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Editorial

BY eMMY ABRAHAMSon

There are only two words that English has adopted specifically from the Swedish 
language: ombudsman and smorgasbord. Ombudsman is a person who acts as a trusted 
intermediary between an organisation and some internal/external constituency as we 
Swedes will do pretty much anything to avoid a direct confrontation and it is most likely 
the reason why we hold a world record of 200 years of uninterrupted peace. and as much 
as we hate conflicts, we love sandwiches. Smörgåsbord in Swedish literally means “a table 
full of different sandwiches or varied food” but is in English usually used as a metaphor for 
a wide range of something, and in this issue of SCENE we would like to present you with 
a delicious smorgasbord of some of our favourite articles from previous issues. 

The thirteen articles present a wide selection of both practical and more theoretical texts, 
and were all chosen for their originality, clarity and expertise. Both Dinos Aristidou’s “How 
do I get my plays on stage?” and Sherri Sutton’s “Write here, write now” are a must-read 
for anyone interested in not only writing for the stage but also in how to actually get 
your plays performed. Nicola Murray’s “For those that love to dance” and Jesse Factor’s 
“Martha Graham in the 21st century” are both gold-mines of how to get even the most 
reluctant student to dance (sorry, I mean “move”) and I for one will certainly start using 
punctuation as an ingenious way of getting students to move at my next ISTa festival. 
Daniel Sarstedt’s “My oh my, I can’t believe it’s physics!” succeeds in combining physics 
and drama in as brilliant a way as Rob Warren’s “Theatre architecture” manages to get 
students to investigate how theatre architecture has evolved from the Greeks. In “Every 
person, every voice”, Jess Thorpe describes the importance of devising and the core values 
we learn from it, while in “Postdramatic theatre”, Jo Scott explains what postdramatic 
theatre is and provides a plethora of examples of how we can devise it. In this issue of 
SCENE we also get insights into two theatre professions: Peter Wilkins’ “The art of theatre 
criticism” and Diane Gavelis’ “The life of a magpie” are both full of suggestions for anyone 
interested in becoming a theatre critic or theatre director. And though Sally Mackey’s “The 
mattering of drama” was only published in an issue of SCENE two years ago, her eight 
points on why drama matters makes it a vital reminder worth re-visiting again and again. 

The contributors were also asked to give their thoughts on the articles, re-reading them 
in 2018. The responses are just as interesting as the articles themselves in that they vary 
from slight disappointment to optimism. For some nothing had changed while for others 
the landscape had altered completely. For example, Peter Wilkins writes how the “plethora 
of blogs and sites” means that also not so very “clever” theatre critics are now getting 
published while Rob Warren rejoices in atlanta, seeing a rejuvenation in its theatre scene 
since he wrote his article in 2009. Issues that some contributors had felt strongly about 
have faded (“I’m interested in different things now,” writes Jo Scott) while for others outside 
factors had changed entirely e.g. the funding having been stopped for Jess Thorpe’s work 
at HMP Perth. Diane Gavelis reflects on the importance of finding a balance between 
artistic integrity “with all the other important and meaningful things” in your life. “I need to 
start taking my own advice,” writes Sherri Sutton, something that I am sure we could all do.

Two of the contributors have sadly passed away since their articles were originally 
published: Doug Bishop and Vincenzo Tortorici. Two ISTa artists that are still so greatly 
missed because of their zeal, enthusiasm and warmth. Doug’s “An exercise in double 
casting” is full of self-deprecating humour that still cannot hide his passion for his students 
and love for the theatre. In his “Casting my lot in with Commedia masks” Vincenzo provides 
a fantastic and practical step-by-step guide of how to make your own Commedia masks 
in a most warm and humble way, as was always his manner. It is an honour to re-publish 
their texts and, like stars reflected in a pond, they live on through the written word. •
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Every person, 
every voice

BY JeSS THoRpe

This article was first published in the April 2014 SCENE issue “Resources and research”.
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My thoughts on this article in 2018:
I have to admit it is with some sadness that I now re-visit this 
article I first wrote for Scene in 2014. At the time of writing, 
my regular class in HMP Perth was thriving. I had a strong 
core group and we were making one new piece of original 
performance each year. That same year we won a Platinum 
Award for our show Now you See It from the Koestler Trust with 
judges commenting it was among the best work they’d seen 
from prisoners in this field. Then in 2016 the funding ran out and 
the project had to come to an end. To this day I am trying to 
get things running again and reinstate a much loved class to a 
community that saw and felt its value in real ways.

All of the reasons I think this work is important remain true and I 
continue to observe the power and potential of devised theatre 
as a tool for learning and change in a prison setting. I just hope 
that one day I will be in position to write another article about 
the next phase of the work in HMP Perth.

Devising theatre is essentially the process of creating something 
new from scratch. Its power is in its infinite possibility and the 
opportunity it offers individuals to experiment with ideas of 
content, form, structure, staging and new styles in order to 
“make” a brand new piece of work.

For eight years I have worked as a drama tutor in HMP Perth, 
during which time I have led various groups of male prisoners 
in the process of devising their own theatre work from their own 
ideas. Each group begins from the same place – with no pre-
determined idea, no characters and no script – tasked to make a 
piece of original performance that will be shared with an invited 
audience. It is explained that it will be collectively authored and 
will belong to everyone. The result will be a collage of ideas 
from everyone and that the process of making this work will be 
as much part of the experience as the final product. 
On realising that there is no script, participants new to this 
way of working can often question the outcome of the process 
expressing that they don’t know how to make a performance 
and feel that they would be much more comfortable being told 
what to do. It is a common reaction in a prison context (and 
indeed other contexts) and comes from an entrenched fear of 
getting it wrong, together with a firmly held assumption that the 
teacher knows best. and yet, as an arts educator with a belief 
that it is not possible to fail at creativity, I encourage the group 

to consider that the lack of pre-existing instructions can be both 
a strength and an opportunity. It means that what we will make 
together is unwritten and that whatever they find interesting, 
whatever they would like to explore, will come out. It means that 
they are the artists. 

Another defining characteristic of the devised process is the 
emphasis on the ensemble and the importance of collaboration. 
The class in HMP Perth is led from the foundation that this 
is not a theatre of main parts or competition but instead of 
community and dialogue. The strength of the work they try and 
make together is that every voice is heard and every participant 
is involved in what is being created. These ideas are arguably 
radical within the context of a prison, for as one participant 
reflected after taking part in one process: “It’s a different way of 
behaving because in prison you need to always be looking over 
your shoulder”. In this sense we are also opening the possibility 
of drama as a non-competitive, non-confrontational space and 
embedding the understanding that in order to achieve in this 
environment, it is necessary to work together with others and 
not against them. 

alongside the core values of collaboration, ownership and 
authorship “devising” also offers a fluidity that allows for a 
variety of different learning styles.  Creative success is not reliant 
on the ability to be able to sight read large passages of text or 
accurately convey character but instead celebrates the qualities 
already present in the individual as a place to begin. This 
enables each member of the group to explore how they best 
communicate – whether it be through e.g. movement, text or 
music – and provides a way for each contribution to add to the 
overall development of a piece of original theatre. 

as an artist and facilitator I believe that art is the tool that we 
use to reflect on our experiences and the way that we make 
sense of the world that we live in. It is essentially a social 
practice, one which connects us to other human beings and 
explores both what is personal and universal in all of us. It is for 
this reason that I remain passionately committed to the place of 
art within the context of prison and as part of the larger process 
of rehabilitation and re-integration into society. For the drama 
class in HMP Perth devising theatre has been a way to explore 
these ideas both through the action of making new work and 
through the radical community of practice built as a result of the 
creative conversation. • 

“To dEviSE: To 
plaN or iNvENT 

(a ComplEx 
proCEdurE, SySTEm 
or mEChaNiSm) by 

CarEful ThoughT.” 
Oxford English Dictionary

“aS aN arTiST aNd 
faCiliTaTor i 

bEliEvE ThaT arT iS 
ThE Tool ThaT wE 
uSE To rEflECT oN 
our ExpEriENCES.”
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For those that 
love to dance

By NICOLa MURRay

This article was first published in the March 2006 SCENE issue 
“We focus on dance, movement and music”.

My thoughts on this article in 2018:
What strikes me about the current landscape of the arts is that 
the boundaries between the art forms are even more blurred 
than they have been at any other time: the work of Dv8 Physical 
Theatre, Frantic Assembly, the choreography of Sidi Larbi 
Charkaoui, Akram Khan and a host of other choreographers 
are exploring and borrowing ideas from other art forms. 
Collaboration with other artists is a consistent feature in the 
quest to find the right language to communicate our ideas, 
thoughts and imagination – choreographers turn to words and 
song, theatre practitioners use movement, dance and gesture. 
Now more than ever, it is important that our drama students 
feel comfortable within the world of movement and equally that 
dance students find their “voice”.

Getting drama students to dance can often be problematic. The 
thought of “dancing” to some people, students and teachers 
alike, often makes them physically shrink away as if confronted 
by a dancing demon. So let’s replace “dance” with “movement”. 
Feel better? Good.

It’s a shame that society has become so reliant on the spoken 
word when everyone knows that a simple movement or 
gesture can communicate what we think and feel with such 
immediacy and truth. Moreover, movement has the potential 
to communicate our deeply personal inner-self where words are 
simply not enough. Transcending the boundaries of the spoken 
word through movement makes theatre more meaningful and 
infinitely more powerful.

