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BY EMMY ABRAHAMSON

ISTA’s mission states that we believe in confident, internationally minded 
and culturally literate young people “to engage with and change the world 
responsibly” (my bold and italics). We believe in young people to change 
the world. That’s a pretty damn - excuse my language - big ask. And so 
it should be. 

In the mid 80ies my sister and I decided to start boycotting Shell Oil Company 
because they were supporting then apartheid-led South Africa. Considering 
we were 7 and 9 years old, Shell must have been crushed by our decision. But 
what would happen if we walked up to a young person and said: “You can 
change the world for the better”. Would they believe it? Would we believe it? 
Would it make a difference? Yes, it would. But only if we could show them 
how. And explain that changing the world doesn’t have to mean storming 
government buildings or setting the streets on fire but that it can be done by 
tiny, everyday actions. Small deeds done by one person that can cause a ripple 
effect. I sometimes worry that young people think that change is created by 
hashtags, “liking” something on Facebook or making a heart shape with your 
hands. That these actions are somehow meaningful when they are just empty, 
lethargic platitudes and gestures - a bit like boycotting a multi-billion dollar oil 
company when you’re still in primary school. 

It is our job to teach young people that there are so many meaningful ways 
in which we can improve the world like e.g. the students at a school in Florida 
that started a new club to stop other students feeling alone during lunchtime 
by having members go and talk to them and get to know them. More than 
any viral hashtag such an action is a wonderful way for young people to 
make the world – their immediate, tangible world – a better, friendlier, more 
tolerant place.

A liberating alternative is also that we don’t need to supply young people 
with any answers. Getting them to ask questions is sometimes enough as 
Marjorie Duffield explores in “Asking not telling”. Making social change theatre 
can come “through a compassionate process that asks questions... questions 
that require the audience to create their own answers”. This is also echoed in 
Kate Friend’s “Beyond borders” where a group of high school students started 
asking questions which allowed both the actors and the audience the space to 
discuss the answers.

It all starting with ourselves is also something Jess Thorpe explores in “Making 
theatre with my neighbours” (and which makes me sad and jealous that I 
am not neighbours with Jess). Starting with her immediate community to 
affect social change was also something the legendary theatre-maker Joan 
Littlewood did as shown by Phil Cleaves’ portrait of her. Awelani Moyo’s 
article shows how being self-critical can evolve into deeper understanding and 
empathy. Change – in Awelani Moyo’s words – can sometimes simply mean 
“being able to share my experience in a positive and affirming way”. 

And with change comes... something new. This newness is exactly what Julia 
Roberts explores in “Postcards from a newbie” and how without old labels we 
can truly change. And as Neil Farrelly writes in “The simplest things”: don’t ever 
give up. Because – despite how frustratingly impossible and difficult it might 
seem at times - change is always possible.
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BY AWELANI MOYO

I don’t know if this is the result of a strict religious upbringing or 
simply a personal obsession but I have always had this idea that 
things have to have a purpose. For me art, and especially theatre, 
has to function as more than mere entertainment, it has to mean 
something. I spent my childhood in conservative Zimbabwe and 
moved to South Africa not long after it had its first democratic 
elections in 1994. I went from one post-colonial country beginning 
a slow implosion to another post-apartheid land caught up with 
the infectious optimism of freedom. In the past art had been 
thought of, and used as, a “weapon” against oppression, now 
artists in South Africa were beginning to make work about this 
historic transition and to rediscover a new role in society.

At university I was frustrated by injustices I saw going on around 
me and by the ways in which Africa and Africans were (mis)
understood and (mis)represented. I became preoccupied with the 
idea that there was so much to be done, so many things that 
needed to be changed in the world, and deeply concerned about 
how I would use my love of theatre to do this. I was always 
interested in big writers and big directors doing big works about 
big ideas and big themes. I felt as though my own contribution 
had to be big, had to announce itself onto the world stage and 
permanently alter every person who came into contact with it. 
I was desperate to affect real, practical political change in the 

course of my performances and wanted to make stirring, thought-
provoking statements, to shake up audiences, to change the way 
people think. 

But the more I tried to convey a strong message, the less enjoyable 
my work became, both for myself and for the people watching it. 
I made some spectacularly disastrous attempts at engaging with 
big themes. I remember one particularly bad student production 
in which I attempted to use every theatrical device under the sun 
to explore themes about the political situation in my home country 
of Zimbabwe. I wrote, directed, designed, constructed – and just 
stopped short of playing all the parts myself. The result was a 
bizarre combination of tricks and gimmicks – a bit of puppetry 
here, some Brechtian devices there, throw in a video montage 
and a Disneyesque song and dance routine, all topped off with 
some abstract costumes and melancholic makeup. And yes, it was 
as difficult to watch as it is to imagine. It was only later that one 
of my professors reminded me that the most powerful work I had 
produced was when I stayed true to my own voice and the stories 
I wanted to tell rather than taking the moral high-ground of the 
big political imperative. 

Since those cringe-worthy beginnings, I have spent a lot of time 
thinking about how theatre can change the world. As a spectator 
I often think about those performances that have moved me 
emotionally or intellectually. I am constantly trying to understand 

why and how this is, and what it is that has had me so enthralled 
in a performance. I now find the most exciting art experiences 
for me are created by artists not bent on necessarily telling their 
audiences what and how to think but rather showing them the 
many possibilities and ways of being, offering different and new 
ways of engaging with the unknown in a safe and liminal space. 
They demonstrate and reveal the delicate inner workings of this 
universal process of becoming something new. 

This takes me back to the question of what it really means to 
“change the world” through theatre. Some of the most exciting 
work I have seen in South Africa in the last ten years has not 
necessarily been about bringing “change” in the most literal, 
prescriptive sense. It is less about big political messages and more 
about genuine storytelling which brings to bear our humanity in 
ways that we can all relate to. It is, above all, about belonging 
because the search for belonging and the need to belong is 
something that exists across all cultural boundaries. It is also the 
key to allowing theatre-makers to connect with their audiences 
and audiences in turn to connect with each other.

I have spent the past few years living and working in Thailand 
which has also given me a great opportunity to travel around 
south east Asia and experience what this diverse region has to 
offer. It is during this time that I first became involved with ISTA, 
after I was asked to give a taster workshop on African theatre at a 
middle school festival. That first experience was an eye opener for 
me because not only did I have to shift my own way of working 
to rediscover a more embodied practice, I also had to ask myself 
what African theatre is all about. To begin with I felt as though I 
had suddenly been named an expert on a subject I had not really 
spent much time thinking about in such clear terms because I had 
always taken my background – and my knowledge of this subject 
– for granted. What could I possibly say about African theatre? 
More importantly, how could I convey the complexity of such a 
vast, elusive thing in such a short space of time? I didn’t go to 
university to study African theatre after all – I just happened to 
be an African who had studied theatre. Eventually after a lot of 
searching and reflection I came to re-evaluate my knowledge of 
my field and was relieved to learn I knew more than I thought I 
did. I had to re-discover what it means to me to be African – and 
to construct a sense of belonging through theatre.

I have been lucky enough to be invited to a few more ISTA 
festivals and with each experience have found new dimensions 
which have deepened my own understanding of both what I do 
and where I come from. One of the most gratifying experiences I 
have had recently was during a high school festival in Hong Kong. 
The unique model used at this festival served as a particularly 
great way of looking at various world theatre practices alongside 
one another and a rare chance to observe the many similarities 
and differences in practices across several continents. I learned 
a great deal more about what I do simply by watching other 
artists working in diverse disciplines from different parts of Asia 
and Europe. I also felt that the success behind this model was in 
creating an experience like that of lifting the corner of a rug and 
revealing a secret trapdoor to another world which the students 
can then begin to explore through their own experience. 

In our sessions on South African theatre it was particularly 
rewarding to watch the connections the students themselves 

More than 
mere entertainment

started to make between their own backgrounds, their individual 
identities and lived reality, and the world view of someone else 
completely different to them. While our conversations covered 
some of the basic facts and historical background about southern 
Africa, this really took on life when we experimented with games, 
songs and actions. The more those sessions went on the more I 
found that I didn’t always need to explain things in such detail 
anymore because the students were making those connections 
for themselves and relating the exercises and ideas to things in 
their own lives. In those moments when we were all one group 
learning a song and repeating a melody over and over, while 
practicing a dance and stepping together to the same rhythm, 
or when we marched together, it didn’t really matter what you 
knew or didn’t know about the history of Africa, it was about 
the feeling that came from being in that group, together, present 
and belonging. I realised then that changing the world didn’t 
necessarily have to mean inciting mass protests or bombarding 
people with big grandiose ideas. Change, perhaps for the first 
time in my experience, meant simply being able to share my 
experience in a positive and affirming way, using performance 
as a method that helped to explain the complexities of history 
and identity without moralising. 

My experiences of ISTA have been enriching on many levels 
not least because I am often reminded that whilst I may never 
solve all the problems of the world I can change the ways in 
which those young people think about Africa. They have made 
me aware that while it is true that we need people to make 
interesting theatre, we need people to come and watch it too. 
Not only that but we need to grow the kinds audiences who 
are not only able to suspend their disbelief but who are also 
open to participating in the creation of a shared imagination 
and who are not afraid to engage with a process of questioning. 
That is, audiences who are not only willing to have their own 
ideas challenged but who are able to do the important work of 
challenging the artists in return. •

 

“I HAD TO RE-
DISCOVER 
WHAT IT MEANS 
TO ME TO BE 
AFRICAN – AND 
TO CONSTRUCT 
A SENSE OF 
BELONGING 
THROUGH 
THEATRE.”

“CHANGE, 
PERHAPS FOR THE 
FIRST TIME IN 
MY EXPERIENCE, 
MEANT SIMPLY 
BEING ABLE 
TO SHARE MY 
EXPERIENCE IN 
A POSITIVE AND 
AFFIRMING WAY.”
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BY DAPHNE SAID

“The first step towards change is awareness...”
N. Branden 

Theatre allows individuals to get in touch with their hidden selves, 
it gives individuals opportunities to work together and explore 
issues and topics from a different angle. They get to experience 
emotions and situations they wouldn’t necessarily come across in 
their lives and after every performance they become that little bit 
different, and sometimes that impact goes beyond just them, it 
leaves its mark on those who watch them or work with them. This 
is the magic of theatre.
 
This year’s hosting of an ISTA festival at our school has done 
precisely that: left a mark on all of us. But that’s not something 
strange or worth writing about... ISTA festivals always leave a 
mark, people talk about them for months and even years after, 
and the change they bring about to the first-timers is always 
impressive. But this year the change was more subtle... one that 
affected the whole community on a deeper level and since then 
started a chain of events that kept the momentum going. 

The last ISTA festival we hosted was an even bigger event 
than usual. It was our turn to host again and as early as the 
preliminary discussions the words connect, awareness and 
local context kept coming up in our discussions. Malta 
has a rich history so we were trying to find a focus 
in order to look at Malta’s heritage from a different 
angle, one that would be interesting for the 
students and would give us a great starting point. 
However, everywhere we looked we kept being 
reminded of a reality that we could not escape. 
A reality that even though everybody was 
aware of, it was very easy for us to turn a 
blind eye and say: “But we can’t do anything 
about it”. The plight of the immigrants and 
the huge influx of individuals looking for 
refuge was growing in Malta. Groups of 
people end up on our shores and even 
though our country has good intentions 
to help those in need, we never truly 
understand what it really means to 
help. We look at everyone from a 
distance and as long as our lives and 
our comfort is not directly affected 
then we are fine. 

Through this year’s Connect 
festival we felt it was important 
to get our students to really 
understand this big issue that 
was on everyone’s mind here 
in Malta – to talk about the 

“elephant” in the room. The most difficult 
part was to approach it in a different way, 
to give everyone a different experience 
that would touch them in different ways. 
Through the medium of theatre we felt 
this could be achieved on many different 
levels. Having an amazing group of artists 
that came with loads of creative ideas and 
a wide range of inspirations was definitely 
a bonus and from my perspective as 
the host, I can confidently say that this 
experience changed the participants in a 
different way.

The students came to the festival looking 
for a great experience, they talked about 
how this would be of benefit to them, 
what they would get out of it, how much 
they’d learn, how much they’d enjoy 
themselves, how many friends they would 
make... but little did they realise the lasting 
mark this festival would have upon them. 

I will share some moments from the 
festival that left an impression on me as an 

observer. 
 

Moment 1
It’s November in Malta, the sun is shining, it’s about 23 degrees. We arrive at a deserted 
beach with an unobstructed view of the horizon. The students walk onto the sand, 
complaining that the sand it getting into their shoes, then they’re asked to take their 
shoes off, stand shoulder to shoulder and step into the water, pick up a pebble and think. 
After all the moaning and groaning and huffing and puffing, there was silence. A silence 
that showed everyone was thinking about what it would be like to arrive safely to land, 
after having been on a boat for days... We leave the shore, everyone holding onto their 
pebble with a sense of ownership. It will be the pebble that will take centre stage in the 
performance and some of the pebbles even make it into the luggage of our students and 
go back home. The pebble was given meaning and then it really meant something. 

