool for rehabilitation. Theatre 
as a way of healing off enders? What a 
wonderful and rich topic for discussion 
with students. Helen Szymczak’s South 
African Protest Theatre is also great as it 
sets practice so closely within a cultural 
context. It serves not only as a fantastic 
introduction to anyone who would like 
to learn more about this practice but 
also references lots of exciting plays and 
playwrights.

As well as some wonderful examples 
of provocative plays that are described 
in this issue (e.g. Masterpieces, Woza 
Albert!, Illyria, The Love of the Nightingale, 
Six Characters in Search of an Author) 
there are also some great examples of 
how provocative theatre can be explored 
practically with students. In Breaking 
Brecht Kevin Burns gives clear and very 

inspiring examples which I am sure many 
teachers will love of how to “enliven” the 
audience by the use of pauses, gestures 
and songs. And in Not moving but being 
moved Angela David describes the Butoh 
work she does with her students in a 
practical and accessible way. 

Provocation in theatre doesn’t only 
have to come from the subject matter 
but can be introduced in a myriad of 
other ways. When staging Sarah Daniels’s 
Masterpieces Peter Wilkins had the 
audience ushered into the centre of a 
hexagon and seated on the fl oor on mats 
in order to compel them to engage with 
the actors and the issues of pornography, 
misogyny, feminism and gender equality. 
His article stands as a real calls to arms 
for doing controversial pieces of work 
with students. In Jo Scott’s article 
“Off ending the audience”: formal outrages 
in the theatre she provides three brilliant 
examples of contemporary provocation 
in the theatre just simply by how the 
productions were staged. She writes: 
“The contemplation of the event of the 
theatre as well as the re-positioning and 
challenging of the role of the audience, can 
rock the very foundations of what theatre 
is and how it functions.” In Sounding off  
Chris Ash gives examples of how we can 
provoke using music. Even with a limited 
music background I am sure that many 
teachers will fi nd his ideas something that 
can be delved into and explored with their 
students. 

But staging provocative work can also 
be personally taxing as well as down-right 
threatening. “I did not know at the time 
how provocative this piece of theatre 
would be and that it would involve me 
being under attack by local farmers, 
business people, the organisation that 
funded the project, the police as well as 
a radical Latino college group”, writes 
Stella T Ireland. Many of the contributors 
also describe the struggles they faced 
just simply convincing their heads and 
administration about the value of staging 
a play with a controversial subject matter. 
“The curriculum is crowded with crimes 
against humanity, genocide, rape, female 
genital mutilation”, writer Darren Scully, 
“we can read about it it seems but 
please don’t put it on stage”. Thankfully 
he provides strategies for teachers who 
maybe don’t have as open-minded heads 
as he did. Allyn Rathus writes about the 
diffi  culties assuring parents that “a musical 
called Urinetown has a very real socio-
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Ms. Rathus, why not just do a crowd-
pleaser?
Why are we doing a musical called 
Urinetown?
What does a “Brechtian” version of Oliver 
mean? 
Why are we asking the audience to follow 
us around the school? Won’t they get 
confused? Won’t they be uncomfortable?
Why does every show that we do have to 
be weird?

It’s quite simple. I don’t believe in safe 
theatre.

Have you ever gotten into the habit 
of doing things the same way? Eating 
the same food? Seeing the same people? 
Watching the same television shows? 
Wearing the same outfi ts? You already 
know what tastes good. You know what 
looks good. You know what feels good. 
And because you want to feel relaxed, 
comfortable and happy you keep following 
patterns. You keep looking through your 
same lens. You keep looking through the 
lens that’s most clear to you, the lens that’s 
most easy to see through, the lens that’s 
most easy to recognise.

What if you were forced to look through 
a diff erent, unfamiliar lens? It might distort 
things. It might turn things upside down. 

A new lens might reveal information that’s 
uncomfortable because it’s new. But if you 
look through it you might fi nd shapes and 
colours and ideas that went unnoticed 
because they didn’t complete the picture 
you were expecting. The thing about new 
lenses is that, even if they take away from 
conclusions that you would have previously 
come to, even if they make you reopen 
the box that you tied a ribbon around and 
shelved, they might fi nally show you a 
more complete picture. And, although this 
picture might be a bit harder on the eyes, it 
might give you a deeper understanding of 
yourself and those around you. 

This action isn’t safe. Like a teenager 
who looks in the mirror to fi nd new 
blemishes, it might cause you to feel 
uncertainty and doubt. It might bring up 
bouts of anger and tears. It’s risky. It’s 
unprotected. 

It is the job of actors.
Actors commit to exercises in 

uncovering the human condition. They 
commit to asking questions, to looking 
through diff erent lenses in order to see 
things from new angles. So why would 
I want students to practice safe theatre 
when the very act of making theatre is 
provocative?

never safe
By Allyn Rathus

It’s quite simple. 
I don’t believe in safe theatre.

economic premise” yet how – with the 
help of her student – she can make the 
“parents see it”. These articles provide 
a fascinating insight into the thought 
process we so rarely get to see: the 
journeys teachers go through and 
dealing with what teachers grapple with 
day to day. And in It’s worth the angst 
Anthony Cunningham gifts us with a 
refl ective journal that really delves into 
the thought processes of selecting 
pieces for students. These students are 
truly privileged to work with teachers 
who consider performance options to 
deeply and sensitively.  

Staging a piece of provocative 
theatre is never easy. But these fourteen 
articles prove that however taxing, 
testing and scary these ventures may 
be, they are worth doing. As Anthony 
Cunningham writes: “When I take risks, 
when I provoke, I notice there is an 
incredibly inspiring domino eff ect.” It 
starts with us as theatre practitioners 
and teachers, and then our students 
will – hopefully - keep running with that 
baton of change and aggravation. 

So, go on, let’s start provoking…

Emmy

SCENE NEEDS 
YOU!
Scene can only exist with the 
support of its contributors so if 
you would like to volunteer, the 
next issues are going to take 
a closer look at the following 
themes:

1.  May 2016. 
Storytelling

2.  September 2016. 
Shakespeare   

3.  January 2017. 
Theatre without language  

If you are interested in writing 
about any of the above - or just 
to let us know what you think 
about Scene in general - please 
feel free to send an email to: 
emmy@ista.co.uk.
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I decided that I wanted to become an 
actor when I was in the seventh grade. 
During my middle school production that 
year I learned about my own desire to be 
loved by someone through playing a young 
character with the same need. When I 
acted my role, my heart felt as though it 
was going to beat out of my chest. I was 
used to my adrenaline rushing onstage but 
there were usually nerves in it. This time 
it was full of new, overwhelming feelings 
of romantic yearning and excitement - 
feelings that totally characterised the 
physical and emotional changes that I 
was going through as a thirteen-year-
old. Releasing this adrenaline through 
performance gave me a new sense of 
freedom. I was energised by what my 
character taught me about myself at that 
moment in time. 

Although this moment still resonates 
loudly with me I see lost opportunities 
when I look back on it. Many of my fellow 
cast members had to be experiencing the 
release of this hormone as they connected 
with characters like mine. Many of them 
had to have been turned on as we danced 
and sang our hopes and desires to each 
other. What if we had found a time to talk 
about it? What if our director had used 
our personalisation of our characters as 
an entry point to conversations about 
relationships and puberty? What if he had 
found a way to bring parents into these 
conversations through the context of the 
story that we performed? What if he had 
facilitated a way to share our reflections 
with audiences? Maybe we would have 
been able to add our personal stories 
to the stale, stock articles distributed in 
Health classes. Maybe we would have 
been able to realise that our thoughts and 
feelings made us similar to each other 
rather than different. Maybe this notion 
would have strengthened our student 
community during our teenage time of 
angst and alienation. And maybe our 
sense of community would have extended 
to our parents making questions about 
future changes a little less awkward. These 
maybes didn’t happen for my middle 
school cast. But - twenty years later - I try 
to make them happen for others.

When thinking about the wants of 
evolving pre-teenagers and teenagers, 
my biggest attraction to producing 
“provocative theatre” is its relationship to 
change. I choose to teach at a school that 
strives to provoke independent thinking 
because its educators understand and 
embrace the fact that young people have 
the ability to affect change. My drive to 
find exciting and relevant ways to explore 
this concept made Romeo and Juliet an 
obvious choice to direct. When digging into 
its title characters I watched my students’ 
emotional intelligence grow and - like 
“Romeo” and “Juliet” themselves - they 
were able to articulate their own visions 

of the future by considering the past. My 
students were shocked that “Romeo” and 
“Juliet” were written to be their age. They 
were fascinated to find that the love and 
wisdom of these legends seems to be so 
much more developed than many of the 
adults around them. They realised that this 
love and wisdom, suppressed by the story’s 
elders, carries undeniable weight and power. 
Its power brings peace to a city plagued by 
years of feuding between families. Its power 
causes a sworn Friar and a sworn caretaker 
to lie. Its power causes change - big, messy, 
meaningful change - change that gives us 
the impression that circumstances in Verona 
will be eternally improved. 

Experience has taught me that my 
students’ desire to improve circumstances 
is their power. I think they feel this 
determination more greatly than adults. 
They know what it feels like when their 
voices aren’t heard. They know what it feels 
like when they’re criticised or put down by 
their peers. They know what it feels like to 
be singled out for the way they look, the 
way they dress, the size of their house, their 
academic ability. They use the leadership 
skills that they learn through theatre to 
express their beliefs about how others 
should be treated to their community. 
And they’re empowered to educate adults 
about ways in which their beliefs can be 
constructed into reality. 

Of course, making “provocative theatre” 
at school can be messy. It’s hard to assure 
parents that a musical called Urinetown 

has a very real socio-economic premise. It’s 
hard to assure them that immersive theatre 
builds community by asking all involved to 
become a part of the action. And it’s hard 
to convince them that Romeo and Juliet 
isn’t too bloody for young audiences. But 
when young people compare countries that 
provide citizens with rights like universal 
health care to those that charge to use 
the bathroom, parents see it. When they 
engage their audience in storytelling and 
conversation during performance, parents 
feel it. And when they show that, although 
change can be bloody and terrifying, it 
can also provide more joy than can be 
described, parents get it. 

There’s a saying that “the older you are 
the wiser you become”. But - from what I’ve 
witnessed - I think that the following quote 
by George Bernard Shaw is more accurate: 
“It’s all that the young can do for the old, 
to shock them and keep them up to date”. 
Although Shaw only wrote provocative 
theatre, his statement speaks volumes to 
my experience in and desire to produce 
it. I believe that I’m teaching the most 
closely connected generation. I believe 
that I’m teaching the generation for whom 
the problems are most important and the 
solutions are most clear. I believe that I’m 
teaching the generation with the ability to 
teach others. So I will never believe in safe 
theatre. I will continue to believe in theatre 
that shakes norms and strengthens ideals - 
theatre that compels young people to learn 
independently and together. 

“It’s all that the young can do for the 
old, to shock them and keep them up 
to date.” George Bernard Shaw
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These bridges,
these walls  

By Jess Thorpe

As part of my work in theatre in 
Scotland I work as the Visiting Lecturer 
in the Arts in Social Justice at the Royal 
Conservatoire of Scotland. In this role 
I am responsible for the design and 
delivery of creative projects in prisons 
and communities aff ected by crime. My 
commitment to this role is fuelled by my 
passionate belief in the power of the arts as 
a tool for engagement and as a catalyst for 
social change.

For the last eight years I have run 
a weekly drama group in HMP Perth 
(Scotland) as part of which, once a year, we 
transform a prison visits area into a studio 
theatre and present one original piece of 
devised performance each year. It’s an 
incredibly successful project and one that 
continues to produce astonishing results - 
both in terms of the quality of the theatre 
produced and the commitment of those 
that take part.

Artists working in prisons continually 
face the question: “Why deliver a theatre 
project in a prison?”. It is a loaded question 
and one which requires careful negotiating. 
It’s an inquiry which may of course come 
from a genuine interest in the value of an 
arts practice in the context of incarceration 
but (and perhaps more commonly) it 
can also belie a mistaken, and arguably 
dangerous, misunderstanding of the 
function of theatre in the fi rst place. 

You see…
Theatre is not just about entertainment - 
although it is important to fi nd enjoyment 
in it.
Theatre is not about showing-off  - it takes 
a brave person to stand up in front of 
others.
Theatre is not a soft option – it requires 
a huge amount of hard work to create 
something authentic.
Theatre is not a treat – from the beginning 
of time human beings have used creativity 
to respond to the world around them and 
to refl ect their experiences. It is part of who 
we are.

And yet for many people the idea of 
prisoners participating in a theatre project 
is too diffi  cult. As a society we just don’t 
want to see these kind of people, hear of 
them, think about them again. We want 
such people far away from us, separated, 
isolated, we want to pretend they no 
longer exist, to forget them. To us they are 

“other”, not a part of our community, no 
resemblance to the way we see ourselves, 
not our problem. And yet the fact remains - 
as uncomfortable as it may be - they are us: 
this is somebody’s daughter, somebody’s 
brother, somebody’s mother.

My answer to the question “Why 
theatre in a prison?” is always the same. 
For this is where theatre off ers us a 
valuable opportunity. A chance to relate, 
fi nd common ground, to look for a way to 
connect and explore our shared human-
ness. It requires us to collaborate, to work 
together with others in order to create 
something of meaning. After all, the 
goal here (however long the process) is 
rehabilitation and re-entry into society - the 
place where the rest of us live.

In 2014 I received a Winston Churchill 
Travelling Fellowship to continue to explore 
the role that art can play in the process 
of rehabilitation. And so in July I headed 
to the United States of America to spend 
fi ve weeks in York Correctional Institution, 
a maximum security facility for women in 
Connecticut.

Something that’s also relevant to 
share is that I had my fi rst child on 
January 3rd 2014, a boy called Freddie. 
When he was two weeks old he came 
with me from Glasgow to Westminster 
in London to attend the interview for 
the Winston Churchill Fellowship. And in 
July when he was six months old and I 
was still breastfeeding he came with me 
again (made possible with the support 
of my husband Chris) this time to live in 
Connecticut for the summer while I worked 
on this project.

So much of this challenge felt so 
completely new to me as an artist. I felt so 
out of my depth in many ways – so soon 
after giving birth, still struggling with the 
basics – worried about getting sleep and 
expressing enough milk and yet all of this 
served as a powerful reminder again of the 
idea that the personal is political. This was 
the lens I was looking at this work through 
and everything was suddenly in sharp 
focus. As I was taking my fi rst early (often 
tentative) steps in the role of “mother” I 
was working alongside incarcerated women 
who were separated from their children for 
long, often undetermined periods of time.

During my time in the United States 
I worked with an organisation called the 

Judy Dworin Performance Project to 
observe several parts of their summer arts 
programme for female off enders. First, a 
little useful context: currently 2.4 million 
people are in prison in the United States. 
Nearly 1 in every 100 adults. This means 
that the United States has the single 
highest prison population in the world, 
more than in Russia under communism and 
South Africa under apartheid. It has been 
described as a crisis of mass incarceration, 
a social problem with many parts. The 
result of hugely long sentences, a “war 
on drugs” and the privatisation of prisons 
resulting in a “business” model of justice. 
It includes the problem of seemingly 
racist sentencing laws resulting in larger 
number of black, Hispanic and indigenous 
communities in prison. As a result York 
Correctional Institution is bursting to the 
seams with women doing time.

The Judy Dworin Performance Project 
is an initiative coming out of Trinity College 
in Connecticut. Each year it places a team 
of teaching artists into York Correctional 
Institution to work with a group of women 
on a creative project culminating in a 
performance in the summer.

The process began with the exploration 
of a central theme and the participating 
women (about 30 in total) come together 
over a period of months to share writing 
and thinking in response to that theme. A 
selection of this writing is then edited to 
form a script which the women then perform 
using spoken word, music and movement. 
This creative process used by the company 
is always the same each year and as a result 
the women know it. Content is driven by their 
stories and experiences and they are the 
authors and owners of the work. 
The telling of stories about oneself is part 
of the construction of an identity for that 
self. Dee Heddon, Autobiography and 
Performance (2008)

During the fi rst two weeks of my 
Fellowship I joined the project during the 
fi nal stages of rehearsal of a performance 
titled Journeys inspired by the real-life 
refl ections and experiences of the women 
in the group. I then followed the work 
through to fi nal presentation of four 
performances for an audience of other 
prisoners, staff , invited guests and fi nally for 
a special evening performance especially 
for their own families.
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As I observed the final stages of 
preparation it was clear to see just how 
significant the reality of a family audience 
was to the group. Weekly visits are usually 
held on either side of long trestle tables 
side by side with other prisoners but on 
this occasion the women were permitted 
to mingle with their visitors after the 
performance and refreshments were 
laid out. For many this type of “quality” 
interaction was the biggest incentive 
for participation. It is a way to maintain 
a relationship with their loved ones in 
the context of an extended period of 
separation, to create new and positive 
memories each year. And yet as beneficial 
as the family performance is, for many it 
can also be the cause of a great deal of 
anxiety and emotional strain. For those 
whose families were yet to arrive it was 
an excruciating wait. A small few were not 
expecting anyone.

As the performance began it was 
hard to imagine a room with more charge. 
Everyone seemed to be holding their 
breath, straining in their chairs so as not to 
miss a second. The women were different 
too: tentative and careful, looking always 
to their families anxious for a positive 
response to their contribution, grateful for 
each applause. There were a lot of tears. 
This was inevitable in many ways (there 
is a strategically placed box of tissues at 
the end of each row) as this was not easy 
material to watch especially when the 
story belongs to one of your own. Many 
stumbled in the delivery of their text, 
choked with emotion but were encouraged 
by their peers to complete their moment 
and deliver their lines themselves. Here 
is the “ensemble” at its best – they are in 
support of their work and of each other, 
together as they face the toughest and the 
most tender of audiences.
Who wants to wear my shoes?                                                  
Shoes that pound this cement walkway,                                       
crushing pebbles into sand                                                               
Shoes that don’t carry you nowhere but 
circles                              

Right back to where you began
Extract from Journeys

As I watched these women share 
their work in front of their families I was 
struck by the bravery required of an act 
of performance in this context. For these 
women, previous experiences of the 
“spotlight” had been a court appearance, 
their image constructed by the media 
reporting of their crime. This is the 
dominant narrative assigned to them now 
and the story that frames and preserves 
them. When considering this idea it is easy 
to see how tempting it might be to hide 
from any opportunity to step forward, to 
speak up, speak out and how difficult it 
must be to attempt to present another 
version of “self”. Yet through this theatre 
project these women were being offered a 
crucial space to imagine new possibilities 
for themselves and to control their own 
image in an altogether more positive, more 
hopeful light. This is the practice of the 
“social” in the most “anti-social” of spaces.

It is also a reminder of the potential of 
performance as a radical act of community. 
Inspired by the “self” but “unselfish” at 
its core. In choosing to share their stories 
these performers are opening the space 
for a vital moment of dialogue. They are 
creating the valuable space to be “heard”, 
“acknowledged”, “counted” - they are 
being reflective, taking ownership, working 
together, trying to understand, telling it in 
their own words and listening to the words 
of others. This is creative learning at its very 
best - the transformative power of art.

At the end of their performance the 
women were required to change back into 
their prison clothes before being permitted 
to spend a last hour with their family. During 
this time I watched as the children ran into 
their mothers’ arms and I am in no doubt 
just how incredibly crucial this has been. It 
is vital for the emotional health and stability 
of these children that they are supported to 
have an active and developed relationship 
with their mothers and are given the 
opportunity to share an experience that is 

worth so much more than just a few hours 
behind a table each month. 

This family performance of Journeys 
in York Correctional Institution is arguably 
much more than the performance of a 
theatre show. It is a small step to the goal in 
ensuring that these families feel less isolated 
and more supported by the system. A small 
move to ensure that these children do not 
grow up to find themselves in prison one 
day and that as a society we move in the 
right direction. This is an investment in the 
kind of future we want to see. 

When I first watched this performance 
created by the women in York I found it 
difficult to digest. It was raw, emotional, 
full of anger and pain. It involved stories of 
abuse, neglect, confusion and loss. It was 
full of attempts to name suffering and deal 
with consequence. They were using the tool 
of theatre to give voice to their struggles, 
their realisations and their questions. They 
are using it to share the story they need to 
tell in the context of a system they feel has 
forgotten about them. 

In the theatre I make in Scottish prisons 
I make a slightly different decision to steer 
away from the “issue based material”, from 
the knives, drugs, violence or abuse. Instead 
we focus on the universal stories of being 
human, the memories and recollection of 
other times and other places. We choose 
themes designed to allow prisoners to access 
other versions of themselves and in doing 
this to imagine other possibilities for a future 
outside of the prison. In this way I am asking 
them to be aspirational: look forwards and 
not back. To build bridges not walls.

As part of my research I brought 
the question of the wider function of a 
creative education to the women in York 
Correctional Institution. Why creativity? I 
asked them: what difference does it make? 
What is it about for you? What is it worth? 
Help me to communicate this to more 
people: what is it that you think I need to 
say? The following photographs illustrate 
something of what they told me and that I 
would like to share with you.
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Provocative theatre? Emmy’s request 
for me to write a piece about my 
experiences with provocative theatre had 
me rushing to the thesaurus to discover 
a definition. Isn’t all theatre provocative? 
Can it not provoke laughter as well as tears, 
debate as well as accusation, entertainment 
as well as pedagogy? According to the 
thesaurus “provocative” may be defined 
as a host of meanings from “alluring” to 
“pornographic” to “vexing” and “irritating”.

“Pornographic”? I am instantly 
reminded of my 1994 production of Sarah 
Daniel’s provocative indictment of the 
effects of pornography Masterpieces. I 
can’t remember how I came across the 
play while searching for a play to tour to 
the Adelaide Festival of Arts but I can 
remember being very moved by Daniels’ 
powerful attack on misogyny, pornography 
and exploitation and oppression of women. 

The play immediately struck me as an 
important choice for the senior secondary 
students of Narrabundah College in 
Canberra. Narrabundah College already 
had a tradition of presenting theatre that 
would provoke thought and debate. I was 
interested to learn that Daniels had been 
compared to Frank Wedekind, Brecht’s 
mentor, whose play, Lulu I had directed in 
1992. Other established classics such as 
Arthur Miller’s The Crucible, Brecht and 
Weill’s The Threepenny Opera (with the 
unacknowledged Elisabeth Hauptmann 
and Ruth Berlaiu!) and Louis Nowra’s The 
Precious Woman had all been staged at 
the college by 16-18 year old students who 
were mature enough to appreciate the 
significance of the issues and experienced 
enough to perform the works with 
theatrical imagination, truth and conviction. 
Provocative theatre asks for nothing less.