Contemporary dance has been through a number of changes 

since its emergence in Britain in the 1960s. From the expressionist 
but strictly codified technique of Martha Graham, through to 
the formalist yet avant-garde approach influenced by Merce 
Cunningham, dance practitioners have explored, debated 
and rebelled but still have finally to agree on the answer to 
the question: “What is dance?” The wonderful thing is that 
today “anything goes” and the distinctive boundaries between 
drama and dance have opened up leading to more integrated 
performance companies such as DV8 Physical Theatre 
Company and Theatre Complicité.

The following ideas serve as a way to access movement and 
choreography for students, starting with and building from 
the safety of their own physical language. Using the context 
of everyday movement and gesture, we can utilise a range 
of choreographic devices that can heighten the impact of 
movement and transform it in a way that can prove to be both 
thought-provoking and fascinating.

A warm up (in the comfort zone)  
1.  Sitting in a circle, I usually instruct the students that there are 

no instructions except that they should just go with the flow 
of the exercise as it “emerges”.

2.  Play a piece of music that has a regular beat to it (but which 
does not have lyrics).

3.  Start to observe exactly what the students are doing as they 
wait for the exercise to “start”. Begin by randomly copying 
some of these gestures. The students will start to realise what 
you are doing and some of them may consciously add their 
own gestures and movements for you to copy.

4.  Now add in an accumulative structure: Copy one gesture 

(gesture 1) – wait 8 counts. Repeat gesture 1 – wait 8 counts. 
add another gesture (gesture 2) – wait 8 counts. 
Repeat gesture 1 – wait for 8, gesture 2 – wait 8 counts then 
add gesture 3 and so on until you have about 6 gestures. 
Now change the timing so that you move every 4 counts.

The students should pick up on what you are doing and join in 
until the whole group is moving in unison. 

The point to this is that the students will be able to see how you 
can take normal / everyday gestures and begin to make them 
more abstract by adding rhythm and emphasis through the use 
of unison.

Text as a movement stimulus  
There are a number of ways that you can interpret text through 
movement. Depending on the effect you wish to create, you can 
examine the overarching theme of the text or explore the specific 
language. The level to which you develop your movement ideas 
again depends on whether you want a literal representation of 
the text or whether you want a more sophisticated, less obvious 
visual interpretation.

The text Funeral Blues, a poem by W.H. auden, provides a 
good example of the variety of ways that text can stimulate 
movement ideas.

1)  Representation
I always begin by getting students to highlight words that have 
an immediate kinaesthetic connotation, before then asking 
them to identify a literal gesture. a very basic example would be 
“stop” – represented by pushing the palm of the hand vertically 
forward in front of the body.

It is perfectly acceptable to leave your movement in this 
simplified state. In fact, as we all know, simplicity is often the 
most effective theatrical device. However, you may wish to 
allow the students further kinaesthetic exploration by looking 
at possible ways to develop the movement. Development can 
lead to a more abstract interpretation.

Other highlighted words from the poem could include:
 “stop – cut off – muffled drum – circle – overhead – scribbling 
– my North , my South , my East, my West – put out – pack 
up – dismantle – pour away – sweep”

2)  Abstraction 
The beauty of movement is that there is no limit to the range of 
the possible interpretations. Moreover, the only limitation to the 
range of movement we can create is our own imagination (and 
possibly our slightly stiff joints, the older we get). Do not worry 

about having to spoon-feed an audience movement meaning 
– let them work a little.

Using one or a combination of the following ideas, we can 
remove the movement from its literal context:

• Increase / exaggerate the size of the movement.
• Make the movement smaller / minimal.
•  Embellish the movement by adding another action before, 

after, or during the gesture (simultaneously step forward / add 
an arm circle before performing the “stop” gesture / take a step 
turn into the gesture / add a simultaneous lunge forward).

•  Use instrumentation by performing the gesture with a less 
obvious body part (use the forearm or knee).

•  Emphasise the movement by changing the dynamics 
(perform quickly or very slowly / forcefully or gently).

•  Vary use of space – change the level the gesture is performed 
at (could lie on back and do the gesture or kneel).

Interpretation of some of the key words highlighted in the poem 
will naturally be of an abstract nature. This is because some 
of the text may not have readily available “literal” gestures 
associated with it. Each individual will create a completely 
original visualisation of the word through the movement that 
they choose. as long as the choreographer knows how the 
movement has come about and the relationship the movement 
has with the word itself, it is both a valid and potentially 
interesting movement. For example “muffled drum” could 
be interpreted with a slow pushing movement of the hands 
down from the chest (pressure restricting the sound), with arms 
suddenly but freely releasing out to the side before contracting 
inwards to create curved arcs opposite the chest (to represent 
the shape of the drum).

3)  Rhythm
Rather than focusing on the meaning of a word, we can extract the 
rhythm of the text to create an interesting slant on the movement 
interpretation. For example “cut off” could be interpreted with any 
two movements performed in quick succession and highlighting 
the sharp staccato quality of the language.

4)  Dynamic variation 
Use the intonation and punctuation of the text to denote the 
use of space, weight, time and flow of the movement. If, when 
spoken, the text speeds up (fast movement), slows down (slow 
movement), pauses... suddenly bursts (sudden high energy 
movement) into a high pitch (movement on a high level) then 
becomes soft, whispered (light movements) and low pitched (on 
a low level), your movement phrase could echo this.

>>

“Getting drama students to dance can 
often be problematic... 

So let’s replace ‘dance’ with ‘movement’. 
Feel better? Good.”

“Each individual will create a completely 
original visualisation of the word through 

the movement that they choose.”
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5)  Choreographic variation
Once you have the raw material (the movement content), you 
may wish to structure it further using a range of choreographic 
devices in order to generate a further layer of visual interest.

Unison – same movement performed at the same time.

Simple canon – the movement/s are performed in their entirety 
by each performer, one after the other.

Simultaneous canon – all performers execute the movement 
sequence at the same time but all start from a different point of 
the sequence. all performers end at the same time. 

Cumulative canon – the movement sequence begins with one 
performer and at various points, other performers pick up and 
join in (with the same movement).

Spatial variation – vary the space/direction and levels that 
the performers use in relation to each other. Try not to become 
obsessed with symmetry. Often the most interesting formations 
of performers on stage are asymmetrical and use less obvious 
areas of the stage.

Contrast – if one group of performers are using slow, soft and 
curved movements, find contrast with another group by using 
sharp, staccato angular movements.

Of course, it is important to keep your artistic intention at the 
front of your mind when choosing suitable movement material 
and choreographic devices. It is better to stick with a shorter 
initial sequence of movements that are true to your intention 
and develop these fully, rather than to endlessly create phrases 
of movement that might unintentionally go off on a tangent. 
Similarly, there is no point using every choreographic device 
you can think of if some are clearly not suited to the effect you 
ultimately want to create.

Tips…
Stuck in one space? (Usually near a wall or hiding at the back 
of the studio.) It is really easy for students to choreograph their 
entire movement phrase in as little as 1 square meter. Try to 
encourage students to utilise the space by making some of their 
gestures travel and change level/direction.

Making contact 
As “art mirrors life” it would be strange, if not a little sad, to 
create a piece of movement and not allow for physical contact 
between one performer and another (unless your starting 
point was indeed “isolation”). The following warm-up and 
choreographic task can be adapted to suit any age group, 
although I have tended to focus purely on the movement content 
and action/contact trigger words (e.g. lean, push, nudge, sink, 
pull) for younger students rather than using the idea of dialogue 
and sub-text for older students.

Warm up (one of those lovely travelling around the space 
types)
Begin in a neutral position (feet in parallel – hips width apart, 
lengthening through the spine, arms relaxed by the side of the 
body).

Focus on an empty space in the room and walk into it, avoiding 
others that may cross your path.

Once you have reached your destination, change direction, 
finding another free space to walk into. Change walking 
forward to walking backwards. Change to jogging forwards.

alternate between walking forwards, backwards and jogging.
at any given point add a pause.

Find moments to copy/follow someone else before breaking off 
to continue your journey of walking, running and pausing.

Adding contact
When you observe someone in “pause” mode, initiate their 
return to moving by nudging, pushing or pulling any part of 
their body with any part or your body (the more inventive, the 
more interesting). It is important that they respond naturally to 
the movement that is initiated and go with the impetus in terms 
of which direction and level it takes them to.

Continue the journey and enjoy being the “initiator” and the 
“reactee”.

Try to keep the movement fluid and continuous. Continue the 
idea of “action – reaction” working with a partner. Explore the 
most interesting ways of initiating your partner’s movement and 
responding to these initiations.
When they have explored a range of different ideas, give them 
a short piece of dialogue – for example:

A: “Hello.” (A initiates, B responds)  
B: “You’re late.” (B initiates, A responds)  
A: “I’m sorry.” (A initiates, B responds)  
B: “You lied.” (B initiates, A responds)  
A: “Forgive me.” (A initiates, B responds)  
B: “Please leave.” (B initiates, A responds)

Using the a – B format above, students 
can now explore this conversation using 
some of their action-reaction movement 
ideas. They should use the content of the 
dialogue to help them identify the quality 
of movement needed for their initiation 
or response (e.g. sharp / fast / sudden 
/ smooth / slow / soft). They can add in 
pauses at any given point.

Tips…
Does the movement conversation 
look slightly stilted? Encourage the 
students to link one movement phrase 
to the next by adding transitions. A 
transition is any movement e.g. a travel, 
turn, jump or gesture that links one 
phrase of movement invisibly to the next 
movement phrase.

Visual stimuli 
another interesting way into movement is 
to use a visual stimulus be it a painting, 
photograph or sculpture. Some of Dali’s 
work is both thought-provoking and wide 
open to interpretation. I tend to use this 
mainly for older students.