Moment 2 
Please go to your allocated rooms, the speakers are here. “Speakers? But we’re tired!” 
“Can we have a longer break?” Finally, everyone is settled. In walks Happy, a Somalian 
guy who has been in Malta for five years he tells us but really “I’ve only lived for 3, the 2 
years I spent in the detention centre are not part of my life”. He speaks to us for an hour, 
constantly wearing a smile on his face, sharing all the hardships but also reminding us 
how relieved he is now, how lucky he was to have survived this and how grateful he is 
to be here now. He tells us about the family he left behind, about his life, his dreams and 
his hopes that were shattered and yet he is still content. He explains how every week he 
visits his friends who are still at the detention centre and hopes that they too will be given 
their freedom. He’s not got much and yet he is happy because he feels he has so much. 
No one wanted to leave the room when the time was up and the last question brought 
everyone to tears: “Can I hug you, Happy?” said one student. During the final sharing, the 
students really wanted to portray the experience of Happy and his story. They kind of felt 
like they didn’t want to let Happy down, they used his words and the sharing shared his 
level of emotion. Happy gave a real face to all those images and stories that are plastered 
over all forms of media. Happy made it real.  

Moment 3
The final sharing. An ISTA final sharing is always different, the audience come in, not 
knowing what to expect and once it’s over they congratulate everyone and leave with 
a smile on their face of having experienced something different that was only put up 
in three days. This final sharing used immersive theatre techniques which helped the 
students really connect with the individuals who shared their stories with us but it also 
immersed the audience and made them feel part of the story. As they walked in and 
their perception of coming to a final sharing to relax was shattered, they were all on alert. 
They were forced to specific seats and shocked into the reality of not being listened to or 
treated as free individuals. The final sharing kicked off and kept up its momentum leading 
to the pebble... who took centre stage and as the performers left... all that remained was 
the pebble that carried with it the memories of a sharing but also the thoughts, fears, 
experiences and hopes of hundreds of thousands of refugees that have no choice but to 
leave everything behind and start again clutching at the first piece of rock they lay their 
hands on.

Planting a seed

This theatrical experience might 
not have changed the world... but it 
did plant a seed of compassion and 
understanding that will hopefully 
continue to grow in time and, at some 
point, someone, somewhere, will make 
a small change for the better. •
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As I write this we are putting the finishing 
touches on our performance Room 101: 
This Too Shall Pass, with our opening 
show tomorrow night. It is one of the most 
exciting and scariest times for director, cast 
and crew, and this show is no different. 
Except in many ways, it is kind of different. 
We use our year 9-12 production each 
year to challenge the students in terms of 
performance style and issues. Last year we 
did Evan Placey’s Girls Like That focusing 
on physical theatre, use of technology in 
performance and the misuse of technology 
in adolescent culture today. This year we 
needed something that could stretch our 
students in a different direction.

I have pondered - as many of you 
undoubtedly have - the role of theatre 
in our schools, our lives, our world. More 
explicitly though our fundamental roles 
as artists, creators, teachers, performers... 
and simply human beings. I often wonder 
how we can create authentic experiences 
for and with young people, that will have 
a profound effect on how they see the 
world and their place in it. It’s a pretty lofty 
thought but surely that’s what theatre is 
all about. My perspective shifts with the 
wind but the one thing that is consistent 
is the undeniable power of theatre which 
we have an obligation to use to challenge 
our audiences and ourselves. The process of 

explicitly exploring the power of theatre and 
the art of challenge has lead us on quite a 
different path to our production processes 
of the past. 

Our creative team started with a discussion 
about what scares us and what excites us: 
universally, personally and creatively. It 
didn’t take long for our discussion to hone 
into certain collective ideas and then into 
some guiding questions which we presented 
to our cast in a small group brainstorming 
session. Our primary concern was ensuring 
that the focus of our piece was relevant and 
important to our cast. Each question focused 
on causes and effects of fear, understanding 

BY NICOLE GLISSON

the nature of truth, pondering how we find empowerment in 
moments of fear and how our choices affect the outcomes. Lots of 
common ideas arose: fear of public embarrassment, being alone, pain 
and death all came up. We had some really interesting material from 
our brainstorming session and discussion to guide our next step: to 
work out a framework and elements of style for exploring situations 
relating to the ideas discussed.

We decided on an episodic structure, we wanted to draw on Brechtian 
techniques and physical theatre but also wanted to explore text. We have 
been lucky enough to have Splendid Productions share their work with us 
for the last three years and all of our first year IGCSE students work on a 
Brechtian devising unit. So it was time for us to walk the walk not just talk 
the talk. Our students have also worked with Frantic Assembly and the 
Handlebards, so taking inspiration from the students’ experiences of live 
performances and working practitioners was really important to us. This 
is also something that IB DP Theatre students are asked to do in different 
assessment tasks and therefore a skill worth modelling. 

We somehow managed to narrow down inspiration from a number of 
key texts: George Orwell’s 1984, Arthur Miller’s The Crucible, Sophocles’ 
Antigone, Shakespeare’s As You Like It, Eve Ensler’s I am an Emotional 
Creature and a range of news articles amongst many other sources. A 
part of our Narrator’s opening (below) might give you an idea of how 
we set the scene.

We ground our journeys in stories. 
Some true, some imagined, but all very real. 

We extrapolate characters and their scenarios
From famous works of literature

Manipulating them to our own ends. 
Making them our friends.

From the opening of Room 101: This Too Shall Pass

Our two Narrators have become the connective tissue of our piece, 
carefully weaving a thread between characters, narratives and issues. 
They allow us to question the audience, challenging them to reflect 
and make connections. We want our audience to look at how the 
challenges faced by each character in each situation are similar, even 
in their vastly different contexts. The Narrators prod the audience 
with seemingly off-hand comments - at times taking a role similar to 
a Greek chorus - prompting deeper critical thought and connection to 
their own context. 

You can imagine our joy at discovering the Five Basic Fears: Extinction, 
Mutilation, Loss of Autonomy, Separation and Death of Ego. We 
knew that we had to use these as another connective thread - a bit 
like Splendid’s “Seven things that make us the same” in Everyman - 
but wanted to see if we could contextualise each. We turned to the 
multimedia for inspiration as moving placards, finding relevant and 
thought provoking moments from old television commercials that sold 
their ideas or wares through a healthy dose of fear. Our performers 
interact with each commercial, using it to highlight the way that each 
of the Five Basic Fears appears in everyday media. We want the 
audience to experience levels of fear or at least discomfort... to be out 
of their comfort zone, by reassessing the ordinary.

We began to question the different ways that we could create 
discomfort in our audience. If we want our audience to feel a part of 
our exploration we have to provide as many ingredients as possible 
to encourage a full sensory experience. I am a big fan of immersive 

theatre but knew that due to time and resources we would have to 
pick and choose elements carefully. Our first mission was to create an 
experience that makes the audience question their part of the whole 
experience - the full entry into Room 101. 

We discussed the importance of proxemics and ways that we can 
physically bring the audience “into” the performance but also ways 
that we can transform our performance space, resulting in two key 
decisions being made. Firstly, we would construct raked seating that 
would bring the audience to the performance area, to create a sense 
of intimacy between performer and audience. Many of our cast were 
dubious about whether this would work but their excitement at seeing 
the newly constructed seating area was palpable. We also decided 
that the audience would enter the performance space through the 
backstage area, across the stage and be held on stage in “holding 
pens” before being “released” to the seating area. These decisions, 
whilst far from radical, both challenged and excited many of our cast 
members, helping to shape the way they see theatre. Realising that 
“rules” are meant to be bent and broken and sometimes what we 
think of as a rule, is just the limitation of our experience or perception.

At the end of every story,
At the end of every day,

At the end of every moment,
There are countless things to say.

As we observe action or become intricately entwined...

We pause...
Reflecting upon the impact that our work has had on an audience is 
difficult at this point. Tomorrow it will begin its all too short public life 
before it becomes a thing of memory. One thing that is already very clear 
though is the way that it has affected our cast, encouraging deeper levels 
of connection with artistic expression of issues. From discussions today 
with our preview audience, considerable questions and discussions have 
risen, connections are being made and above all the power of theatre to 
change us is being experienced. Did we change the world? Perhaps not 
the world but at least a small pocket of it, hopefully for the better.

We pause
To breathe into: 

Each role that we are given,
The possibility of the next moment,

The next tomorrow,
The next journey, not knowing where it might lead.

What will amaze us?
What will confuse us?

What will confound us?

We have to question what we read
Consider what is and what is not

Tear up the script
And write our own.

We shape our own destinies 
And write our own futures.

They may be beautifully brilliant
Or a shining disaster,

But whatever the outcome...

We know that above all else
This too shall pass.

The closing of Room 101: This Too Shall Pass •

Tiny revolutions - choices, 
challenges and change

FEAR.
WE ALL EXPERIENCE IT. 

IT’S LIFE’S ONLY TRUE OPPONENT. 
ONLY FEAR CAN DEFEAT LIFE. 

IT’S A CLEVER AND TREACHEROUS 
ADVERSARY. 

IT HAS NO DECENCY, IT RESPECTS NO 
LAW OR CONVENTION, IT SHOWS NO 

MERCY. 
IT GOES FOR YOUR WEAKEST SPOT -

HAH! (LUNGE)
WHICH IT FINDS WITH UNNERVING EASE.

From a moment of Room 101: This Too Shall Pass
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BY PHIL CLEAVES

Do you want to make theatre that changes the world? There 
is no better example to follow than the internationally minded 
Joan Littlewood. She was the figure head of one of Britain’s 
most trailblazing companies for over twenty years. Littlewood 
directed a vast number of 
productions of widely varied 
styles, from political agitprop 
to social-realism, expressionism 
to naturalism. Peter Hall, 
the founder of the National 
Theatre, described her as “the 
greatest revolutionary of the 
British theatre”. Playwright 
David Hare said “Littlewood 
changed the nature of theatre”. 
The great theatre critic and 
dramaturg Kenneth Tynan 
declared that “when the annals 
of our theatre in the middle 
years of the twentieth century 
come to be written, one name 
will lead the rest”.

So how did she change 
the world? Simple, she 
started with her immediate 
community. Whether in 
Manchester at the start of her 
career or in Stratford, East 
London she was determined 
to make theatre that spoke 
to normal, working people. 
Furthermore, Littlewood broke with the hierarchical conventions 
of commercial theatre and celebrated the collective. In her letter to 
Encore magazine in 1961 she reinforeces this ideal: “No one mind 
or imagination can foresee what a play will become”.

Professor Nadine Holdsworth is leading a pilot project funded by 
Warwick University in collaboration with essentialdrama.com to 
promote Joan Littlewood’s work in schools. The hope being that 
Littlewood’s legacy will inspire young people to make theatre that 
speaks to their community and begins to change the world. The 
project funded a series of workshops and a free downloadable 
education pack for students and teachers. The following is an 
extract from that resource telling the story of Joan Littlewood.

Joan Littlewood was born on 6th October 1914 in southwest 
London. She was part of a working class family that were good 
at school but they left at the age of twelve to get work. Joan was 
different, at twelve she received a scholarship to a local Catholic 
convent school. Her place at school meant that she didn’t fit in with 
the rest of her family whilst her background left her as an outsider 

at school. Despite being a misfit, 
Littlewood found her feet and 
discovered her passion. She fell 
in love with the theatre after 
a trip to see John Gielgud 
playing Hamlet at the Old Vic.

“It had me on the edge of 
my seat all afternoon. Then I 
rushed home to read the play, 
and learned ‘Oh what a rogue 
and peasant slave am I’ by 
heart. From then on I didn’t 
miss a production down the 
Waterloo Road.”

The experience of the Old 
Vic’s Shakespeare productions 
inspired her to direct her 
own at school. She directed 
Macbeth and played the lead 
role. The production was a 
great success and Littlewood 
discovered she had a talent for 
verse speaking that would take 
her all the way to a scholarship 
at RADA in 1932.

“I made for the cloakroom. It was crowded with girls wriggling 
their rubber girdles, comparing lipsticks and making bee-sting lips 
at the mirrors. They were all debs or rich Americans acquiring an 
English accent. I was the only outsider.”

Littlewood’s time at RADA was not a happy one as she was 
once again an outsider. One of the only classes that she recalled 
enjoying was Annie Fligg’s Central European movement class. It 
was in this class that she was introduced to the work of Rudolph 
Laban, a revolutionary dancer and choreographer that would 
influence Littlewood for the rest of her life. Whilst at RADA she 
also had continued success performing Shakespeare. She won a 
prize for her verse speaking and the judge of that competition, 
Archie Harding, cast her as Cleopatra in Scenes from Shakespeare 

for BBC Overseas radio broadcast. That proved to be one of the 
few successes during her time at RADA and after a term she 
dropped out early in 1933. But the connection she made with 
Harding would prove particularly influential and life-changing.

Littlewood had enjoyed a summer in Paris when she was sixteen 
and decided to return there after leaving RADA. She wanted to be 
in Paris to enjoy some painting but ended up caught in violent riots. 
She fled back to England but could not face London. Instead she 
decided she would walk to Liverpool, stow away on a transatlantic 
ship and find fame and fortune in the United States. She got as 
far as Burton-on-Trent before collapsing in a ditch with exhaustion. 
She was taken in by a poor woman, Beattie, who gave her a place 
to rest. As Littlewood rested Beattie looked in her pockets and 
found the name and address of Archie Harding in Manchester. 
Beattie sent him a note and received a train fare to Manchester 
in return. Littlewood took the train and ended up working with 
Harding at the BBC in Manchester. One of the most significant 
jobs she did for the BBC was a documentary called Classic Soil 
in 1939. This was a particularly 
innovative documentary as the 
interviews she conducted with 
ordinary people formed the 
majority of the content. The 
authentic working class voice 
was not commonly featured on 
national radio at this time.