Masterpieces was inspired by the account 
of a young woman’s trial for manslaughter 
after she pushed a man under a train at 
London’s Finsbury Park station. She had 
come out after viewing a snuff movie and 
reacted unconsciously when the stranger 
approached her. There are three married 
couples at the centre of Daniels’ play. 
The friends are discovered discussing 
various matters related to pornography. 
Women’s libber Yvonne bemoans porn’s 
objectification of women, a sentiment 
that her philandering husband Ron clearly 
doesn’t want to hear. Trevor concedes that 
porn can have negative consequences 
though his wife Rowena claims complete 
ignorance of it. Rowena’s mother Jennifer 
is a quietly submissive wife to Clive who is 
a porn addict. Attitudes and experiences 
are expressed in conversation between 
social worker Rowena and a beleaguered 
single mum and with a former sex worker.  
The play concludes with an account of 
Rowena’s trial for the murder of the man 
whom she mistook for an assailant. In 
Australia where the statistics on domestic 
violence continue to escalate alarmingly, 
Masterpieces is as relevant today as it was 
in 1994. Esteemed theatre critic Michael 
Billington said of Masterpieces: “The play 
has bite, anger and tenacity and many of its 

Theatre of 
provocation: a 

champion of change  
or

Masterpieces: Confronting the disturbing issues of pornography, 
misogyny and the exploitation and abuse of women

By Peter Wilkins
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arguments are true… the supreme merit of 
Ms Daniels’ combative work is that it makes 
me want to argue back”.  

Masterpieces is unabashedly didactic, 
a startling work of social realism, daring 
to confront social taboos and expose 
injustice and oppression, especially as they 
relate to the status and welfare of women. 
I considered this sufficient cause to stage 
the play at college level. The students who 
had enrolled in the unit, Theatre on Tour, 
needed to be committed to the play and 
they needed to agree that this play was 
relevant to students of their age as well 
as the adult public. They believed that 
pornography, misogyny, feminism and 
gender equity were issues that needed to 
be debated. It was agreed that the play 
needed to be followed by a Q&A session. 
It also needed to have the approval of the 
school administration and the agreement 
of a supportive principal was essential if 
the play was to be performed to college 
students and travel interstate as an 
ambassador for Narrabundah College’s 
theatre department.

Finally, it needed to be staged in a way 
that would engage audiences and provoke 
them to respond to the play and its issues 
and be prepared to debate the play’s issues 
following the performance.

It was decided therefore that the play 
would happen around the audience. As it is 
structured with soliloquies and duologues, 
the audience was ushered into the centre 
of a hexagon and seated on the floor on 
mats. The audience size was limited to 
allow interaction and an engaging Q&A 
session. A rostrum was set at each point 
of the hexagon and the characters would 
move from rostrum to rostrum, depending 
on which monologue was being presented 
or which characters were interacting. It was 
not the most comfortable arrangement 
for the audiences but they appeared fully 
engaged with minimum shuffling. Because 
of the staging, audiences were compelled 
to engage with the actors and provoked 
to consider the issues. The staging also 
offered an element of surprise and 
intimacy. There is no point in creating a 
conventional setting or audience/performer 
relationship if the aim of the work is to 
provoke, shock and arouse intellectual 
engagement. Masterpieces is relatively 
short and therefore audiences are not 

expected to endure lengthy discomfort 
that would distract from the performance. 
Masterpieces is issue-based theatre in the 
tradition of theatre in education which 
gained its inspiration from such playwrights 
as Bertolt Brecht and in England: John 
Osborne, Edward Bond, Howard Barker, 
Arnold Wesker and Trevor Griffiths. The list 
of works intended to provoke in the English 
speaking world is of course exhaustive and 
it is not difficult to identify the litany of 
playwrights who have aspired to provoke 
and thereby change their society. Sarah 
Daniels’ Masterpieces aimed to educate, 
illuminate and change people’s attitudes. 

Four years after staging Masterpieces, I 
interviewed Sarah Daniels for The Canberra 
Times when she came to run workshops at 
the National Playwrights Conference. At the 
time I wrote of her: “She is no stereotypical, 
ranting campaigner or fuming advocate 
for the poor and downtrodden. She is the 
earnest, caring and calm and firm voice 
of reason.” Her theatre is accessible and 
theatrical, as effective, provocative theatre 
needs to be. Bertolt Brecht knew the 
value of entertainment and Daniels said: “I 
wanted to do something theatrical, put the 
ideas in another arena. I’m not an academic. 
I’m a playwright, so that’s how Masterpieces 
came about.” Provocative theatre does not 
exist to alienate. Daniels plays constantly 
pursue truth in her quest to confront issues 
of major moral and social significance. “I 
passionately believe in the importance of 
story, and if you can tell a very good story, 
I really feel that you can hold an audience’s 
attention. In a way, spectacle is the least of 
it… give me the story anytime.”

The story of a woman on trial for 
murder for pushing  a man under a 
train after seeing a snuff movie in which 
pornography actresses are killed on 
camera, certainly provides the meat for a 
good story. Of course, it could succumb to 
gratuitous sensationalism. That is why the 

staging and the truth of the characters is 
paramount in provocative theatre.

 In her review for The Canberra Times, 
Cassie Proudfoot wrote: “Obviously this 
production addresses very adult issues, and 
at first it was a little shocking to hear the 
necessary ‘nasty’ language pouring forth 
from these dewy-faced young actors. But in 
a world where all these issues are current, 
it is of no use to hope that teenagers do 
not have to know about them. One realises 
it is silly to be prudish about the obscene 
language coming from these obviously 
intelligent, mature and sensitive teenagers 
(judging from the performances they gave) 
when it is being used to discuss issues 
which are very relevant to their age group 
such as teenage pregnancy.”

Naturally, Masterpieces would not be a 
suitable choice for younger students and by 
its very nature provocative theatre will elicit 
a range of responses. This play could not 
have been performed without the support 
of an enlightened school administration 
who were prepared to trust both the 
teacher’s judgement and the student’s 
ability to approach the issue with a maturity 
and sensitivity that gave rise to intelligent 
discussion and rational debate. How often 
have I heard teachers say: “My school 
would never allow something like that to be 
staged”? This is an indictment usually of the 
conservative attitudes that exist often under 
the meritorious umbrella of “duty of care”. 
Fear of reprisal can stifle expression and 
provocative theatre needs to be sensitive to 
its community and its audiences.

Above all, it must offer excellent 
theatre, engaging entertainment and 
sincerity but we must not shy away from 
the responsibility to educate and inform 
young people through the art of theatre or 
provoke audiences to confront important 
issues, expose injustice, exploitation and 
oppression and determine the role that we 
all can play in creating a better world.



Bringing Brecht to the stage should be 
an act of sabotage and as such it should 
improvise with every available tool. This 
makes it loads of fun and surprisingly easy 
to incorporate Brechtian elements into a 
theatrical performance.  

The word “brecht” is German for 
“break”, a fact I find very useful when 
introducing this work to students. Above 
all, Brecht breaks: with the political, 
economic and theatrical status quo, and 
with mute acceptance in an audience. He 
wanted to break his audience free from 
theatrical cliché, sentimentality and tired 
convention, to give them a new experience 
and a new view of the world, to entertain.

Beyond the politics and the rhetoric, 
Brecht was driven to enliven his 
performances and wake up his audience 
through whatever tools and techniques 
took his fancy at that moment, from 
Chinese Opera to Charlie Chaplin. 
Experiment, play and creativity are 

Brechtian approaches to a performance 
and students can be given great license 
and freedom to create their own Brechtian 
moments that break away from the text, 
the character and the mood. Here are 
some starting points - derived from Brecht 
himself, of course - but also from many 
other practitioners.
1.  Pause. As simple as it seems it can be a 
challenge for students to take even a small 
pause and tremendously effective to add 
subtext and ambiguity and get an audience 
thinking. Students can experiment with and 
choose for themselves a place where they 
will pause in the middle of a dialogue. For 
clarity, it’s often a better choice to place the 
pauses not before a line but in the middle 
of a character’s lines, at an unnatural place, 
an interruption, perhaps even creating 
enjambment that suggests alternative 
meanings. 

For practice with “the pause” look to 
the masters: Beckett and Pinter. Pinter’s 

short sketches are ideal for student work 
and Beckett’s complete theatrical ouvre 
can be mined for great bits. Any page 
from Waiting for Godot will work (and the 
English teachers will thank you for it) but 
try also the excellent monologues of Krapp 
and Rockaby, and the hilarity of Happy 
Days and Endgame as well as his many 
shorter and more experimental works.

I have the student actors use three 
types of pause:

Introspective pause: the actor stops 
speaking and takes a moment to think 
- reminisce, wonder, daydream, decide. 
The actor might stare into space or, more 
effectively I think, look anew at a familiar 
object or part of their body: the hand, an 
item of clothing, an accessory that may 
trigger memories etc.

Pause to look at partner: the actor takes 
a long, close look, either remaining neutral 
for eerie ambiguity or allowing something 
in, to develop into an emotion: a smile, 

Breaking 
Brecht:  
the anarchic 
power of text 
interrupted 
By Kevin Burns
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A scene from the American School of Budapest production of Brecht’s less-known one-act A Respectable Wedding, one of his very first plays, with nine 
characters, lots of opportunities for song and furniture made of papier mache so that it can quite literally be broken to pieces as the play progresses. Much 
ribald innuendo and so best suited for high school only.
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sadness, a criticism etc.
Pause to look at audience: again, to 

really look at one or several individual 
audience members. A long neutral look 
creates ambiguity and demands thought 
of the audience. A knowing or revealing 
look can create complicity or comment on 
the scene. Looking from one member to 
another can create the unnerving question: 
who or what is the actor looking for? 
2. Gesture (the Mother Courage moment). 
Richard Brestoff in The Great 

Acting Teachers describes the famous 
moment when actress Helene Weigel, 
playing Mother Courage, makes a silent 
scream as a revelatory gesture and a 
commentary on the action. I ask students 
to create a simple gesture somehow 
meaningful to their character, a movement 
that conveys an emotion or idea. It can 
be silent or include sound, be for the 
audience alone or seen and heard by fellow 
actors. The gesture can be repeated - like 
a motif or a character tic - or it can occur 
in isolation, at a significant moment, like 
Weigel’s. These are all decisions that the 
students can make.
3. Song. Brecht loved using song to 
break the realism of a scene. I ask the  
students to think of a popular song lyric, 
a line or phrase from a famous song that 
expresses an emotion they feel toward 
another character, the situation, the 
world. It can also create a contrast and 
be used with irony. At a suitable moment, 
perhaps even the peak of the action, the 
student stops and breaks into that song.  
I encourage them to sing the song at 
full volume as a performance to a fellow 
actor or the audience, anything from a 
brief snatch to the full song. It can also 
work introspectively, even ominously, sung 
quietly to oneself.
4. Aside. It has never been clear 
exactly what Brecht intended with his 
presentational rather than representational 
style or whether he ever achieved it to 
his (or, more importantly, an audience’s) 
satisfaction. Rather than let that lack of 
clarity deter us we should take it as an 
invitation to invent. How can an actor 
present a character rather than play a 

character or rather do both? I invite the 
students to invent one of several types of 
asides:

Snide aside. This is an ironic comment 
on the idiocy, pathetic nature or danger 
of the character’s immediately preceding 
words or actions or choices. This can take, 
at its simplest, the form of a knowing look 
or eye roll or just a quick look of shock to 
the audience (see above: pause to look 
at audience) or it could be a word, a full 
sentence, a rant.  

Sympathetic aside. This also 
comments on the tragic or idiotic nature 
of the character’s choices but more 
sympathetically.

Unnecessary narration of action. This is 
my favourite. It’s an old improv trick and it 
can create a comic effect or a disconcerting 
one. The actor simply announces what s/he 
(or another character) just did or is about 
to do. “Now I’m going to kiss that hand.” 
Additional commentary can be added: 
“Now I am going to kiss that alabaster hand 
although I’m quite sure it will slap me”. This 
kind of aside can be expanded on to create:

Walter Mitty aside: alternate universe. 
Much used now in film. Just before doing 
an action or delivering a line, the actor 
can narrate an ideal or imagined sequence 
of often outrageous but perhaps simply 
romantic behaviour after which the 
contrasting action creates comedy. “I’m 
now going to seize her round the waist, rip 
the buttons from her bodice and spit them 
to the four corners of the globe so that 
she can never dress again!” followed by a 
stammered goodbye.    

Question. Often a simple “WHAT?!” 
or “Huh?” is enough but a more complete 
question can be effective. Here’s an 
interesting challenge: in character or out 
of character? Both work but differently. A 
character can have a moment of self-doubt, 
self-awareness, self-pity, terror etc. Or the 
actor can step out of character and give full 
vent e.g. to her frustrations at being tied to 
the actions and words of one so inexorably 
bent on her own self-destruction. With a 
sigh she can step back into the character, 
bracing herself - and the audience - for 
what is to come.  

Any of these interruptions, these 
“breaks” in dialogue or action, can provide 
students a way into understanding Brecht’s 
ground-breaking ideas but they are 
perhaps even more important simply as 
ways to encourage creativity, exploration 
and the breaking down of barriers and 
preconceptions the students have when it 
comes to performance and to enlivening 
and enriching a student’s work on stage. 
Even just slowing down what they are 
doing is often a success.

Once the students are developing 
these interruptions, the director’s job is 
one of giving feedback: how and where 
these are working best, what length of 
pause works and pushing and questioning 
the students to develop a greater 
richness of inner life and connection to 
the audience, the character and the other 
actors on stage.  

Finally, the director’s job is to find 
rhythms and motifs that work together, 
editing the students’ work for timing and 
for how well the elements are working 
together as a whole. Sometimes a piece 
needs to move along at a brisk clip without 
interruption or pause. It can be difficult to 
ask students to give up or alter choices 
they have been asked to make so clarifying 
this important part of the directing 
process in advance is a good move. It is 
a fine balance point to strike between a 
collaboration for the good of the piece 
and students feeling disempowered and 
disaffected. Help the students understand 
what you are seeing and how the whole 
is shaping up for greater buy-in and be 
prepared to compromise so that every 
student feels successful and empowered.

In the end one has to remember that 
the purpose is not just entertainment. 
Perhaps even more important is the 
inculcation in the students of a sense 
of exploration, interruption, play, the 
complicity in a conspiracy to break, to 
change and to disrupt in order to invigorate 
and to educate. If these Brechtian 
principles are kept at the centre of the 
work from start to finish then nothing can 
really go wrong.  

So grab a text and get brechting.

“...and be prepared to compromise so 
that every student feels successful and 
empowered.”

“Help the students 
understand what
you are seeing...”
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South African 
Protest Theatre 
By Helen Szymczak

Life is mirrored in art, especially the 
art of theatre, displaying often what we 
as a society do not want to see or feel. 
The American director Richard Schechner 
states: “Theatre is the art of actualising 
alternatives, if only temporarily”. Theatre 
does more than just reflect life it shows us 
how things should - or could be - possibly 
improving or provoking the audience into 
action or realisation. 

Provocative theatre can be described 
as “the kind of theatre which grabs the 
audience by the scruff of the neck and 
shakes it until it gets the message”1. The 
reflection of society of the 1950s and 1960s 
gave rise to a type of theatre identified in 
the above description, opening doors to 
many new writers. In Britain writers such 
as Harold Pinter (The Homecoming), John 
Osborne (Look Back in Anger) and Samuel 
Beckett (Waiting for Godot) created plays 
that were concerned with the unjustness 
they felt in the social, economic and 
political climate in the United Kingdom of 
that period. The anger that was shown in 
the writings had a long lasting effect on 
subsequent writers, audiences and the 
theatre community. While these writers 
were commenting on their own social 
situation in Europe, in South Africa the 
apartheid was moving into the stage of 
violent resistance. 

South African Protest Theatre can be 
considered as a form of provocative theatre. 
It is theatre with a definite agenda: a tool for 
social change as a response to the negative 
injustices and conditions of apartheid. It 
provided a medium for producing creative 
work in opposition to the blissful ignorance 
of the actual realities of living under the 
ruthless system of apartheid that main 
stream theatre portrayed. 

Although there have been many creators 
and artists of provocative theatre in South 
Africa, in this article I will focus on just a 
selection of them. It is obvious that the 
Nationalist Party policies of apartheid will 
feature in the anger of the material presented 
by the majority of artists prior to 1994.2 

The 1950s in South Africa saw a 
generation of black writers talking about the 
condition using the popular Drum magazine 

as their forum. Their satirical stories ridiculed 
the discriminatory and repressive policies of 
the state or else providing harrowing details 
of the effect of apartheid legislation on 
people’s lives. The offices were often raided 
by the South African Security forces and the 
material destroyed.  Beginning around 1951, 
Drums’ heyday fell between the Defiance 
Campaign and the tragedy of Sharpeville. 
This was the period of emerging black 
resistance, the formation of the Freedom 
Charter and the crackdown on activists by 
the Nationalist government as well as the 
infamous Treason Trial. Collectively known 
as The Drum Writers they included Lewis 
Nkosi, Can Themba, Todd Matshikaza, Nat 
Nakasa and Bloke Modisane, and both 
individually and collectively their works 
were often banned by the Nationalist 
government.  

In South Africa Protest Theatre was the 
term most widely used when talking about 
the practice of provocative theatre. The 
subject matter was of protests directed 
at the harsh realities of living under the 
dehumanising apartheid regime e.g. the 
restrictive laws such as the pass laws which 
controlled the movement of “non-whites” 
who had to carry a pass book at all times 
or else risk immediate imprisonment. 
These pass books recorded their name, 
place of birth and current residence that 
proved whether they were legitimately 
allowed to be in that place according to the 
Nationalist Party legislation. There are many 
recorded instances of marches protesting 
against the use of this documentation 
during this period and which culminated 
in a collective burning of the pass books. 
Poverty, censorship, the isolation of society 
and the negation of self-worth, and the 
loss of identity, were all highlighted in any 
way people could. This included art, music, 
theatre, radio and writings both inside and 
outside of the country.

It is thus a broad umbrella that this 
term includes with genres such as Theatre 
of Resistance and Workers Theatre, similar 
to what Boal calls “Peoples Theatre”. 
Protest plays became the mouthpieces for 
the masses, raising awareness, exposing 
injustice and suggesting change to 

the existing situation. The agenda was 
to educate, instruct and bring about 
reform with the audience, being made to 
sympathise with the victim and evoking 
an emotional response and hopefully 
triggering a reaction, re-evaluating former 
opinions and actions just as Brecht’s Epic 
Theatre evoked an intellectual response to 
spur on change.  

In Protest Theatre the idea of the play 
is central, the plot and character being 
subordinate. This can result in stereotyping 
and superficial characterisation which 
was often a critique from theatre critics 
who had come from a far more formally 
educated theatre background e.g. one 
of a context of realism and naturalism in 
acting, multi layered plots and complex 
character development. In South African 
Protest Theatre performance visual images 
and symbolism were relied on using simple 
everyday props to show location and 
environment. Placards, signs and posters 
with protest slogans were also used 
supported by music, singing and dancing 
which generated a further emotional 
appeal to the audiences. Plays were often 
work shopped e.g. Woza Albert! created 
by Percy Mtwa and Mbongeni Ngema 
in partnership with the Johannesburgs’ 
Market Theatre’s artistic director Barney 
Simon in the 1970s. It was a production 
about the second coming of Christ arriving 
in Johannesburg in a helicopter with all 
white characters portrayed with red clown 
noses. Despite Protest Theatre’s great 
popularity, and the highly important role 
it played in the struggle against apartheid, 
there were many people who felt it did not 
achieve enough. 

As the Nationalist government 
entrenched itself and its repressive system 
in South African society white playwrights 
such as Lewis Snowden (The Kimberley 

1 www.in-yer-facetheate.com accessed 20.08.2015.
2  1994 was the first democratic election in South Africa where everyone over the age of 18 

years could vote. 
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Train), Basil Warner (Try for White) and 
Athol Fugard (The Blood Knot) attempted 
to present the anger and injustices of 
apartheid although few of them were 
performed in the South African townships 
(designated black areas). 

However, in the 1960s the popular 
writer Gibson Kente managed to continue 
to create and perform many of his plays 
and musicals in the townships as they 
were works that did not explore political 
themes but concentrated on love, adultery, 
alcoholism and crime (The Jazz Prophet, 
Laduma etc). Although in the 1970s he did 
produce works that referenced apartheid 
policies and was subsequently jailed. 
Many of the plays in the 1960s and 1970s 
explored the unjustness of the law in 
South Africa through the portrayal of life 
in prison; and of particular importance in 
the 1960s were the Port Elizabeth based 
Serpent Players. Included in the actors here 
were the now internationally acclaimed 
John Kani and Winston Ntshona who with 
Athol Fugard went on to create Sizwe 
Bansi is Dead (1972) and The Island (1973). 
In those prolific years Fugard also wrote 
Hello and Goodbye (1965), Boesman and 
Lena (1969), Statements after the Arrest 
under the Immorality Act (1972) and The 
Blood Knot (1987).

Theatre and all the creative arts became 
an important means of expressing frustration, 
anger and anguish at the repressive society. 
For example, at Cape Town’s Space Theatre 
in 1978 and later at the Market Theatre 
women from the sprawling Crossroads 
informal settlement dramatised their 
predicament in Imfunduso (1978).

Many practitioners in South Africa 
have drawn on aspects of the Black 
Consciousness Movement exploring 
industrial exploitation, migrant labour 
and oppression. The Black Consciousness 
Movement attempted to instil in black 
people a sense of their own worth and a 
belief in fighting for their rights.

In the 1970s and 1980s the trade unions 
began to use theatre to publicise their 
problems e.g. the Junction Avenue Theatre 
company workshopped and produced 
various plays including Security (1979), 
Lizophumela Abasebenzi (The Sun Will Rise 
for the Workers, 1984) and Sophiatown 
(1986) to promote their grievances. 