When guiding the students to translate 
their understanding of the stimulus into 
movement, consider the following ideas:

Form – the shape and size of any figures 
or images in the stimulus can correlate 
directly to the types of shape and 
movement actions that they create with 
their bodies. 

Relationships – of objects within the 
stimulus to each other in terms of space, 
level, perspective and if any of the objects 
/ figures are in contact with each other.

Colour – can determine the dynamic 
quality of the movement chosen e.g. red 
(sharp, aggressive, explosive movement), 
blue (fluid, soft, calm movement). 

Interpretation of themes / meaning – 
explore the inner meaning of the stimulus 

through improvisation (exploration of 
appropriate gesture work and action 
content). Utilise some of the ideas 
on gesture work and develop them 
accordingly.

Examples using Dali’s Persistence of 
Memory
Distortion of time – students could 
explore a clockwork motion of the arms 
and distort it by exploring slow motion, 
fast forward and retrograde. also look 
at the general idea of rhythm becoming 
disjointed, straight lines and symmetry 
melting away into asymmetry and more 
fluid, less structured movement.

Suffocated by time / the past – 
restricted movements (could use partner 
work here, with one partner restricting the 
movements of another).

Deterioration and ruin versus light 
and regeneration – the contradiction 
of movements that explore the barren, 
dark environment of the foreground 
contrasted by the light, healing 
connections to water, the sea and sun in 
the background. 

Suspended movements – to echo the 
clock face draped over the branch. again 
you could incorporate contact work here, 
with one partner supporting the weight 
of another.

Levels – the human face below the 
table, branch and clock face.

Of course, these are only some of my 
interpretations. you may disagree and 
be able to extract a completely different 
perspective from the painting. Getting the 
students to research Dali’s starting point 
for the painting will again add another 
dimension. The point is that paintings, 
art, theatre, life are all personal and can 
be interpreted in so many different ways 
depending on who you are, where you 
are from and what makes you tick.

So try not to be so anxious about the idea 
of moving. We all do it every day as we 
go about our daily lives. Choreography 
purely gets us to look at movement in a 
different way, allowing the conventional 
to become unconventional and in 
theatre we can certainly use it to our 
advantage. •

“Often the 
most interesting 

formations of 
performers on stage 

are asymmetrical 
and use less obvious 
areas of the stage.”

“Choreography purely gets us to look at 
movement in a different way, allowing the 
conventional to become unconventional...”



How do I get my 
plays on stage?  

My thoughts on this article in 2018:
The fascinating and slightly disconcerting fact is that in terms 
of opportunities and ways in for playwrights here in the United 
Kingdom, everything in the article still applies. What has 
changed to some degree is the form and what audiences, 
organisations and venues 
want to see from new writing 
and emerging playwrights. So 
one piece of advice is to keep 
abreast of the new voices. There 
have been some changes due 
to technological developments 
and the growing presence of 
social media in our lives. This 
provides a great platform to 
write, to share your writing and 
your writing processes as well 
as to publish and distribute 
your plays. I’ve heard that it’s 
hard for a writer to access some 
funding sources unless they have 
a digital presence. Create a blog 
of your process or your writing or 
a Facebook page dedicated to 
you as a writer. Based on my 
experiences since the last time 
I wrote this article, I’d now add 
another three sections to the 
article. So here goes:

Residencies
These are becoming increasingly 
more frequent. Some provide 
time, space and place to write 
and others pay a fee or come with benefits such as publication. 
I’m just about to complete a paid year’s residency at Mayflower 
Theatre, Southampton which also culminates with a publication. 
It’s a wonderful experience being part of an organisation and using 
your residency as inspiration for your writing. Residencies are often 
advertised or you can approach a particular place/organisation 
that inspires you and offer your services. You can then apply for 
funding as partners which will provide you with a fee.

Funding
This is often more difficult to get. In the United Kingdom the 
most prominent funding body for artists is the Arts Council of 

England. You can apply as a writer through their Grants for 
the Arts initiative. You can apply for a particular project or 
for Research and Development funding to give you paid 
time to develop your ideas. It involves writing an application 
and getting some partners without any guarantee of getting 

the funding, but whatever the 
outcome, it’s a great way to 
clarify your ideas and aspirations 
and also to connect with others 
in the industry that might help 
stage your work. 

Competitions
There are a whole range of 
competitions with different sorts of 
prizes – some prizes are financial, 
some are commissions and some 
are developmental opportunities. 
These are run by various 
organisations/theatres. Be sure 
to read the criteria carefully and 
personally, I don’t apply for any 
competition which requires you to 
pay an admission fee. 

For playwrights, more than for 
any other artist, the staging 
of their work is of paramount 
importance. Until the play is 
staged, it is essentially dead 
words on a page. A script’s 
primary function is to provide 
a schematic plan of action for 
director, performer and designer. 

It is a plan that is not realised until it is transformed into action. 
Without action it is incomplete. “How do I get my play on 
stage?” is, therefore, the fundamental question every playwright 
or emerging playwright asks.

For the past six years, I have been working closely with emerging 
playwrights in the United Kingdom, helping them to develop 
their plays and their scripts into plans that are ready for action. 
By emerging playwrights I mean all playwrights who show 
promise but have not yet achieved commercial recognition. as 
a playwright myself, I understand this burning question and the 
need for the playwright to see their work on stage.
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By DINOS aRISTIDOU

First published in the December 2006 SCENE issue “Writing”.

So how does an emerging playwright get their work staged?

In this article I would like to share the ways that I, as a writer, 
have had my own writing staged and the ways in which I have 
worked with emerging writers to develop their writing and 
present their voices to the public.

Ways writing gets produced 
The following is a list of ways plays get produced or a playwright 
gets work. I am giving a definition, an example and a brief job 
description to give you an idea of what is involved.

Application 
Definition: When a writer reads an advert for a playwright 
and applies for the job.

Example: I arrived in England from Vienna in 1999 after 11 years 
of teaching with a yearning to work in a professional theatre. I 
saw a job advertised in The Stage for a Writer-in-Residence at 
the Gateway in Chester to write the city’s millennium production. 
This was for a year-long residency. I applied and miraculously 
got the job.

Job description: as Writer-in-Residence I had to work with a 
number of community groups, conduct interviews and wade 
through research to find interesting material which I was to 
transform into a two-hour play to celebrate Chester’s millennium 
history. I also had to run a monthly, emerging playwrights group.

Tip: Remember this is a job. There are therefore a number of 
activities that pertain to being part of an organisation which do 
not involve writing, like attending meetings, writing reports and 
organising sessions.

Commission 
Definition: When a theatre, theatre company or producer 
employs a writer to write a play. The commission often comes 
with specifications regarding material and/or form.

Example: Six months ago I was commissioned by Nuffield 
Theatre in Southampton to write a new version of the Orpheus 
myth. This was to be performed by four actors and was to be a 
piece that lent itself to physical theatre. It needed to be about 
an hour in length and was going on a nationwide tour.

Job description: There are many conversations and meetings 
with the commissioner and/or the director. you need to 
understand the organisation who has commissioned you, their 
audience and the purpose of the commission. a number of early 
ideas and sketches are examined and discussed to see if you 
are thinking along the same lines. a draft is produced. This is 
discussed and possibly workshopped. More drafts. The final 
draft. you then attend the early rehearsals (or all if possible) and 
do rewrites and amendments as the writing is transformed into 
action. Once you see and hear your words, there are inevitable 
changes required. after all, what’s clear in your head may not 
be clear in the script.

Tip: Commissions only happen after you have had some sort of 
recognition. They are, in essence, by invitation. 

Submission 
Definition: When a script is sent to a theatre or theatre 
company to see if they are interested in producing it or to a 
producer to see if they want to back it financially.

Example: While I was teaching at Vienna International School 
the school nurse, Barbara Warner, secretly took a new play I 
had written, Living Lies, and sent it to her daughter who worked 
in a theatre. She in turn submitted it to a theatre in London. 
One afternoon, I received a phone call from a director at The 
King’s Head Theatre who had read it and wanted to produce it.

Job description: This usually involves beginning a process of 
rewriting in collaboration with a director and performers. I was 
asked to change the title, to make it more appealing to the 
target audience of 25-35 year olds. It became Faking It. I also 
had to reduce the seven characters to four and the six locations 
to two. I had to develop one thread of one story and get rid of 
another. The play was workshopped. I wrote four drafts in two 
months.

Tip: Many theatres and companies do not accept unsolicited 
scripts. It’s important to check first, before you send in your script.

Production 
Definition: The writer puts on the play independently, either by 
backing it financially, getting the performance team together 
and directing or performing it.

Example: as a teacher, I did this all the time because I wrote 
plays in collaboration with some of my groups. I then directed 
the plays, producing them by allocating funds in the budget 
which the department had control of. I now run a company of 
emerging artists 21+ and often work with these artists to stage 
some of my writing.

Job description: you are not just a playwright. you are also a 
director and/or performer and/or designer. you will also be involved 
in marketing and will have a particular interest in the income.

Tip: This is a lot of work but it’s also very rewarding because you 
see your creation transform from an idea in your head into live 
communication with an audience.

Different processes 
Writing for the stage can be an individual or a collective process, 
depending on the sort of commission, job or production the 
writer is working on. The collective approach may sometimes 
also require a dramaturgical approach as you will be required 
to collate, record and shape the ideas of a group or groups. 
In this instance, the writer is almost like a channel for ideas to 
be filtered, developed and shaped by the groups working on 
the material. This sort of process is often found with companies 
who devise original work where the writer’s job is to transcribe 
and shape the ideas. It’s also a process employed in community 
or educational settings where the groups are the source of the 
material and where collective ownership is important.