In Manchester Littlewood 
found a type of theatre much 
more representative of ordinary 
people than the one she 
experienced at RADA. This was 
agitprop theatre by a group 
called Theatre of Action led by 
Jimmie Miller. Jimmie and Joan 
went on to have a successful 
period of work together. 
They were married in 1935 
but divorced in 1948. Jimmie 
became more commonly known 
by his stage name Ewan MacColl.

“The idea of agitprop suited me. A bare platform, everything 
created by the actor - tempest, sun and rain, swimming rivers, 
drowning in storm-tossed seas. Curtain theatre? The very words 
depressed me.”

Littlewood did hold down a job at the Rusholm Repertory Theatre 
during this time writing and directing her own shows. It was at the 
Rep that she met one of her heroes Ernst Toller. He had written 
Masses and Men in 1918, an example of German Expressionism. 
After experiencing Toller’s work on Draw the Fires, Littlewood 
directed her own expressionist piece for Theatre in Action with 
Jimmie Miller - John Bullion. The production was a success and the 
critics at the Manchester Guardian proclaimed Littlewood as “the 
nearest thing to Meyerhold the British theatre has got”. But the 
Expressionist style of the production did not fit well with Theatre in 
Action’s communist principles. The local Communist Party branch 
expelled both Littlewood and Miller for putting art before politics.

Joan Littlewood: 
theatre-maker that 

changed British theatre

Littlewood and Miller got married in 1935 and decided to 
pursue a scholarship in Moscow but delays with getting their 
visas meant they ran out of money whilst in London. The Peace 
Pledge Union in Manchester commissioned them to produce 
Hans Schlumberg’s anti-war play Miracle at Verdun so they 
returned to the north. The production was a success and Miller 
and Littlewood got all those involved together at the end of 
the two week run and launched a new company: Theatre 
Union. During the Theatre Union years fascism was growing 
across Europe and at home. Whilst the Battle of Cable Street 
highlighted the threat of fascism in the United Kingdom, the 
Spanish Civil War saw the fascist leader Franco take power. 
Theatre Union produced shows that reflected the political 
situations: Lope de Vega’s Fuente Ovejuna, The Good Soldier 
of Schweik and Lysistrata. These productions reveal Littlewood 
and Miller’s interest in classical as well as contemporary theatre.

The Second World War broke out in 1939 and Theatre Union 
turned their attention to creating Living Newspaper style 

productions that commented 
on the war. Their production 
of The Last Edition landed 
them in trouble with the Lord 
Chamberlain’s censors and 
led to Littlewood and Miller’s 
arrest and fine. Many of the 
members of Theatre Union 
were conscripted during the 
war so the company disbanded 
in 1942. It was at this time 
that the marriage between 
Miller and Littlewood broke 
down. Littlewood then started 
a relationship with another 
Theatre Union member Gerry 
Raffles. Jimmie Miller was one 
of the conscripted men but he 
went AWOL leading him to 
changing his name to Ewan 
MacColl to avoid detection.

After the conclusion of the Second World War, Littlewood 
and MacColl founded Theatre Workshop. From 1945 to 
1952 the company toured the country with adventurous 
and experimental productions that explored the politics of 
class division at home as well as global political issues such as 
the Cold War. Despite a brief residency developing work at 
Ormesby Hall, Middlesborough Theatre Workshop struggled 
with poverty. The touring model proved unsustainable for 
many of the company. Gerry Raffles led the company to find 
a new, permanent home at the Theatre Royal, Stratford, East 
London. Ewan MacColl felt the company was selling out and 
forgetting their identity by moving to London so he decided 
to leave. 

Littlewood and Theatre Workshop renovated their new 
premises from ruin. The popularity and success of Theatre 
Workshop continued to grow for the next two decades. 
Littlewood was a revolutionary voice in British theatre but 
remained on the fringes. •

“LITTLEWOOD 
BROKE WITH THE 

HIERARCHICAL 
CONVENTIONS 

OF COMMERCIAL 
THEATRE AND 

CELEBRATED THE 
COLLECTIVE.”
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Beyond borders – a 
devising project at the 
International School of 

Lausanne

BY KATE FRIEND

Inspiration
I was lucky enough to be part of the ISTA team for the recent 
high school festival hosted by Verdala International School, Malta. 
The starting point was Beyond Borders and the students listened to 
refugees tell their stories of why they left their homes and embarked 
on such a perilous journey. It was an incredibly powerful festival 
both in terms of the poignant work created and the important 
discussions generated by the starting point. As well as the talks 
with refugees, we held a discussion session with the students and 
coming from my own little liberal bubble, I was surprised at how 
many students at an international theatre festival were hostile to 
the idea of not only migration but also the increased numbers of 
refugees on their shores. Where some students were amazed at 
the strength and determination it took for some refugees to cross a 
multitude of international borders to reach their chosen destination, 
others questioned their right to make such a journey in the first 
place. 

There is so much rhetoric, so many fear-mongering media slogans, 
such a social media bubble around issues of migration and asylum. 
It is easy to absorb this onslaught without ever truly processing 
how you - as an individual - feel about it. The Verdala festival 
gave me a sense of urgency: we needed to find the space to 
discuss and explore current issues with the young people we work 
with and we needed to be doing it now.

As part of Arts Week at the International School of Lausanne 
students and staff planned to host an evening called “Beyond 
Borders” to explore how art forms can challenge and change 
perspectives in order to start a dialogue about issues of global 
significance.

>>

HOW CAN 
THEATRE CHANGE 

THE WORLD?
BY ASKING 

QUESTIONS AND 
ALLOWING BOTH 
THE ACTORS AND 

THE AUDIENCE 
THE SPACE TO 
DISCUSS THE 

ANSWERS.
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“ARTS WEEK AT ISL PROVIDES STUDENTS WITH THE OPPORTUNITY 
TO EXPLORE HOW ART FORMS HAVE THE ABILITY TO CREATE 
CHANGE IN SOCIETY BY CHALLENGING PERCEPTIONS AND 
PROMOTING DIALOGUE ABOUT ISSUES OF GLOBAL SIGNIFICANCE. 
THIS POTENTIAL IS WHAT EXCITES ME MOST 
ABOUT ARTS EDUCATION. THE SHIFT FROM 
APPRECIATING THE ARTS AS SIMPLY A 
CREATIVE OUTLET OR A MEANS OF 
ENTERTAINMENT AND ESCAPISM, TO 
BEING VALUED AS A WAY TO CONSIDER, 
QUESTION AND DEBATE ISSUES THAT 
MATTER TO YOUNG PEOPLE, IS AN 
INCREDIBLY IMPORTANT ONE. STUDENTS 
BEGIN TO CONNECT WITH THEATRE IN 
A DIFFERENT WAY. THEATRE BECOMES 
MORE THAN TELLING OTHER PEOPLE’S 
STORIES, IT BECOMES ABOUT THEM, 
THEIR PASSIONS, THEIR BELIEFS AND THEIR 
PERCEPTION OF THE WORLD AROUND 
THEM.”

Emily Moran, 
drama teacher at ISL

WITH THIS 
PHILOSOPHY IN 
MIND, WE SET 
OUT TO DEVISE A 
PIECE OF ORIGINAL 
THEATRE WITH 
STUDENTS AGED 13-
15 THAT WOULD GET 
THEM THINKING, 
DISCUSSING AND 
MOVING BEYOND 
THE BORDERS 
OF THEIR OWN 
EXPERIENCE.

Our starting point
We began with a simple question: What borders exist in our world? 

The ensemble was eager to explore a range of different borders 
both psychological and literal. Each week we discussed the impact 
of a different kind of border on our own lives and those of others 
and found ways to express our ideas through drama. Each week the 
ensemble would play, experiment and discuss. 

Ultimately, we decided to focus on three questions:
- Why do people leave their home countries?
- What challenges do we face when arriving somewhere new?
- How do we move beyond borders?

Why do people leave?
Working with international school students, this felt a particularly 
pertinent question. Several of the ensemble members were new to 
the school and we began by talking about their own experiences. 
Some had been eager to move, excited by the adventure and keen 
to take advantage of the key aspects of Swiss life: mountains, lakes, 
cheese. Others had struggled with a move they had felt no control 
over and were missing their former lives.

We balanced our ensemble time between discussing our own 
experiences and looking at the journeys undertaken by refugees. 
Almost all of us had experienced moving to a new country and how 
difficult that can be. However, it is hard to comprehend the trauma 
involved in having to flee your home, your friends, your family, 
with no guarantee that you will ever be able to return. One student 
observed that when we read newspaper headlines, refugees are so 
often a collective, a depersonalised body of people. We wanted our 
audience to understand the experience of individuals, whose lives 
are not so different from our own. Thus several members of the 
ensemble did extensive research into the lives of specific refugees 
and developed monologues telling their stories. One student, Gabi, 
created a monologue inspired by a visit to the Red Cross museum 
in Geneva. There she had learnt about a 9 year old Sudanese girl 
who still had scars on her feet from walking hundreds of miles to 
seek sanctuary. 

Arriving somewhere new
Everyone agreed that arriving somewhere new brought with it a 
rollercoaster range of emotions, for every day spent marvelling at 
the sheer beauty of our new home or thrilled by the buzz of a 
new school and new friends, we had all shared moments where 
we longed for the familiar. The Americans in the ensemble felt lost 
without Target. A lot of us were obsessed with how disorientating 
foreign supermarkets can be. For all the joy of meeting new people, 
we sometimes long for our old friends. For moving doesn’t just 
mean leaving friends, family and familiar places – for me it has 
always meant losing yourself for a time.

We began by collecting words to describe how people feel when 
they first arrive:

EXCITED, STRANGE, INTERESTED, NERVOUS, LONELY, 
WELCOME, LOST , HOPEFUL

These formed the basis for a number of movement sequences that 
explored the impact of these feelings. 

The ribbon sequence
Students chose words that were particularly relevant to their experience 
and in groups of three they worked with long white ribbons to create a 
series of revolving still images to represent these changing emotions. The 
key point we wanted to communicate was that we switch back and 
forward between these emotions; the transition to feeling at home in a 
new place is not a simple or even linear one. We developed this further 
by creating a ribbon web, representing the struggles faced when trying 
to establish yourself in a new country. As Leo delivered a monologue, 
which was written by the ensemble as a whole: “I wish I could express 
myself, I wish I didn’t care about being popular, I wish it were easy”, 
the rest of the ensemble would run on in pairs, ensnaring him with 
ribbons that he had to attempt to push past and twist through to still 
be heard. For the group this represented the psychological borders that 
remain as a legacy of moving.

Odd one out
A repeated motif became the idea of the outsider, lost in a world that 
seems to make sense to everyone but them. For one such sequence, each 
ensemble member developed a sequence of everyday actions that they 
condensed down to three key repeated gestures e.g. brushing teeth, 
checking phone, stretching. The whole ensemble bar one person, Tom, 
traversed the stage repeating these exaggerated gestures. Sometimes 
they would form a line facing the audience, at other times they would 
break into pairs and their gestures would become synchronised. But 
poor Tom was always on the outside, desperate to join in and feel 
welcome but treated with hostility by the group. 

We were surprised how moving we found this sequence and when we 
started to discuss it we found that many of us could really empathise 
with the situation of being the new person, of feeling left out and the 
frustration and hurt that comes when people don’t really “see” you. 
Quite a few of us had found ourselves in situations where we had felt 
looked down on. One ensemble member recalled when giving away 
cupcakes for a recent charity project, how dismayed she had felt that 
so many people had avoided her eye, declined her gift because they 
assumed she wanted something from them. Imagine, we said, how 
awful it must feel to be avoided, to be looked down on, to be cast out 
on a daily basis.

Moving beyond borders
This motif of the invisible borders between people became the crux 
of our piece and the ensemble decided that they wanted to leave the 
audience with a message of hope rather than exclusion. So in their final 
scenes the ensemble focused on images of inclusion and support: Tom 
was no longer an outcast.

All of us agreed that we wanted the audience to leave thinking they 
are not alone – others had gone through the same experiences too and 
they should take comfort from that. But also, do not stay hidden in your 
bubble, see that others are struggling and find a way to reach beyond 
the borders of your everyday life and connect.

“My students have all gained a huge amount from this experience. Some 
have found the process cathartic as it has allowed them to engage with 
borders they have faced personally and for others, it has challenged 
their initial perception of the current political landscape, particularly the 
refugee crisis. A real sense of ensemble was born out of this creative 
process. They have all been incredibly excited that this is their piece of 
theatre. They own it and therefore have a real sense of pride in what 
they have achieved.” Emily Moran, drama teacher at ISL •
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BY NEIL FARRELLY

I want to write about how projects actually happen, from their initial inception, the paths 
they follow over a number of years and how they finish up today, early 2017. I’ve written 
it chronologically to make better sense of the odd, creative process for both you - the 
reader - and myself.