Between 1975 and 1991 the artist William 
Kentridge was acting and directing in 
Johannesburgs’ Junction Avenue Theatre 
Company. The political context and 
unique technique of Kentridge’s work has 
propelled him into the realm of South 
Africa’s top artists. A theme running 
through all of his work is his peculiar way of 
representing his birthplace. While he does 
not portray it as the militant or oppressive 
place that it was for black people, he does 
not emphasise the picturesque state of 
living that white people enjoyed during 
the apartheid era yet he presents a city 
where the duality of man is exposed. For 
example, in a series of nine short films he 
introduces two characters: Soho Eckstein 
and Felix Teitlebaum. These characters 
depict an emotional and political struggle 
that ultimately reflects the lives of many 
South Africans.

 Many other productions followed 
that dealt with the anger felt both in and 
outside of the country, and in the 1980s 
plays were performed in countries such 
as England, Europe and Russia including 
Sarafina! (1987) which was conceived and 
directed by Mbongeni Ngema and that 
immortalised the 1976 Soweto Student 
uprising. This play ran on Broadway for 
many years before being made into a film. 

With the unbanning of the African 
National Congress and other political 
organisations, the release of Nelson Mandela 
in 1994 and the creation of a new constitution 
the effect on theatre was immediate and 
transformative yet the Afrikaans playwright 
Deon Opperman has suggested ”a theatre 
born of oppression and which at moments of 
profound crisis was a voice of a nation, has 
the tenacity to survive the transformation, 
into a theatre of freedom”.3 

In the years post the first democratic 
election the shadow of apartheid still looms 
but race, class and gender are explored 
from a new angle. Mike van Graan’s trilogy 
of two handers Dinner Talk explores 
the pain and fears associated with the 
transition period. The first Happily Ever 
After tells of the perceived betrayal of 
the common ideals of a newly appointed 
government, the second Sisters is an 
affair between a couple at the hearing of 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(TRC) while the protagonist of Thabo for 
Thabo, a human rights lawyer, shoots the 
murderers of his wife and unborn child. The 
common thread being issues that are faced 
by South Africans and arousing the power 
for forgiveness. Themes such as these and 
the mass returning of exiles to South Africa, 
affirmative action and reconciliation have 
been explored by writers such as Grieg 
Coetzee (Happy Natives), Peter Dirk Uys 
(Auditioning Angels, Vleiroos, Just Like 
Home) and John Kani (Nothing but the 
Truth). Community theatre and workers 

theatre have dealt with reconciliation 
and conflict resolution. The production 
of Khulumani’s The Story I am About to 
Tell three victims who testified at the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission tell 
their stories assisted by two professional 
actors. The production toured nationally to 
communities to promote healing. 

Reflecting on the opening quotation, 
we can see that one agenda of South 
African theatre might be to look forward 
to a different society. Never forgetting 
the atrocities of apartheid, the great loss 
of life and personal stories Theatre for 
Reconciliation challenges the realities of 
a polarised society by presenting people 
from across cultural and racial groups, 
sharing, understanding and communicating. 
It aims to depict possible solutions by 
portraying a “potential South Africa” (e.g. 
Athol Fugards Playland and My Life), 
healing a nation damaged by the past but 
looking forward to a united and culturally 
diverse country. 

A Dirge to the Gods (for the fallen heroes 
of Africa) 
by J.R Ratshitanga 

Hear me O Sobukwe and rejoice. 
For your falling gave the grains to grow. 
Hearken for you cannot mistake the Voice. 
Thats on the cheek and sweat of the brow. 

Hear me O meek and loving Luthuli, 
And you Biko who recently departed. 
Rejoice for your labours shant be forgotten, 
By all black flesh animated. 

Hear me O martyrs of Sharpville and Soweto,
And you all of the smouldering Vaal triangle. 
And weep no more but thunder praises, 
For what follows not long shall resemble a 
miracle. 

Hear me O African son and daughter, 
Buried at home and on foreign shores. 
Rejoice now everywhere with song and 
laughter, 
Be free to refree Africa.3   www.quod lib. umich.edu accessed 23/08/2015). 



My first significant experience with provocative theatre was 
many years ago during my time as founder and director of a youth 
theatre company on the West coast of the United States. I was 
deliberately seeking out experiences of using theatre for social 
change as I was also conducting research for my PhD. The headlines 
at that time were full of horrendous stories of immigration issues 
and refugees attempting to get into the United States, sadly not 
too different from today’s headlines. I decided to collect the stories 
of migrant farm workers and create a performance with the hope 
of bringing awareness to their plight and educating people in my 
community about this invisible part of the population. I did not know 
at the time how provocative this piece of theatre would be and that 
it would involve me being under attack by local farmers, business 
people, the orgainsation that funded the project, the police as well 
as a radical Latino college group. Neither did I know the positive and 
empowering effect the performance would have on all who were 
involved and that the solidarity that emerged would be a pivotal 
experience in my theatre career.

The process of creating the play was in some ways much 
greater than the outcome of the performance. In hindsight, this 
might be one of the rules of “provacative theatre”. It is not just 
about the final performance for the audience, it also needs to be 
a process that stirs you to the bottom of your soul. You need to 
be willing to go into the danger zone for yourself. I felt vulnerable, 
raw, nervous throughout this process because I often did not know 
what the hell I was doing and I was asking people to trust me with 
their stories. At first, I felt very comfortable with the process of 
creating a script based on oral histories. I had decided to use a 
method called Compilation Scripting which is similar to Verbatim 
Theatre. I felt honored to meet and to hear so many stories of how 
people came to America. I was moved to tears by their courage 
and fortitude. I was touched by the strength of their family bonds 
and the extent to which this carried them. However, once we 
began the rehearsal process, I felt like I had stepped into a whirling 
chaos of incredible instability, constant change and turmoil and a 
flow of events that was out of my control. Scenes that were easy to 
visualise on paper did not have the same effect on the stage.

I think the nature of working amidst marginalised populations 
is that plans change all the time. People get deported, thrown in 
jail, families have to move suddenly, their phones get disconnected 
or their lives are thrown into instability for some reason or another. 
At the dress rehearsal for the play, one of the cast members sent a 
message: “Not to worry, Stella, I’m in jail for 24 hours but I’ll make 
it for the performance tomorrow”. I was challenged to grow an 
entirely new kind of trust in the artistic process. I had to constantly 
accept that my vision would not turn out the way I had planned. 
It was more my job to be a gardener of the stories that had been 
planted like seeds and then to tend to the transformation process of 
it growing into a theatre event. I needed to keep tending the process 
but not grow anxious or try to control things the way a director/
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Washington, US
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“I felt like I had stepped into 
a whirling chaos of incredible 

instability...”



www.ista.co.uk SCENE | Issue 2 | 2015-16 January   13

producer would in a more mainstream production. The process was 
frightening for me as I felt I had a lot at stake. The following is an 
excerpt from my journal a week before the play opened. 

Something like purification by fire is happening. Weeks ago 
our local Community Action group pulled their funds from the 
project which sent me reeling. Their board of directors did not 
feel comfortable with the content of the stories. I feel I’m in over 
my head in murky shadowy waters. So many undercurrents pull at 
me. I wish I had more time. If I had known that I would have been 
focusing on the migrant story solely I would have approached it 
differently. I just pray that I will do the project justice. There are 
so many points of view on an issue that is so complex. I’m still 
re-writing the script. With a week to go so many actors are not off 
book. I’m actually still recruiting people for small roles that have 
been abandoned by people not showing up. On Wednesday night 
one of the musicians called to say she couldn’t do the project 
because she also felt uncomfortable with the illegality of migrants. 
It’s so disheartening. I felt sick about it yesterday… How will I ever 
do justice to these stories and issues in a way that will honour the 
people, their culture, their lives and shed light on this horrendous 
issue? I feel so small in the face of so much of the world’s suffering.

Then a small miracle happens, someone sends me personally 
$3000.00 for the project…

I think this entry captures the highs and lows that seemed to 
happen every day. I felt betrayed when the flute player dropped 
out of the play. She is someone who was very involved in human 
rights. She had come to the conclusion that it was wrong to be 
involved in the subject matter of this play because it involved 
criminal activity and that in her analysis of the situation we needed 
to follow legal course or we would all slip into chaos. Therefore, 
according to her logic, migrants who couldn’t enter legally into the 
United States did not belong here. Had she not heard the part “We 
are here to feed our families”? Did she really believe that mothers 
and fathers, watching their children starve or grow up with no 
opportunity, should just sit tight and allow that to happen? 

   My friend who gave me $3000.00 had heard about Skagit 
Literacy pulling their funding from the play at a St. Patrick’s Day 
party. The ironic part is that this particular friend is politically very 
conservative and the last person in the universe that I would ever 
imagine supporting a project about undocumented workers. He 
in fact believes the US/Mexico border should be heavily under 
surveillance in order to prevent terrorists from entering into the 
United States.

The complexity of the issues surrounding the migrant farm 
worker became increasingly difficult to deal with within the scope 
of the project. We had so little time. That same week everywhere in 
the news was the subject of the “Minutemen” from Arizona, Texas 
and California who felt that they needed to take the law into their 
own hands in order to protect the border from migrants trying to 
cross over into the United States. One of the actor’s relatives had 

“The process was frightening 
for me as I felt I had a 

lot at stake.”
“The cast was wonderful 
and adapted to the change 
as best they could.”

been caught in an ambush with the Minutemen. I could feel the 
tension mounting amongst the cast. 

At one of our final rehearsals, one of the leaders from the 
Farmers Solidarity March appeared unannounced to watch the 
rehearsal. At the break, I introduced myself and welcomed him. 
He said he had heard about the project and felt uneasy about a 
white woman directing a Latino/Chicano play and had come to 
check out what this was all about. As soon as he said that my 
heart started to beat rapidly. I couldn’t quite identify what I felt but 
I knew it was a mixture of fear, doubt and anger. I managed to say: 
“Oh, because I’m white, I shouldn’t get involved in an issue that 
concerns me, just because I’m not Latina?”.

The next day we had coffee together. He was worried that the 
play wasn’t going to represent the extreme racism, prejudice and 
double standards that he had experienced since arriving in the 
United States. It was too late to integrate his story into the play 
but it felt important to include his point of view as a leader for 
the migrant workers in Skagit Valley. I asked him to get involved 
in the play. He could announce the Farmers’ Solidarity March 
that was coming up on May 1st, and make any other important 
announcements to his cause before the performance started. He 
could also jump into the play in act two and voice his point of 
view. He was on board and excited to be involved. The cast was 
wonderful and adapted to the change as best they could. As much 
as I was frustrated by some elements, I was equally moved by 
peoples’ attitudes. They felt a personal stake in it and fully gave 
themselves to this in the moment. Many of them were genuinely 
emotional on the stage because it was so vulnerable and powerful 
to be part of this telling of the migrant story which was their story.

In the end twenty-two actors, three musicians, three 
song-writers/soloists and ten crew were involved in the play. 
Approximately twenty-five oral histories were collected. The most 
powerful part was the collaborative process of creating the play. 
Time and time again I had to let go of the product and focus on 
building relationship, trust, communication, confidence and self 
esteem. The result was the creation of an intergenerational and 
cross-cultural theatre community. The oral history project served 
migrant workers in transition by offering them an opportunity 
to tell their story and have a voice in the community. The 
performance worked to empower actors from an underserved part 
of the community and to educate the audience on significant and 
important issues facing undocumented workers both locally and 
nationally.

The summer following our first performance we toured 
a smaller production to farmer markets and festivals in the 
area. During that time we were questioned by local police and 
undercover border patrol agents. The actors involved were 
powerfully affected by their participation and many of them have 
since become politically involved in the recent wave of activism, 
addressing the need for a change in the immigration laws. 
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This article explores a series of 
distinctions, attempting to discover what 
provocative music might be. Drawing 
out and examining each distinction 
reveals ideas and elements which could 
be used to guide creative exploration in 
a workshop context (musical examples 
and their relative level of controversy can 
be tailored for each individual age group 
appropriately).

The first distinction is a simple but 
important one: we are only interested 
in information delivered to us via our 
ears. Many musicians and bands create 
controversy and provocation by dressing 
or acting in a certain way: Miley Cyrus, 
Lady Gaga, the Goths, the Emos, the 
Glam Rockers and so on. At this early 
stage in our exploration it is important 
for us to be really clear about what is 
musically provocative, as opposed to what 
is provocative in other ways. The rule of 
thumb here is: did it come to us through 
our ears?

Sound is always there in our experience: 
a sea of vibrations in which we’re 

constantly swimming. Human ears can 
distinguish sound waves at frequencies 
ranging from 20Hz to 20Khz and at all 
sorts of amplitudes and combinations. 
Those waves can grow from the softest, 
gentlest whisper, to the loudest explosive 
shout, and the potential for expression 
within that spectrum is huge. So if you want 
to provoke a large number of people, using 
sound is a sure-fire way to get a response. 
(For more information on the raw power of 
sound, consult dubstep producer Kode9’s 
[] fascinating book Sonic Warfare).

To create this sound, we could employ 
anything from a symphony orchestra, to 
some pots and pans, to a laptop computer. 
However, the first and last instrument any 
of us ever have is our voice. Indeed, the 
etymology of the verb “to provoke” takes 
us back to the Latin word vocare: to call. So 
our second distinction asks the question: 
is it produced by an instrument or is it 
produced by a human voice?

Stephen Sondheim’s score for Sweeney 
Todd [1979 ] asks for the piercing, 
disturbing shriek of a factory whistle to 

occur in tandem with each murder. This 
exploits the primal reaction we have for 
volume and pitch. Presumably, the sound of 
factory whistles was designed with a simple 

(Editor’s note: the little audio speaker icons whenever a particular track or artist is mentioned is to encourage you, 
the readers, to go and listen to these. It will be well worth your time.)

Sounding off
By Chris Ash

“One good thing about music, when it hits you,  
you feel no pain.” Bob Marley
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practical concern to be heard over and 
above the roar of machinery: an innocuous 
communication between employer and 
employee to change shifts. Sondheim and 
Wheeler are using the extremes of this 
instrumental sound to provoke us into a 
fear reaction.

A contrasting but no less powerful sound 
is perhaps one of our first, created entirely 
by the voice: the first cry of a newborn 
baby. This “primal scream” induces our first 
breath and signals that we need urgent care 
and attention. Newborn babies are virtuoso 
performers masterfully manipulating volume 
and pitch when they cry.

So for Sondheim’s factory whistle, 
and for the newborn baby, there are two 
opposing emotional components working 
on our perception of this sound. In the first 
instance, the whistle seems to be a warning 
of danger or stress (a long work shift or 
even a murder). In the second instance, 
the baby is signalling its need for physical 
care, protection and love. These highly 
contrasting differing contexts use the same 
musical mechanics of volume and pitch to 
provoke. 

One significant potential of using our 
voices (rather than an instrument) to 
provoke our audience is language. If we are 
not screaming or wailing (like a newborn) 
then we can communicate a vast spectrum 
of meaning using language. So the third 
distinction seems like an obvious one but 
there is much to explore here: does it use 
words?

Perhaps not. In Aventures [1962 ] 
and Nouvelles Aventures [1965 ] György 
Ligeti uses the human voice in a playful and 
provocative way without any grammatical 
sense required. Stockhausen wrote 
Stimmung [1968 ] investigating the tonal 
sonorities, resonances, and overtones of the 
human voice: no words. Ella Fitzgerald, Cab 
Calloway, Louis Prima, Louis Armstrong, 
Leo Watson and others [1930~50 ] all 
popularised scat improvisation, bursting 
into wordless vocal embellishment in the 
midst of jazz songs: using the voice as if it 
were an instrument. Icelandic band Sigur 
Rós have released an entire album called 
() [2002 ] which features singing in a 
nonsense language. These creative choices 
are highly provocative for our mainstream 
expectations of singing.

However, once we start using words to 
provoke our audience, a whole new world 
of controversy and excitement opens 
up. Plenty of musicians and bands have 
followed this path: The Sex Pistols’ single 
God Save the Queen [1977 ] contained 
the following lyrics: God save the Queen/
She ain’t no human being/There is no 
future/In England’s dreaming. To broadcast 
this sentiment was highly provocative at 
the time. In addition to this controversial 
message, the song employs all the methods 
we have discussed above: extremes of pitch 
and volume. The single was banned by the 

BBC and every independent radio station 
in the United Kingdom for the political 
controversy it embodied.

A fourth distinction to be made in the 
use of words in music towards a provocative 
end is: is it sung or spoken? Using speech, 
the masters of ceremonies at clubs in 
America in the 1970s started doing a little 
more than just introducing songs and 
motivating the audience as they channelled 
those scatting jazz singers’ improvisational 
instincts and made up spoken lyrics over 
the top of beats on the DJ’s turntables. In 
doing so artists such as Grandmaster Flash 
[] and Afrika Bambaataa [] spawned the 
genre of rap music where the spoken voice 
and linguistic dexterity are as expressive as 
any operatic soprano. The accompaniment 
made from looping the beat from someone 
else’s record is a provocative act in itself: 
taking an existing idea and making it into 
your own. (It is also the basis of all creativity, 
ever: consult www.whosampled.com.)

Rap has grown into a genre with an 
intense potency for provocation. N.W.A.’s 
song F*ck Tha Police [1988 ] is an 
unashamedly confrontational response 
to an acutely unjust situation. But earlier 
examples of music pertaining to racial 
oppression by the victims are much less 
direct. The spirituals sung by African-
American slaves in the cotton fields were 
tremendously powerful expressions of 
their bondage and despair and eventually 
evolved into the blues; one of the most 
potent musical manifestations of the 
human spirit, and the birth-place of rock 
and roll (and therefore modern pop music). 

Eyes on the Prize [] and We Shall 
Overcome [] became civil rights anthems 
in the 1950s. Their simple and direct 
musical communication and purity of 
message make them iconic examples of 
music which provokes its audience with a 
deep power whilst being more seemingly 

restrained on the surface. Rum and 
Coca-Cola is a scathing calypso critique 
of American soldiers’ social behaviour in 
Trinidad. Its exotic rhythms and catchy 
hook made it an instant hit in America, 
where its hidden meaning was not gleaned. 
Such was its success that the song was 
eventually recorded by those icons of 
American wholesomeness, The Andrews 
Sisters [1945 ].

In the same year in Russia, Dmitri 
Shostakovich’s 9th Symphony [] was 
premiered as a state commission to 
commemorate the USSR’s victory over 
Germany. The music is heroic and light to 
the point of absurdity. Shostakovich was 
provoking his benefactors with a bitingly 
sarcastic response to the brief, reflecting 
his feelings towards the brutal dictator 
Stalin.

All this goes to show that there are 
different levels of directness in provoking 
your audience. So a fifth distinction we can 
draw is: is it overt or covert? 

The power of provocation lies in 
bearing public witness to something which 
normally gets ignored, hidden or avoided in 
wider society: injustice, sexuality, violence, 
disagreement, chaos, abuse, fear, shame. 
This act of bearing witness usually happens 
through the lyrics of a song: a provocative 
lyric would still be provocative even 
when printed on a sheet of paper without 
the music heard. The DNA of the music 
carrying this provocative message in song 
is often surprisingly conservative: punk rock 
is often in simple time signatures with three 
chord harmony. Much rap is based on the 
same underlying beat and tempi.

This musical conformity taps into 
primal musical instincts we have for 
tonality and pulse, and therefore makes 
the controversial message easier to digest, 
understand and remember. A provocative 
message may be better carried on a 
medium which is, at heart, traditional 
(whilst containing some exciting surface 
elements). Music which is truly controversial 
e.g. the experiments of the avant-garde 
rejecting tonality and pulse, is often 
harder to stomach for most audiences and 
therefore the deeper message reaches 
fewer people in a meaningful way.

One thing is certain: new generations of 
human beings will always be searching for 
new sounds to provoke the ears and prick 
the minds of their audiences.

“Music doesn’t lie. If there is something 
to be changed in this world, then it can 
only happen through music.” Jimi Hendrix
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From Wedekind’s Spring Awakening, 
to Brenton’s Romans in Britain, to Kane’s 
Blasted, there is a long and rich history 
of provocative work in the theatre. There 
seems to be something about the “here 
and now” of the live performance space 
which also makes it the perfect arena to 
confront and shock. Yet theatre is also a 
space of representation; of doubling and 
play, “where actors imaginatively conspire 
with audiences to conjure a belief” (Dixon 
2007: 363). What is provocative in this 
context? The plays referenced above 
were all controversial, banned or censored 
because of their representation of sexual 
and violent acts. These are acts which 
perhaps we now accept more readily 
through screen media but which still 
somehow have the capacity to produce 
a shock in live performance. My response 
though, when offered the opportunity 
to write about provocative theatre for 
Scene, was not to focus on the theatrical 
presentation of provocative content but 
rather how theatre can be provocative in 
its form.

Contemporary theatre-making 
manifests in a bewildering array of forms, 
from one to one intimate pieces, to large-
scale immersive works, to performances 
that are conducted online. Aspects of all 
these forms can be provocative for the 
audience/participant. In attending ZU-
UK’s immersive, participatory piece Hotel 
Medea, I spent a whole night in and around 
the spaces of the Hayward Gallery in 
London, firstly celebrating the marriage of 
Jason and Medea then cast as one of their 
children, tucked up in bed and listening to 
them argue, finally locked in a basement 
trying to avoid the murderous intent of 
my “mother”. Provocative? I suppose so, 
though it provokes in the same way as a 
horror movie or a fairground ride – it thrills 
and excites rather than shocks or confronts. 

The formal properties of works which 
deliberately play with and against what 
we might expect in the theatrical space of 
representation for me are more interesting. 
The contemplation of the event of the 
theatre as well as the re-positioning and 
challenging of the role of the audience, can 

rock the very foundations of what theatre 
is and how it functions. The pieces below 
offer just three examples of the approaches 
that playwrights and practitioners have 
taken to generating a “formal outrage” in 
the theatre.

Tim Crouch’s The Author is a play in 
which nothing is staged. The audience sit in 
traverse, opposite each other and the four 
performers sit among them. They address 
individuals directly and describe from the 
perspective of author, actors and audience, 
the experience of writing, performing in 
and watching a fictional play dealing with 
violence and abuse in a “war-torn Eastern 
European country” (Bottoms in Crouch 
2011: 19). The violence is never shown or 
played out for the audience and is simply 
spoken of by the performers, allowing us 
to imagine both the events themselves 
and their theatrical representations. Even 
more significant is the positioning of the 
audience in relation to what is described. 
The performers often ask individuals: “Is 
this okay?” and “Can I carry on?” (Crouch 
2011). Through such direct interaction we 

“Offending the 
audience”: formal 
outrages in theatre 
By Jo Scott

Sarah Sakaan, left, John Russo and Erin Roth in a revival of Offending the Audience. Photo by Max Ruby
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are forced to become complicit in the 
descriptions and question our role in the 
recycling of violent actions through their 
performed representations. 