The two processes are inter-related as both processes require 
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both collaboration and solitary writing. What is different is the order in which the 
processes occur. The individual process begins with solitary writing and then moves 
into collaboration, with subsequent rewrites being the result of some sort of response or 
feedback or observation. The collective process begins with collaborating and working 
with the company or community groups.

The individual process
Different writers begin in different ways and each person’s process is very different. 
Naturally, it depends on what you are writing about, who you are writing for and any 
other specifications that you need to consider.

I tend to start with an intensive process of research: gathering information, images that 
resonate, stories, making notes, searching for that elusive “something” that will inspire 
me. Once I have a feel for the material, I begin to get a sense of the story. This is key. 
The story is usually epic and too big to be presented, but it’s important to start big and 
slowly narrow the vision through a dynamic process of creation, selection and rejection. 
I also begin to have a sense of the themes, ideas and messages that I want the piece 
to address or examine at this stage.

I begin to write fragments of dialogue. I’m starting to search for the style of the play 
and for the individual voices of the characters. Characters begin to emerge with some 
prominent; others stay as shadows. I tend to chase the ones that have emerged most 
strongly, as this is telling me the elements of the story that I, as a writer, am fundamentally 
interested in. Once I have a sense of character, I continue to excavate them, adding new 
elements to their story, researching them further, gathering visuals, paying close attention 
to their individual voice, their choice of words and the structure of what they have to say. 
after all, these are the key clues for the performers and the production team.

I write a draft initially to find out what story I want to tell. I call this my research draft. 
I write continuously without editing or destroying anything. This is the amazing part, 
where you do feel that something else takes over  the characters or the story  and you 
are propelled into a river of writing that pushes you with such great momentum and 
with such conviction. It’s fantastic.

Then you read the result. Most times it’s not fantastic. But now you have a starting point 
and now you have drawn the big picture. you know the story and you have a sense of the 
characters. Now you’re ready to start. The next stage can’t really be described because 
it is so dynamic that it can’t be captured on paper. It’s a mixture of detailed rewriting, 
structuring, playing with the order, cuts, new material, more research and so on. I then 
end up with what I feel is a draft ready to be seen. The first draft. I send it to the director 
or if I can, I get a group to read it. Hearing it is SO important. Based on feedback and 
my own observations while the play is being read, I begin to rewrite. I check to make sure 
each voice is distinctive. I check to make sure that the world I have created is consistent. 
This culminates in the next draft, the rehearsal draft. Once it goes into rehearsal, more 
things need to be changed based on the action that emerges from the words and long 
discussions with actors, director and designers. Problems emerge that need to be solved.

Once the piece is staged, you have the performance draft. This may well be the final 
draft though sometimes, having seen the play performed, you might want to do more 
rewrites before you’re happy that you have a true final draft. 

Collective writing
This begins with a different initial process but ends with a similar process to the one 
described above.

The process of research and exploration is done in collaboration with a group of 
performers or with community groups. When I worked on the Chester Millennium 
production, I would work with various community groups exploring material and 
ideas. The material had either been sourced by myself or was the result of working 

“Different 
writers begin 

in different 
ways and 

each person’s 
process is 

very different. 
Naturally, 
it depends 

on what you 
are writing 

about, 
who you 

are writing 
for and 

any other 
specifications 

that you 
need to 
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with a different group. Material moved 
from group to group and new material 
emerged which was then refined or 
developed with another group. It’s 
important to always stay true to the 
interests and to the material generated 
by the group/s. The final piece needs to 
belong to everyone and no one person. 
The writer here has been the shaper, 
rather than the creator.

Once the writer has generated all the 
material with the groups, the shaping 
and writing begins. Scenes are then taken 
to the groups who re-work/develop them 
and the writer then rewrites based on 
these workshops and the feedback from 
the group. It’s a process of constantly 
checking that the group/s feel the work 
is true to their ideas, not the recording of 
their ideas, but the essence of their input. 
at a certain point, the playwright begins 
the individual process, as described 
above, in order to produce the early 
drafts.

Developing emerging playwrights
There are primarily six ways for an 
emerging playwright in the United 
Kingdom to develop. These are models 
that can also be adopted by schools.

Courses
These are run by colleges but also by 
writers’ organisations. They may be 
general (e.g. Writing for the stage) 
or specific (e.g. Creating believable 
characters). They are usually run by 
professionals and you can get good tips 
on where to submit your work as well 
as the opportunity for someone to look 
closely at your script.

Submissions to organisations that 
develop new writing
There are a number of organisations 
whose brief is specifically to develop new 
writing (e.g. North West Playwrights is for 
emerging playwrights in the north west 
of England). These organisations will 
usually send you feedback on your script 
and will recommend what you need to 
do next. 

Writer’s groups
These are often run by theatres and 
provide an opportunity for writers to get 
together to discuss and develop their work.

Mentor/dramaturg
a mentor or dramaturg is a person 

assigned to a writer who shows promise; 
to work with them on a one-on-one 
basis. The mentor/dramaturg advises 
on material, structure, consistency, 
language etc and gives the writer 
guidelines to get the play ready for 
production. The mentor/dramaturg is 
usually an experienced writer, director or 
professional dramaturg.

Workshop
This is one of the most useful ways to 
develop your material. This is when 
actors and a director workshop the play. 
Usually there is a read-through that gives 
you an idea of shape and voices. Then 
in collaboration with you, the director 
and actors  will work on areas that are 
unclear or problematic or that need 
development. Sometimes a designer also 
attends to give their perspective. This is 
the first chance to hear and see the play 
in action and is invaluable. you can even 
organise this yourself.

Rehearsed readings
This usually happens with a play that is 
almost fully formed but which may need 
some minor changes and rewrites. actors 
will work with a director over a short 
rehearsal period and then present the 
play, with simple action and with scripts 
in hand, to an audience. The purpose 
is to get audience feedback (through a 
discussion after they have seen the piece) 
and to then make changes/amendments 
as you see fit. The other purpose of this is 
to invite producers, companies etc who 
may be interested in producing the play.

Though it can be frustrating, it’s important 
to persevere and to try to meet as many 
people as possible who work in theatre 
or who write, as it can otherwise be quite 
a solitary activity. Remember also that 
writing for the stage is very different from 
TV and film, as this is the pitfall of many 
new playwrights.

Selected reading list 
This was the reading list when I taught 
Writing for performance to second year 
undergraduates, many of whom had 
never written for the stage. It attempts to 
give a sense of the different perspectives 
that may be useful for beginning writers.

Tip
Read as many plays as you can and go 
to the theatre as much as you can. Keep 
your eyes out for new plays in particular.

Writing process
Playwrights On Playwriting - Ed. Toby 
Cole, ISBN 0-413-51490-0
How Plays Are Made - Stuart Griffiths, 
ISBN 0-435-18380-X
Shakespeare’s Stagecraft - J.L. Styan, 
ISBN 0-521-09435-6
Poetics – Aristotle Transposing Drama - 
E. Tornqvist, ISBN 0-333-44063-3
Theatre for Children - A Guide to Writing, 
Directing and Acting - D.Wood with 
J.Grant, ISBN 0-571-17749-2
The Crafty Art of Playmaking - a. 
ayckbourn ISBN 0-571-21509-02
The Seven Basic Plots - C. Booker ISBN 
0-8264-8037-3

The art form and semiotics of theatre
The Field of Drama - M.Esslin, ISBN 
0-413-19260-1
Theatre As Sign System - E. aston and 
G. Savona, ISBN 0-415-04932-6
The Process of Drama, Negotiating Art 
and meaning - J. O’Toole, ISBN 0-415-
08244-7

Director’s perspectives
In Contact With the Gods - Directors 
Talk Theatre - ed. M Delgado and P. 
Heritage, ISBN 0-7190-4763-3

Actor’s perspectives
The Actor and the Text - C. Berry, ISBN 
0-86369-705-4

General background to theory and 
practice
Twentieth Century Theatre, A Sourcebook 
- R.Drain, ISBN 0-415-09620-0
The Theory of the Modern Stage – Eric 
Bentley ISBN 0 14 02.0947 6

Plays
Read as many as you can from different 
periods, cultures and in different styles 
and forms. Take note particularly of 
contemporary new plays. •

“Tip: Read as 
many plays...
and go to 
the theatre.”



Martha Graham in 
the 21st century

BY JeSSe fAcToR

First published in the December 2001 SCENE issue “Going the extra mile: Movement/dance/choreography”.

My thoughts on this article in 2018:
Reading this again reminds me of the 
incredible experiences I am grateful to have 
had as an ISTA student. I should have 
specified that the ISTA movement workshop 
I reference focused on the Baris dance, as 
there are many forms of dance in Bali and 
Indonesia that serve a diverse range of 
functions. Something I remembered while 
reading this again was the powerful focus 
of the eyes in this work as well as the sharply 
percussive use of the limbs. This experience 
of embodied power still excites me today. 
I had forgotten about the simple image of 

the exclamation point and question mark to 
convey Graham’s contraction and release – 
I think I’ll start using it again in my classes. 
As my research and teaching interests have 
since expanded into forms of compositional 
improvisation and excessive stylisations, these 
notions of embodied imagination still feel 
relevant to ways of thinking about dynamic 
alignment and expressive physicality. In 
dance, the body thinks and the mind moves. 
The core goal of my teaching work continues 
to encourage physical curiosity, discovery 
and daring after establishing trust and 
common language.