Like a lot of children I dreamed of writing a book but two things vexed me: how to fill 
up so many pages to make a whole book and how to decide what to write about. That 
bothered me for many, many years. I wrote lots of poems, painted lots of pictures, wrote 
some very short stories, wrote a play about political prisoners (a London reviewer accused 
me of knowing absolute nothing about such a subject so how could I possibly write about 
it!). That comment bothered me for a few years too. I nearly gave up. After college, at 
the height of the Thatcher years when they started burning down the Amazon rainforest 
in earnest, I decided to try and save the world by interviewing everyone about change. I 
simply walked into the studios of famous artists, knocked on the doors of personalities like 
Enoch Powell and Edward Booth-Clibborn, wandered into the dressing rooms of people 
like Peter Ustinov, Glenda Jackson and Jonathan Price, and asked them all for their views 
on change. After two solid years, disheartened and disillusioned, I put all the interviews 
and paintings and writings into a large dustbin, set fire to it and left England for Asia. 
For five years I licked my wounds. I wrote nothing and began a new life in Japan. But it’s 
hard to stay away for too long.

I met some Japanese artists, wrote a short play-story for them about a samurai warrior 
who returns home after many years of wandering the world. They liked it, secured 
funding from the British Council and various Asian cultural organisations for it to be 
played in India for ten days. I first visited India for meetings in September 1997, the week 
both Mother Theresa and Princess Diana died. I remember two things vividly coming into 
Calcutta: the huge, billowing rainy season clouds hanging above the city and having a 
very powerful vision-image - call it what you want - of a man lying on a bridge in a pool 
of blood. Calcutta does that to you, exerts a force even before you get there, gets under 
your skin and stays there, forever.

In the taxi from the airport to my hotel, the highway was covered 
in gigantic billboards of Mother Theresa. The city was in deep 
mourning, like the West was for Princess Di. My Sikh cabbie 
driver immediately announced he had 11 children and that the 
thermometer in his car had recently exploded shattering its limit of 
155 degrees. A few minutes out of the airport, cars begun driving 
at speed towards us on our side of the highway because a tree 
had fallen and blocked the way. No explanation was offered as to 
why drivers didn’t cross onto the opposite side of the road to be 
safer: pointless question in such a place. After another thirty minutes 
we approached a bridge where a man was lying face down in a 
pool of blood, my driver murmuring: “Accident, accident”. Dirty, 
polluted, disorganised, so, so human, generous, compassionate, 
warm-spirited, frustrating, creative, giving, by hand: Calcutta, the 
ultimate conundrum. Impossible to stay away from but hard to 
explain why that is so. 

In 2003 I returned there with a Danish documentary film maker, 
Carsten Jandorf, to make a short film and do some workshops. 
He hated the place, turned a peculiar shade of green within a 
few hours from which he never properly recovered. Two things 
on that trip struck me: asking a group of people with leprosy 
to draw some pictures for us; they turned out beautifully, not a 
problem. And the last day, it really got me thinking. I’d organised 
for 50 students to do an arts day in an open space in the Loreto 
School, Sealdah to produce as much work as possible in one day 

The simplest things

“I’M 72 
YEARS OLD, 
I WILL DIE 
SOON, AND 

I NEED 
SOMEONE 
TO WRITE 

ABOUT ALL 
OF THIS. 
CAN YOU 

DO THAT?”

“SORRY, I’M NOT THAT KIND OF 
WRITER,” I REPLIED.

for an e-exhibition in Melbourne. The children ranged from 7-18 
years old and had no clue as to how extraordinary they all were. 
I simply filled the space up with paints pots, brushes, paper, clay, 
gave them the theme for the exhibition, told everyone there to be 
facilitators not teachers and forbade them to tell the students what 
they should do. It worked beautifully and for the first time I saw 
up close how these students had been educated: the older ones of 
ten years and above showing and teaching and passing on their 
knowledge to the younger ones. 

I didn’t meet her that day but someone told me they were the 
Rainbow Children students of Sister Cyril whose school took 
in students from both the poorest families in the city and the 
wealthier middle and upper classes; the latter’s fees paid for the 
formers. Six years later I found myself back in the city with a 
British documentary film maker, Dominic Mann. On the second 
day someone suddenly told us Sister Cyril was available for an 
interview for ten minutes. After that ten minutes she looked me 
straight between the eyes and announced she liked my questions, 
was very much enjoying the interview: 

“I’m 72 years old, I will die soon, and I need someone to write 
about all of this. Can you do that?” she asked. “Sorry, I’m not that 
kind of writer,” I replied.

But the project was too tempting to ignore. The genie was out. We 
agreed I would interview her over the next 2-3 years whenever 
I visited Calcutta, transcript them up and organise them into a 
book form and take it from there.  Dominic returned with me six 
months later for a mad ten day stint of interviews and shooting 
photographs, and it was that early work that laid the foundations 
for an eventual book on her life, her school, her achievements and 
views on just about everything under the sun.

We laid two conditions down: she was determined the book 
would not be one of those holier-than-thou books that took the 
middle road and wagged a finger at the reader and, secondly, 
I could ask her any question about anything, nothing off limits. 
The next three years were a learning curve for both of us: she, 
finding her own particular voice as to how she wanted to tell me 
about herself, and me, discovering how to interview someone who 
enjoyed a reputation of saying her mind at every opportunity, 
along with the invaluable trick of following up six months later 
with the same question and realising it was at that second or third 
time of asking, when she had had time to reflect and ponder upon 
it, that the real truth began to fall from her lips.

By 2012, after three years of interviewing, I got stuck. A vast 
amount of material on a huge array of subjects was sitting on my 
USB-stick but I didn’t know what to do with it. I’d become side-
tracked, the project was meandering as so many good ideas do, 
and it was in danger of being forgotten. No one had yet seen a 

>>
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word of it so I sent it to a friend of mine Greg Dale, an American director working in 
Japanese theatre in Tokyo. Within a week he had contacted me and offered to be the 
editor and to start organising the material into book form. I had been saved.

Once the book began looking like a book, I workshopped several chapters from it with 
teacher training students from Manchester Metropolitan University with Becky Patterson. 
It was there I discovered how powerful the work was. The students, mostly females in 
their twenties, were bowled over by the power of the words, with content dealing with 
female education, the rights of young students to have a voice and the sheer joy and thrill 
of reading about someone who gave up over 50 years of their life living and working in 
an environment that would kill most of us. Sally Robertson organised a Connect festival 
at the Loreto School with Dinos Aristidou as Artistic Director. The starting point was The 
Street whereby we used the students own real-life stories of living so close to the city 
streets. I remember on the last day an Indian teacher beside me saying: “You’ve no idea 
how poor a lot of these students really are and what they’re really doing here today”.

The project gathered pace. Sister Cyril passed me on to her publishers in south India who 
weren’t at all interested in it. Within a few weeks, we had a second publisher: Konark in 
New Delhi. A working manuscript of the book had been casually picked up and read by 
the Konark CEO who had taken an instant liking to it. Terms were quickly agreed on and 
it was published in January 2017. 

One sticking point for me throughout the whole adventure was finding a “famous person” 
to write a foreword for it that would pack a punch and do it justice. All kinds of people 
got on and kicked off the list: Malala, the Nobel Peace prize winner from Pakistani 
who had been shot by the Taliban, Indian business leaders, Michelle Obama, one of the 
Monaco princesses, Ophrah Winfrey, the writer of Slum Dog Millionaire Vikas Swarup, 
Sanjeev Baskar of Kumars at No.42 but none of them materialised simply because we 
didn’t have the clout to get to meet them in person. Next time...

So, the future: the official book launch in Calcutta has just come and gone. Within thirty 
minutes of finishing, audience members came forward with offers to organise publishing 
in Australia, Ireland and the Czech Republic. The editor Greg wrote a one-woman play 
from the book - Sister Speaks - and talks are underway to perform it in Western cities 
as well as using an Indian actress for special performances in India. A photographer saw 
the book and wants to do a project in 2018 about the hill tribes of north eastern India. 
Several colleges and schools have asked to use the book for a Reader’s Theatre project. 
Books are funny things; nothing seems real until it is in people’s hands. No one believes it 
until they see it, feel it.

I’ve learnt the simplest things from all of the above things so easy to say but much harder 
to do in real daily life: only follow the good ideas, drop the ones that don’t work, listen to 
yourself more than others, trust your own judgement first then ask, only show your work 
to people you completely trust otherwise don’t, think of a problem as a challenge not a 
problem, don’t forget at the end of things people look at your work, don’t promise what 
you can’t do (very hard lesson for artists who get over-excited), if you feel you’re talking 
more than you’re doing you probably are, there is never anyone to blame except yourself 
(another tough lesson but true...). And finally, never give it up. If it’s enough for you to 
believe it, then follow it. •

“SEVERAL 
COLLEGES 

AND 
SCHOOLS 

HAVE 
ASKED TO 
USE THE 

BOOK FOR 
A READER’S 

THEATRE 
PROJECT. 

BOOKS ARE 
FUNNY 

THINGS; 
NOTHING 

SEEMS 
REAL UNTIL 

IT IS IN 
PEOPLE’S 
HANDS. 
NO ONE 

BELIEVES 
IT UNTIL 

THEY SEE 
IT, FEEL IT.”

“ONLY FOLLOW THE GOOD IDEAS, 
DROP THE ONES THAT DON’T WORK, 
LISTEN TO YOURSELF MORE THAN 

OTHERS.”
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I don’t know the answer to what makes an effecting piece of 
social change theatre. I believe theatre is always changing the 
world (though the themes, intentions and content of some pieces 
might change the world a bit more than others). The theatre-
making process changes the 
world too. That is one of the 
elements I have always loved 
most about the ensemble/ISTA 
philosophy: the how of theatre-
making. Compassionately with an 
ensemble emphasis – that too can 
change the world by changing the 
lives of the people involved.

But what makes social change 
theatre and how do we make 
social change theatre? It is very 
interesting to be an American 
in America at the moment. The 
challenges to freedom of speech, 
truth and reason have been and 
continue to be quite great. As a 
theatre-maker, it has been an 
exasperating time. I have no 
answers, only questions. And the 
only way I know how to address 
those questions is by making 
theatre that poses those questions.

Last spring (April 2017) I 
produced two pieces that explored 
digital citizenship. One was an 
original musical that I also wrote the book and lyrics to (Viral). 
The second was a new play (The Incident) devised by Tectonic 
Theatre Company member Barbara Pitts McAdams, initially with 
the Kimball Union Academy in New Hampshire (devised through 
the Moment Work process, revisions were created by and with 
my students at The Calhoun School in Manhattan). I had the 
idea for this sort of festival last fall. The country was immersed 
in a post-truth bullying-is-acceptable societal crisis. I was in deep 
distress about these issues and how it was affecting our culture 
and my students. Barb had just had a workshop production of her 
piece and sent me her script with the hopes to develop it more. 
The Incident interwove a social media firestorm with a high school 
production of The Bacchae. It seemed right for the times so we 
met about my producing it.

I studied Barb’s piece. I also began to meet with composer Xander 
Green about ideas that centred on bullying, allies and how social 
media misleads and twists/fabricates truth (I had a very large 
group of students for the spring production and many of them 
wanted to sing so I was trying to figure out how to incorporate 

song). As we approached February it seemed that even the air 
in this country was riddled with misinformation and maliciousness. 
I also noted that I had students who could not put down their 
phones. In fact, I wondered if they were making a conscious 

choice to crane their faces to their 
screens or if it was involuntary. 
Reputable news organisations 
began reporting on the growing 
effort by app and game makers 
to literally addict their users. These 
ideas and issues combined to 
create the themes and storyline for 
the musical. 

We billed Viral as a new short 
musical in-progress that explores 
the mask of social media, truth 
and how we all have the potential 
to bully. Writing it was a challenge 
not only because the dynamics 
and actual methods (apps) of 
online interaction keep changing 
but also because the characters 
were teenagers (my students 
are very critical about how they 
are portrayed). We began by 
doing improvisation around the 
issues but the students held back. 
Something about the theme 
seemed too personal for them. 
We were visibilising the invisible 
– exposing the world of text, 

Snapchat, Twitter and Instagram. We were articulating out loud 
online hidden behaviour – taking a private experience and making 
it public. I think it was scary for them. 

Ultimately, the art of theatre and storytelling reminded me that 
though our devices may change and the content/words we use 
may change, human nature remains the same. It also reminded 
me that plays are not “real” per se, they represent the truth. They 
are metaphors. They provide a way of seeing. Thank goodness.

In this moment from the musical Sam, a new girl at school who recently 
arrived from New Mexico, confronts Marah, a popular girl with a 
healthy Instagram and Twitter following (Marah’s goal in life is to 
constantly trend and to ultimately go “viral”). At a start of the year party 
Marah posts a “before and after” shot of Sam. It juxtaposes a photo of 
Sam when she was heavier and wearing more regional clothing with 
a shot of her at the party “looking good”. The image attracts plenty of 
trolls and days later Sam asks Marah to take it down. Marah sings her 
explanation of why she can’t do that (the ambivalence of the moment 
is clearly indicated in the music of the song).

IT’S NOTHING from VIRAL

MARAH
WHEN I WAKE UP – I LOG IN

A SECOND LATER I HAVE STARTED POSTING
IT’S WHAT I DO – IT’S WHAT I DO

EVERYONE DESERVES TO KNOW EXACTLY WHAT I THINK
IT’S NOT A PROBLEM, IT’S NO BIG DEAL

IT’S NOTHING.

SAM
I want you to take the photos of me down. I’m serious.

MARAH
It’s not personal. Nothing about this is personal. This is business.

DURING A CLASS – I SNEAK OUT 
CAUSE I HAVE TO KNOW IF WHAT I WROTE IS TRENDING

I CHECK THE “LIKES” – CHECK THE “VIEWS”
EVERY DAY I TRY NEW WAYS TO TAG THE WORDS I SAY

IT’S NOT A PROBLEM, IT’S NO BIG DEAL
IT’S NOTHING.