The nature of theatrical performances 
that represent violence and atrocities 
is examined in the piece – what those 
representations mean and what they do 
to those who research and create them. 
The Author is set in the Royal Court 
Theatre and references controversial work 
staged there such as Blasted. There is no 
moral outrage expressed, the opposite in 
fact – “I’ve seen a dead baby get eaten! 
That was great!” (Crouch 2011: 192) - but 
there is a provocation. As Adrian, the 
fictional audience member says: “This 
is the safest place in the world!...I mean, 
nothing really happens in here, does it? 
Not really. Nothing real” (192). Perhaps 
it is the safety he describes that is one 
of the real problems with theatre which 
looks to confront, shock and provoke in 
representing violent and brutal behaviour 
on stage, though this “safety” is itself 
interrogated through the description of the 
psychological impact of this fictional play 
on those who made it.

With its lack of action and insistent focus 
on the role of the audience and their position 
in relation to the issues described above, 
The Author is fundamentally unsettling. It is 
also a piece which provides no answers and 
rather, relentlessly and pugnaciously, pushes, 
pokes and prods the theatrical form, insisting 
on unsettling its foundations. As Stephen 
Bottoms comments in his introduction to 
Crouch’s play collection: “I can think of no 
other contemporary playwright who has 
asked such a compelling set of questions 
about theatrical form, narrative content, and 
spectatorial engagement” (in Crouch 2011: 11).

The Author is not without precedent 
though, in terms of an approach which 

provocatively foregrounds and uncovers 
the mechanics of theatre and the 
relationship between actor and audience. 
Peter Handke’s Offending the Audience, 
a “Sprechstück” or “spectacle without 
pictures” (Kuhn in Handke 1997: xi), was 
first staged in Germany in 1966. In the 
piece four actors stand before a brightly 
lit audience and speak to them creating 
“a confrontation with each and every one 
of the conventions of the usual theatre” 
(xii). “We show you nothing”, they tell 
the audience. “We don’t tell you a story. 
We don’t perform any actions. We don’t 
represent anything. We don’t put anything 
on for you. We only speak” (Handke 1997: 
8). The piece, originally conceived of as 
an essay about the theatre, goes on to 
refute the conventions of character and 
theatrical space. “This stage represents 
nothing. It represents no other emptiness. 
This stage is empty” (9) – before coming 
to rest on the role of the audience 
themselves – “You are the centre. You are 
the occasion. You are the reasons why” 
(20). Here the provocation becomes 
most acute as the act of theatre-going is 
scrutinised and laid bare – its surrounding 
behaviours and niceties – before the 
piece descends into a series of insults, 
delivered directly to the audience. Unlike 
Crouch’s piece, which uses the vehicle of 
an imagined previous production to anchor 
its provocations, Handke’s work focuses 
on the “here and now” – the present 
moment of the theatrical experience, 
railing against the mores of representation 
and characterisation while also targeting 
the complacent, bourgeois theatre-going 
Handke perceived. This links to the final 
piece that I want to consider in terms of the 
“formal outrage” it activates. 

Ontroerend Goed is a Belgian theatre 
collective whose performances “deal with 
how people, as individuals, cope with 
the world around them” (Ontroerend 
Goed 2014: 7). They declare that “for 
both performers and audiences, life goes 
on during performances” (7), stating an 
inversion of one of the oft-cited functions 
of the theatre, as a place of escape or 
projection into another, imaginary world. 
Their most controversial piece, Audience, 
was inspired by Handke’s Offending the 
Audience and in their introduction to the 
play, the group share their “secret desire” 
to “update” the Handke piece and create 
a piece that relates more to contemporary 
audiences but is “similar” in its aim “to 
produce a wake-up call” (396). 

Moving away from the insistent direct 
address to the audience employed by 
the actors in Handke’s piece, Ontroerend 
Goed’s Audience is more subversive and 
disturbing in its tactics. Though it starts 
fairly innocuously with the group playing 
again with the conventions of the theatre 
– putting outer clothes in a cloakroom, 
being told to switch your phone off – things 

soon turn darker. In one moment, a young 
woman is subjected to a tirade of verbal 
abuse during which appeals are made to 
the audience to either support or stop 
what is happening. At other points, the 
audience are encouraged to engage in 
participatory behaviour such as dancing 
and Mexican waves. These actions are 
filmed, replayed and re-contextualised, 
shifting their meaning in dark and sinister 
ways. Indeed, participation and group 
action are provoked, surveilled, replayed 
and repositioned throughout, with the 
audience consistently placed in an invidious 
position. The boundaries of the provocation 
go beyond the bourgeois theatre-goer 
attacked by Handke. They also shift beyond 
Crouch’s interrogation of the function of 
theatre, specifically with regard to what 
it represents. In Ontroerend Goed’s piece 
the very nature of our behaviour with and 
in relation to others is held to account – 
there is a questioning of our assumption of 
individuality and an insistent focus on how 
and why we behave as a crowd, in the guise 
of an audience.

The three examples of “formal 
outrages” do not provoke or offend 
through representing extreme content on 
stage. Rather they force us, as an audience, 
to re-position, re-view and reconsider 
what our role is in the making of theatre. 
Unlike the work of groups like ZU-UK, our 
participation is not used to draw us further 
into an immersive space of illusion. In these 
works, that space shifts, fragments, is 
constructed and falls apart again, leaving 
us uncomfortable, singled out, offended... 
They are great works to challenge us to 
reconsider what theatre is, what it is for 
and crucially, the role of the audience in its 
construction.

Tim Crouch, centre, in The Author at the Royal 
Court. Photograph by Tristram Kenton

Ontroerend Goed



18  Issue 2 | 2015-16 January | SCENE

Interview with Teak 
Sittipunt, Bangkok, 3rd 
March 2015.
Kate: Tell me about how 
you first heard of Verbatim 
Theatre?
Teak: I went to a small 
theatre in Seattle and 
they did a performance of 
The Amish Project which 
was about an Amish 
school shooting. It wasn’t 
truly Verbatim but they 
included interviews in the 
performance and the whole 
thing was performed by 
one woman who played 
several different characters. 
It was the first time I’d seen 
Verbatim Theatre; it was the 
best performance I’d ever 

seen in my life, I walked out of there crying. So when we started 
the Independent Project I knew I wanted to do Verbatim.
Kate: What was it about Verbatim particularly that interested you 
as a theatre form?
Teak: It’s how you meet these people and get to know them, their 
characteristics and who they are as people. You take that and you 
turn their story into a performance so you can pass on the message 
to someone else. I knew that I wanted to do a Verbatim play but I 
didn’t know what I wanted it to be about but for our 24-hour play 
we did a play about prostitution so I wanted to build on that. I 
realised it hit close to home because in Bangkok it’s a big issue.
Kate: Tell me about your process.
Teak: I went out that weekend with a friend to Soi Cowboy 
which is known for its illicit activities. To be honest, when I went I 
didn’t know how to approach it; there is so much stigma around 
prostitution and Soi Cowboy. I didn’t really want to talk to anyone. 
And then I figured I just had to do it so I went up to the first 
person I saw, a tourist, he said: “No”. So I went to a bar and went 
up to a girl who was sitting alone and told her I was doing a school 
theatre project and did she mind if I just talked to her quickly. I had 
written a bunch of questions to ask like: “What brought you into 
prostitution? How did your family react?” etc. It was interesting 
that I had all these questions but once I started talking to her I 
didn’t need them anymore, the conversation took its own path. 
She really directed the interview not me; she started talking about 
her life, her kids, her parents, she was really open about it. I was 
surprised.

I assumed people wouldn’t want to talk but she was so open. I 
told her at the end how surprised I was and she said: “If I’m willing 
to do it, I’m willing to talk about it”.

I asked her about what she wanted to be when she was a 
kid. She said she wanted to be an actor, a dancer, to perform on 
stage and this was the closest she was going to get. Talking to her 
humanised the idea of prostitution, it brought a face to the idea 
of it. When you think about it, you always think about all these 
women doing it because they need money but once I spoke to her 
she existed and she had a story that needed to be told. After that 
one interview I wanted to speak to as many people as I could to 
find as many stories as possible. It was an amazing experience and 
probably the one thing from the IB Diploma that I’ll take away.
Kate: Tell me about some of the others you interviewed.
Teak: I interviewed an 8-year-old, the daughter of one of the 
prostitutes there. She was waiting for her mum to finish her shift so 
I sat outside on the pavement with her. You assume that these kids 
are neglected but she had so much love for her mother. She was 
talking about how she sees her mother do these things and knew 
how much her mother had given for her: she was able to go to 
school, she was showing me the shoes her mother had bought her 
the week before. It was such a human moment. You see all these 

The importance of 
making your 
audience think 
An interview with a student Verbatim playwright
By Kate Friend

My first encounter with Verbatim Theatre was Robin 
Soans’ play Talking to Terrorists performed at the Royal 
Court Theatre in 2005. I found it challenging and intriguing 
and was totally engaged by both the idea of hearing the 
words of “real people” and by being asked to play such 
an active role as an audience member. I have always been 
inspired by playwrights like Brecht and Miller who sought 
to make their audience reconsider the world they lived in 
and so I loved that here was a theatrical form that didn’t 
seek to provide answers about current events but sought 
to ask questions of its audience. As Robin Soans says 
“the audience becomes a key, if silent, character in the 
performance. In Verbatim theatre, the audience assumes an 
active rather than a passive role.”

Since then, I have sought out Verbatim Theatre 
productions wherever possible and love plays that 
experiment with a combination of verbatim and imagined 
scenarios like Blackwatch by the National Theatre of 
Scotland. I also heartily recommend London Road by 
Alecky Blythe, a verbatim musical which is one of the most 
inventive pieces of theatre I have seen in recent years.

It has also been exciting to see students of mine discover 
the form and I thought Scene readers would be interested 
in hearing about a Verbatim project entitled Streetwalkers 
undertaken by a former student of mine last year. 
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faces as you walk past but you never talk to them. She changed 
my whole view of people.
Kate: You must have gone in with certain expectations - what else 
surprised you?
Teak: Their honesty, they really didn’t mind talking about it. I 
thought it would be difficult to get answers but there was no sense 
of shame. Some women seemed to be proud that they had found 
a way to survive and support their family. It wasn’t the case for 
everyone but I was surprised that there were women like that. And 
I was surprised because you assume prostitution is so sinful and 
there is so much evil around it like drugs and human trafficking. 
But when I was speaking to them, they made it sound like a normal 
job. They made it sound like an office job, the hours, the pay...

But there was one woman who said that her husband had left 
her when he found out she was pregnant. She was kicked out of 
her house, was living on the streets and was taken in by a pimp 
which is how she got in to prostitution. The desperation of it was 
the sad part. I think a lot of people don’t understand that. This 
girl called Candy, who I was talking to, said that one of the most 
difficult things about being a prostitute was that you couldn’t be 
friends with anyone who wasn’t in this industry because they had 
such a bad view of it.

Another time I was talking to a transgender woman. I asked 
her if she was planning to stay in this business forever and she 
said no but she didn’t know if there was any other option for her. 
Just being a transgender woman is difficult but being a poor 
transgender woman meant there was nothing else for her to do. 
Again, that desperation really scared me and it hit me the hardest, I 
really wanted to bring it into the performances.
Kate: What did you do next with your research material?
Teak: I didn’t want to do traditional Verbatim. I didn’t video them, 
I knew the actors wouldn’t be able to get the characteristics but 
I wanted to keep the words exactly the same. I wanted to make 
ethical Verbatim Theatre. I wanted to stay true to the people I had 
interviewed so the translation part (from Thai to English) was hard. 
I wanted to make sure what I had was correct; my mum helped me 
and I got my Thai friends to listen to it too.

I decided to change the characters to make it easier for the 
actors, so Candy, a 20-year-old Thai girl became a 20-year-old 
Puerto Rican girl in the script. The pimp was the one person I 
didn’t interview, I got that from the internet. I found an interview 
with him on YouTube and wrote down his answers.
Kate: Why did you change the nationality of the characters?
Teak: Because we also wanted to look at Americanisation – the 
politics of prostitution. We wanted to remove it from the Thai 
context… but the words were exactly the same.
Kate: Did you cut a lot of material?
Teak: Yes, I must have cut more than ¾ of the research. I had to 
cut a lot. I found relationships between characters, like mother 
and daughter and pimp and Helen. I wanted to structure the play’s 
narrative from the perspective of the daughter. The director asked 
me to give him the script so he could interpret it in his own way. 
But I thought that once I’d done that I would just sit back and 
become an actor but I found that as we went on I had to edit the 
script and take stuff out that didn’t make sense. I found that being 
a scriptwriter continues... I also found it really hard when the actors 
were being people I’d actually met. There were times when I was 
going: “No, she didn’t do it like that”, then I realised it was up to 
the actor to interpret the character, that’s the kind of Verbatim 
scriptwriter I wanted to be, so I had to really hold back. I didn’t 
want to impose the characteristics I saw on the script.
Kate: I found your play very open minded. Did you find it difficult 
to avoid prescribing a clear moral agenda?
Teak: The thing is, I didn’t really know how I felt about it after 
interviewing all these people. Before I interviewed them I had this 
really set point of view on prostitution but afterwards I realised 
how much these women needed the money and how they felt 
there was nothing else they could do. I wanted to show these 
different perspectives: show the politician that was really against 

it, show the child who needed the money, show the mother 
struggling to raise money for her family – I wanted to show all 
these different perspectives so that the audience could decide 
how they felt about it. Theatre is meant to challenge.
Kate: Did you get any reactions from your audience that 
surprised you?
Teak: I was speaking to my friends afterwards and some were saying 
prostitution is so bad, we need to get the police to monitor it more 
and then some said: “Wow, I did not realise how much humanity 
there is behind it, these people have stories and you ignore that”. 
People turn a blind eye to things that make them uncomfortable 
and prostitution definitely makes people uncomfortable. This play 
allows the audience to see them as people and realise that they 
have a story to tell and problems... I wanted people to see that you 
can’t ignore this and turn a blind eye. These people live among us 
and we need to acknowledge that.
Kate: Do you think if you’d just written a play about prostitution 
it would have been very different?
Teak: Yes, for sure. I know that I wouldn’t have been able to find 
that emotional depth to the characters, I wouldn’t have known 
the real stories that I heard during the interviews. I think when the 
audience watched it, it struck a chord more because they know 
it’s real, that someone actually said these words. It hits home more 
than fiction... I fell in love with Verbatim while doing this.
Kate: Do you think it’s important for Verbatim to allow the 
audience to make up their own mind?
Teak: I think it depends on the scriptwriter but the final product 
also depends on the practitioner. I know a lot of practitioners 
want to have a clear cut message for the audience. I think making 
the audience think is the most important part of theatre. A lot of 
people take it for granted that theatre is about entertainment but 
throughout the IB Diploma I have learnt that theatre is much more 
than that. It has this ability to leave an imprint on people. It has this 
ability to change what you think about something. When you make 
someone leave thinking about an issue, or with a new perspective 
on something, it’s really important because that’s what changes 
people and brings them together.
Kate: You said earlier that this has been the most valuable 
experience of your whole IB Theatre Diploma course - why?
Teak: It made me fall in love with theatre more, I know this is what 
I want to do now. I fell in love with finding stories and passing 
them on to other people. I fell in love with how Verbatim and this 
project made me meet these people and opened my mind. It made 
me a more open minded person which was the most valuable 
thing I could have asked for from theatre and from IB: to be more 
perceptive and compassionate.

I realised after doing this that I had been turning a blind eye, I 
had walked past these people but had never really cared or tried 
to understand what they were going through. But this made me 
meet them, understand them and see them as real human beings. 
I know that sounds weird but you don’t recognise someone as a 
human being until you meet them and find out about their stories 
and families and quirks. When you really listen to what they have 
to say you find parts of yourself in them. You realise how much 
you are a component of this society and you need to listen to the 
people around you.

It changed me and I couldn’t have asked for anything else.

“I fell in love with finding 
stories and passing them 

on to other people.”
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(From Scene September 2011)
A few years ago a colleague and I 

approached our head teacher with a copy 
of Illyria by Bryony Lavery with a view 
to directing it with an advanced theatre 
ensemble. We wanted to give him a heads 
up to the play’s graphic language and 
mature themes. He read the play and said 
in no uncertain terms that he did not like 
the play nor did he want us to produce 
the play and asked us to reconsider. We 
insisted that the play really had to be done. 
He said: “You know it’s not in me to say ‘no’. 
I hope you know what you’re doing.” In that 
moment both of us realised how fortunate 
we were to have such a progressive head 
teacher and that, as with good ensembles, 
the principal of relational trust was at the 
heart of the matter. As it happens, the play 
was performed and the head confirmed 
my earlier contention that what was on the 
page was very different in principle and in 
practice from what is seen on the stage. At 
the symposium after the final performance 

on the role of theatre in high schools, a 
parent of one the principle characters said: 
“I came to the theatre tonight to see my 
daughter perform. But I didn’t see her; I 
saw an actor.” 

The anecdote points to a number of 
issues about the nature of contentious 
or controversial theatre. I’m interested 
in several strands: how to convince a 
head teacher to back your choice of 
performance and how to deal with parental 
concerns in practical ways. As well as this, 
I’m interested in why, as drama teachers, 
we should put our necks on the line for 
certain ideas. And, ultimately, how we 
manage an ensemble so that they are 
secure in exploring mature content and can 
also deal with the concerns of parents and 
the wider community. For the purposes 
of space I want to focus on a production 
of The Love of the Nightingale by 
Timberlake Wertenbaker which I directed 
at Ruamrudee International School in 
November 2009.

The Love of the Nightingale is an 
intelligent, beautiful reworking of the Greek 
myth of the rape of Philomel. It explores 
a number of themes of interest to (not 
exclusively) young people: innocence 
and experience, sexual awakening, power, 
gender, war, silence. It’s not an abstract 
exploration either, the language, however, 
is lyrical and the play affords a poetic 
treatment which must, I think, balance 
the graphic issues of rape and violence. 
It is a powerful exploration of masculinity 
and male violence without polemicising 
or taking a simplistic stance. If anything 
the play reaches out and demands that 
the tough questions that are posed in the 
play are tackled even if they are potentially 
unanswerable like: “What makes the 
torturer smile?” and: “Why are little girls 
raped and murdered in the car parks of 
dark cities?”. It is a play about questions, 
questioning and the results of silencing 
questions. The final line of the play is 
the metamorphosed Itys to Philomel: 

confrontational… 
controversial… 
challenging… 
contentious theatre
By Darren Scully
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“Didn’t you want me to ask questions?”. 
There is no pontificating or reducing to 
exhortation. It suggests the power of 
theatre as a redemptive force or at least 
the imagination.

Saying so, however, does not make 
the job of persuading the head or dealing 
with a concerned parent much easier. And 
I promise to try to give some practical 
advice. The problem, however, begins with 
Plato. Or at least in part. A casual list of 
texts covered in most Advanced Literature 
courses contains works like King Lear, 
Hamlet, Macbeth (rarely Titus Andronicus 
though for my argument I wish it were a 
better play). The curriculum is crowded 
with crimes against humanity, genocide, 
rape, female genital mutilation. Literature 
teems with the horrors of slavery, struggle 
against plague and prejudice, disease and 
disaster, madness, murder and suicide. We 
can read about it it seems but please don’t 
put it on the stage. Now why is that? 

Plato felt that poets (artist in general) 
appealed to the emotions and the affective 
faculties and as such were to be treated 
with the gravest of suspicions. “Poetry 
feeds and waters the passions instead 
of drying them up; she lets them rule, 
although they ought to be controlled, if 
mankind are ever to increase in happiness 
and virtue.” (Plato 36)

The problem with theatre is that it 
arouses and plays upon people’s emotions. 
Plato contends that emotions cause people 
to think and behave irrationally. Since, the 
argument goes, an approach to the truth 
can only be attained through rational, 
structured thought, poetry necessarily 
prohibits any kind of movement towards 
knowledge.

But that does not mean we are 
condemned to accept Plato’s contention. 
Granted the theatre’s tendency to move; 
Arthur Miller said the function of the 
theatre was to “by whatever means it 
is accomplished, the prime business of 
a play is to arouse the passions of its 
audience so that by the route of passion 
may be opened up new relationships 
between a man and men, and between 
men and Man. Drama is akin to the other 
inventions of man in that it ought to help 
us to know more and not merely to spend 
our feelings.” (Collected Plays (1958) 
Introduction, Section 7)

Poetry and emotion do not need to 
be viewed as obstacles in our search for 
knowledge. Instead, they may be thought 
of as one of the most powerful ways 
we seek meaning and answers to our 
“unanswerable questions”.

I think there are two related aspects 
that need to be addressed. One is, of 
course, the lingering suspicion that theatre 
can actually mentally or emotionally 
harm spectators because they might be 
witnesses to acts of brutality; the other is 
the ethics of witnessing, the positioning of 

the audience.
Each day, as I have said, students are 

exposed to acts of unimaginable brutality: 
war, genocide, natural disasters, crimes 
both on news and movies and TV shows. 
It’s precisely the sanitised, desensitised 
nature of these media which allows for a 
weary, confused and defeatist attitude from 
an audience. It’s as if these events exist 
independently of agency and causation 
like some scourge or cast in a tiresome 
ideological rote-response: “It’s just human 
nature”, as if that explained or elucidated 
the horror. I would contend that it’s precisely 
theatre’s place to involve, emotionally and 
intellectually, the spectator in order to 
show, through the safe medium that theatre 
provides, that we can be elevated above 
the horror. I am in broad agreement with 
British theatre director and writer Declan 
Donnellan who points out how we tend to 
“romanticise the imagination” and see it 
in terms of some lyrical guise. Instead, he 
argues, we should see the imagination as a 
“big old muscle”. “We use our imaginations 
to survive” because every moment of our 
waking lives we receive through our senses 
“chaotic images of the universe and our 
imaginations make sense out of those”. 
The key point Donnellan makes - and it’s 
one I constantly repeat with IB students 
- is that the imagination allows us “to see 
things as they really are”. Reality “needs a 
lot of imagining” precisely to understand. It 
requires a “feat” of imagination to overcome 
the glib, mechanical iteration of statistics of 
casual slaughter and natural disaster.