“rEadiNg ThiS agaiN rEmiNdS mE of ThE 
iNCrEdiblE ExpEriENCES i am graTEful 

To havE had aS aN iSTa STudENT.” 
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One of the wonderful aspects of ISTa that I deeply appreciate 
is the inclusion of movement and dance as part of festival 
offerings. as a former ISTa student in the mid/late 90s, I had 
the unique opportunity to participate in a dance workshop with 
a local Indonesian dance artist at a festival in Jakarta. We were 
led through a series of hand and arm positions, gestures and 
use of the eyes that left me completely spellbound.

This workshop helped enrich my understanding and appreciation 
of the Ramayana dance/drama my family took me to see a few 
months later while on holiday in Bali. That performance enchanted 
and excited me as if I was in a waking dream. The dance was 
filled with symbols, archetypes and images that seemed to 
plunge into the core of my humanity. I felt strangely connected 
and involved with the action 
onstage in a way that I hadn’t 
been with other performances. 
There was something magical 
for me in that Balinese evening, 
among glowing incense and the 
vibration of gamelan while bodies 
swirled in front of me.

There was an earthbound 
quality to the movement and a 
boldness that was enthralling to 
me. I didn’t know it at the time 
but aspects of those qualities 
would inform my work and 
methodology later on in my 
life. years later, as a scholarship 
student at the Martha Graham 
School of Contemporary Dance, 
I began to realise a deep 
connection between my viewing 
of the Ramayana and the work 
of Martha Graham. In hindsight, 
I see that it was an attraction to 
the great myths and archetypes 
of humanity that thrilled me and 
continue to do so. Seeing these 
manifested in a physical manner, 
relating the body to the earth differently than other classical 
techniques I had witnessed, seemed to unlock a desire within to 
participate in dance. I began to wonder how I could fit into the 
dance world and if in fact I could ever really be a professional 
dancer. So I sought out every type of dance available to me. 

a year or two later, the Martha Graham Dance Company 
happened to be touring through Bangkok where I was living 
at the time. That evening I had the same type of shocking 
experience I had had with the Ramayana. I saw human beings 
onstage, as opposed to the world of fairies and nymphs, as was 
the case with most of the ballets I had witnessed. The dancers 
wore no shoes and owned the stage with boldness, strength and 
clarity. They fell into and recovered from the floor in ways I had 
never seen. I vividly remember feeling like I saw myself (the only 
boy who danced in my school) in a piece called Heretic where 
a figure in white struggles against a chorus of dancers sheathed 
in black. Following the performance I searched for every book 
I could find on Martha Graham and began to discover that 

aside from her genius as a dancer and choreographer, she quite 
eloquently articulated her viewpoints and methods: “I did not 
want to be a tree, a flower or a wave. In a dancer’s body, 
we as audience must see ourselves, not the imitated behaviour 
of everyday actions, not the phenomena of nature, not exotic 
creatures from another planet but something of the miracle that 
is a human being, motivated, disciplined, concentrated.” I found 
this statement and others like it delightful.

I stumbled upon a black and white video of Night Journey, 
Martha’s interpretation of Oedipus Rex. For centuries this story 
has been told over and over again, however, Martha decides to 
filter the story through the female perspective of queen Jocasta. 
She becomes the protagonist and Oedipus serves to illuminate 

her experience. I liked the fact 
that she worked with a myth 
and the archetypes of kings and 
queens but the way in which she 
relates the story to the audience 
and how she tells it I found 
particularly riveting, and still do.

The curtain opens to reveal a 
woman standing motionless 
upstage, holding a thin loop of 
rope which she gazes through. 
This is Jocasta, the moment 
before she decides to end her 
life by hanging herself. Martha 
splinters the traditional narrative 
line in favour of flashbacks 
that flood the stage. A chorus 
of women embody various 
dramatic purposes as Jocasta’s 
memories surface. at times they 
dance what Jocasta is feeling, 
at times they shield their eyes 
from the horror and shame she 
undergoes as she relives meeting 
Oedipus and their short reign 
together. We embark on a Night 
Journey wrought with an electric 

tension, an excitement rarely matched in the theatre. We see 
Jocasta contemplate her past and her future in the pregnant 
moment before she decides to take her own life. In doing so, 
Martha leads the audience through the anagnorisis “knowing 
again”, “knowing back” or “knowing throughout” often found 
in the work of Euripides and aeschylus. The piece ends at the 
beginning again. “In my end is my beginning” is a quote often 
referred to at the Graham School and Martha uses it to full 
effect here. Night Journey gives us a new and unique way of 
looking at a familiar tragedy and as such it illuminates the 
nature of any male-female relationship in a way that previous 
interpreters of the work were unable to do. I remember being 
awestruck by the fact that Martha created this work in 1947.

Early on, Graham realised that new ideas and new forms 
required new ways of training and preparing the dancer for 
the work at hand. and so she left us with one of the greatest 

“oNE of ThE 
woNdErful 

aSpECTS of iSTa 
ThaT i dEEply 
apprECiaTE iS 
ThE iNCluSioN 
of movEmENT 
aNd daNCE aS 

parT of fESTival 
offEriNgS.”
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codified systems of training the dance artist. I now find great 
joy in teaching for the young artists Programme at the Martha 
Graham School.

“The miracle of the human being” as Martha writes, could be 
interpreted as the key to the methodology of training the dancer 
as the three principles we now teach at the school are all related 
to life and living in some form. The principal of contraction and 
release is a dramatisation of the inhaling and exhaling of air 
essential to life. The concept of the spiral of the body around 
its axis is ubiquitous in nature: the double helix of our DNa takes 
the design of a spiral. The third principle of shift of weight takes 
effect every time we step forward into space. These three principles 
are combined in infinite ways to create the fundamentals of the 
Graham technique. I love that the Graham technique as I learned 
it, was born out of necessity, a desire to speak a new dance 
language. There is also quite a lot of material used in class work 
today that actually originated in the repertory first. This results in a 
movement language that is not only inherently dramatic but that 
holds a certain dramatic tension.

Recently I’ve begun teaching at a private school in New york, 
where dance is a requirement for all students. It has been a 
very interesting and dynamic experience for me. I knew I 
couldn’t give the same class I teach weekly for the young artists 
Programme at the Martha Graham School. But how to begin? 
Certainly not by standing upstage with a rope in my hand like 
Jocasta in Night Journey!

On a basic level, as technology exerts an increasing pull on 
our lives, the idea of connecting with one’s physicality seems 
important to me. I believe it is vital for young people to feel 
comfortable, strong and confident in their bodies. I have yet 
to see an iPad impart this notion (no, there’s NOT an app for 
that). Furthermore, I believe the study of dance endows one with 
essential imaginative tools for creative and critical thinking. These 
fundamental tools include observing, imaging, abstracting, 
synthesising and playing – which are undoubtedly qualities 
found in any dynamic mind whether the subject be science, 
social work, theatre or dance. I find the Graham technique 
exceptionally suited in providing these tools. And finally, the use 
of sophisticated thought in relationship to the body develops a 
type of “body-thinking” or kinaesthetic awareness.

The concept of posture is a logical place to begin the study of 
dance. One establishes a balanced and aligned place from 
which to move. The idea of posture as a psychological barometer 
was one I became interested in when I took my first acting class 
but at the Graham School this idea is also discussed often.

How to communicate the idea of an upright, elegantly-held 
back to a fourth grade dance/creative movement class in a 
relatable way? I started to think about an image that would 
work for them, something not too foreign or out there. and 
then as I passed an empty classroom where punctuation must 
have just been taught, I was struck by the way the commas and 
parenthesis seem to dance on the board. They had a beautiful 
sense of movement and life to them. I then saw the simple 
streak of an exclamation point and knew I had my first image.

and so, I started by teaching the vertical upright posture of 
the back through the design of an exclamation point. I had 
someone draw it on the board and asked the class to observe 
its design. I then asked the class what qualities an exclamation 
point conjures and was delighted with the answers: bold, loud, 
confident, self- assured. As I write this, I also discover that this 
identification of the exclamation point as an abstraction of 
these qualities provides another example of advanced thought 
that the class exercised.

I then asked the students to imagine their spine as an 
exclamation point and the whole room transformed. Thinking 
became three-dimensional. Backs lengthened, eyes widened 
and a sense of alertness and fun filled the room. I then asked 
the class to assume the exclamation point as still as possible 
and I investigated the room for the loudest and straightest 
exclamation point. This challenge to the room ignited a sense of 
play. I found the exclamation point a wonderful teaching tool 
because it is inherently visual but also an abstraction of qualities 
easily grasped and synthesised by the fourth grade class.

I was so happy with my exclamation point experiment that I 
decided to try the image of the question mark as well. Perhaps I 
could correlate the idea of the exclamation point as the “release” of 
the Graham technique and the question mark as the “contraction”? 
Seated on the floor with the soles of our feet pressed together, I 
introduced the idea of a question mark and we discussed its design 
and meaning in the same way we did the exclamation point. I then 
asked the students if they could change their backs into the shape 
of a question mark and see the energy of the whole room change 
again. a question mark has a sense of mystery to it which I like and 
as such, I think it also has a type of power.

I found the exclamation point/question mark experiment to 
work extremely well with this age group. It was very relatable 
to them and gave us a starting point that I could dovetail into 
Martha Graham’s idea of contraction (now exhale as you make a 
question mark!) and release (inhale as you make an exclamation 
point!) We’ve also started exclaiming phrases such as “Here 
I am!” on our releases (exclamation points) and asking actual 
questions “Why?” on our contractions. This has added another 
layer of involved and sophisticated thought with the students. It’s 
exciting for me to see their bodies change as they harness a new 
sense of physical awareness and physical power. Often I will see 
a student in the hallway and am greeted with: “Mr. Factor, look 
how my back is in an exclamation point!”. They own that now – 
and take pride in it – and it is a wonderful thing to see.