SAM
Don’t you think I should be able to control what pictures I want out there and 

what pictures I don’t?

MARAH
Are you kidding? That’s impossible. Nobody can control any of this.

EVEN AT NIGHT – IT’S IN MY DREAMS
LIKE A SIREN CALLING ME TO RISE AND ANSWER

“WHY RESIST – WHY RESIST?”
EVERYBODY HAS A DIFFERENT WAY TO SPEAK THEIR TRUTH

IT’S NOT A PROBLEM, IT’S NO BIG DEAL
IT’S NOTHING.

SAM
Marah, please stop posting about me.

MARAH
No.

SAM
(really standing up for herself)

Take my photos down.

MARAH
No. This is my life Sam.

SAM
Your life? Actually, it’s my life. What is your problem?

MARAH
YOUR TALE OF WOE – IT’S SO SAD

BUT I CAN’T IGNORE ACHIEVING THIS ATTENTION
IT’S WHO I AM, IT’S WHO I AM

I’M SORRY YOU DON’T LIKE IT, BUT THAT DOESN’T CHANGE A THING
I’TS NOT A PROBLEM, IT’S NO BIG DEAL

IT’S NOTHING....

>>

Asking not telling

BY MARJORIE DUFFIELD
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Lead Devisor of The Incident, the second 
piece in the festival, was our spring 2017 
guest artist Barbara Pitts McAdams. Though 
an original member of The Laramie Project 
and one of the devisors, Barb did not have 
the “answer” to creating effecting social 
change theatre but she was adamant about 

the devising process as a key element.
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Neither Viral nor The Incident gave answers, they asked questions. And 
perhaps that is the key to making social change theatre – creating work 
through a compassionate process that asks questions. Hard questions. 
Uncomfortable questions. Ugly questions. Questions that require the 

audience to create their own answers.

Information about The Incident: www.facebook.com/PittsMcAdams/. 
For information about Viral contact me at Marjorieduffield.com. •

Margie: What is devised theatre and Moment Work?

Barb: Devised theatre is the defacto label for any play-making process that does NOT 
begin with the playwright alone in a room. There are many ways to devise. At 
Tectonic Theatre Project, we call our devising process Moment Work. We break up 
the task of devising into theatrical “moments”. These moments help us discover not only 
what the play might be about but how it might be brought to life onstage. In other 
words – some moments are about the content and some moments reveal the theatrical 
forms. We let the story and staging evolve from explorations in the rehearsal room 
rather than first imposing a script. We come into the theatre space with a “hunch” 
about a subject, an event or theme that might be compelling on stage. The Incident 
began with a theme: the masks we wear (versus being our authentic selves) and the 
harm that comes when we are not our best selves.

Margie: How did you use Moment Work to devise the play?

Barb: In Moment Work we often bring in written source material and we always 
bring in other elements: lights, costumes, set pieces, sound and music, projections or 
video (just to name a few). In this case – the first element we explored was “mask” – a 
literal interpretation of the theme. That’s how the play within the play took shape – we 

were looking for source material that might make use of masks.

Margie: Why is the play-within-the-play The Bacchae?

Barb: We chose The Bacchae because it deals with the Greek concept of sophia. 
Sophia is broadly translated as “wisdom”. More specifically sophia refers to a firm 
awareness of one’s own nature: self-knowledge and an understanding of one’s place 
in the scheme of things. The opposite of sophia is amanthia. A person of amanthia 
acts from a place of unteachable, ungovernable ignorance of the true self and may 
be prone to violence, harshness and brutality. This fit nicely with our initial theme: the 
masks we wear versus being our authentic selves and the consequences when we act 
out of amanthia and not sophia.



Making theatre with my 
neighbours

BY JESS THORPE

“Art is not merely contemplation, it is also action and all action 
changes the world, at least a little.” 
Tony Kushner, How do you Make Social Change? 

In 2012 I started to think about the fact that I didn’t really know 
many of my neighbours. I live in Pollokshields which is an area in 
the south side of the city of Glasgow, just across the River Clyde. 
It’s a very diverse area – a mix of ethnicities, ages and religions all 
living alongside each other. I had moved to Pollokshields soon after 
graduating from drama college and had lived there for eight years 
before I realised I didn’t really know that many of the people living 
right beside me. I took a train from just outside my house into the 
centre of the city to work every day and spent very little time 
engaging with or thinking about the immediate community that 
was right on my door step. Who were these people? What things 
did they like? What did they do in their spare time? What kind 
of things were important to them? Were they the same as me or 
very different? Did that matter? Why did it matter?

I started to think about these questions more and more with my 
friends Tashi and Rachel (we run a theatre company together) 
and so we set ourselves the challenge to get to know all of our 
neighbours and to see if we could make a piece of theatre with 
them. We decided to focus our efforts around Albert Drive which 
is the street that runs all the way through Pollokshields. Albert 
Drive is two miles in length and is home to a great number of 
different communities, businesses, residencies, religious groups and 
housing associations. One end is busy and bustling with shops, a 
Gudwara, a church and a mosque, a primary school and an arts 
centre with the other very quiet and leafy with large mansion 
houses behind locked gates. Due to this diversity in terms of people, 
history and architecture we felt that Albert Drive would be a rich 
and relevant place in which to work and address our interest in 
our neighbours. 

The significant differences in the people living together on one 
street also made us feel that by looking at our own neighbours 

“WERE WE SPENDING ENOUGH TIME 
GETTING TO KNOW EACH OTHER? 

WERE WE CELEBRATING OUR 
DIVERSITY?”

on Albert Drive it might also act as something of a microcosm 
of contemporary Scotland. And in this way it might enable us to 
question our connection to each other more generally. Were we 
spending enough time getting to know each other? Were we 
celebrating our diversity? 

We called our creative experiment The Albert Drive Project and 
gave ourselves one year to see what we could achieve. One of the 
things we worried about in the beginning was how we might make 
genuine relationships with people and not annoy them. There is 
perhaps a stereotype that can sometimes be applied to artists 
working in community settings that they always seem to “want 
something”: a photograph, a memory, time. We were mindful 
that our neighbours didn’t think of our attempt to get to know 
them as transactional. That they understood our genuine desire to 
get to know them and in turn the community we shared. It is also 
true that some of our own previous experiences of Pollokshields 
had been of a community operating in smaller sub-cultures. Of an 
underlying suspicion of difference and a history of racial tension 
and a few cases of extreme violence. In the beginning we needed 
to remember to listen and resist the urgent to decide everything 
about what we wanted to create upfront. It would need to be a 
journey and we would need to be open to where it would lead.

And so for the first few months all we did was meet people. We 
went to every possible group that met on Albert Drive: mother 
and baby groups, Muslim women’s groups, gardening groups, 
church groups, cultural cooking groups, gardening schools, 
residential groups. We talked to our neighbours and asked them 
about what they thought of Pollokshields and whether they felt 
they knew enough about the people living alongside them. What 
we learned that people had lots of questions – similar questions 
to the ones we had had. There was definitely a conversation to 
be had.

Our next step was to create opportunities for our neighbours to 
spend more time together. To move outside of their regular 

>>
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experiences and mix with people they 
would not otherwise get to meet. We 
designed a series of interventions we called 
Action on the Drive. This included:

•Letters to Our Neighbours. We asked 
people to write a letter to introduce 
themselves to their neighbours. We had 
hundreds of contributions from people and 
we enlarged them and displayed them on 
lampposts all along Albert Drive so people 
could read them and find out all about 
each other.

•Everybody’s House. We constructed a 
large transparent house on wheels and 
took it to different parts of the drive every 
day. In it we hosted tea parties, discos 
and open mic nights and invited our 
neighbours to join us. Because it was see-
through everyone could always see inside, 
everyone was always welcome and no one 
was ever left out. Our neighbours started 
to visit us every day – the local shops even 
started to send food to Everybody’s House 
to share with our neighbours.

•The Albert Drive Neighbourhood 
Watch. We created a costumed street 
theatre troop on scooters designed to do 
the opposite of a normal neighbourhood 
watch (which reports crimes and 
nuisances). The aim of this group was to 
celebrate the everyday people on Albert 
Drive and give awards for all the acts of 
kindness happening every day. They held 
a whole ceremony of appreciated for 
Morag the lollipop lady and soon all the 
local children had joined them with their 
own scooters.

As the year came to a close we realised 
we had met a huge number of our 
neighbours and were spending lots of 
time with different people every day. 
We now needed to see if any of these 
neighbours wanted to come and make a 
piece of theatre with us. Most of them had 
never been on stage before, many had 
never even been to a theatre so we knew 
it would be a big ask. We put a letter 
through every single door on Albert Drive 
(which took ages) with the time of our first 
rehearsal and we waited.

A group soon came together - full 
of different people of different ages, 
representing different and diverse parts of 
the community. They brought with them 
a whole host of stories, ideas, opinions and 
memories of Pollokshields and of what 
it meant to each of them. They asked 
each other questions and tried to answer 
them. They made new relationships and 
rediscovered old ones. They all spent time - 
a lot of time - getting to know each other.

“WE CONSTRUCTED A LARGE 
TRANSPARENT HOUSE ON WHEELS 
AND TOOK IT TO DIFFERENT PARTS 
OF THE DRIVE EVERY DAY. IN IT WE 
HOSTED TEA PARTIES, DISCOS AND 

OPEN MIC NIGHTS AND INVITED OUR 
NEIGHBOURS TO JOIN US.”

“THE 
ALBERT 
DRIVE 

PROJECT 
CHANGED 

THE 
WORLD.”

The ALBERT DRIVE Performance was performed by 18 local 
residents on the main stage in Tramway 1 and shared with an 
audience of over 1,000 people over the final Event Weekend 
in July 2013. As a piece it was not one story but many, not one 
voice but various different voices speaking together – to each 
other - about the area in which they live and their experience of 
being neighbours. In many ways it was a small act. Just a piece 
of theatre. Just people from one street in Glasgow. But in many 
ways it was also huge - an example of what can happen when we 
spend time together. When we make an effort to get to know the 
people we live alongside. When we look beyond our perceived 
difference to our shared humanity.

When I look back on it all now I can honestly say that The Albert 
Drive Project changed the world. It changed it for me.

To read more about my attempts to make theatre with my 
neighbours visit: www.albertdrive.com •
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One of the most obvious and most commonly used forms of drama is the reenactment 
or reconstruction of particular events in history. These may be battles or scenes showing 
the everyday lives of people in the past. Though these may be useful, especially in giving 
students a physical sense of a past situation, they run the risk of encouraging playacting, a 
form of performance which focuses primarily on the external and the superficial. Playacting 
is enjoyable but has more in common with play than it does with acting. It is often a good 
way to start, especially if the aim is to give students a sense of the spatial (dimensions) or 
the physical (movement) of e.g. the medieval hall, the battlefield, the prison cell. Because 
it focuses on the physical and the external this is not the most effective drama form for 
developing conceptual understandings or giving students alternative perspectives of a 
situation. 

Theatre is the creation of alternate realities. By alternate I mean fictional worlds that sit 
alongside our world. In terms of live theatre the two worlds co-exist and by doing so 
reference each other. Experiencing two worlds simultaneously gives us the ability to come 
to a better understanding of each by viewing each from the perspective of the other. This 
theatrical model, it seems to me, provides us with a wonderful strategy for the study and 
understanding of history. In theatre we reach understanding through the experiential, the 
experience of being an audience member. By using elements of drama to study the past, 
the history teacher gives students the opportunity to encounter the past as an experience 
- a particular, living story which, like all good theatre, is also our story. It allows us to 
perceive the past as an alternate world, running alongside our own, the one giving insights 
into the other.

In this article I’d like to present two approaches to turning learning about history into 
an experience through drama. I am drawing a distinction between drama and theatre. 
I see drama within the history classroom as an educational tool that helps learners to 
actively explore concepts, ideas and the world around us. Theatre, on the other hand, is 
the presentation of these ideas or of a play text to an audience. Theatre also incorporates 
the study of the art form, sites of performance and the socio-historical, cultural context in 
which theatre is created and presented. 

The drama approach uses elements of the art form to bring the past to life and is what 
I am calling classroom drama. The theatre approach uses the examination of a play from 
the perspective of a production team (director, designer, dramaturg, performer etc) as 
a way of understanding a time, its people and its cultural life. This is what I am calling 
staging history, the consideration of how plays from the past can be authentically staged.

I would like to begin by sharing some drama exercises and approaches which can be 
used in the history classroom. They are designed to bring history to life, helping students 
to develop both an affective and a cognitive relationship to material that promotes deeper 
and longer lasting understanding. In classroom drama the students are both the agents 
and creators of the drama, the experience, (“I am making it happen”) and the recipients, 
the spectators, observing themselves within the drama and learning from that (“it is 
happening to me”). Where the affective, through play and experiential learning, develops a 
genuine engagement with material, the cognitive develops understanding. Understanding, 
augmented by the affective, gives students an experience that helps the learning to be 
meaningful, authentic and lifelong.