There is also the suggestion and the 
fear of the prurient - that we might actually 
enjoy watching the horror depicted, 
that we might not understand or be 
perversely corrupted by the presentation 
of controversial material. This is often cast 
with reference to “appropriateness”.

Rather than be on the backfoot I would 
argue and take a stand about the vague 
terms “appropriate” which has always 
been used in the negative (e.g.: “This is 
not appropriate”) as a way of claiming 
the moral centre ground, I am suggesting 
that we must be assertive and point to the 
positive, educational merits of controversial 
theatre. Firstly we need to be clear about 
what happens when we watch theatre and 
why “we must allow audiences to identify 
with the show breath by breath and beat 
by beat”. (Artaud 1974)

To return to The Love of the Nightingale. 
One of the two acts of mutilation in the 
play is the rape of the young, idealistic 

and intellectually curious Philomel. As the 
audience has known for some time, Tereus, 
the crude masculinist warrior from the 
North, has been harbouring lustful feelings 
towards his sister-in-law. The passionate 
and “naïve” Philomel has inflamed him 
“with her wild words” since the beginning 
of the play. The audience must play dumb 
witness to the “inevitable” act, see Tereus 
confront Philomel. She says: “I must 
consent”, to which he replies, basically: “It 
would be better but it’s not necessary”. 
The stakes are very high. As the actor 
playing Philomel said in her journal: “If she 
doesn’t convince [him] that his feelings 
are lustful for her (and not love), then she 
will be raped”. After an onstage struggle, 
the strong and violent Tereus carries the 
exhausted Philomel offstage and we watch 
Niobe deliver a defeated monologue while 
the audience knows what is happening (is 
forced to hear the cries from offstage). As 
the audience pays attention to the offstage 
rape of Philomel so they must have 
empathy with the suffering being depicted. 
Their – our – cognitive processes, their – 
our – direct and indirect experiences allow 
us to consider the feelings and pain and 
feel the ideas and understanding of what 
they are witnessing. As John Keefe argues, 
these are acts of embodiment in both actor 
and spectator “a material manifestation 
of processes and cultural experiences 
that implies an ethical complicity with the 
actions of the stage and the actions being 
portrayed on that stage”. Keefe refers to 
Brecht’s recognition of the dual nature 
of witnessing: if we observe sorrow on 
the stage and at the same time identify 
ourselves with it then this simultaneous 
observing is a part of our observation. We 
are sorrowful but at the same time we 
are people observing a sorrow – our own 
– almost as if it were detached from us. 
(Brecht 1965: 47)

Keefe’s analysis contends that such 
“complicity” is not a “disjuncture” but a 
“double, phenomenological recognition 
of the stage itself and what it is showing”. 
But that recognition is no less empathetic 
for being so removed; “our empathetic 
imagination and experience allow us to feel 
and know we are feeling, to think and know 
we are thinking at the same time. Such 
distance is not the death of theatre, nor the 
preserve of an Epic niche but a necessary 
and always present factor in our being able 
to bear witness to the acts of theatre.”

The theatrical experience then emerges 
directly from of an act of empathy and 

“The problem with theatre is that it 
arouses and plays upon people’s emotions.”
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this places us in a direct ethical and 
moral position. Far from experiencing a 
prurient excitement at this, the audience 
is confronted with “the reproduction of 
real-life incidents on the stage in such a 
way as to underline their causality and 
bring it to the spectator’s attention. This 
type of art also generates emotions; such 
performances facilitate the mastering 
of reality; and this it is that moves the 
spectator.” (Brecht 1993: 81)

Brecht calls this the “traffic between 
stage and auditorium” and is produced in 
several distinct ways and means but the 
net result is unchanging, an apprehension 
of what has been caused and its causes 
that are fundamentally ethical or moral 
in nature. Keefe goes on: “Ethical in the 
material itself, in our choice to be part 
of that traffic, our choice to be agents 
witnessing the presented actions of 
other agents. We may think of this as an 
unspoken benevolent conspiracy between 
actor and spectator, and spectator and 
spectator.” Seeing things as they really are 
but fundamentally being aware that we are 
spectators engaged in a silent complicity, 
not with the action but with the conflict 
between silence and action. The cowering 
soldiers know what’s been happening. “We 
saw nothing”, they say. The play’s theme 
of brutality and violence being caused by 
silencing and an end to questioning is 
brought powerfully home.

There are further objections or areas 
of doubt which I have heard expressed by 

concerned parents or management which 
is to do with the potential trauma to 
actors who have to express such powerful 
emotions. It is understandable but these 
fears come about through a fundamental 
lack of understanding about what it is 
to act. I take great care to share student 
journals/diaries in publicity material and in 
correspondence. In the case of the student 
playing the role of Philomel she had this 
to say about the staging of the abduction 
before the rape scene:

We didn’t want to overwhelm the 
audience with emotion but to make them 
visually experience the beginnings of rape 
with a more critical approach. However, 
once we decided to stage it using physical 
theatre techniques, we saw the possibility 
of aestheticising it which we all agreed was 
something we needed to avoid. How could 
we make something so wrong, so appalling, 
into a beautiful dance piece? For this 
reason we kept a lot of natural movements 
in the piece; he worked with pushes 
and pulls, running away, pulling back - 
movements that showed the force of Tereus 
and the fear of Philomel. Chris (Tereus) 
and I really had to work on the balance 
of power between the two of us - as he 
was much stronger than me, he needed 
to make sure that our movements were 
still controlled and that he wasn’t really 
forcing me to move in any manner. I found 
difficulty with this at first because it was 
necessary to make our movements look 
extremely natural, with Philomel trying to 

run away from Tereus’s firm grasp but then 
also incorporating physical theatre lifts and 
turns - so it was highly choreographed. At 
first, I was stumbling a lot - between trying 
to pull away from Chris’ grasp and leaning 
back, I was constantly losing balance. Chris 
and I did exercises to find the balance of 
power - we pushed against each other’s 
shoulders/backs/hips and found how far 
we could push each other…  We were finally 
able to perfect the piece and work in the 
text with the movements so that our words 
weren’t undermined by the lifts and turns.

What I’m interested here is the way the 
student can reflect quite sharply on the 
dangers of aestheticising violence and then 
move to a consideration of how to enact 
the piece in very precise performative 
terms. This is not a contradiction but a clear 
indication that a performer of powerful 
emotions is not swept away or caught up 
in the emotions but has to negotiate the 
way to demonstrate powerful emotions. At 
the same time, I also think it important to 
consider the even more complex concern 
that there is the potential in producing 
controversial theatre that the actors 
themselves might not understand fully the 
material they are presenting and there may 
be the danger of trivialising the issues. I 
was struck by an article by Adrian Kear 
in which he articulates the relationship 
between directors and students in 
adolescent theatre: “The burning questions 
I wanted to address concerned what might 
be called the ethics of performance in this 
theatrical representation. To what extent 
were the adolescent actors aware of what 
it was they were doing? Did they have 
ownership of the mise-en-scène, or was 
it subject to a calculated and controlling 
directorial strategy? In short, what were the 
relations of authorship and agency at play 
within the compositional process of this 
company?” I’d like to include two extracts 
from the actor playing Philomel which 
address these very issues.
1.   Working as the chairperson of Hope 

is Life Foundation, I have come across 
several girls who have been involved in 

“The play’s theme of brutality and 
violence being caused by silencing and 

an end to questioning is brought
powerfully home.”
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the sex slavery industry and have worked 
to provide them with an education and 
help rehabilitate them from their severe 
mental injuries… Therefore, I was able to 
more or less utilise my experiences with 
these girls as a research tool - but this 
also presented ethical considerations 
- was I exploiting these girls by using 
them as a means to acquaint myself with 
the role of Philomel? As I was doing so, 
I realised that I wasn’t exploiting these 
girls - I was merely telling a part of 
their story. However, if I didn’t have this 
internal debate, I might have run the risk 
of trivialising the issue. I was spreading 
awareness of their misery, breaking 
the silence about these issues that are 
deemed as taboo in today’s society. It 
really wasn’t about me or becoming a 
better actress. It was about all the girls 
who have been raped or violated.

2.  Another scene that proved to be difficult 
was the scene in which Philomel re-
enacts the rape and the cutting of her 
tongue by means of a puppet show in 
the market. The stage instructions call 
for life-size dolls but my director decided 
to use other actors instead of dolls and I 
was meant to manipulate them. However, 
we soon found out that this meant I 
wasn’t necessarily “leading” the action 
rather I was responding to it, seeing as I 
couldn’t literally manipulate them myself 
- the exact opposite of our intentions. 
Furthermore, as I didn’t choreograph 
it, I learned the actions after the dance 
movements were choreographed. 
Philomel is meant to tell her story the 
way she experienced it and it seemed 
as if we were working in reverse mode 
- it made my task more difficult and it 
seemed to be a poor decision to not have 
me choreograph. 

For me the first comment points 
to a strong conscious and ethically 
sensitive attempt to articulate the kind 
of negotiation involved in dealing with 
controversial roles and goes some way 
towards dealing with Kear’s concern. 
The second comment was a very timely 
reminder to me as director that we must 
be continuously vigilant about why we are 
working with edgy theatre, that the ethics 
of controversial theatre are as much to do 
with the relationship between ensemble 
members as much as between ensemble 
and audience/senior management.

Considerations such as these led me 
to conceive of a strategy to allow the 
workings of the ensemble to be made 
part of the production itself. There is a 
lot of credence with theatre-makers in 
maintaining the “magic” or “wonder” 
of theatre. And this is fair enough but 
there are times when it makes sense to 
reveal how it’s all done. In the case of 
controversial theatre it makes perfect sense 
to explain why. In early communication with 
the high school principal (this in a Catholic 

school run by Redemptorist priests) I 
outlined the idea of having a symposium 
after the final performance of The Love of 
the Nightingale. Guest speakers, ensemble 
members, teachers would be invited to 
speak about the play and the role of 
theatre in high schools. Parents would be 
invited to comment in a plenary session, 
the Parent-Teacher Association would 
be given an opportunity to express their 
views. This was advertised well in advance 
and the symposium filmed alongside the 
production itself. Actors were “prepped”, 
not with specific comments or propaganda 
but with specific aspects to cover. These 
were: 1) stop violence against women: why 
one day is not enough, 2) playing Philomel: 
challenging roles, 3) the role of art in 
confronting social issues: why The Love of 
the Nightingale and 4) what is ensemble 
theatre?

In which the student speaker spoke 
about “countries where honour killings, 
when women are murdered in the name 
of family, trafficking or genital mutilation 
occur” but also about the “need to do more 
and we need to do better. Too often women 
have to suffer in silence, ashamed and afraid 
to seek justice. Too often they are subject 
to sexual violence as a method of war, and 
too often impunity prevails and crimes go 
unpunished. Too often women are treated 
as victims only and not recognised as and 
supported to be the important agents of 
change which they are.”

The actor playing Philomel emerged 
after changing to deliver a very moving 
(in fact much less controlled) talk about 
her work for the Hope is Life foundation, 
specifically the trafficking of young girls 
across country borders to be sold to 
brothel owners as a commodity for the 
sex industry and how playing the role of 
Philomel opened up disturbing but positive 
understanding.  Another cast member 
spoke passionately and articulately about 
the boundaries between life and art and 
the responsibility of the artist to deal with 
burning issues.

The actor playing the brutish Tereus 
delivered a clear (and gentle) commentary 
on the rehearsal process, the workings of 
the ensemble and deconstructing before the 
audiences’ eyes any concerns about being 
traumatised or corrupted by playing a rapist.

The symposium had to be clearly 
organised and managed. On this occasion 
there were no major concerns expressed or 

counter arguments but a production team 
should be prepared for them. I remember a 
parent at a symposium after Illyria saying: 
“After only five minutes I had had enough 
(of the graphic language and stories 
about torture and mutilation) and wanted 
to leave.” My heart sank but the parent 
continued: “I was glad I didn’t”, before 
going on to praise the play’s bravery.

What’s important I think is that teachers 
and directors convinced about the merits 
of a play they know will potentially cause 
controversy is that they address confidently 
and purposefully management and parents 
in advance of the show. I have found the 
response to bold, edgy productions, on 
the part of teenagers and their parents, 
has been very positive. However, we have a 
responsibility to recognise and appreciate 
parental concern and as such we need to 
provide clear understanding of potentially 
disturbing content in advance through 
promotional material, on the school theatre 
website and through any educational 
handouts or programmes. Written parental 
permission is also helpful for all young 
people participating in ensemble theatre 
to ensure that communication channels 
remain open.

Confrontational theatre has to see 
itself as a means to open up a space for 
reflection and debate. Theatre needs to 
assert itself as a powerful corrective to the 
violence and commodified cruelty of TV 
and film. In replying to a question about 
Illyria in an interview with Jim Mulligan, 
about the decision to write and produce 
the play, Bryony Lavery said:

“Theatre is a dangerous thing. I had to 
be ready for the fact that nobody would 
do the play. But remember it is fiction. The 
place for brutality and horror is on the 
stage not in life and I believe human beings 
can rehearse for reality through drama. It 
is the nature of theatre to experience the 
inconceivable. Illyria has a strong moral 
standpoint and it doesn’t leave people in 
the horror. The journey is through horror 
to hope and resolution and to peace which 
are huge and mighty things.”

Despite the real obstacles educators 
daily face in teaching and defending 
difficult material, theatre is in many ways an 
ideal forum for young people to confront 
and channel disturbing and important 
questions, and theatre education fails if it 
cannot begin to address the contentious 
and controversial.

“Confrontational theatre has to see 
itself as a means to open up a space for 
reflection and debate.”
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The word theatre comes to us from the 
Greek word Theasthai meaning “to view 
as spectators” or “to watch” (Montiglio, 
132). This definition leads us to appreciate 
audience as one of two key components in 
the art form (the other being performer). 
Without audience there is essentially no 
theatre. If we can understand this conceit - 
that audience is a necessary component of 
theatre - then we can understand that there 
is a necessity for theatre to elicit a response 
from the audience. What would it be like 
e.g. if an audience shuffled out of a theatre 
performance feeling, thinking and doing 
nothing different than when they walked 
in? If they were completely unchanged we 
would wonder what the purpose of theatre 
was. As theatre practitioners our goal is to 
get a reaction from our viewers.

Some theatre draws out an audience 
response gently by means of humour, 
cajoling or romanticism. Some theatre does 
this through manipulation or alienation 
and some performances cause response 
through provocation. I’ve always been 
drawn to plays that reveal and stir strong 

emotions deliberately. I like to be provoked 
and to provoke others to feel, think or do 
and so I would call most of the theatre 
work that I engage in provocative.

Recently the University of Montana, 
where I teach, produced a new American 
play called Welcome Home Jenny Sutter 
which tells the story of a female veteran 
who is returning to the United States 
from active duty in Iraq. Jenny has PTSD 
(posttraumatic stress disorder) and a 
prosthetic leg and though she has been 
away from her family, including her two 
young daughters, she cannot seem to make 
her way home to be with them. Instead 
she finds herself living in an informal 
community in the Nevada dessert. There 
she meets others, like Lou, who are also 
escaping something and Jenny tries to deal 
with her loss and pain.

 LOU: I just don’t understand why you’re 
here. If you have kids to go home to, 
what the hell are you doing here? 
Sleeping in this trash heap. Please. Don’t 
you want to go home and see them? 
Don’t you miss them?

JENNY: Of course.
 LOU: When was the list time you saw 
them?
JENNY: 19 months.
It turns out that along with the 

amputated leg and PTSD, Jenny is suffering 
from severe guilt. Her job in Iraq was at an 
American military checkpoint where she 
was responsible for checking Iraqi women 
and children who passed by. Her prosthetic 
is a result of a bomb that went off at her 
checkpoint injuring herself and others and 
she feels responsible for the explosion.

 JENNY: I killed 15 people because I 
didn’t check a baby’s diaper. A woman 
let her baby be the bomb. Suck that up. 
A kid’s head got blown off. Teeth and 
brains everywhere. My friends.
You might imagine the impact this 

provocative subject matter and language 
had upon the audience. Our university 
campus is populated with over 700 
student veterans, many who came to the 
production, and talks with the audience 
were held after performances. People 
without any connection to the military 

Applied Theatre as 
a way to provoke 
connection   
By Jillian Campana

The University of Montana’s production of Julie 
Marie Myatt’s Welcome Home Jenny Sutter. 

Photograph: Terry Cyr
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sat side by side with veterans who had 
served in Iraq, Afghanistan and in earlier 
wars. The conversations that arose out of 
the play were about the way the war has 
affected the lives of the veterans and their 
families and how veterans have struggled 
to be re-integrated back into the life they 
had before they left to serve. The play 
itself provoked audiences to talk about the 
repercussions of war and to feel something 
for the people who have served.

My interest and passion lies in the 
provocative nature of a field called Applied 
Theatre. Applied Theatre works outside 
of mainstream performance venues and 
uses theatre and drama as a tool for social, 
emotional and cognitive growth as well 
as individual and community knowledge 
and development. According to Monica 
Prendergast and Juliana Saxton in the 
book, Applied Theatre International Case 
Studies and Challenges for Practice, this 
form “works overtly… to reveal more clearly 
the way the world is working” (8). I believe 
that engaging audience members overtly 
with a play encourages a more in-depth 
connection to the subject matter, ultimately 
creating a stronger potential for dialogue.

And so I did what I love to do with any 
play: I created an Applied Theatre project 
that took place in tandem with the play 
Welcome Home Jenny Sutter. The project, 
Learning Through our Troops: Stories of 
Combat, Service and Reintegration, sought 
to share multiple stories and perspectives 
of actual veterans who have returned home 
after service. I was interested in showcasing 
a prism of emotions and in highlighting 
the experiences of real veterans versus 
the one fictitious account of the character 
of Jenny Sutter. I also wanted to educate 
people who had little to no knowledge 
about military personnel, war and post 
demobilisation. Finally I wanted to provide 
an experience for the audience members 
that would enable them to connect more 
intimately with the play and to cultivate 
a lasting interest in the subject matter 
presented. In short, I wanted to provoke 
audience members into engaging with the 
story and the experiences and feelings of 
military veterans.

The Learning Through our Troops 
project began about seven months before 
the play was performed. Though our 
campus does not lack student veterans, I 
knew that many might not be interested 
in working with theatre or in sharing their 
personal stories and so I contacted some 
veterans and organisations that work 
with veterans in order to ascertain some 
important facts before I began work on 
the project. I wanted to: 1) gauge the 
level of interest veterans might have in a 

theatre project, 2) gather information about 
what types of activities veterans might 
be interested in and 3) understand what 
goal or statement veteran participants 
might want to make. It is important that 
participants in an Applied Theatre project 
have a voice in the shape and scope of the 
project. They are the experts, the ones who 
know the subject matter in-depth and who 
have a personal connection. Our campus 
veterans’ office (UM Vets) was particularly 
helpful and offered recommendations that I 
was able to build a project around. 

Using feedback gathered from UM 
Vets and from a veteran student group, I 
decided that veteran participants would 
be individually interviewed about their 
experiences post demobilisation and 
that their responses would be audio 
recorded. The audio would be transcribed 
and used to craft a short 2-3 minute 
monologue using exerts from the longer 
interview, documentary theatre style. The 
monologues would then be performed 
in some way for audiences of the play 
Welcome Home Jenny Sutter.

I first worked with a young veteran 
named Mikaila to develop the interview 
questions and Mikaila and I tested the 
interview and writing process before any 
other veteran participated so that we 
could learn from it and make changes if 
necessary and also so that we could use 
her monologue as a way to recruit other 
participants. Perhaps because I worked 
with Mikaila to develop questions and took 
suggestions from the UM Vets office, when 
I posted recruitment flyers describing the 

Learning Through our Troops project and 
asking for participants, I received a very 
good response. At this point I had many 
people interested in participating and so 
I involved students from a class I teach 
in Applied Theatre. Each student was 
partnered with one veteran and the pairs 
reviewed the interview questions and made 
changes if necessary so that questions 
were more individualised. Interviews took 
place about a week after the questions 
were formalised so that participants could 
have time to think about their responses 
and typically lasted around one hour. 
Examples of some of the questions were:
•  What were your initial thoughts when 

you found you were coming home? Can 
you recall any emotions that stood out?

•  How were you greeted when you 
returned? Who was there? What was it 
like when you first saw your family? 

•  How are you different as a result of your 
military service experience?

•  What has the overall sentiment about 
the war and treatment of veterans been 
in your experience?

•  Are there any questions you wish 
people would not ask about your time 
in the military?
My students individually interviewed 

their veteran partner and these interviews 
unearthed a great deal of information. 
The students then went about the task of 
transcribing the audio. Though there are 
several software programmes that assist in 
transcription, we found that the repetition 
involved in taking the time to manually 
transcribe the interviews helped the 

A USMC veteran records his monologue with the help of journalism professor Nadia White.
Photograph: Dillon Kato

The US Library of Congress is collecting longer stories from veterans through the Veterans History Project (http://www.loc.gov/vets/). 
This collection includes DVDs, audio recordings, photographs and interview transcriptions and is an incredible resource but because 
there is so much information provided in that project, getting information from the site demands time to get oriented and time to view 
information.
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interviewers learn more about their veteran 
partners and pinpoint potential themes. 
After the interviews were turned into text 
(usually around 10-12 single spaced pages) 
the pairs met and chose which sentences 
and phrases to use to craft the monologue. 
Often the excerpts chosen were centred 
around a theme, specific event or emotion 
that was mentioned in the longer interview 
numerous times and these tended toward 
the provocative in that the feelings and 
ideas mentioned were intense and often 
upsetting. 