Of course, exclamation points and question marks are a gross 
reduction of the highly technical and dramatic underpinnings of 
the Graham contraction and release. But it has given us a common 
ground and somewhere to continue on from. I feel the students now 
“get me” and what I am trying to achieve and that I have somehow 
hooked into an energy that they relate to. Whether teaching at an 
ISTa festival or the Martha Graham School, my goal has become 
to offer students a unique physical experience that in some way 
leads them to a personal discovery. I’m grateful to have had this 
discovery ignite in me when it did, at that ISTa festival in Jakarta. 
and so now hopefully I can be a conduit to help spark excitement 
in dance and theatre which is, in the simplest form, an excitement 
and awareness regarding life, humanity and living on earth. •

<< “My oh my, I can’t 
believe it’s physics!” 

My thoughts on this article in 2018:
Wow. It is so interesting to read that article after so many years. 
I still teach units on technical theatre and the interdisciplinary 
nature of this unit is still completely relevant, I feel. However, 
the thing that strikes me most is how rapidly technology has 
progressed since I wrote the original unit. First of all, the 
focus on basic physics is to a large extent made redundant 
by modern theatrical lighting with its LED fixtures, full digital 
control, moving fixtures and so on. The original unit focussed 
on Ohm’s Law and while that aspect of physics still applies 
as a necessary area of knowledge for a theatre technician, 
new safety procedures and the “intelligent” nature of modern 
lighting boards means many of the procedures are now 
automatic. Instead of focusing on Ohm’s law, I would look 
for other avenues of interdisciplinary collaboration with the 
physics course. Especially the ability of modern LED fixtures 
to change colour instantly is interesting. Applying the theories 
of light and colour from physics to theatrical lighting would 
be interesting and conversely a theatrical lighting system is a 
brilliant “real world” extension of the physics lab. 

This unit links physics and drama by allowing students to apply 
theoretical knowledge of electrical power obtained in the physics 
course to a practical and creative task in the drama course.

Aims:
•   To understand how Ohm’s Law applies to working with 

lighting equipment.
•   To design an effective lighting plan for a piece of drama.

Age level
14-16 (MYP 4-5). The unit could be adapted to suit younger or 
older students.

Concepts
The handouts should be self-explanatory. The physics segment 
should be fairly easy to incorporate into the existing physics 
curriculum. Ohm’s Law is a central concept in most syllabi. The 
drama segment presumes that a technical theatre/stagecraft 
unit is taught and that the school has basic lighting equipment 
at its disposal. The drama section can be taught as a purely 
theoretical unit but it makes more sense to let the students have 
a “hands on” experience. 

By DaNIEL SaRSTEDT

First published in the September 2005 SCENE issue “The ISTA triangle”.
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Teaching the unit
The handouts and assessment task will explain the elements of 
the unit. Choose a short play or scene for the students to work 
with (something with movement and mood changes).

It is very helpful for the drama teacher to attend the relevant 
physics classes to assist the link as much as possible (or to learn 
about the physics bit) and vice versa. I found that the physics 
teacher found it fascinating to basically use our performing arts 
centre as one big physics lab.

It is essential to stress the importance of safety. Working with 
high voltage equipment is not a thing to be taken lightly nor 
is climbing around on a scaffold or a ladder, moving rather 
heavy lanterns around. I taught the unit by letting the students 
act as lighting directors and telling them to see me either as the 
director they were working with or the stage hand they would 
get to put a certain lantern in a certain position. This ensures 
that they feel responsible for their creative (and physical) work 
while at the same time staying out of “danger”. It is, however, 
still important to let them make mistakes. When I was in “stage 
hand mode” I would try not to let them know if they were about 
to blow a fuse or turn on a dimmer with no lanterns attached.

Differentiation
Gifted and talented: Students who are up for an extra challenge 
could go through all the steps on the Lighting Design Process 
handout. Give them a specific play to work with.

ESL/resource: Let them focus on the design elements. The 
basic work of a lighting designer does not necessarily involve 
understanding Ohm’s Law.

Assessment
The assessment rubric on the Task handout is the basic 
assessment tool. It is what the students see as the benchmark 
and it is important to let the students know exactly what you 
are assessing. If you have a very practical slant to the way you 
teach the unit, emphasise that you are observing them in class. 
If your focus is more theoretical, stress that they should write in 
their workbooks or perhaps submit a lab report.

Student handout 1

Drama unit: Technical theatre (lighting)

Assessment item: Designing and rigging stage lighting 
aims
•  To design an effective lighting plan for a piece of drama.
•  To understand how Ohm’s Law applies to working with 

lighting equipment (link to physics).

Focus questions
•  How do the physics of current affect the possibilities and 

limitations of working with lighting equipment in the theatre?
•  What moods can lighting create?
•  What safety and health issues must be taken into account?

MYP areas of interaction
•  Environment: Creating atmosphere and mood with lighting.
•  Health and social: Safety regarding current and rigging 

(scaffold).

Details
1. Read the handouts. We will not be going through the full 
process indicated by the Lighting Design Process Sheet but 
you need to be aware of the full process. For this task I will be 
your “director” and you need to make sure my artistic vision is 
conveyed by the choices you make in designing your lighting 
plan (choice of lanterns, dimmer setup, focus, colour etc.)

2. Do the maths. For this assignment you will have at your 
disposal:
• 10 fresnels 
• 4 profiles 
• 1 follow spot 
• The 10 socket lighting bar 
• 1 zero 88 beta dimmer pack
• (6 dimmers) cables 
•  You need to find out the following:
  How many lanterns can you put on each dimmer without 

blowing the fuse (Watts, amps and Volts equations)? 
Where in the rig do you want which lanterns and where 
should they point?

  Which dimmer (channel) should the various lanterns be 
plugged in to for the desired control?

3. Make your lighting plan. Take into account the limitations 
and possibilities you discovered in step 2. Use the symbols on 
the Lighting Plan Sheet. Be sure that you are extremely fickle 
and that the hard headed director agrees with your artistic 
ideas and remind him if he is asking the impossible. you only 
have six dimmers!

4. Rig. Inform your assistant of where in the rig you want 
which lanterns. although he bears a striking resemblance to the 
director, don’t be fooled. He is dumb as a doornail and has no 
will of his own. any mistakes made (blown fuses etc) are entirely 
your own responsibility.

5. Evaluate. Write in your developmental workbook about 
the whole process. What were the challenges? What were the 
important moments? What would you do differently next time?

MYP Assessment
This task will be assessed using Criterion B – application (max 10):
you are expected to apply knowledge and understanding of Ohm’s Law and lighting 
equipment and techniques to creatively develop a lighting plan. The assessment 
will be based on the finished lighting plan, observation during class as well as your 
developmental workbook.

Levels of achievement
0: The student does not reach a standard described by any of the descriptors given 
below.
1-2: The student demonstrates limited abilities in using knowledge of Ohm’s law and 
technical theatre. The work is of poor quality.
3-4: The student shows some proficiency in using knowledge of Ohm’s law and 
technical theatre techniques. The work is somewhat successful.
5-6: The student applies the knowledge and skills needed to produce a creative 
lighting plan, showing reasonable proficiency in using Ohm’s law and technical 
theatre equipment.
7-8: The student shows competence in applying Ohm’s law and technical theatre 
techniques, showing creativity and proficiency.
9-10: The student is highly competent in applying Ohm’s law and the skills and 
strategies of technical theatre. The student’s lighting plan and the process behind its 
creation reflect a high level of proficiency and creativity.

Student handout 2
Lighting design process
The lanterns (and gels, gobos etc) a lighting designer has at his/her disposal is often 
called a palette. The analogy of a painter is a good one for describing the work a 
lighting designer, as the first and foremost motivation should be to work creatively 
towards fulfilling an artistic idea. It is important to think of what you want to do and 
then find the appropriate technique (“How do I create a blue ripple effect downstage 
centre?”) rather than focus on the equipment (“Where can I use this profile?”).

1. Read the script
Consider the moods and atmosphere you need to create with your lighting. It is not 
necessary yet to think about which lanterns to use where, only what the elements of 
your palette will be. It is important that you communicate with the director at this early 
stage so you are aware of his/her interpretation of the play.

2. Attend a rehearsal
This is where you and the director need to communicate the most. It is important that 
you note down the blocking (actor positions) so you are aware of where the lighting 
should be focussed. The director will also tell you of any special elements needed 
(“yellow spot on this actor here”, “cross fade to a projection of a forest here” etc).

3. Cue list
This is an essential piece of paper work. Collate all the information on blocking, play 
actions and the creative decision reached with the director regarding colour and other 
artistic choices you have noted down from talking to her/him and the other designers 
(set, costume etc). Then use this to work though the show, scene by scene, making a list 
of all the instances the lighting will change. This is where you decide on how to create 
the desired effects and mood. The cue list is the “rough draft” of your artistic creation. 
Check with the director that you have covered the show as agreed. The whole process 
is a dialogue with the director and you will find it easier to get your ideas accepted if 
the cue list and other paper work is thoroughly done.

4. Lighting plan
This is where the palette gets translated into physical reality. The lighting plan is a bird’s eye 
view of the theatre you are working in, whereon you can draw the type, position, colour, 
direction and focus of every lantern. Lighting = Lantern + Colour + Position + Focus
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5. Rigging
In professional theatres this is done by a crew of riggers under the 
supervision of the lighting designer (and the safety officer) but in 
smaller productions or in schools the LD will have to be more hands 
on. a crew of three/four is ideal (one to operate the desk, one to 
be in the rig, one on the ground passing things up and looking out 
for safety and maybe one to stand by and do odd jobs such as 
getting tools, photocopying updated lighting plans etc).