>>

Bringing the past to life 
in the history classroom

BY DINOS ARISTIDOU

Drama is a powerful tool for 
inquiry-based learning. This art 
form gives students the opportunity 
to examine the world, develop their 
conceptual understandings and 
express their ideas and learning. 
Its value and power lies in the 
fact that it brings abstract concepts 
and ideas to life and makes them 
concrete and tangible. Drama and 
theatre cannot help but address the 
human condition and the world 
around us - what it means to be 
of the world, to live in the world 
and to live with each other. In 
addition, and relevant to the use 
of drama and theatre in history, is 
the fact that because theatre is live, 

it takes place in the present, as if it 
is happening now. It therefore has 
the power to bring the past into 
the present, transforming the then 
into the now.

History, like drama, also deals with 
humanity, our actions, interactions 
and the impact these have had 
on the world. Among the many 
skills required of the historian is the 
ability to look at the world through 
different perspectives - be they of 
another time or another place - in 
order to piece together a narrative 
that will provide us with insight 
and understanding into events we 
have not been part of or witnessed. 

“Theatre is 
the creation 
of alternate 
realities. By 
alternate 
I mean 
fictional 
worlds that 
sit alongside 
our world. 
In terms of 
live theatre 
the two 
worlds co-
exist and 
by doing so 
reference 
each other.”

“In theatre we reach 
understanding through 
the experiential...”
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The positioning and timing of the following exercises is dependent 
on the learning objectives of the unit of work. The exercises can 
be used:
• To introduce a topic or a particular concept
• To engage students with a particular concept or idea
• To review or check understanding
• To revise
• To gather ideas 
• As an assessment

THE USE OF STILLS
A still, also sometimes referred to as a tableau, is a stationary 
image presented by students using their bodies. The use of stills is 
particularly effective in examining and investigating moments or 
particular concepts or ideas. Because the images are still, freezing 
time, they give the class time to look, think and discuss. They can 
be easily recorded as photographs or as drawings.

STRUCTURES
The students are asked to use their bodies in a frozen stance, to 
create 3D structures that can be viewed from all angles, allowing 
viewers to look at them from 360 degrees. The students can create 
any of the following: 
• A 360 degree structure of a period or event - this allows students 
to look at one particular event in detail and from different angles 
and perspectives e.g. the signing of a treaty.
• A 360 degree structure depicting a concept e.g. revolution, 
justice, tyranny – this gives the teacher the opportunity to look 
at key concepts and relate these to particular moments in history 
as well as looking at the meaning of certain concepts in particular 
historical contexts.
•A 360 degree monument to commemorate, honour or glorify 
a particular event or particular people in history. This is useful as 
an introduction to different perspectives or the way a nation state 
presents history or current events to its people. It is also a useful 
way to look at propaganda e.g. the end of World War Two.

RECREATING PAINTINGS
Students use their bodies to recreate a pre-existing visual or a 
series of visuals (visuals can be paintings, drawings, cartoons, 
photographs) in three dimensions. I tend to try to find paintings 
from different periods as this also engages students with style 
and asks them to consider how different contexts, historical and 
cultural, can effect the interpretation of the past. This allows them 
to examine a particular historical situation or to examine a series of 
events through their visual representation e.g. La Morte di Cesare 
by Vincenzo Camuccini (1804-5).

INSTALLATIONS
This is similar to the structures exercise described above but this 
time students create a 3D installation for an art gallery or museum 
depicting a particular period or aspect of the history programme. 
Students should also write a catalogue entry which gives an 
interpretation of the installation. The idea of the installation is 
to turn events, movements, periods or moments of history into 

abstract depictions from the perspective of the present. It is the 
idea of the past as interpreted and perceived by the present. The 
installation exercise, therefore, asks students to view and make 
comment on the past from the perspective of the present e.g. an 
installation of the Battle of the Somme.

JUXTAPOSED INSTALLATIONS IN FRONT OF 
PROJECTIONS
Students create an installation with their bodies in front a projected 
pre-existing visual or image from a particular period. They 
also provide a written caption to accompany their image. The 
installation should be something that somehow comments on and 
gives a perspective of the image. This is particularly useful as a 
way of looking at contesting sources or ideologies. E.g. Use the 
painting Liberty Leading the People by Eugène Delacroix and 
create an installation in juxtaposition to it.

THE MOMENT...
This exercise can be used to focus on either a particular significant 
moment in history (e.g. when an army crosses a border), a moment 
of experience (e.g. when a landowner evicts a peasant family from 
their land) or a moment depicted by a visual (e.g. a representation 
of a sitting of the Roman Senate: Cicero attacks Catilina, from a 
19th century fresco in Palazzo Madama, Rome.) It can also be 
developed into looking not only at “the moment when...” something 
happens but also “the moment before...” and the “moment after...”. 
This gives students the opportunity to examine a sequence of 
events in detail. In addition students can create an image of “life 
before” and “life after” to explore the origins of an event, the event 
itself and its consequences or impact.

Stills can be further developed and given more depth through 
animating, captioning or thought tracking.

ANIMATING
This requires students to bring a still picture to life, using words and 
movement. To stop students’ tendency for lengthy improvisation or 
playacting, it is advisable to restrict the number of spoken lines or 
to give a time limit. I tend to favour a set number of lines, usually 
6-10 lines, with a line being any length of uninterrupted speech. 
This encourages students to select their words carefully and to 
think about the significance of word and gesture.  Alternatively 
students may be given a selection of sources or transcripts and 
asked to select lines from these.

CAPTIONING
Students are asked to devise a caption to any of the stills they have created. These 
should not be descriptive but should guide the viewer to the concepts within the material 
or to a particular interpretation. Captions can be written on paper to accompany the 
still or be spoken by one of the students. These are useful in encouraging students to 
look for meaning and it develops their ability to look for significance and express ideas 
and deductions concisely. 

THOUGHT TRACKING
Thought tracking is the process whereby someone speaks their thoughts or describes 
their feelings out loud so that we can hear them. The teacher taps each person in a 
still and they say what they are thinking or make a statement about the situation/
concept/image. This is a good way of getting the student to consider how someone in 
a different period may have thought or what their responses would have been. The 
thoughts we hear provide a good starting point to discuss whether we can ever get 
inside the head of someone in the past or how the study of history enables us to see 
and understand someone else’s perspective. Thought tracking is also useful if students 
are representing a visual such as a painting, as it can encourages students to think 
beyond the image.

ROLEPLAY
• The Professionals
One of the most powerful ways to engage students with material is to get them in 
role as experts. Inspired by Mantle of the Expert, developed by Dorothy Heathcote 
(For more information see www.mantleoftheexpert.com), I use an exercise that I call 
The Professionals. I begin by thinking about the different types of professions that may 
be associated with history or with the investigation of historical sources or ideas e.g. 
archaeologist, forensics specialist, historian, publisher, detective, archivist, museum 
curator, documentary film maker, explorer. Students are put into groups and assigned 
a particular communal role. The whole class is given the same role but the students 
are divided into small teams and asked to create a professional identity for their team 
e.g. as a team of archaeologists they are asked to give themselves a company name 
and logo. 

The teacher then provides the students with a brief. The brief may be:
• To create something (e.g. a magazine or documentary)
• To investigate something (e.g. an unsolved mystery)
• To arrange something (e.g. to curate an exhibition, arrange a display)
• To present (e.g. to make a presentation to other professionals, to run a workshop 
for schools)

Through the adoption of The Professionals role students have the opportunity to look 
at material from a different perspective. It also, through the make believe, motivates 
students and gives them a strong sense of purpose for their research. This activity 
makes for authentic learning and gives a sense of real life activities that have to do 
with the study of history.

THE REPRESENTATIVES
This is similar to The Professionals. In this instance, however, the students are in role 
as representatives of a particular country, movement, initiative etc. This is particularly 
useful if you want to get different perspectives of a particular situation. Students 
may be given sources or a particular brief appropriate to the country or people 
they are representing. It is an effective approach for looking at particular moments, 
agreements, treaties or meetings and examining them from different perspectives. 
Alternatively it can be used as a way of engaging students with particular historical 
problems or contemporary political challenges by getting them to consider how the 
perspective changes depending on your context, national circumstances and political 
agendas.

>>

1. CLASSROOM DRAMA STRATEGIES

“This gives students 
the opportunity to 
examine a sequence 
of events in detail.”

“It also, 
through 
the make 
believe, 
motivates 
students and 
gives them a 
strong sense 
of purpose 
for their 
research. 
This activity 
makes for 
authentic 
learning 
and gives a 
sense of real 
life activities 
that have 
to do with 
the study of 
history.”
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“Actually staging these scenes or 
moments of the play provides students 

with a practical focus and provides 
authentic research opportunities and a 

purpose for their research.”

<<

Using play texts from particular periods and approaching them 
from the perspective of a theatre production team is another 
effective way of engaging students with particular periods of 
history. 

Similar to The Professionals roleplay, described in the previous 
section, the students adopt the role of theatre specialists who are 
tasked with the authentic staging of a play text, authentic in that 
it needs to be produced and presented as it would have been 
during the period when it was written or the period in which it 
is set. This requires the students to research the playwright, the 
role of theatre, the type of performance space, the costumes and 
set, the audience, the purpose of the piece and its impact on 
audiences. The artistic team can be made up of:
• Director: responsible for the organisation of space, the 
interaction of performer and audience, the communication of 
the story and/or meaning of the play
• Designer: responsible for the costumes, set, lights, sound, props
• Dramaturg: responsible for historical accuracy, providing 
research regarding the socio-political context of the play, the 
stage action and design, performance space, role of theatre
• Performer: responsible for the portrayal of a character 
through voice, movement, gesture, use of space, delivery of text

The 4 Cs - Context, Content, Characters, Creator - are good 
starting points for research and provide the students through the 
brief of staging the play with:
• Insights into how people lived, moved, spoke, interacted
• Insights into the politics, preoccupations of the period and key 
issues
• Insight into cultural life of the time and the role of theatre in 
people’s lives

Students can work on both the play as a whole or on key scenes. 
Actually staging these scenes or moments of the play provides 
students with a practical focus and provides authentic research 
opportunities and a purpose for their research.

Another effective task is to give different 
groups or pairs the same historical event 
from different perspectives (can be 
different governments, leaders or people) 
and ask them to write a short scene to 
show that particular point of view.

Drama and theatre provide teachers 
with strategies for active, student-centred 
learning that engage students with 
concepts, moments, characters, situations, 
events and periods of history. The past is 
brought alive and students are given access 
to the significance of human agency, action, 
consequence and impact in the study of 
history. The practical nature of drama and 
theatre brings the past to life, providing 
us with the opportunity to bring history 
into the classroom as if it is happening 
now, before our eyes. By providing 
students with the possibility of looking at 
the world from different perspectives we 
build empathy and an understanding of 
different worldviews and attitudes that 
encourage international mindedness and 
genuine conceptual understandings. 

A version of this article is published in 
Whose History? Essays in Perception Ed. 
C. Ellwood (John Catt 2015). •

2. STAGING HISTORY

In addition there are plays that can be categorised as historical plays. 
These include:
• Plays that were written in a particular period which are about that 
period or the preoccupations of their time
• Plays that are set in the past which shed light on the historical context
• Plays that take the past as their subject matter
• Plays depicting particular historical events
• Plays of speculation which imagine historical events and encounters 
that we have no access to
• Plays which are based on oral history or on transcripts
• Verbatim theatre which dramatises events using the exact words of 
witnesses or of people involved

These plays, created either by a playwright or a company, are received 
as works of fiction or the presentation of a particular perspective. 
They provide a rich resource for the study of history because they 
engage young people with historiography. They encourage them to 
research the history being presented and compare it to its dramatic 
representation. Historical plays can be explored by examining:
• Provenance: when the play was written 
• Subject: the period/event the play is about
• Bias: who wrote the play and why
• Message: what the play is telling us about the period/event

These plays offer us the opportunity to look at a historical period or 
event from three temporal contexts which offer students an alternative 
approach to the study of history: the present, the period when the play 
was written and the period that the play is about. Thinking about the 
intention, reception and impact of the play in each of these particular 
temporal contexts introduces students to the idea that how history is 
positioned, perceived and examined is relative. It is often dependent 
on what a state or a witness chooses to remember or to forget. What 
history is studied is also, of course, often determined by a political or 
social agenda. The study of a play, where the playwright or creator 
has clearly selected, edited and structured the depiction of events to 
fulfil a particular artistic or political purpose, is an effective way of 
engaging learners with concepts regarding who chooses history and 
how it can be manipulated to present a particular message or point 
of view.

“...We build empathy 
and an understanding of 
different worldviews and 
attitudes that encourage 
international mindedness 
and genuine conceptual 

understandings.”
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BY JOHN PATRICK MULHALL

Several years ago I came to a crossroads in my own teaching and 
directing. ISTA has always been incredibly successful at bringing 
students and teachers into a world of collaboration and devising. 
I would watch ISTA artists working with middle school students 
and walk away longing to see the same level of engagement 
happening in my classroom. What started to stand out to me 
about ISTA was how physically engaged the students were in 
the process. Despite how much I talked about the value of the 
physical, I was seeing students who depended largely on words 
to communicate dramatic meaning. This discovery made me 
desperate for change and desperation became the inspiration for 
my personal journey into physical theatre. The past eight years 
have been an exciting chapter of discovery through workshops, 
one-on-one training and the world of YouTube. I realised that once 
you find it, there is an unbelievable amount of physical theatre 
ready to be explored and experienced. It had reinforced my belief 
in the power of physical theatre. I felt that I was finally in a place 
where I could guide my students into a genuine understanding of 
how to be physical performers.