In most cases the interviewers took the 
leadership in this writing process but the 
veterans always had the final say in what 
excerpts were used. As you might imagine, 
the veterans’ experiences varied greatly. For 
some, like Mikaila, who told me: “I love to 
talk about the opportunities I had because 
I was deployed”, serving and even returning 
was mostly a positive experience, a way 
to help their country or to pay for college. 
For other veterans who participated in 
this project it was important to express 
dissatisfaction with the reintegration 
process. One veteran expressed his 
frustration with the way he feels perceived 
by others. “When I walk across campus in 
uniform people won’t look at me… I’ll look 
and smile you know, just as you walk by, 
you smile at people and they’ll either look 
away or not return the smile.” Another 
participant shared his feelings about a lack 
of support and community: “I just don’t fit 
in; there is just no place for me in a lot of 
situations because the things that matter in 
this society don’t really matter in the grand 
scheme of things”. 

When the monologues were all written, 
we read through them as a class and were 
overwhelmed by our feelings. None of the 
monologues were easy to read or entirely 
pleasant and they all displayed a myriad of 
emotions including depression, guilt, grief 
and aggression. At this point rather than 
shying away from the subject matter and 
project, we all embraced it and began to 
formulate how to share the monologues 
with the Welcome Home Jenny Sutter 
audiences. To this end we decided that we 
would audio record the veteran performing 
their monologues and have these audio files 
available to audience members to listen to 
before they viewed the play. We wanted as 
many people as possible to have access to 
the monologues and most veterans were 
not interested in performing live or even 
on video, in part to maintain anonymity. 
We also decided to create a slideshow of 
personal photographs taken by, or of, the 
veteran participants to offer visual images 
to accompany the sound files.

Veterans rehearsed their monologues 
with their Applied Theatre student partner 
and then audio recorded their pieces in 
a sound studio on campus. Recording 
the monologues turned out to be a very 
profound moment for the veterans, many 

of whom had never performed or been in a 
professional studio. We gave the veterans 
the opportunity to record their monologue 
several times with coaching from their 
student interviewer and to listen to the final 
recording. Of course these performances 
and listening sessions brought back many 
feelings but veterans who participated 
told us that it not only felt good to express 
their emotions but that having their 
stories listened to and recorded for the 
public validated their feelings about their 
experiences and made them feel respected.

Welcome Home Jenny Sutter opened 
in late April of 2015 and my class spent the 
week before creating a museum theatre 
exhibit in the lobby of the theatre. The 
exhibit consisted of a large display that 
described the project, accessible written 
copies of all the monologues, the slideshow 
of photographs the veterans supplied us 
with and five individual listening stations 
- each fitted with an IPad and headphone 
set so that patrons could listen to the 
monologues individually and without 
interruption. At between 2-3 minutes, the 
monologues were long enough to get to 
the heart of an issue and to share a story 
but also short enough so that people 
could stay interested and also listen to 
several. These monologues offered a small 
but intimate glimpse into the lives and 
perspectives of veterans in our community 
and because the listening stations were 
easy to access, we had many patrons stop 
to listen. My students who participated 
as interviewers were present each night 
and facilitated the listening by providing 
information about the project and orienting 
audience members as to how to use the 
IPads and which monologues might be 
of interest (some contained more graphic 
language or stories and younger audience 
members were steered away from these 
while other audience members were able to 
tell the docents what themes they wanted 
to hear about and then be guided toward 
specific monologues). 

Audience members who participated 
in the listening stations told us that 
though the monologues were sometimes 
painful to listen to, the stories shared had 
an impact on the way they viewed the 
play and also opened up their minds to 
the veteran’s experience and cultivated 
empathy for the people who serve in 
the military. The monologues provoked 
audience members into learning and 
thinking about the demobilisation process 
and they learned that returning home 
was fraught with difficulties. Many of my 
students who participated in this project 
were also surprised by the way the 
project affected them. Several students 
were initially intimidated because of their 
lack of knowledge about service and the 
armed forces. Some held preconceived 
notions about the type of person who 
would choose to serve and the reasons 

behind their service. For them this project 
shattered stereotypes and emphasised the 
commonalities of all humanity. One senior 
told me: “I was afraid to interview my veteran. 
I didn’t know anything about the war or why 
anyone would go to war. I thought he might 
be angry and think I was intrusive. But we 
got along great. He was so open and honest 
with me and I learned so much from him. I 
didn’t think I could understand someone so 
different from me but by hearing his story 
and helping him to write the monologue I 
saw how similar we are.”

We as people are defined, in part, 
by our experiences and the experience 
of serving in the military and returning 
home can be categorised as a significant 
milestone in a person’s life. Time and 
time again we heard from veterans that 
the person they were now was different 
from the person who entered into service. 
Positive or negative, they were all forever 
changed and this change resonated with 
my students and the audience members 
who listened to the veterans’ stories. 

 ANONYMOUS VETERAN: Right when 
you come back, after you go through 
the euphoria of like, “phew, I made it”, 
then guilt gets set in. I made it, but 
others didn’t, good people didn’t make 
it. Everyone talks about – “when I get 
home, I’m gonna go do this or I’m gonna 
do that” and you create this kind of 
mental image of the way it’s supposed 
to be when you come back. And then 
it’s never like that. It’s different. And that 
causes some frustration. You leave and 
then you come back and you’re changed 
and... Things have changed back here 
but not as much as it has changed for 
you. The world doesn’t wait for you while 
you’re gone.
Provocative theatre produces a strong 

reaction in the participants - both the 
performance makers and the viewers. It 
causes emotions to stir. It arouses curiosity. 
It motivates further critical thinking on 
the subject. This is why I love theatre; it 
makes me think, feel and make changes 
in my life and in the lives of those around 
me. It helps me understand my world in a 
deeper and richer way and to potentially 
initiate change leading to better personal 
connections and ways of acting. Watching 
or being involved in a provocative theatre 
piece is usually not as easy as participating 
in a production that seeks merely to 
entertain or bring reprieve from the 
harshness or monotony of daily life. But 
theatre that provokes is typically more 
meaningful to those involved. We are often 
told that out of difficult life experiences we 
learn and grow. I believe it is the same with 
experiences that happen virtually - through 
theatre – that seeing, hearing about and 
even performing intense occurrences 
causes us to gain wisdom about our fellow 
people and their lives and emotions and 
experiences. 
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As a director this is exciting. To create 
something that is long lasting and which 
inspires change in the ways people think 
about things or act towards each other is 
a powerful incentive. Certainly considering 
20th century theatre styles this is common. 
Making political statements and eliciting 
change is a large part of theatre. This 
empowerment intrigues me as a director 
but I am never convinced that this is all that 
my work in theatre is about. Nor does it 
make sense to me that provocation is only 
outward and on the audience. Or perhaps 
this is the catharsis that the Greeks sought 
to incite in their theatrical pursuits.

Educational theatre is slightly different. 
Of course, engaging students in making 
change in their world is part of our 
mandate. But the term provocative theatre 
takes on an added meaning when working 
with young people. I have found that young 
theatre explorers want to be challenged. 
Provocative theatre in education allows 
a pathway for students to question and 
explore their own thoughts. Also, because 
we are experimenting most of the time in 
class what should be provoked is student 
emotion and engagement. In this way, 
provocative theatre is about focusing on 
creating new ways of thinking in the artist 
rather than the audience. I think that any 
audience other than the other participants 
who are, in turn, being abraded will never 

experience much of what is explored.  
So how does Butoh fit in: dance of 

thunder, dance of darkness, seditious act 
and unclassifiable style? These are some 
of the different definitions I have found 
regarding Butoh. “For the general audience, 
it appears as a type of dance or silent 
theatre which displays extreme visual 
images created by skinny, white painted 
dancers.”2  All of this makes Butoh’s intrigue 
even greater. I never attempt to define it 
with students before they experience the 
first workshop that I do. We talk about the 
cultural context of World War II Japan and 
Hiroshima. We discuss what we know about 
Noh theatre and its conventions as well as 

perceptions about some Western physical 
theatre and dance traditions. I really try 
to define it kinaesthetically rather than 
verbally taking students through warm ups 
that exhaust and pull them to the earth.  

Primarily, Butoh is beauty considered 
from another perspective. The beauty of 
agony, despair, sorrow, horror, mutilation 
and troubled minds is the immediate 
take away from that but it is more. My 
approach is to consider the glory of the 
human strength to overcome these. Even, 
in considering the natural world as the 
starting point, decay and decomposition 
become the earth’s way of creating beauty. 
If a tree were never scarred nature would 

not moving 
but being 
moved
By Angela David

“It is said that the mark of a great piece of theatre is the 
conversation it sparks that lasts long after the curtain has fallen.” 1  

1  www.thejournalist.org.za/art/provocative-
theatre-gets-students-hot-under-the-collar 

2 www.contemporary-dance.org/butoh.html
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not rise to the challenge of healing it.
And, from my students: Butoh is SLOW.
I first encountered Butoh in Seoul at a 

TaPS workshop for teachers.  The course 
was actually covering the old old course 
so that tells you a bit about how long ago 
it was. I had always seen movement when 
directing. That is my approach so when 
the lights were turned low and we began 
to contract and gyrate and explore on our 
own, I found a strange kind of solace and 
peace in the work. I don’t know if it is the 
tempo of the movement or letting yourself 
come to exhaustion but it seems that 
every time people experience it, there is a 
transcendence that occurs. This happened 
to me. I felt happy after our workshop and 
I wanted to know more and then share that 
with my students. I had nowhere near the 
training or experience of others but I was 
eager to explore and experiment.

So - all that being said - how does 
this work in a classroom? I’m going to 
start with the introductory lesson that 
I have also used at various ISTA events. 
I also offered this as a workshop at a 
recent South American Athletics and 
Activities Conference in Buenos Aires and 
students here were just as taken with the 
mesmerising effect of the work. My theory 
is that going into this state of full focus 
allows the actor to bring up emotions and 
ideas that have previously been latent. 
The provocation that happens is to the 
student and then they are able to pique the 
audience to deeper meaning.

The opening is yoga based to get 
everyone stretched and loose. I usually lead 
a few sun salutations and basic stretches 
so that all ability levels can take part. To me 
it is important that this happens in a circle. 
This affords everyone some anonymity as 
there is no one in the “front line” but also 
anchors the group as an ensemble. Silence 
is key so participants can focus on their 
own bodies so I play traditional Japanese 
music that is calming to get this feeling.

Next we take a stance with hips slightly 

turned under, legs bent at about 30 degrees 
and feet hip-width apart. This is to get 
energy going into the ground and rooting 
ourselves. The group then starts moving on 
a very precise walk. Eesh: right leg comes 
up to a forty-five degree angle and then, Ni: 
the calf gets kicked out to the right. Sohn: 
to land the step weight all goes down so 
the body actually leans into the step. This 
is repeated to walk around the room with 
the leader calling out the steps. The music I 
play here is from an album that I found For 
Butoh by Mishio Funazawa. The electronic 
and avant garde sound is perfect to get the 
mood right for the students. After walking 
for quite a while (the length of time usually 
depends on how long we have as well as the 
mood of the room but long enough to have 
people slightly winded). 

Participants then lie on the floor at 
my encouragement. I ask them to pull 
themselves into an embryo and then 
stretch out so that they are expanding and 
contracting very slowly. The imagery that 
you use is very important to help elicit 
emotions from the participants. The final 
part of this step is to give the instruction 
that everyone has five minutes, no more, no 
less, to put on their shoe. Encourage timing 
and focus in your side coaching. This brings 
a state of clear focus to the participants to 
strip away preconceptions.

As the time comes to an end everyone 
is asked to move to find someone who 
catches their eye. Partners are then 
instructed to have one come and get 
supplies (white paint, water, sponges, red 
ribbon) and they paint each other. They 
can do this in any way but usually the faces 
get covered. The ribbon is for them to tie 
onto each other, again, anywhere they like. 
It is this ritual that I think allows students 
to find the response that is beyond what 
they normally might in the work. Each time 
I have done this initial workshop students 
and teachers talk about finding peace and 
timelessness. That they transcend their 
immediate location and can find deeper 

meaning in the movement that they are 
doing.

This is usually the end of the first 
session and after that much physical 
experimentation using different stimuli 
occurs. I find that a swipe of white across 
the face along with the retying of the 
ribbon in each class helps to bring students 
back into the state without each time going 
through the whole process again.

Once the students are inculcated to the 
way of working, the real experimentation 
can begin. Here I give them the opportunity 
to explore many different starting points 
through movement always with the 
anti-music soundtrack of various Butoh 
soundtracks in the background. There 
are images or movie sequences, personal 
histories or news articles to start from.  We 
explore what movements or stories those 
tell improvisationally. After some time of 
experimentation we take what is there 
and develop movement sentences. These 
have great imagery and come from the 
students’ own reactions to the stimulus. 
As there is no official movement language 
(although Hijikata had created some 
Butoh-fu too complex for the purposes 
I set out) students create movement 
sentences that fuse a verb, figure and 
substance and then perform these to tell 
their story. These are vivid descriptions 
of movement like a gnarled tree sinks 
through your skull that performers can then 
apply to their performance qualities when 
choreographing their work.

Through the years of study, my 
students have amazed me with their 
discoveries through Butoh. I have seen 
explorations of personal demons as well as 
studies of environmental and social issues. 
The most rewarding part for me has been 
seeing the depth of analysis of the stimuli 
in all theatrical elements as students have 
scoured the work in creative reaction 
to their circumstances. The heart of the 
performers is moved which in turn moves 
their audience.
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I’m in favour of provocative theatre 
in schools… if there is justifiable artistic 
meaning and educational purpose in the 
piece.

I’m also lucky that I teach in a 
United World College where I have been 
supported in helping young people 
explore and present theatre with minimal 
censorship or school imposed agendas. In 
my time at the College I have facilitated 
students devising, directing and performing 
in a number of productions that might 
be a challenge to stage in many schools. 
I’ve been able to produce Ted Hughes 
Tales from Ovid adapted by Tim Supple, 
including its cannibalism and incest. 
Students have devised and staged plays 
with a variety of challenging and adult 
material even in one case where they were 
barely dressed. However, I am always very 
clear to establish with the students that 
there is a compelling artistic justification 

for doing so. Google defines “provocative” 
as to deliberately cause anger, sexual 
interest or other strong reactions. The 
Merriam-Webster online dictionary1 adds 
that discussion, thought and argument 
are the outcome. A Royal Shakespeare 
Company theatre director once told me 
that in essence theatre (like life) is about 
sex and death and this is a valid part of 
the education of young people if managed 
carefully. 

I’ve also drawn limits in a student 
devised/directed production that included 
scenes focused on the serial killer David 
Parker Ray. The performance included 
a scene in which a graphic audio tape 
by Parker Ray is played to his abducted 
victims. The language and imagery was 
extremely strong and I questioned the 
purpose of including it in the performance. 
The student writer/director was unable 
to justify the scene (personally I doubted 
that any argument could justify its 
performance) so I asked him to remove 
the audio tape and modify the scene. The 

crime and 
punishment: 
Hong Kong
By Steve Reynolds

1  www.merriam-webster.com accessed  
1st June 2015.

The student ensemble is advertising the Verbatim Theatre project outside the theatre where we had 
gone to see an unconnected performance on the first night of the project.

The ensemble outside the Correctional Services 
Department prison museum as part of their 
research on Day 2.

student refused and preferred to cancel 
the performance which is what happened 
(though it generated heated debate about 
censorship at the College). 

I should add that not all of the theatre 
I facilitate with my students is provocative. 
I’ve also enjoyed directing productions 
primarily for fun and entertainment such 
as Bugsy Malone. However, when I was 
approached about contributing this article, 
it followed my piece in the May 2015 
Scene on a Verbatim Theatre production 
in collaboration with refugees and asylum 
seekers in Hong Kong. Shortly before the 
May edition was published, I had completed 
another Verbatim Theatre project – this 
time working with ex-prisoners in Hong 
Kong. It is this theatre project I focus on 
because it is probably more informative 
and relatable to the theatre programmes of 
many schools than productions that focus 
on strong language, nudity or violence etc. 
Verbatim Theatre project with ex-
prisoners entitled Crime and punishment: 
Hong Kong

Li Po Chun United World College is 
a pre-university boarding school to 250 
students from 80 nationalities based in 
Hong Kong. Every year as part of the IB 
CAS programme, the College organises 
a Project Week in which all students and 
staff come “off timetable” and devise and 
participate in trips within the Asia region. 
The Verbatim Theatre trip in 2015 took 
place “at home” in Hong Kong. One of the 
unique challenges for these projects was 
that most of the twelve students (aged 
16-18) who had chosen to participate in the 
project had not studied IB Theatre nor had 
any experience of performing. They had 
one week to devise, rehearse and perform 
a theatre piece to the public. The format 
could of course be adapted and spread out 
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into a longer project in theatre classes or 
CAS/extra - curricular activities. 

I remembered many years ago as a 
teacher in England having managed to get 
my A Level Theatre Studies class inside 
Wormwood Scrubs Prison in London to 
see a performance by prisoners serving life 
sentences. The students found it to be a 
profound learning experience (particularly 
socialising with the inmates after the show) 
and I was keen to explore this focus further. 
I am also interested in the ethics of “right” 
and “wrong”, what motivates people to 
break the law, what consequences there 
should be for them and the relationship 
between punishment, rehabilitation and 
forgiveness. 

So for the Verbatim Theatre Project 
2015 I tried to gain access to prisons and 
prisoners in Hong Kong… Hong Kong 
Correctional Services rules and regulations 
resulted in me being unsuccessful. However, 
I did come across an NGO called the Hong 
Kong Christian Kun Sun organisation which 
provides a range of services to former 
prison inmates (particularly those newly 
released). Services and support include 
therapeutic and job counselling and 
temporary accommodation in hostels. With 
the aim of providing a voice for a group 
unheard and marginalised in society and to 
raise money for the work of the NGO from 
ticket sales of the show, Sun Kun agreed to 
collaborate with the College. 

The format for the week was similar 
to that outlined in the refugee Verbatim 
project featured in the May 2015 Scene. 
There were however some specific 
challenges and insights with this particular 
project:
1.  Most ex-prisoners spoke Cantonese 

not English. My student group had a 
mix of Cantonese and English speakers 
and I do not speak Cantonese. We 
decided to stage a bilingual production, 
according to the language spoken by 
the ex-offender characters onstage. 
This decision attracted a wide ranging 
audience who might not have come 
to the show otherwise (or find it 
accessible). We also decided to 

translate the words spoken onstage 
by the characters into Cantonese or 
English as appropriate and project it 
onto an upstage centre screen so that 
the audience could follow the whole 
performance. With the Cantonese 
parts of the performance, the students 
translated to English in early rehearsals 
and I directed/fed back to them 
focusing on the content of what they 
said and characterisation (the students 
wrote the monologues). I then directed 
their pieces again later in Cantonese 
focusing on their physical actions and 
vocal qualities.  

2.  We struggled to find the right number 
of former inmates to match the gender 
of the student performers though 
succeeded in the end (so that all 
student performers played the same 
gender as the ex-inmate they were 
presenting onstage). Associated with 
this, was gaining access to the ex-
offender hostels (where they lived on 
release from prison if they had nowhere 
to live or could not return home) which 
were at undisclosed addresses. This 
was particularly important for the 
women offenders who did not want to 
be located by the criminals they had 
been associated with or were afraid 
of the hostility of their families (who 
considered they had brought shame on 
the family name). Thanks to Sun Kun, 
the students received permission to 
visit the hostels and were taken aback 
by the warm welcome of the residents 
(particularly in the women’s hostels). It 
added a dimension to the experience 
for the students to be able to meet and 
conduct interviews with the former 
inmates in their “home” contexts. 

3.  In the preparatory sessions at the 
beginning of the project, most of 

the students expected to encounter 
aggressive, tattooed, hardened 
criminals. Actual crimes committed by 
the offenders were often drug or gang 
related or focused on foreigners who 
had overstayed their visitor/work visas 
or worked illegally. However, one of the 
key learning points was the realisation 
by the students that the ex-offenders 
were humans like them who had made 
bad decisions and paid the price. 

4.  The project received wide media 
coverage (TV, radio and newspapers) 
and perhaps in terms of “provocative”, 
one of the first questions asked by 
many reporters was why we would 
wish to focus on those that had 
stepped outside the laws and moral 
codes of society? The students were 
well equipped to answer; having 
experienced the common humanity 
they shared with most of the ex-
offenders. But it was a question worth 
reflecting on. For instance, whilst I and 
the students generally held a personal 
position on the need for rehabilitation 
of offenders, we also discussed how we 
might feel a need for retribution had 
the offenders harmed our families. 

5.  We were lucky to stage the 
performance in a very well equipped 
fringe theatre venue and decided to 
add more of a multimedia dimension 
than in previous projects. We included 
a photo montage and video diary of 
the process of the week interweaved 
with the stage action. I also decided to 
open the performance with the song 
Jailhouse Rock from the 1957 Elvis 
Presley movie of the same name. Not all 
of the audience were familiar with the 
movie clip which portrayed prisoners 
(singing and dancing with Elvis Presley) 
in stereotypical striped prison uniform. 

Me working with a student on their monologue. The cast in tableaux at the end of the play during a rehearsal.
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Morning Afternoon Evening

Saturday 7th March 
2015

Independent 
research on 
correctional services 
in Hong Kong.

Saw a professional 
theatre performance 
(not connected 
to our theme) 
as part of the 
theatre education/
orientation of the 
student group.

Sunday 8th March 
2015

Visit to Stanley 
Prison Correctional 
Services Museum 
Hong Kong for 
research. 

(All meals 
throughout the 
week taken 
together as an 
ensemble).

Monday 9th March 
2015

At the College: developing the ensemble 
(e.g. trust exercises); introduction to 
performance skills; Verbatim Theatre 
techniques; interview techniques; 
scriptwriting techniques. 

At the Kun Sun 
office: students 
meet and interview 
English speaking 
male and female ex-
offenders. 

Tuesday 10th March 
2015

Student interview 
at Radio Television 
Hong Kong (RTHK) 
to publicise the 
project. 

Students that 
interviewed 
ex-offenders on 
Monday night 
devise monologues 
at the College. 

Female students 
interview Chinese 
speaking female ex-
offenders at secret 
hostel.

Students that 
interviewed 
ex-offenders on 
Monday night 
devise & rehearse 
monologues at the 
College.

Male students 
interview Chinese 
speaking male ex-
offenders at secret 
hostel. 

Students that 
interviewed ex-
offenders this 
afternoon devise 
monologues at the 
College.

Wednesday 11th 
March 2015

All students in 
various stages 
of writing and 
rehearsing 
monologues at the 
College. 

Preparation of video 
diary, photo slides 
and other media for 
the performance. 