6. Focussing
after a very pragmatic and technical phase the LD is again a 
working artist. you insure that lanterns are directed and focussed 
correctly, achieving the artistic goals decided on back when the 
palette was created.

7. Lighting plot
The lighting plot is a cue by cue list of lighting events for 
use during performances (most modern lighting desks are 
programmable in which case the plot is programmed into the 
memory). It is normally created by the director and you sitting 
behind the desk working through the show, tweaking the levels 
to ensure the show looks the way it is intended to.

Note: as with everything in the theatre there is sometimes 
confusion between the usage of terms depending on where in 
the world you are. In the United States e.g. a “lighting plot” is 
used to describe what in the above is called a “lighting plan”. 
The above is mainly British usage.

Student handout 3 

Lanterns

Lanterns (also known as luminaries) are instruments used to 
illuminate a stage. The light from a lantern is provided by a lamp 
(“bulb”) so the term “light” or “lamp” is inaccurate when used to 
describe a lighting instrument. Some lanterns have lenses used to 
control the direction, shape or focus of the light beam.

There are five main categories of lantern in the world of stage 
lighting. They are:
1. The flood
The flood is used to provide basic overall light such as a full 
stage wash. It is the simplest type of lantern, consisting only 
of a lamp and a reflector in a box with no lens. The light is 
concentrated and beamed out of the box by the reflector. 
Unlike most other lanterns there is no control over the light apart 
from the direction it is pointed in.
Floods with asymmetrical reflectors are used to light cycloramas 
(backdrops).

2. The fresnel
The fresnel (pronounced “Fre-NEL”, named after French 
physicist and lighthouse optics designer augustin-Jean Fresnel 
[1788-1827]), is used where more control of the size and shape 
of the beam is needed. It provides a soft edged spot of light, the 
size of which is controllable by moving the lamp and reflector 
towards the lens (“flooded” = wide) or away from it (“spotted 
down” = narrow).
To shape the light, or to avoid spill (unintended light from the 
lantern), barndoors are often attached to the front of the 
fresnel.

3. The PC (pebble convex)
The PC fulfils almost exactly the same role as the fresnel. Its 
construction is the same apart from a different lens. The PC lens 
is convex on one side and “pebbled” on the other. This provides 
a soft spot of light similar to that of the fresnel lens, only a little 
more hard edged. Like the fresnel, the lamp and reflector are 
moved further from or closer to the lens to change the size of the 
beam. PCs are also used with barndoors.

4. The profile
The profile is an advanced lantern used to provide clearly 
defined beams of light. The light can be focussed to provide a 
hard edged spot, either by moving two lenses close to [wide] or 
further from each other [narrow] (zoom profiles) or by shaping 
the light though two sets of shutters and one lens (bifocal 
profiles). Shutters sit in the gate between the lamp and the 
lens(es).
The gate is also used to house gobos. Gobos are thin circular 
sheets of thin metal with shapes cut from the middle. This ability 
to project the profile of what is in the gate gives the lantern its 
name. Gobos are also made from glass, enabling projection of 
almost any image.
a follow spot is a large profile, often with built in colour filters 
(gels).
Since the light from a profile is highly controllable, there is no 
need for barndoors.

Flood Flood with 
assymmetrical

reflector (Cyc Flood)

Symbol for a flood 
used on lighting 

plans

Fresnel Bamdoor Symbol for a 
Fresnel used on 
lighting plans

5. The parcan
The parcan is mostly used for lighting music performances 
and is a very simple yet versatile lantern. The lantern itself is 
basically just a “can”. The light is provided by a PAR (Parabolic 
Aluminised Reflector) lamp, a unit containing reflector, 
lamp and lens. Beam angle and light distribution cannot be 
controlled but the PaR lamp can be simply replaced with one 
that has the required characteristics.

Student handout 4

Lighting physics

Ohm’s Law and the theatre
Plugging a lantern into a dimmer pack is basically the same 
as assembling a simple circuit in the physics lab. you have to 
consider all the elements of Ohm’s Law regarding voltage, 
current and power.

Lanterns have a power rating. Most basic lanterns in use in 
schools (e.g. the Strand Patt.308) have a power rating of 500, 
650 or 1000 Watts.

Each dimmer has a current rating. Most dimmers are rated at 
10 amps and if you exceed this you will overload the dimmer 
and blow its fuse.

In most European countries the voltage is around 220 V.
In america the voltage is 110 V.
These bits of information fit together in Ohms Law: 
P = V x I or 
Power = Volts x Current or 
Watts = Volts x Amps
And if you reshuffle the equation:

Using this, a simple calculation will reveal that a 650W Lantern 
in Denmark (220 V) will “spend” 2.95 amps (220/650=2.95). 
This means that you can put 3 of those lanterns on a 10 amp 
dimmer (3 x 2.95 = 8.85). Four of them will overload the 
dimmer and blow the fuse (4 x 2.95 = 11.8, 1.8 more than the 
10 amp maximum).
It may be easier for you to think of it the other way round:
220 V x 10 a = 2200 W (i.e. a 10 amp dimmer has a potential 
load of 2200 Watts), meaning that two 1000W lanterns will 
not blow a fuse.

Dimmer packs and desks
Despite the increasingly advanced levels of control (DMX, 
digital programming etc), the basic functions of a modern 
lighting system are still fairly simple. a dimmer is a controllable 
power outlet (connected to aC mains), often grouped in 6s or 
12s in dimmer packs or dimmer racks. The physics term for a 
dimmer is a variable resistor. The basic set up of any lighting 
system is to have lanterns plugged into the dimmers and have 
the dimmers controlled by a remote control desk. This desk 
can have highly advanced features (pre- programming etc) 
but generally the control is quite straight forward: one fader 
for each dimmer (NOT necessarily one fader for each lantern, 
if several lanterns are put on the same dimmer [channel] they 
cannot be controlled separately). •
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Postdramatic 
theatre

My thoughts on this article in 2018:
It is always of interest, if a little excruciating, to read previous 
writing arising from a particular moment of your life. I distinctly 
remember my first encounter with Hans-Thies Lehmann’s 
book Postdramatic Theatre as an MA student when it felt like 
everything he was describing was what I had seen happening 
on stages for the past fifteen years but hadn’t found the 
language to articulate. I sat in the brutalist caverns of the 
Barbican Centre (of course) in London and read it voraciously 
before heading into the theatre, no doubt to see something 
postdramatic. These kinds of interests wax and wane and 
when I read this, I’m pretty clear that I have probably mined 
the postdramatic enough. I’m interested in different things just 
now – my head is deep in postdigital theory (another post!), 
ideas around place-attachment and finding productive ways 
of making work with people in my community. However, I do 
still return to and enjoy some of the activities, particularly the 
karaoke choreography and task-based performance exercises. 
The latter, as referenced below, emerged from a workshop I 
did with Karen Christopher, formerly of Goat Island. It was 
such a brilliant experience and reminds me again how vital 
it is for teachers to sometimes be taught. I guess I would like 
to change a fair bit of what I wrote in the article. I think I 
was quite pressed for time when writing and there’s lots more 
that I could add. However, equally I think it’s fine for it to 
sit there – maddeningly incomplete – but still for me evoking 
good memories of what it felt like to discover new ideas that 
felt so exciting at the time.
 
Since starting to engage in research into performance, as part 
of my Ma and PhD study at Central School of Speech and 
Drama, my interest has been captured by forms of performance 
and devising which could be termed “postdramatic”. The 
German performance theorist Hans Thies Lehmann coined this 
term in his text of the same name as a way of describing a trend 
he saw in performance across the European continent. 

Postdramatic theatre can be defined as that which is “no longer 
dramatic” (Lehmann 2006: 17) and where unified character, 
plot, setting and the “representation of a fictive cosmos” 
is ruptured and “even relinquished altogether” (Lehmann 
2006: 30-31). The result is not a play with characters and a 
recognisable stable setting but a performance composition 
of potentially meaningful fragments which echo and evoke 
numerous situations, feelings and states. I think of this kind of 
work as a composition of text, image, sound and movement.

Features of postdramatic theatre
•  Playing with onstage time, through repetition/slowness - a 

“durational aesthetic” (Lehmann 2006: 156) or, on the other 
hand, simultaneity and the overabundance of concurrent 
elements on stage so that there is an overload of input.

•  Task based or “non-matrixed” performance. Non-matrixed 
is a term coined by theorist Michael Kirby which describes 
performance whereby the performer is not embedded in 
what he describes as “matrices of pretended or represented 
character, situation, place and time” (Kirby 1972: 4) but 
instead is simply engaged with a task onstage.

•  Collage of images/sound/voice/movement – “visual 
dramaturgy” as opposed to text-based performance. This 
can be related to Artaud’s ideas about “total theatre” – the 
primacy of the text is subordinated but text still takes its 
place among other signs on stage.

Intertextuality – merging and melding of elements in many 
forms – citations and allusions (relates to postmodernism) and 
an interest in “found” as well as “made” materials from a variety 
of sources e.g. film, pop music, visual arts. 

Devising postdramatic work
The following represents some approaches to devising 
postdramatic work. The exercises could work in sequence as a 
discrete workshop or could be used in isolation and developed 
as specific devising techniques within a broader scheme of work. 
They are aimed at IB students and offer an alternative approach 
to devising, whereby the end product is not a play with plot and 
characters but a postdramatic performance composition. These 
activities could also be used as starting points for a unit of work 
dealing specifically with postdramatic theatre. 