Our school hosted an ISTA Connect middle school festival in 
January 2016 which focused on the lives and experiences of Hong 
Kong’s refugee communities. This was inspired by the work of 
Florence and Lino Santos, a teaching couple from our school, and 
the Matrix Club, a group of students under their guidance who 
work regularly with children and adults from refugee communities. 
It was inspiring and humbling to see how the stories of these 
individuals impacted the festival participants and how the artists 
guided them through such meaningful work. It was around this 
time that we were being confronted by the rapidly emerging news 
of the Syrian refugee crisis and wondering how the world would 
respond. Later that year we spent our summer in Toronto and it 
didn’t take long to feel the gravity of Canada’s welcome policy for 
Syrian refugees. Many citizens were co-sponsoring families and 
there were volunteer organisations whose role it was to make 
connections between newly arrived refugees and other Canadians. 
In store after store I saw Muslim women loading up shopping 
carts with all the toys they could manage. It was abundantly 
clear: Syria had arrived in Canada and people were acting to 
ensure that families - especially children - were being given the 
opportunity to find stability and happiness. 

>>

Waves of change: a 
physical journey

“WHAT STARTED TO STAND OUT TO ME 
ABOUT ISTA WAS HOW PHYSICALLY 
ENGAGED THE STUDENTS WERE IN 
THE PROCESS. DESPITE HOW MUCH 

I TALKED ABOUT THE VALUE OF THE 
PHYSICAL, I WAS SEEING STUDENTS 

WHO DEPENDED LARGELY ON 
WORDS TO COMMUNICATE DRAMATIC 

MEANING.”

36



<<

As the events of that year fit together, there came the inspiration 
to create a devised physical theatre performance entitled First 
World Problems. The auditions saw students engaging in three 
very different physical activities. Rather than looking at their 
“success” we assessed each student’s readiness for what would 
be a rigorous devising process: their willingness to try, their 
ability to follow guidelines and their commitment to working 
with others. The actual techniques were then introduced during 
our first three weeks of rehearsals using a “workshop” model. 
Students grouped up, a specific technique was introduced 
and their work was filmed so we could refer back to it in 
later rehearsals. The collection of techniques was inspired by 
many sources: Pilobolus, Aline David (National Theatre), 
Pina Bausch (Tanztheater Wuppertal) and Celebration Barn’s 
Davis Robinson and Karen Montanaro. This diversity of ideas 
was boiled down to a “cohesive essence” that would give the 
production a well-defined sense of physical style.

The workshop sessions were very encouraging. The cast was 
incredible in how they absorbed new ideas and challenged 
themselves to make meaningful moments out of the exercises. 
“Layers” was one of the most important words we used 
throughout the process. We would often build upon shining 
moments from previous rehearsals, adding new layers of 
meaning through music, change of visual focus, addition of a 
new group member or a line of dialogue. We started to extract 
the cast’s ideas of what “first world problems” meant. We 
also explored the media and learned about the experiences of 
children of Syria. The rehearsal footage became the inspiration 
for several of the scenes the students would eventually develop 
for the final performance.

The first three weeks were the most labour intensive of the 
process. I poured through rehearsal videos and did my best 
to keep up with the constant flow of news about Syria while 
developing a loose three-act framework for 21 interconnected 
scenes. First World Problems was intended to focus exclusively 
on the experiences of children, exploring our own experiences 
and those of children from Syria. Act 1 focused on classic first 
world problems, ranging from Starbucks rants, to dealing with 
divorce and loss, to body image in media. Act 2 was where 
we focused on the impact of the Syrian crisis upon its children 
through real-life experiences and the words of the children 
themselves. Act 3 sought to answer the question: “What now?” 
by highlighting the stories of those making a difference for 
the children of Syria, around the world and within Syria itself. 
If we weren’t careful about how the content was handled, it 
could easily feel trite and leave audiences disconnected from 
the very stories we were trying to help them embrace. We 
needed the audience to understand that the common human 
experience was what should compel us to care and drive us to 
act. We often said that it wasn’t our job to tell the audience 
what their politics were but to bring them to the realisation that 
every single one of us can take action to help these children. 

The thematic development was paramount to truly taking the 
audience on this journey which would require us to dwell in 
the awkward and difficult moments long enough so they knew 

where we were taking them. Music and soundscapes (and 
silence, of course) became an integral part of the development 
process. Media played such an important part in how we 
formulated our ideas that it was crucial for us to incorporate 
video, photo and text projection in the performance. The 
cast was telling the stories of real children whose faces and 
words needed to be seen. The majority of scenes were purely 
movement-based so the visual elements provided context and 
clarity for the audience.

We hit an unexpected turn when the cast finally learned what 
scenes they would be in and were given the task of developing 
these scenes using the techniques that they’d already explored 
in the first three weeks. The freedom and confidence with 
which they’d previously worked was immediately replaced by 
hesitation and self-doubt. Until that point, the experience had 
been almost magical. Now that their work “mattered” they 
worried that they would not be able to do it successfully in 
front of an audience. They became physically self-conscious. 
They also grew concerned that they would not be able to create 
effective stories for their scenes. After so much collaborative 
success, they now wanted me to give them the answers. This 
is where the video footage of our first three weeks became 
an incredibly powerful resource. So much of our inspiration 
came from the work that the cast had already done. Once they 
realised this, it became so much easier for them to understand 
where they wanted to go with their ideas. Although some still 
struggled at times, the momentum toward creating their final 
performances was inspiring.

As we worked through our last two weeks of rehearsals, the 
frenzy of the United States elections was building toward 
its own dramatic climax. News from Syria continued to 
generate anger and sadness. The cast felt inspired by the 
strength of the message they were prepared to deliver to 
their audience. None of us expected that only two hours 
before our first performance, on November 8th, we would be 
reading about a newly elected Donald Trump. The kids were 
confused and unsettled, and yet there was a determination 
to rally together and give the best performance possible. It 
was amazing to see the journey they had taken together, 
the phenomenal work they had created and the amount of 
empathy that informed their choices along the way. The 
message was powerful. The value of all their hard work is 
expressed in this message from one of our parents: “First 
World Problems was inspirational and heart-wrenching to 
watch. The theme was so important at a time like this when 
there seems to be a shift in the world order and so many of 
the disenfranchised and the world’s most vulnerable people 
are being shunned rather than supported. Unfortunately 
those most disadvantaged tend to be children. It was an 
eye-opening play for the audience to watch. They made 
everyone take a step back and think of our roles in this 
situation.” 

This devising experience has given the kids so much to be 
proud of. More importantly, the cast has discovered that 
they have a voice that can inspire empathy in others and 
true empathy will lead to action. They have felt empowered 
to start waves of change. •

“THE CAST WAS 
TELLING THE 
STORIES OF 
REAL CHILDREN 
WHOSE FACES 
AND WORDS 
NEEDED TO 
BE SEEN. THE 
MAJORITY 
OF SCENES 
WERE PURELY 
MOVEMENT-
BASED SO 
THE VISUAL 
ELEMENTS 
PROVIDED 
CONTEXT AND 
CLARITY FOR 
THE AUDIENCE.”
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BY MEGAN CAMPISI

Like most young theatre-makers, when I dreamed about changing 
the world, I assumed it would happen through a play’s content. 
My theatre company’s work (Lecoq-based, devised physical 
theatre company Gold No Trade www.goldnotrade.com) is a 
testament to that. Our plays primarily bring forgotten historical 
voices to life, particularly women’s.

The Pinks (2013) for example 
examines the value of tolerance in 
American society, telling the story 
of female American Civil War spy 
Rose Greenhow. Greenhow was 
a smart, loyal, politically active 
mother but she fought for the 
Confederacy (in support of slavery). 
For our politically-left company and 
audiences, the play offered a thorny 
investigation into the value of finding 
humanity across political differences. 
Where does tolerance serve us 
and where should it be denied? 
The play reflected the profoundly 
problematic situation many of us 
find ourselves in today: how do we 
bridge seemingly impossible political 
divides to move forward together?

As my company has grown, we’ve 
begun to engage more with the 
power of theatre’s form - including 
where and for whom a play 
performs - to affect change. Another 
of our original plays, a comedy 
called The Subtle Body (2013 
Shanghai, 2015 New York City), 
is an experiment in this regard. 
Set in China in the 1700s the play 
investigates cultural divides through 
the story of a real-life British doctor 
and his fictional wife’s research into different conceptions of the 
human heart - literal and figurative - in China and Britain. The 
play attempts to go beyond platitudes about universal human 
experience and acknowledge that how we view ourselves and 
form values are distinctly cultural. It asks the question: can we ever 
truly move beyond our own cultural perspective to understand 
another?

To achieve this in the play’s form as well as content, we developed 
the script - particularly the comedic bits, a distinctly cultural 
element - with theatre makers in both Shanghai and New York, 
and the play performed in both cities. The story began primarily 
in the Western characters’ milieu with mainly English dialogue and 

finished in the Chinese characters’ milieu with mainly Mandarin 
dialogue (there were dual-language subtitles throughout). Our 
goal was for both American and Chinese audiences to experience 
the characters’ engagement with a foreign culture. While at the 
end of the day the play was an American creation using the play’s 
form to enrich its content offered a deeper experience for our 
audiences and proved to be a growing moment for our theatre 

company.

But it’s through my teaching that 
I’ve discovered the most powerful 
ways I can make change in the 
world through theatre. In 2009 I 
collaborated with Emily Epstein, then 
a professor teaching negotiation and 
conflict management at Harvard 
Law School (she’s now at Berkeley 
Law School), on several workshops 
about communication and conflict 
resolution. Workshops using theatre 
in conflict resolution typically begin 
with Augusto Boal and Theatre of 
the Oppressed but they needn’t end 
there. Working with Epstein (in 
contexts as diverse as the New York 
City Department of Education and 
a rural orphanage for girls in the 
lower Himalayas) taught me that 
there are other theatre tools that 
can create powerful social change. 
The theatre skills Epstein leveraged 
in pursuit of conflict management 
were not skills of creating and 
altering narratives like those found in 
Forum Theatre but physical theatre 
skills: how status, the architecture 
of space, and movement dynamics 
play into how we perceive one 
another. As a physical theatre 
specialist, I was deeply excited that 
my own skills could be employed for 

positive social change. Below are two specific examples I’d like 
to share of these physical theatre skills in action. The first is an 
example from my own workshops. The second is an example I 
learned from Epstein’s work.
 
1. Lecoq’s Neutral Mask
Lecoq’s Neutral Mask must be the most misunderstood mask out there. 
It’s not a performance mask, it is, counter-intuitively, a mask designed 
to teach actors to perform without a mask. Neutral Mask cultivates 
presence and physical specificity but, more relevantly, it can be used as 
a diagnostic tool for understanding the stories our bodies tell. 

>>

Devising social change

“But it’s 
through my 
teaching that 

I’ve discovered 
the most 

powerful ways 
I can make 

change in the 
world through 

theatre.”
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Our bodies all tell stories and what a 
wonderful thing! Our laugh lines, the way 
we push out one hip, how we hold our 
head - these are the idiosyncrasies that 
make us us. They are also the reason we 
can recognise our friends from behind half 
a block away. Our stories are hard-won 
and there’s nothing wrong with them. 
That said we’re not always aware of what 
stories we’re telling and how other people 
interpret them. Growing up, my mother’s 
shyness was often interpreted as snobby 
aloofness. And every teacher has had a 
student with R.N.F. (Resting Nasty Face) 
who doesn’t realise her default expression 
is a judgmental scowl. In theatre actors 
use these physical stories to transform into 
different characters. But in our everyday 
lives our bodies’ stories also provide an, 
often unconscious, subtext that informs 
our interactions with everyone we meet. In 
terms of negotiation and conflict resolution, 
it’s essential to know what story your 
body is conveying and how to adjust it 
to better reflect your intentions. Otherwise, 
miscommunications build.  

By covering up one’s facial expression, 
the Neutral Mask allows us see more 
clearly what stories our body is telling. 
For example, in a course I taught at Yale 
University I had a law school student 
put on a Neutral Mask and stand as 
he normally would. We discovered this 
student’s body had a “default” story: with 
the mask on, he looked like a warrior. His 
stance, spine, even his chin all suggested an 
aggressivity in his normal way of standing 
that he had no awareness of. He had, 
however, experienced people describing 
him as intimidating - a useful thing in 
certain circumstances but potentially 
disastrous in others, such as when trying 
to be a compassionate listener. By contrast, 
some students put on the Neutral Mask 
and appeared small and childlike. Others 
looked years older than their true age, 
exhausted and overburdened. Again, 
we carry these subtextual stories with us 
into every interaction we have, informing 
how people perceive us. Imagine walking 
into a job interview or a first date and 
not knowing your body tells the story of 
fatigue or overaggression. Most students 
are unaware of the stories their bodies are 
telling. That’s why the Neutral Mask is 
such a powerful tool.

2. Status
A second physical theatre tool, status 
is familiar to most theatre practitioners. 
Epstein taught me how to use it in the 
context of conflict management. Most of 
us encounter status as a zero-sum game 
(e.g. in Keith Johnstone’s Impro), one 
person’s status rises as another’s falls and 
vice versa. In theatre this is certainly how 
we encounter status between characters 
most often (e.g. Mamet’s Oleanna, 
Fugard’s Master Harold and the Boys 
or anything classical). Furthermore, we 
usually associate higher status with a 
person winning an argument. But one of 
the keys to successful conflict resolution is 
that status needn’t be zero-sum. In fact 
conflict resolution and negotiation more 
broadly is about finding the best outcome 
for everyone.