All students in 
various stages 
of writing and 
rehearsing 
monologues at the 
College. Those that 
had completed their 
monologues worked 
individually with me 
on them. 

Interview and 
photographs with 
the students at 
the College by 
the South China 
Morning Post 
newspaper. 

We had asked that 
the ex-offenders 
come to the 
College (at our 
expense) to view 
the monologues in 
progress (to give 
feedback and say 
what they wanted 
included or left out). 
However, this was 
not possible. So, I 
continued to work 
individually with 
students who had 
completed their 
monologues.

Thursday 12th March 
2015

A long day of rehearsal at the College. We broke each 
monologue into 3 broad sections (life before prison, life in prison, 
and life after prison) and structured the performance accordingly 
into 3 main sections. So students would present parts of their 
monologues at 3 different points in the play. We also improvised 
and added tableaux images and acted scenes to emphasise 
some of the material and add variety onstage. ‘Jade’ television 
channel filmed our rehearsals at the College in the afternoon. 

Friday 13th March 
2015

At the theatre venue: we could only afford access on the day 
of the performance. The morning was spent setting up lights, 
projection and stage space. The afternoon included a run through 
and full dress rehearsal (the performance ran for 90 minutes and 
told the stories of 12 ex-offenders). In past years, I have placed 
the cast upstage on chairs where they come forward to present 
their scenes. In the afternoon, the students decided to discard 
this “tradition” and we re-shaped the whole piece with only 
those directly involved in each of the three sections onstage. 
We also changed many of the “action” scenes that interspersed 
the pieces of monologues. At 7:30pm we performed to a live 
audience including the ex-offenders. There were positive – and 
emotional – interactions between students and audience after 
the show. The following Monday the students met for a formal 
de-brief.

Some members of the audience were 
surprised by this opening of the play 
because they had come expecting a 
rather heavy or “worthy” portrayal of 
prison experience. Some wondered 
if the opening clip could be seen as 
“making fun” of the prisoners. From my 
point of view it was an opening that 
confounded audience expectations, 
juxtaposed “real life” experiences of 
prisoners with the movie stereotype – 
and was a pretty catchy tune to start 
the play with.

6.  We didn’t set out with a strong 
“message” or moral standpoint in 
the production. When the students 
had completed their interviews and 
written them up as monologues 
(that we then broke into pieces and 
mixed into a montage of voices), we 
decided just to let the voices speak 
for themselves. No subtext that 
prison is a cruel punishment (in our 
research we discovered that Hong 
Kong Correctional Services provide a 
relatively forward looking rehabilitative 
experience) or that all prisoners are 
victims or calculating villains. We 
just shared the voices – the human 
experiences of breaking legal and 
moral boundaries, dealing with the 
consequences and the outcome of such 
experiences. Not the stuff of drama 
involving evil villains, innocent victims 
and incorruptible hero perhaps but an 
authentic insight into a marginalised 
and often misunderstood section of the 
community. For us and the ex-offenders 
that participated in the project that was 
the power of Verbatim Theatre. 
Since I outlined the process of the 

Verbatim Theatre week in some detail in 
the May 2015 Scene, I include just an outline 
of the schedule with the ex-offenders FYI 
on the right:

One of the students interviewing an ex-offender 
at the offices of the NGO.
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The high school play. Even that title 
is beginning to feel dull. It sometimes 
resonates like a national holiday of 
uncertain origins. I self-medicate by 
using terms like “the second semester 
performance” somewhat excited by the 
alliteration as I say it aloud. I do my best to 
outlaw the use of the term “skit” which has 
unfortunate personal associations: Think 
you could muster a little skit for us? Plus, I 
tell my students that it’s a naughty word in 
Swedish. We add, and seem to need, other 
sparklers such as devised or immersive or…. 
spectaculathon! As a theatre teacher and 
director of extracurricular productions I 
feel I am charged with something greater 
than putting on a show. My philosophy is 
that maybe if I orchestrate a very different 
experience each year for our students I 
am opening their minds to different kinds 
of thinking, empathy and experience. Last 
year we had four student directors who 
lead a variety of dramas and comedies, 
scripted and original works. The year before 
we brought Japanese Butoh into Miller’s 
The Crucible. There’s nothing wrong with 
“the high school play” but it’s more about 
my own angst, about making the right 
choice and about a pact I made with myself 
when I began teaching that I can use this 
art to inhibit disempowering images of 
class, race and gender. So what will it be 

this year and what has mattered in the 
past? The grappling has begun.

I need to think of myself as a kind of 
funnel. Despite being a word that conjures 
images of spilt oil or science experiments 
I am just noticing there is indeed “fun” in 
the word. I take this role very seriously. 
What does our school community need? 
What haven’t we done? How do I keep 
exposing our students to a true variety of 
performances so that when they graduate 
they have a greater awareness of what 
theatre might look like? I was recently so 
delighted (and relieved?) while reading one 
of my student’s performance evaluations 
on live theatre: she expresses how a recent 
one-man show by Bill Bowers moved her 
beyond belief. She noted he only used two 
coat racks, a few costumes and props, and 
yet she says she will always remember the 
impact even better than Charlie and The 
Chocolate Factory which we also recently 
saw and loved for its design elements. I 
believe we have the capacity at the high 
school level to create performances that 
will linger on in the minds of our students. 
I also know that many of my students love 
the bling, glitz and show-stopping numbers 
so it’s not always easy to convince the 
masses that finding the right performance 
might change lives. 

It’s 2014 and it’s time to funnel again. 

I spent most of the summer reading play 
after play, trying to intuit what is right, what 
will matter. I love Posh by Laura Wade. 
We are at a beach in Santorini and as I 
read it I am furious and outraged with the 
characters, the context and the behaviours. 
I am yelling at some of them out loud. I 
am… provoked… when I should be, well, 
swimming or applying more SPF 50. I 
know this is a script that many high school 
students in the privileged world need to 
be exposed to but… no, the content is too 
mature, the language too harsh… but, wait. 
We did put on Bert V. Royal’s Dog Sees God 
several years ago. It challenged and tested 
our community in many ways. We still talk 
about it. At high school graduations, for 
several years thereafter, it was lauded by 
the student presenters who thanked the 
school for taking this risk. Students started 
calling each other out on hurtful language, 
especially “gay” and “faggit”. The language 
the characters use defines them; the script 
won’t work unless we can show how hurtful 
language makes the characters ugly. One of 
our heterosexual leads, who played a gay 
character and never blinked once when he 
found out he would have a same sex stage 
kiss, bikes home after the show. Cars stop 
when they see him and passengers lean out 
the windows to applaud him. 

Posh isn’t going to work. There aren’t 

It’s worth the 
angst
By Anthony Cunningham
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enough female characters and I am tired 
of all the plays and musicals that don’t 
have a good balance of male and female 
characters. Posh isn’t going to work 
because actually the story needs those 
male characters, that’s part of its essence; 
and the two or so female characters 
who are in the script are the contrasting 
stand-out-heroines and one is a prostitute 
with almost no lines. And we will never 
pull off those accents and we need to. All 
of the ideas and self-contradictions are 
running through my head. As a theatre 
teacher, I often feel I am part of an invisible 
community that is constantly trying to 
make our subject content the subtext 
of what our culture or society needs to 
examine and to defeat. My first fulltime 
teaching job was in Toronto. The school I 
taught at was full of just the most amazing 
and spirited students but many of them 
lead hard lives: typical inner-city scenarios. 
At this school, I realise that as a young male 
teacher I can have a strong influence on 
these students and my secret curriculum 
becomes about empowering my female 
students and challenging my male students 
to treat women with respect. Time and 
time again in the hallways I hear language 
against female students, predominantly 
the word “bitch” being tossed at them. The 
recent Montreal Massacre is still burning 
in my mind where a man shot fourteen 
women dead at École Polytechnique de 
Montréal. I feel I have no choice but to 
create a performance with my students 
that will examine what is going on inside 
and outside of our school. I will never 
forget, just before we were about to share 
it, my principal came in and caught a 
moment of our rehearsal. He tells me that 
I have to take the word “bitch” out. I say 
that I can’t. The intended audience has to 
see and hear its ugly impact in the context 
that we have created. He insists that I must 
so I ask him to go backstage and ask all 
of the young females involved how often 
they are called this word – daily – in our 
school. My principal storms out in a huff 
and I don’t change anything. Of course, 
I am waiting for the consequences but 
none ever followed. Teachers and students 
share that the performance mattered; 
discussions begin. Now, I wonder what the 
administration really thought. He could 
have stopped the show but he did not.

So I keep reading, trying to find what 
will be right for our 2015 spring production.

What I really want to do is to write 
my own play. Several years ago I wrote 
The Haunting of Hart House based on the 
endless ghost stories that emerged from 
my sister’s home when I was growing up 
in Ontario, Canada. It went really well and 
again, for years thereafter, I hear good 
things from parents and students. It was 
catharsis for me and valuable for others. It 
was rich in roles and gave many students 
a chance to shine. Of course it didn’t 

help when stories in the play began to 
manifest in real life as clocks, fire alarms 
and answering systems seem to go crazy, 
without explanation, each time the show 
is performed. Who knew that ghosts 
could create such great PR? Two years 
ago a new student who had heard about 
the script asked me if she could borrow a 
copy. She later reported that while reading 
it the elevator in her house suddenly 
stopped working between floors. In shock 
and amazement I respond: “You have an 
elevator in your house?”. I am constantly 
asking my students to take creative risks, 
shouldn’t I be doing the same in my role as 
the teacher-artist?

This time I have another story brewing 
in my head, and once again, one I know 
that will matter. It’s all about differentiation 
in education and differentiation after 
education. My hazy vision is there, the 
characters are forming, I have questions 
that need to be answered and I know I 
need to raise them. In the end I am hesitant. 
I am afraid that writing my own script again 
and presenting it may be construed as 
ego. If I am true to myself I know this is not 
true. Like Haunting, I know that in the end 
it won’t be about me, it will be about how 
all of the amazing students and colleagues 
that I work with will develop it collectively. 
I love the collaborative approach. I have 
often sat for hours in theatre book stores 
perusing script after script for high school 
students; so many seem too young and 
so many seem too condescending to their 
age group while still trying to be “meant 
for high school”. But in the end fear wins…
fear of self? Fear of failure? No, I know it 
would have worked. I have to honour, or at 
least be aware, that something is holding 
me back. 

In 2012 we devised a piece that came 
from another genuine question that I had: 
why is there such hatred and fear towards 
clowns? Years earlier when I taught in Peru 

I was asked to help out with a carnival, 
a fundraiser. I agreed and was enlisted 
to wear a gorilla outfit and roam around 
the grounds to entertain young and old. I 
thought it would be amusing. I didn’t know 
it would be terrifying. I can still see and 
hear the father with his little boy and the 
father chanting: “Go kick that monkey! Go 
hurt that monkey! Pick up that stick and hit 
that monkey!” I was hit, kicked and attacked 
several times that day. Like my clowns 
question, I was lost as to why this outfit 
was a gateway for abuse. Sometime later, 
at my present school, a group of my IB 
Theatre students volunteered to be clowns 
for a community event. I talked to them 
after the weekend and asked how it had 
gone but sadly they echoed my experience 
as a furry friend. The make-up, wigs and 
silly walks were yet again an invitation for 
young children to physically attack these 
students sometimes with parents standing 
by laughing. If being visually different in a 
safe environment leads to this then what 
is happening to people outside of our 
walls who are also “not the norm”? I was 
very grateful for the journey I experienced 
during the devised creation as it allowed 
me to reflect along with my students. 
Ironically, on the opening night of the 
show one of our actors - in clown costume 
and make up - was literally chased into 
the boys’ bathroom by a group of middle 
school aged boys who then pounded on 
the stall door yelling at him to come out. 
He told me it was a terrifying experience. 
Luckily we were able to persuade most of 
our audience of all ages to consider how 
clowns are a metaphor for any human 
being.

In 2008, shortly after attending an 
ISTA TaPS, my partner and I go to see 
Goold and Power’s revision of Pirandello’s 
Six Characters in Search of An Author in 
London. I still remember during intermission 
we turned to each other and said: “I have 



no idea why but I feel absolutely terrified”. 
We never forgot the show and many 
of its images were forever burnt into 
memory. It made me contemplate media 
and its manipulation in a way that I had 
never experienced it before. The abstract, 
symbolist, expressionistic, confronting 
nature of the performance made me think. 
I want the same for my students. The 
content is mature so it could only be for 
high school ages plus which limits audience 
attendance but I do not feel any pressure 
to sell out houses and I am fully supported 
that the high school play’s number one 
target audience can be: high school 
students. Giel cautions: “You are hosting 
an ISTA festival, you could do something…..
lighter?” but I am not sure what lighter 
might mean. For months now, just choosing 
the right play or script has been forever 
present in my mind. In the end, the thought 
of doing this one feels exciting. I am 
simultaneously terrified, once again.

I reread the 1921 original of Six 
Characters in Search of An Author; I have 
forgotten how startling it was, even now. 
Several of the mature topics in the 2008 
revision are actually in this script - it 
has great meta-theatre meets absurdist 
elements. Yet part of my quest is going 
to have to be to make it as accessible as 
possible to this audience, to my school 
community. This will lead eventually to 
pre-show lectures; a construction of IPads 
in the lobby all blasting reality television 
shows or documentaries jaded with 
falsities; an interview in the school’s online 
newspaper; a programme on the night of 
the show that guides the audience act by 
act. The week before opening night video 
promotions will be featured and key quotes 
from the script are found taped to walls 
throughout the school. I am always aware 
of my vocation as an educator.

In my theatre classes I find safe ways 
to present and discuss various ideas in the 
performance: euthanasia, prostitution, the 
exploitation of people’s lives and privacy 
for financial gain, and mental illness. I am 
struck most during class activities and 
discussions by the silence that falls over 
so many of my students when I ask: “If 
someone in your family were grappling 

with mental illness, do you think you would 
reach out and embrace support from those 
around you or would you be told the issue 
must be kept secret?”. This silence in their 
small groups scattered around the stage 
represents to me what we already know: 
mental health issues affect us - or someone 
close to us - but there is such stigma about 
its transparency. We learn, as a group, as 
we unravel the script and research into its 
history that Pirandello was one of the first 
playwrights to grapple with personality 
disorders. One of my students shares in 
a reflection that she is grateful for the 
discussions we had in class before viewing 
the play. She openly states that she is from 
a conservative and religious background 
and when she first heard of some of the 
themes she was concerned. At the end of 
the process she states: “All of these ideas 
were worth discussing. They are about 
understanding people and opening my 
mind and my compassion to those around 
me.”

I know that when I launch a second 
semester performance that my choice 
will affect several of my colleagues. Jen 
and Hans, who run the stage production 
class, are faced with somehow getting 
their students to understand a complex 
script, not to mention an incredible array 
of other needs: from making it snow on 
stage, to building a giant aquarium where 
a character must appear to drown. This 
version cannot work without superior 
filmmaking. I can’t even contemplate doing 
the play unless one very talented filmmaker 
student, Hugo, will join me. The marriage 
of the film aspect is huge and soon his 
family, their own production team and 
another set of actors are on board. I think 
my point here is that I need to have great 
faith, hope and trust in those who surround 
me when I enter into this level of challenge. 
I enlist the school’s psychologist to help 
the actors understand the characters. I 
have a parent volunteer who spends weeks 
experimenting with a necessary illusion 
involving a syringe. When I take risks, when 
I provoke, I notice there is an incredibly 
inspiring domino effect. We make choices 
along the way to provoke but not to 
alienate our community’s audience.

In the end, I am over the moon that we 
did it. The process was testing for us all. It 
was the biggest jigsaw puzzle ever until 
it all merged. It is the feedback thereafter, 
from all involved, that resonates. One 
colleague writes:

…a huge congratulations to you 
for taking on such a piece of work 
and pulling it off in a way that created 
something I’ve never witnessed 
before… pulling off what was art on 
stage that is burned in my mind’s 
eye. Just the still pictures I have in 
my head will stay with me vividly for 
a long, long time. Collectively, you all 
transcended the boundaries of high 
school theatre and created something 
so hauntingly beautiful! There are so 
many moments that cut through my 
like a razor, but the vision of Brooklyn in 
that tank, suspended for what seemed 
like an eternity was one of the most 
gruesomely beautiful and chillingly 
horrifying images. The dress, the lights, 
the colours, the flowingly graceful and 
yet horrifyingly still picture it created 
- I started watching the video and at 
several moments forgot she was there 
only to be shocked again and again by 
the image. It was only a fraction of the 
moments I had but it spoke wonders 
about the art you created on stage.
One of our cast members says that 

after the show he spends hours discussing 
it with his mother. She even comes on the 
second night to see how those discussions 
have furthered her understanding. Another 
parent writes:

We saw 6 Characters in Search 
of an Author last night and were 
totally blown away. For hours after 
we came home, we discussed all the 
different elements, the surprises, the 
innovation, the complexity… This was 
an incredibly ambitious vision and 
you pulled it off. It is haunting us in 
the way theatre should. Perplexing us 
and bringing us to a place far away 
from ordinary life. My daughter was so 
privileged to be part of this.
Theatre needs to be a place where we 

tackle, confront, disagree and explore. I am 
grateful for this journey.
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Theatre of provocation: a champion of change by Peter Wilkins

USEFUL SOURCES/LINKS

PhD thesis on the plays of Sarah Daniels (chapter three on 
Masterpieces):
http://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/1835/1/DX193021.pdf

Background article on Sarah Daniels, her work and its socio-
political context (available only with JSTOR registration):
www.jstor.org/stable/3208895?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents

Brief synopsis of Sarah Daniels’ plays:
www.dramaonlinelibrary.com/playwrights/sarah-daniels-iid-12347

Information about feminist plays/playwrights:
www.dramaonlinelibrary.com/genres/feminist-theatre-iid-2485

A summary/analysis of Wedekind’s play Spring Awakening and a 
brief biography of the playwright:
www.theatredatabase.com/20th_century/frank_wedekind_002.html

Long scholarly article on Wedekind’s Lulu:
www.nthuleen.com/papers/711FilmLulu.html

A brief overview power-point of social realism (mostly in film):
www.slideshare.net/kiaranoleary/what-is-social-realism?related=1

Issues based theatre:
www.geese.co.uk/work

DISCUSSION POINTS

1.  Theatre can “provoke laughter as well as tears, debate as well 
as accuse, entertain as well as being pedagogical”. What is your 
understanding/definition of “provocative theatre”?

2.  What is the purpose of provocative theatre? Compare this to 
the author’s explanation that “provocative theatre does not 
exist to alienate… [but] to confront issues of major moral and 
social significance”.

3.  How does provocative theatre work? What are the approaches 
of different playwrights/directors to creating a piece of 
provocative theatre? Can you give some examples?

4.  What is the role of the artist in challenging society’s status quo 
and trying to bring about social/political change?

5.  What is the responsibility of an artist when creating pieces 
that provoke and possibly disturb, distress, offend and/or 
emotionally deeply affect the audience?

6.  How does violence on stage (or on screen, including video 
games) affect the audience? Do you think it is a matter for 
concern and what do you think should be done about it?

7.  Theatre critic Cassie Proudfoot writes: “At first it was a little 
shocking to hear the necessary ‘nasty’ language pouring forth 
from these dewy-faced young actors. But in a world where all 

these issues are current, it is of no use to hope that teenagers 
do not have to know about them”. How do you decide the 
suitability of a piece of theatre for a particular ensemble or 
audience (e.g. if it is “age appropriate”)? Who decides? What 
role does an adult’s “duty of care” play in deciding whether or 
not to allow certain content? Why do views about this vary 
so widely? What are your own thoughts about this? To what 
degree should young people be “protected” in this way?

8.  What is censorship, and is it ever acceptable? Why or why not?
9.  Why does Sarah Daniels so “passionately believe in the 

importance of story”? What makes a good story? Why is it so 
powerful in “hold(ing) the audience’s attention”?

10.  Why does provocative theatre elicit such a range of responses? 
What is your own stance? Can you give examples?

ACTIVITY STARTERS AND PROJECTS

ENTERTAINMENT, INFOTAINMENT, EDUTAINMENT…
Aims:
•  to explore and to understand what is meant by 

“entertainment”;
•  to gain awareness of the ways in which fact and fiction are 

blended; 
•  to develop an understanding of the use of (dark) humour or 

satire.
“From the start it has been the theatre’s business to entertain 
people ... it needs no other passport than fun.” (Bertolt Brecht. A 
Short Organum for the Theatre. 1964)
What is “entertainment” and what is its value in theatre?
What role does entertainment play in life and what counts as 
“entertainment”?
Are you able to devise a piece about a serious or controversial 
topic or current event that is “entertaining”? 
What is the crossover between providing information and 
entertaining? Manipulation and bias? The blurring of boundaries 
between fact and fiction in a piece of theatre (or a movie)? If the 
piece is based on a “true story”, how faithful should theatre-makers 
be to the original? Why?

ART FOR SOCIAL CHANGE
Aims:
•  to investigate artists and practitioners whose vision is/was to 

change our world for the better, and apply their techniques;
• to explore the theatre artist’s role in initiating social change. 

“It is not enough to demand insight and informative images of 
reality from the theatre. Our theatre must stimulate a desire for 
understanding, a delight in changing reality.” (Bertolt Brecht, Essays 
on the Art of Theatre, 1954)
How have different theatre practitioners developed ways of using 
theatre as a means of changing society? How successful do you 
think they are?
Which techniques can you use in your work to create a piece on a 
topical issue that is relevant to you? 
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FORM and FUNCTION
Aims:
•  to understand how deliberate choices in theatre form (e.g. 

staging) can change the impact of a piece;
•  to develop conscious awareness of artistic choices when 

experiencing a piece of theatre.  
“Masterpieces was staged around the audience…. the audience 
was ushered into the centre of a hexagon and seated on the floor 
on mats… A rostrum was set at each point of the hexagon and the 
characters would move from rostrum to rostrum, depending on 
which monologue was being presented or which characters were 
interacting… Because of the staging, audiences were compelled to 
engage with the actors and provoked to consider the issues. The 
staging also offered an element of surprise and intimacy. There is 
no point in creating a conventional setting or audience/performer 
relationship if the aim of the work is to provoke, shock and arouse 
intellectual engagement.”