Once we become 
aware of the stories 
our bodies tell and, 
more importantly, 
how our bodies 
tell them we have 
the capacity for 
changing the way 
we engage with 
the world. In my 
workshops we look 
at our “default” 
stories and then 
discover how to 
make adjustments 
to better reflect 
what we wish to 
convey in a given 
situation.

Learning that status 
doesn’t need to be a 
zero-sum game is the 
first step. The second 
step is understanding 
how we consciously and 
unconsciously create 
status differentials in our 
interactions using space 
and movement and 
how we can shift them 
to ensure everyone feels 
empowered and validated.
To introduce how to recognise and shift the dynamics of how we engage with others 
Epstein uses short, open, two-person scenes in her workshops. Within this simple structure 
participants practice changing status within the scene. For example Epstein might set the 
open scene in an office and ask each participant to “compete” with the other to seem more 
like the boss using the given dialogue. The audience then analyses what worked and what 
didn’t. How each person enters the room, how long a pause each takes before speaking, 
how often each moves, how each “claims” space and objects, and myriad other physical 
elements all contribute to who is perceived as having higher status.

As participants gain a working knowledge of these variables, their exploration can become 
more sophisticated: instead of competing for higher status, the goal becomes maintaining 
one’s own (high) status while raising the other person’s as well. This creates a dynamic in 
which both parties feel empowered, validated and listened to. The final step is applying 
these skills of status shifting to real life contexts to create environments where everyone 
feels more empowered, valued and ready to positively communicate. 

One of the reasons I’m passionate about devising physical theatre is the pleasure I take 
in using simple tools like the body, movement dynamics and the architecture of space to 
engage audiences in complex explorations of social and political issues. But these skills don’t 
just belong to the arts, they have the capacity to help communities move beyond zero-
sum discourse and set the stage for positive social change. •

If we can 
imagine 
a conflict 
resolving 
with all 
winners, 
instead of 
winners 
and losers, 
we set the 
scene for a 
much more 
successful 
process.
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BY JULIA ROBERTS

“Don’t be afraid of new beginnings. Don’t shy from new people, new 
energy, new surroundings. Embrace new chances at happiness.”
Billy Chapata, The Vibe Manual

Well, here I am...
When you reach the age of 50, all sorts of strange things happen. 
If we’re lucky enough to be parents, our offspring often decide 
(somewhat selfishly in my view) that this is the right time for 
them to spread their wings and go out and get a life of their 
own. Professionally, we have reached a stage where we have an 
established skillset, a reputation and a network of contacts and a 
just-below-the-surface nagging feeling that there is still a lot we 
haven’t done, a lot to learn, a lot to see. Emotionally, my experience 
is that ageing brings a sense of freedom along with a dose of mild 
panic and it was in this context that a dear friend and longtime 
ISTA stalwart/celebrity (Dinos Aristodou) suggested that I might 
enjoy the experience of joining the ISTA artist pool. Thus, I found 
myself the “newbie” on the team of artists at my first ISTA festival 
in Munich last year and this, and my subsequent experience of 
three more ISTA festivals (in Malta, Cornwall, Toulouse), has led 
me to reflect on the concept of “newness” in relation to ourselves as 
creative beings.    

I’m loving the beautiful views...
How do we find a fresh perspective in our everyday environment 
and mindset? I have discovered that this is what ISTA festivals 
offer everyone: teachers, students and artists alike. I don’t believe 
that the value of this new perspective is any more or less for me 
as an artist than it is for anyone else. A sense of a bigger picture 
is always thought-provoking and creatively inspiring, isn’t it? And 
the ISTA world view, as I have discovered, is VERY wide, bringing 
together people of all ages and backgrounds with lived experiences 
of all corners of the globe. For me theatre arts in particular rely on 
a sense of being part of a whole, being able to be “in” something 
with a consistent awareness of what lies outside. Being part of an 
ISTA festival allows us all to experience a new place. Even as a 
festival host, I imagine that a festival instils a new appreciation of a 
familiar place, just as inviting a guest into our home is said to make 
it “warmer”.   

As being in a new environment encourages us all to look outside of 
ourselves with a new perspective and renewed sense of our place 

in the world, my experience has been that it also inspires us to look 
internally and examine ourselves as creatives. For me one of the 
unexpected outcomes of ISTA festivals has been that it has led me 
to question what I ordinarily do and how I do it. It has tested and 
strengthened my faith in the creative process of collaboration and 
devising. As something of a self-confessed control freak, it has been 
a challenging but positive experience to give over control to the 
open-ended ISTA process. From day 1 of the festival to the final 
performance, it will happen, it does happen and it demonstrates of 
course that there is more than one way to work towards a creative 
end product. It is worthwhile – for all of us – to experience this. 
Whether we are 15 or 50 years old.

“Your brain gets too comfortable in your everyday surroundings. 
You need to make it uncomfortable. You need to spend some time 
in another land, among people that do things differently than you. 
Travel makes the world look new, and when the world looks new, 
our brains work harder.”
Austin Kleon, Steal Like An Artist

I’m doing so much stuff...
New surroundings. New “out-of-the-norm” experiences. New 
colleagues. The more I reflect on my ISTA experiences so far, the 
more I am struck by the overwhelming sense of newness and, in 
speaking to those who may be described as ISTA veterans, it is 
clear that each experience has this quality, as the model is never 
repeated. Each festival brings opportunities for new collaborations, 
new relationships and new learning, and it is therefore no surprise 
to me that the appeal to be part of this is long-lasting. Again, I 
assert that it is rare and precious to find opportunities to experience 
The New on so many levels. Our professional and personal 
development benefits hugely from it. Our creativity thrives on it. 

I’m getting to know the locals and collecting souvenirs...
For me, ISTA festivals have been thoroughly energising creatively. 
I have found myself inspired by and admiring of the creative 
contributions of artists, teachers and students. Frequently, multi-
lingual students who have experience of different cultures and 
enthusiasm and excitement in learning have given me cause 
for thought and hope, particularly in this post-Brexit, Trump’d 
world. And teachers and artists have shared their toolkits of skills 
generously and thereby replenished my own toolkit. After an 
ISTA trip, you come home with a collection of creative techniques 
to try and ideas to develop, better than any last-minute purchase 
from Duty Free.  

Amongst the ISTA souvenirs that I have gathered so far are 
ideas for developing powerful choral singing/chanting inspired 
by Rex Rund, the use of apps (such as IMIX and DAW) for 
theatre tech inspired by Daniel Sarstedt and tips for writing 
the perfect monologue inspired by Emmy Abrahamson. At 
each festival, my notebooks are replenished with new warm 
up exercises and rejuvenated versions of old ones. And now I 
find myself randomly collecting and mentally filing away ideas 
in my new virtual “potential ISTA material” folder. Unlike other 
travel memorabilia, I am determined that my ISTA souvenirs 
won’t gather dust.  

ISTA aspires to work with young people 
to engage with and change the world 
responsibly and such an aspiration 
requires energy from all of us. Even my 
basic scientific knowledge informs me 
that energy requires food and through 
ISTA, I have found that my creativity is 
fed and thereby more creative energy 
is generated. I have been motivated to 
develop my ISTA experiences in my 
other work, most of which is not within 
school settings or even with young people 
and therefore I am minded to conclude 
again that labels to differentiate settings 
and participant groups have limited 
significance in the context of creativity. 
Seeing my work in this way, with a new 
energy and liberation is the best ISTA 
souvenir of all.       

Wishing you were here...
In whatever role you come to an 
ISTA festival, my advice would be to 
challenge yourself to extend your role. 
For myself, I go with the proud label 
of “artist” but I now know that ISTA 
provides an opportunity for me to teach 
others (and that experience gives me a 
valuable reminder of the fact that my 
creative skills are valued and respected) 
and to learn from others, including 
students whom I have generally found 
to be genuinely interesting young 
people with interesting lives, very 
different from my own. My conclusion 
is that in relation to ISTA, the notion of 
labels, of formal roles and boundaried 
thinking is best left at home for a few 
days (along with the pile of books 
you haven’t yet read, the “to do” list 
that taunts you like a workplace bully 
and that nagging sense of self-doubt that creeps into your 
stomach when you venture out of familiar territory). Labels 
are for every day. Labels can be useful shorthand but they 
can also be limiting and misleading. At an ISTA festival we 
can all allow ourselves to be teachers, learners AND artists, 
performers, directors AND audience. In fact, it’s expected 
– subtly – that we experience all of these roles. This may 

Postcards from a 
newbie: changing 

the world with a new 
collection of souvenirs

sound like some kind of hippy educational utopia but from 
my (admittedly limited) experience, I would argue that this is 
just the established ISTA way.  

To future ISTA newbies with whatever label you may arrive 
with, I say be prepared to be surprised by what you know 
AND by what you don’t know. You might also be surprised 
by how much fun you can have whilst working hard. And 
be prepared to come home with your suitcase and your soul 
filled up. 

”Why do you go away? So that you can come back. So that 
you can see the place you came from with new eyes and 
extra colours. And the people there see you differently, 
too. Coming back to where you started is not the same as 
never leaving.”
Terry Pratchett, A Hat Full of Sky •
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DINOS ARISTIDOU
My work as a director and playwright 
has given me the opportunity to work 
with a range of exciting companies and 
organisations. I am currently developing 
a new piece with Birmingham Royal 
Ballet and my play Leaves on a Line, 
commissioned by Forest Forge Theatre 
Company, toured in 2015. I am currently 
working on a programme developing 
young writers for the theatre and with 
UCAN, training visually impaired young 
people as theatre directors.

NICOLE GLISSON
I began on my international teaching 
adventure in 1999, starting in the United 
Kingdom and then traversing through 
Malaysia, Turkey, China and finally 
appearing downstage Singapore. Growing 
up in a sleepy little town in Tasmania, 
Australia I have now lived in some of the 
biggest, bustling cities of the world which 
has shaped my approach to theatre and 
life.

MARJORIE DUFFIELD
I am an off-Broadway produced 
playwright, librettist, director and actor, 
and a graduate of NYU’s Graduate 
Musical Theatre Writing programme. I am 
also the Director of Upper School Theatre 
at The Calhoun School in New York City. 
I am lucky to have worked with ISTA for 
over two decades.

JULIA ROBERTS
My career has incorporated working as an 
actor, singer, director, television producer 
and manager in varied arts organisations 
including Glyndebourne Opera and 
Chichester Festival Theatre. I am a 
Director of Culture Shift CIC, a freelance 
director and trainer, a performer with a 
female singing group called Rebelles and 
the mother of two sons.

MEGAN CAMPISI
I devise theatre in New York City with 
Gold No Trade www.goldnotrade.
com and teach physical theatre at the 
American Academy of Dramatic Arts 
and Neighbourhood Playhouse (2-year 
professional conservatories). I received my 
BA from Yale University and graduate 
training from L’Ecole Lecoq in Paris. In 
April 2017 I had my second baby.

AWELANI MOYO
I am Zimbabwean and lived in South 
Africa for over ten years where I studied 
and developed a passion for drama 
and also had the opportunity to work 
with professional companies. I have a 
background as performer, writer and 
director with a love for visual theatre. I 
completed my PhD at the University of 
Warwick and I continue to be interested 
in exploring landscape and identity in 
performance.

NEIL FARRELLY
I studied theatre at the University of 
Middlesex, left England in 1992 and have 
worked in Asia ever since. I joined ISTA in 
2005. Each year I do all kinds of creative 
arts projects and workshops in all kinds of 
places. My first book Girls Are Our Future 
was published by Konark India in January 
2017. I am busy at work on my second 
book Foreign Entrepreneurs in Hokkaido 
where I live with my wife and dog.

DAPHNE SAID
Getting into teaching 17 years ago I 
never really thought I would be able to 
be a fulltime teacher and artist but it’s 
happened. I’ve performed a variety of 
roles, on stage and on screen, and directed 
full scale performances but above all 
through theatre I have met some amazing 
people that each have left a mark on my 
life.

PHIL CLEAVES
I launched essentialdrama.com with the 
aim of connecting secondary education 
with leading theatre academics and 
professionals. The great theatre-makers 
are all well-read and knowledgeable 
of theatre and its traditions. I hope that 
essentialdrama.com provides a free and 
accessible platform for all to access a 
knowledge of theatre that can inform their 
own creativity.

JOHN PATRICK MULHALL
I grew up in a family of musicians, leading 
me to pursue degrees in Music, Urban 
Youth Counseling and Education, and a 
career as a choir conductor, director and 
counselor. Theatre became a major force 
of change when I moved from Toronto to 
Manila, Philippines working as an actor, 
vocal coach, director and drama teacher. 

KATE FRIEND
I am a teacher, playwright and director 
of youth theatre. I discovered my love of 
directing while studying at the University 
of Oxford and have taught drama in the 
United Kingdom, Germany, China and 
Thailand. My current home is Switzerland 
where I can be found writing and directing 
plays, running local theatre courses and 
eating a great deal of cheese.

JESS THORPE
I am the Co-Artistic Director of my own 
theatre company Glas(s) Performance 
and Junction 25, an award-winning 
Scottish young people’s experimental 
performance company. I also work as a 
lecturer in the Arts in Social Justice at the 
Royal Conservatoire of Scotland. In this job 
I deliver creative projects in prisons as well 
as with drama students.

Biographies “I AM LUCKY TO HAVE WORKED WITH 
ISTA FOR OVER TWO DECADES.”
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