What is the connection created by the director in choosing to 
stage the play in this way? What is the relationship of form and 
function in theatre? What are different ways of staging plays, and 
how do they challenge the audience? Can you give examples 
of other pieces where the staging has enhanced the audience’s 
experience in engaging with the content?

Take a scene from a piece of theatre of your choosing that has 
challenging subject matter or themes and experiment with 
staging possibilities. What do different ways of staging add to the 
audience’s understanding of the piece, to their enjoyment and to 
their depth of engagement with the themes? 
Finalise your staging of the scene in two different ways and 
perform it. What is the performance/production concept behind 
your final choices? What is the audience’s response and how does 
their account of the experience correspond to your intentions?

“Offending the audience”: formal outrages in theatre by Jo Scott

WORKS CITED
All Work and No Plays. Ontroerend Goed. Oberon Books. 2014

Audience Participation in the Theatre: Aesthetics of the Invitation. 
G White. Basingstoke/New York Palgrave Macmillan. 2013.

Digital Performance: A History of New Media in Theater, Dance, 
Performance Art, and Installation. S Dixon. Cambridge MA, 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 2007.

Hotel Medea. ZU-UK. Hayward Gallery, Southbank Centre. 2012.

Plays: 1. Peter Handke. Methuen. 1997.

Plays One. T Crouch. Oberon Books. 2011.

USEFUL SOURCES/LINKS

Immersive theatre
Lyn Gardner critique:
 www.theguardian.com/stage/theatreblog/2014/sep/19/immersive-
theatre-overused-marketing-gimmick

Audience response to being “immersed”: www.theguardian.com/
lifeandstyle/2014/jul/30/immersive-art-do-audiences-deserve-it

What is “immersive theatre”?
http://everything-theatre.co.uk/2015/02/what-even-is-immersive-
theatre.html

Article on immersive theatre:
http://crco.cssd.ac.uk/143/2/TRI_37_3_article_2_white.pdf

Kafka’s Trial as immersive theatre:
www.wired.co.uk/news/archive/2013-02/27/kafka-the-trial-retz

Punchdrunk’s The Drowned Man:
www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-23329899

ZU-UK’s Hotel Medea:
http://zu-uk.com/hotel-medea

Hotel Medea reviews (with opposing views about the production):
www.theguardian.com/stage/theatreblog/2009/feb/03/hotel-
medea
www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/theatre/theatre-reviews/9420237/
Hotel-Medea-Hayward-Gallery-Southbank-Centre-review.html
https://edinburghfestival.list.co.uk/article/36628-hotel-medea/
www.timeout.com/london/theatre/how-to-survive-all-night-
theatre-piece-hotel-medea

Extract on YouTube of Tim Crouch’s play The Author:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=0frcePdLnJg

A performance (by children) of Peter Handke’s piece  
(“Sprechstueck”) Offending the Audience
https://vimeo.com/24039603
and one by adults:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=76yeAhzJkFk

Reviews of Offending the Audience:
www.nytimes.com/2008/02/05/theater/reviews/05audi.html?_r=0

http://summerworks.ca/2015/artists/offending-the-audience

DISCUSSION POINTS

1. What do you understand by the term “immersive theatre”?
2. What makes a piece of theatre “provocative”? For whom?
3.  Why are some artists deliberately provocative with their 

work? Can you give an example? What do you think about the 
example you have given? In what way is it provocative and 
what is your response?

4.  Is theatre a good medium for (artistic) “provocation”? Why or 
why not?

5.  What is the difference in a piece of theatre being provocative in 
its content and provocative in its form? Can you give examples 
of each?

6.  What are some of the conventions and expectations in a 
theatrical space? Have you experienced plays in which these 
conventions and expectations are (deliberately) broken? What 
was your response?

7.  What do you think of Tim Crouch’s advice to theatre 
practitioners? “Tell a story to the room. Trust language. Respect 
the audience’s ability to effect transformation. Make thinking 
enjoyable. Don’t be afraid of difficulty. Play seriously and, 
seriously, play.”

8.  What are your thoughts about what should be the limits of 
what is presented to a live audience on a stage? In a movie? On 
the internet?

9.  How would you present violence by theatrical means in a 
powerful way? How suggestively or how overtly? Which 
theatrical techniques might you use and why? 

10.  Hotel Medea uses multiple languages and mixes different 
cultures. What enables the audience to make meaning from 
a piece that has languages they don’t speak and/or cultural 
references that are unfamiliar?

What are the conventional “rules of engagement” or the “contract” 
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between audience and actors? What are the risks – to both - of 
playing with those rules? Why do theatre makers play with, or 
deliberately flaunt those rules, and why do audiences go along 
with it? How can unconventional “rules of engagement” be 
established with an audience in a way that they are able to “read” 
them and respond to them? What expectations – and concerns - 
would you go with to watch a piece of experimental theatre? 

How long should a play be? What do you think about challenging 
your audience to a “theatre marathon”? How does it affect an 
audience’s experience? An actor’s?
See these articles about Shakespeare’s History Cycles – all the 
history plays at once in continuous performance. “Taken together… 
they have a playing time of more than 24 hours and cover 100 
years of history.”
www.theguardian.com/stage/2008/may/18/rsc.theatre

A discussion of different techniques used as part of a review of 
Offending the Audience:
www.chicagoreader.com/chicago/offending-the-audience/
Content?oid=875653

How is the relationship formed between audience and artists 
different in immersive theatre? In all night theatre? In experimental 
theatre where there is a deliberate exploration of alternative 
forms? See the article in The Guardian by Andy Field “Up All 
Night: the intimacy of Hotel Medea”: www.theguardian.com/stage/
theatreblog/2009/feb/06/zecora-ura-hotel-medea-arcola

“Narrative coherence is not one of Hotel Medea’s strong points, 
with the original story providing for the basis for exploration of 
theatrical form rather than character and story.” (From a review in 
TimeOut)
How far from the original story is it acceptable to stray? One of the 
criticisms levelled at Medea is that it does not “stick to the story”. 
How much respect should a director/production team have for the 
author’s original (e.g. films based on books)?

Quotation from Jo Scott’s article: “In Ontroerend Goed’s piece 
Audience, a young woman is subjected to a tirade of verbal abuse, 
during which appeals are made to the audience to either support 
or stop what is happening.” 

How are you influenced by the crowd? How would you act 
differently in a crowd than on your own? How are people swept 
up by the crowd both in a positive and a negative way? What is 
the power of the collective? Where do you see examples of this 
in current events? How does an action that goes against popular 
opinion gain momentum, turn the tide and become acceptable?

Watch this: www.youtube.com/watch?v=GA8z7f7a2Pk

ACTIVITY STARTERS AND PROJECTS

SHOCK VALUE
Aims:
• to understand theatrical developments through time; 
•  to explore what is considered shocking – or not – based on 

time and place (culture);
• to gain a personal perspective and develop personal values. 

How does something that is shocking in one era become 
mainstream, or innocuous, in another? Why are audiences no 
longer shocked or offended today by material that was considered 
revolutionary or controversial in the past? Can you give examples?
How can playwrights continue to be radical and innovative in 
today’s world?

For example the works of Beckett or Brecht and the techniques 

they developed, audience responses then and now.

Reflection by Peter Hall on the first production of Waiting for 
Godot:
www.theguardian.com/stage/2005/aug/24/theatre.beckettat100

How Waiting for Godot changed my life – Peter Hall:
www.webofstories.com/play/peter.hall/8;jsessionid=9AAF1B4FE4F
6E9AC7CA5BBB41B08F082

Or a study of Augusto Boal’s theatre forms, e.g. Forum Theatre and 
Invisible Theatre, their development and purpose. For an excellent 
introduction to these, see “Three Theatrical Encounters” in Boal’s 
Rainbow of Desire (transl. Adrian Jackson).
In what way is Invisible Theatre “immersive”? How do Beckett, 
Brecht and Boal play with theatrical form? 

How are the theatre forms developed by these practitioners 
“conventional” and how are they “revolutionary”? What is the role 
of the director/production team in creating relevance for pieces 
that were written many decades, or even centuries, ago? What 
theatrical means of performance/production do they employ to 
bring pieces to life for a contemporary audience, and give them 
modern relevance?

THE ACTOR-AUDIENCE RELATIONSHIP
Aims:
•  to understand the ”rules of engagement” that exist in different 

theatre forms;
•  to understand and investigate conventions of traditional and 

contemporary theatre;
•  to encourage exploration of content and form and their 

relationship to another;
• to experience audience responses to experimental theatre.

What are the conventional “rules of engagement” or the “contract” 
between audience and actors? What are the risks – to both - of 
playing with those rules? Why do theatre makers play with, or 
deliberately flaunt those rules, and why do audiences go along 
with it? How can unconventional “rules of engagement” be 
established with an audience in a way that they are able to “read” 
them and respond to them? What expectations – and concerns - 
would you go with to watch a piece of experimental theatre? 

Can you create a 10-minute piece about a topical issue that 
reframes the actor-audience relationship? Document the 
development of the piece and the discussions/process through 
which you arrived at the final format. Also carefully monitor and 
note the audience’s response, and seek their feedback on the 
experience to develop your understanding of the possibility of 
experimental theatre forms.

www.theguardian.com/culture/charlottehigginsblog/2010/aug/12/
edinburghfestival-theatre

Blog by one of the actors in the piece, Chris Goode (see 
particularly the entry dated Thursday 5th): 
http://beescope.blogspot.com/2010/08/edinburgh-diary-2010-3.html

An in-depth article from the perspective of an audience member:
http://sillagescritiques.revues.org/2989

THE ETHICS OF LOOKING
Aims:
• to explore through theatrical means the onlooker’s complicity; 
•  to develop an understanding and personal ethos of boundaries 

and the choices we make; 
• to investigate what it means to see and our own responses.  
 



Tim Crouch’s play The Author, according to theatre critic Charlotte 
Higgins, is about “the ethics of looking/spectating”.
In the culture of our modern world, there is a fascination with 
“reality shows”, the lives of celebrities and watching acts that 
without 21st century communication technology, would have 
remained private or hidden. Why? We are bombarded with 
disturbing images and temptations of voyeurism. What is at the 
root of this human compulsion to look?  

How can you create a piece of theatre about your understanding 
of “the ethics of looking”? How can you give it a form that suits 
the content, and possibly defies audience expectations of the 
traditional theatre form? 

Some reviews of Crouch’s play: 
www.theguardian.com/culture/charlottehigginsblog/2010/aug/12/
edinburghfestival-theatre

ONE ON ONE THEATRE

One on One theatre interview with organisers at the One on One 
festival, Battersea Arts Festival, London (2010): www.theguardian.
com/stage/video/2010/jul/13/theatre-one-on-one
Audience experiences and responses: www.bbc.com/news/
magazine-10661292 (video) 

Speculations about reasons for One on One theatre: www.bbc.
com/news/magazine-10661292 (article) and www.independent.
co.uk/arts-entertainment/theatre-dance/features/for-your-eyes-
only-the-latest-theatrical-craze-features-a-single-performer-with-
a-single-audience-member-1995795.html

Two articles by Lyn Gardner on encounters with One on One 
theatre: www.theguardian.com/stage/2005/mar/03/theatre2 
(2005)
www.theguardian.com/culture/2009/aug/11/intimate-theatre-
edinburgh (2009)
Theatre For One, New York, with a selection of reviews: 
www.theatreforone.com

www.nytimes.com/2015/05/23/theater/review-im-not-the-
stranger-you-think-i-am-where-theater-meets-confessional.
html?ref=theater&_r=2

http://exeuntmagazine.com/reviews/theatre-for-one

Video report on New York’s Theatre for One:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=d1OB06z1Lf8

TED talk by Christine Jones, inventor of Theatre for One: www.
youtube.com/watch?v=nW1KT_70JMw (first 7 minutes)

Interview with Ontroerend Goed (Belgium) – creators of One on 
One theatre:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=oXcGSVG87tA

Applied Theatre as a way to provoke a connection by Jillian 
Campana

REFERENCES

Applied Theatre: International Case Studies and Challenges for 
Practice. Monica Prendergast and Juliana Saxton (eds). Intellect. 
2009.

Wandering in Ancient Greek culture. Silvia Montiglio. University of 
Chicago Press. 2005.

Welcome Home Jenny Sutter. Julie Marie Myatt. OSF scripts, 
Oregon Shakespeare Festival. 2008.

“Working with War Veterans,” in Theatre Topics. Crystal Brian. 15(1). 
2005.

USEFUL SOURCES/LINKS

Applied Theatre: A Journey. Jennifer Hartley. Trentham, 2012.

Applied Theatre: Creating Transformative Encounters in the 
Community. Philip Taylor. Heinemann Drama. 2003.

Excellent website on Applied Theatre with many interesting 
articles, including Theatre in Education (Mexico and Africa):
www.applied-theatre.org

With a focus on conflict zones:
www.applied-theatre.org/projects/theatre-in-conflict-zones
 
Article about theatre and war (similar to Jillian Campana’s 
approach):
www.applied-theatre.org/blog/limits-failures-and-ethics-theatre-
and-war

Masters (MFA) thesis on Applied Theatre:
http://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=4150&context=etd

A teacher’s perspective on a piece of Documentary Drama about 
Chernobyl:
www.thedramateacher.com/documentary-drama-for-the-
classroom

The importance of making your audience thinks by Kate Friend
Crime and punishment: Hong Kong by Steve Reynolds
Verbatim Theatre

RECOMMENDED READING/VIEWING

Verbatim Verbatim: Contemporary Documentary Theatre. Edited 
by Will Hammond and Dan Steward. Oberon Books. 2008.

London Road. Alecky Blythe and Adam Cork. Nick Hern Books. 2011.

The Riots. Gillian Slovo. Oberon Modern Plays. 2011.

Blackwatch. Gregory Burke. Faber and Faber. 2010.
(National Theatre Scotland - available on DVD on Amazon – 
essential viewing!)

Some very useful videos on the London National Theatre website:
Introduction:
www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/video/an-introduction-to-verbatim-
theatre

Guide to creating Verbatim Theatre:
www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/video/a-guide-to-making-verbatim-
theatre

Ethics of Verbatim Theatre:
www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/video/the-ethics-of-verbatim-theatre

Article by Alecky Blythe (playwright, London Road, a piece of 
Verbatim Theatre shown at the NT London):
www.ideastap.com/ideasmag/the-knowledge/alecky-blythe-
london-road-on-verbatim-theatre
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Exploration of the history/role/effect of Verbatim:
www.theguardian.com/stage/2012/may/08/michael-billington-
verbatim-theatre

Verbatim exercises for the classroom:
www.theatrefolk.com/blog/classroom-exercise-verbatim-theatre

Teaching controversial issues

www.crlt.umich.edu/tstrategies/tsd

www.globaleducation.edu.au/teaching-and-learning/teaching-
strategies.html

www.citizenshipfoundation.org.uk/lib_res_pdf/1806.pdf

Guide by Oxfam:
www.oxfam.org.uk/~/media/Files/Education/Teacher%20Support/
Free%20Guides/teaching_controversial_issues.ashx

An example of sample material from the site P4C (Philosophy 
for Children) – an excellent site with lots of good approaches to 
helping kids think things through:
http://p4c.com/articles/murder-stephen-lawrence

Sample sources page here:
http://p4c.com/sample-resources

Note: If you would like to have these teacher resources as a Word 
document please feel free to email emmy@ista.co.uk.
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Make sure you don’t miss your place at 
one of the 2016 IB workshops and TaPS!

ISTA/IB Theatre workshops
Sacramento  14th - 16th January 2016 – Category 1 and 2

Dubai  21st - 23rd January 2016 - Category 2 and 3  
Adelaide  11th - 13th March 2016 – Category 1 and 2  

Albuquerque  29th June – 2nd July 2016 – Category 1
Manchester  30th June – 2nd July 2016 – Category 1

Atlanta  11th – 14th July 2016 – Category 3
Singapore  19th – 21st August 2016 – Category 1

*Manchester  13th – 15th October 2016 – Category 1, 2 and 3
*New York  13th – 15th Oct 2016 – Category 2

*Hong Kong  21st – 23rd October – Category 2
*in conjunction with student TaPS

Student TaPS
Stratford  6th – 8th October 2016
London  16th – 8th October 2016

Chiang Mai  6th – 8th October 2016
London 2  10th – 12th October 2016
London 3  13th – 15th October 2016

Manchester  13th – 15th October 2016
New York 1  13th – 15th October 2016

New York 2  20th – 22nd October 2016
Hong Kong  21st – 23rd October 2016

Registration is now open for summer ISTA/IB Theatre workshops. 
Booking for student TaPS opens on Friday 15th January 2016. 

Registration for autumn ISTA/IB Theatre training opens Friday 15th January 2016.



Biographies
Chris Ash 
I am a composer, sound designer, musical 
director and improviser living in London, 
United Kingdom. I studied composition at the 
Guildhall School and music at Oxford. I have 
worked with Belgrade Theatre, Soho Theatre, 
Birmingham Rep, Midlands Arts Centre, 
Jermyn Street Theatre, Rapid Fire Theatre 
and many others creating music, sound and 
song for performance.

Kevin Burns 
I am privileged to have created theatre with 
young artists on four continents and to have 
been involved with ISTA as teacher, artist, 
host, Rep and now Scene contributor for two 
decades. I love the challenges and rewards of 
the unique artistic experiences ISTA creates 
all around the world.  

Jillian Campana 
I am Head of the Performance programmes 
at the University of Montana. I have a PhD 
in Theatre for Social Justice and most of my 
work involves using theatre as a tool in the 
rehabilitation process of trauma survivors. My 
book Acting Successful: Using Performance 
Skills in Everyday Life was just published.

Anthony Cunningham  
I teach high school theatre at the American 
School of The Hague. I am actively involved 
with ISTA and am proud to have been 
associated with the organisation for 18 years. I 
live in Amsterdam with my partner, Giel. 

Angela David 
I have been a theatre artist (actor and 
director) and educator for most of my life. 
I am living in Lima, Peru, having traded the 
Alps for the Andes. I am inspired by stories 
told through movement and the beauty of 
physicalisation. My most recent study is in 
Meisner’s repetition. 

Kate Friend 
I am a drama teacher but also a director, 
examiner and devourer of theatrical 
experiences. I have taught in six countries, 
working with students aged 5 to 25; it is 
a wonderful job filled with invention and 
discovery. As a theatre-goer, I love thought 
provoking theatre that surprises and 
challenges me.

Stella T. Ireland 
For the past seven years I have been working 
in Bangladesh and Hong Kong. The topic of 
this article is from an oral history project and 
performance which combined photographs, 
songs, interviews and newspaper articles; 
and explored issues of migrant farm workers 
in rural Washington. This year I will return to 
my home in Washington where I intend to 
continue my theatre work on social issues.

Claudia Kennedy 
Trained in contemporary dance/theatre and 
with a Masters degree in drama in education, 
I’ve worked mainly in Europe and Africa as 
a dancer, choreographer, theatre artist and 
teacher. I’m also a teacher trainer, workshop 
leader and schools consultant for the IB 
and work with artists young and old and 
educators from all around the world.
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Allyn Rathus 
I hold a MA in Educational Theatre from NYU 
Steinhardt and a BFA in Drama from NYU 
Tisch School of the Arts. I have taught drama 
in London, New York City and New Jersey. 
Recent NYC production credits include 
Perez Hilton Saves The Universe! at the NYC 
Fringe Festival and Broadway productions 
of August: Osage County, The Threepenny 
Opera and Assassins. 

Steve Reynolds  
I have been teaching – in England, Tanzania 
and Hong Kong - for 30 years. I am currently 
in a senior teaching post at Li Po Chun 
United World College of Hong Kong. I’m an 
examiner team leader and workshop leader 
for the IB. I’m currently training to be a 
professional psychotherapist (individual and 
group) specialising in psychodrama. Most 
importantly, I love my family and completely 
adore my two young children. 

Jo Scott 
I am a practitioner-researcher and lecturer 
based in Manchester. I spent eight years 
teaching in Europe and Asia, before returning 
to the United Kingdom to complete a PhD in 
live media performance at Central in London. 
This was awarded in 2014 and I continue to 
research in this area.

Darren Scully 
I’ve directed a lot of theatre from classic 
musicals to edgy experimental work. 
More recently I have been working on re-
interpreting classical texts through physical 
theatre approaches and devised work in 
immersive, site-specific venues. Last year we 
launched an exciting initiative: the Performing 
Arts Academy @ Shanghai with the school’s 
ISTA artists.
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Helen Szymczak 
I was born in Johannesburg and attended 
the National School of the Arts. I won a full 
scholarship to the African School of Motion 
Picture Medium and Live Performance, 
completing an honours degree and obtained 
a Master’s in Cultural and Critical Studies 
from the University of London. Currently I am 
Director of Performing Arts at Marymount 
International School in London and I am 
pursuing a Diploma in Higher Education with 
a focus on reflective pedagogy.

Jess Thorpe 
I am the Co-Artistic Director of the Glasgow 
based Glas(s) Performance as well as the 
award-winning young company Junction 25. 
I work part time as the Lecturer in the Arts in 
Social Justice at the Royal Conservatoire of 
Scotland where I deliver creative projects in 
Scottish prisons. I’m also a founder member 
and trustee of SPAN (Scottish Prison Arts 
Network). I am lucky to have worked for ISTA 
for over 12 years and I am currently on the 
board of trustees.

Peter Wilkins  
I am the Artistic Director of the annual Come 
Alive Festival of Museum Theatre and am the 
Artistic Director of The Acting Company and 
also the theatre critic for The Canberra Times. 
In a former life I was a teacher of Theatre 
Arts at Narrabundah College in Canberra, 
Deputy Chief Examiner of the IB Theatre 
Arts Programme and a member of ISTA’s 
Executive Council.



Study 
at Central
An international leader for professional drama, 
theatre and performance-related courses 
off ering full-time undergraduate degrees:

> Acting
> Acting Collaborative & Devised Theatre
> Acting Musical Theatre
> Costume Construction
> Design for the Stage
> Drama, Applied Theatre & Education
> Performance Arts
> Production Lighting
> Prop Making
> Puppetry, Design & Performance
> Scenic Art
> Scenic Construction
> Stage Management
> Technical & Production Management
> Theatre Lighting Design
> Theatre Sound
> Writing for Performance.

Course information /dates for international auditions 
/ interviews for 2016 entry www.cssd.ac.uk/ista 