In compiling the following exercises, I have drawn on a number 
of sources which are listed at the end of the article. I have also 
adapted some exercises from two workshops I participated 
in which were run by Karen Christopher of Goat Island (www.
goatislandperformance.org) and Matt adams of Blast Theory 
(www.blasttheory.co.uk) at Central School of Speech and Drama. 

Warm ups – games into devising
Games and play are seen as a particularly important part of 
devising in a postdramatic framework. They represent a way of 
exploring and experimenting without judgement and constitute 

By JO SCOTT

First published in the March 2012 SCENE issue “Projects, people and places”.
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a purely task based activity which can lead to generating 
devised material.

Clear the space
This activity taken from The Frantic Assembly Book of Devising 
is a great warm up game which can lead into performance. It 
involves a series of instructions which are given to the students 
and which they have to respond to in a particular way e.g. 
Favourite (point to your favourite part of the room), Centre 
(get as close to the centre of the room as possible), Clear the 
space (find a space at the outer edges of the room), Look (look 
directly at one person in the room), People (hug/shake hands 
with one other person in the room).

This game can be played very quickly as a warm up with 
instructions coming thick and fast. However, having seen ISTa 
artist Jess Thorpe work with this format in Brussels recently, 
she demonstrated that with the addition of music and some 
composition of the actions, this game can lead to a very 
effective “group authored” piece of collective movement.

Dislocated storytelling (working with textscape)
In twos students are asked to tell each other a story (real or not) 
which takes place in the city or describe a very specific part of a 
city they know well in detail. This exercise can develop in a number 
of ways to create a textscape Students share the stories in pairs 
and in a physical configuration where it feels comfortable/natural 
to have a conversation. They are asked to deliver their story/
description, still working in pairs, but positioned in space in such a 
way that it is difficult to communicate with each other.

Still in those positions and still directing their story/description 
to their partner, individuals are cued by the teacher who 
“composes” the texts in space. This means you can start or stop 
the students’ stories/descriptions at any given time as well as 
layering different texts and repeating particular parts. Change 
the focus of the exercise by asking the students to address their 
text to the audience or ask a student to “conduct” the exercise 
through starting and stopping the others. Work with repetition, 
interesting fragments and chance combinations of text.

The above exercise is designed to quickly generate related 
fragments of text related to the city and to work with the idea 
of combining these texts, individually and chorally, to create a 
textscape related to the city. It’s a good starting point for exploring 
the nature of textscape as opposed to realistic dialogue and can 
also be used as part of a performance composition. 

Movement – intertextuality and use of found material 
Karaoke choreography: this is an exercise I did while taking part 
in a workshop run by Matt adams of Blast Theory. The idea is 
that you divide the group in two and place a computer screen 
between the two groups so only one can see the screen. This 
half of the class watch a scene from a film of your choice which 
is set in a busy city environment (3 or 4 minutes is ideal). They 
are asked to watch and copy any aspect of the scene that they 
want to in real time as they are watching and while the other 
group observes. They can focus on copying the movements of 
a particular character, switch from one character to another or 

even imitate the environment or inanimate objects within the 
scene – it’s a lot of fun.

The second group watch and have to guess what the first are 
doing and then the second group complete the same exercise 
while the first group watches. Discussion of the fact that these 
movements represent found material which is often used in 
postdramatic performance.  Individuals are then asked to 
choose their four favourite “found” moves from the karaoke 
choreography (either ones they have done or ones they have 
seen) and create a four movement sequence based on them. 

From this point, there are a few different ways in which these 
sequences can be used. you can play with all students together, 
looping their four sequences and “conducting” them according 
to pace, repetition and quality of movement. an alternative is 
to ask students to get into groups, share their sequences and 
combine them into a group sequence, playing again with the 
order of such movements, pacing, repetition etc. 

Presenting the group sequences at this stage can be a good 
point for the discussion of this form of found movement which 
has its origin in the film they saw. See if they can talk about how 
such movement changes when it is cited in performance and 
separated from its original context within the film scene. 

Task based or non-matrixed movement sequences 
These exercises represent another approach to generating 
movement sequences. Rather than working from found material, 
the students are asked to generate task based sequences.

Participants are asked to think of activities that might be taking 
place around a city. Things that people are actually doing and 
to choose one specific activity to focus on. Tell them rather than 
pretending to be someone else, they should focus on the action/
the things that need to be completed to do this activity. acting 
in what Sartre calls “good faith” – not pretending, just doing. 
Individuals use this work to generate a fixed sequence of four or 
five movements to represent the activity they have chosen. They 
need to know their sequence well and be able to loop it easily.

again, this can then be taken on in a variety of ways. They can 
work in groups as above or another option is to ask the students 
to compose each other’s group sequences, using the principles 
mentioned in the exercises above. There is also an opportunity here 
to focus on another common trait in postdramatic work – combining 
doing and looking e.g. times when they are engaged in action and 
times when they are watching others’ performance. Make it clear 
that there is no distinction between their role here: they are not “in” 
or “out” of role – just completing tasks: doing or watching. 

It’s good to complete this activity by discussing the difference 
between representational performance, where you are taking 
on a particular role and non-matrixed performance where 
it is not clear who you are or where you are and the focus is 
specifically on the task which is being completed. What is the 
difference in the effect created? 

Creating sonic landscapes
This final set of activities focuses on generating and combining 
fragments of text and/or sound.
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automatic writing – ask participants to write continuously for 3 
minutes about the city or a particular city or their experience of 
the city, focusing on the senses – images, sounds, tastes, textures. 
ask individuals to read their work and pick out some interesting 
images/words/phrases – tell them not to look for narrative or 
cohesion but fragments of text which appeal to them and which 
they find interesting – 3 or 4 fragments per person. 

In groups, individuals share their fragments and think about 
how they can be combined – again stress that the purpose is not 
to make sense as such but to 
“compose” the fragments 
in interesting ways, thinking 
about individual delivery, 
choral speech, repetition, 
counterpoint, rhythm, 
pacing, volume and 
dynamics – essentially they 
are thinking about the text 
musically. 

ask them to try recording 
parts of texts or including 
sound/music from iPhones 
etc which can be activated 
at different points and come 
from different parts of the 
space to create a score 
or soundscape – they are 
thinking here about aural 
dramaturgy, not cohesion, 
but collage and fragment. 

another alternative is to ask the students, as a homework task, 
to gather “found sounds” from the city, through recording them 
on phones/iPods or to bring in music related to the theme. These 
can then be added to the textscape to create a sonic landscape 
of the city. 

Combining elements
Each of the above exercises can work discretely to explore a 
particular theme or as an alternative approach to a devising 
task where text, movement or sound needs to be generated. 
However, what is generated through such exercises can also be 
combined to create a postdramatic performance composition. 

The following instructions can help in order to guide this process:Give 
the students a very specific time frame for their composition and 
ask them not to search for wholeness and unity but to focus on 
montage/collage plus layering of sound, image and text. 
•  In combining their fragments of text, sound and movement, 

they should think, as in all the previous exercises, in terms of 
compositional principles; rhythm, pacing, dynamics, contrast 
and counterpoint, repetition, singularity and choralities.

•  also ask them to assemble the piece in both time and 
space and to think about layering and isolation, speed and 
duration, positioning in relation to the audience, mediated 
and non-mediated voices and sounds.

•  Finally, they should play with possibilities practically and be 
guided by hunches and feelings as to what feels and looks 
right – not searching for meaning but using visual dramaturgy 

as a guiding principle. Talking about this type of devising 
generally doesn’t work – they need to get up and try it.

•    a few rules can help to focus the creative process e.g. they 
must include a moment of silence and stillness, a moment of 
unison etc.

This type of devising can work very well with IB level students. 
However, it is certainly true that it is not for everyone and that 
students have varying reactions to working and devising in this 
way. as with any unfamiliar tradition or practice, they sometimes 

need to be encouraged to 
just try out the exercises, 
taking from them what is 
useful to them, as both a 
student and practitioner. 

Postdramatic theatre 
is a pretty hot topic in 
contemporary performance 
studies with elements of this 
type of work more and more 
prevalent on stages across 
the world. It can certainly 
be explored as a specific 
performance practice within 
an IB Theatre course but 
equally the techniques 
associated with it can be a 
useful alternative approach 
to devising in any context 
within the curriculum. 

Postdramatic theatre resources
Books
Bailes, S (2011) Performance Theatre and the Poetics of Failure, 
Oxon/New york, Routledge
Carlson, Marvin, Performance: A Critical Introduction, 
Routledge, London, 2004
Etchells, Tim, Certain Fragments: Contemporary Performance 
and Forced Entertainment, Routledge, London, 1999
Fischer-Lichte, Erika, The Transformative Power of Performance: 
A New Aesthetics, Routledge, London, 2008
Fuchs, Elinor, The Death of Character: Perspectives on Theatre 
After Modernism, Indianapolis, Indianapolis University Press, 1996
Harvie, Jen and Lavender, andy (eds.), Making Contemporary 
Theatre, Manchester University Press, Manchester, 2010
Kirby, Michael (1972) ‘On Acting and Not-Acting’, The Drama 
Review: TDR, Vol. 16, No. 1, Mar., 1972, pp. 3-15
Lehmann, Hans Postdramatic Theatre, Routledge, Oxon, 2006
Phelan, Peggy, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, 
Routledge, New york, 1993

Practitioners
all the companies and practitioners below work in broadly 
postdramatic modes or include elements of the postdramatic in their 
performances. Clips of work can be found through youTube and 
many of the company websites also include resources and useful links: 
Forced Entertainment Robert Wilson
Wooster Group Goat Island
Elevator Repair Service Complicité
Théâtre du Soleil •
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My thoughts on this article in 2018:
James Agate claimed that only a very clever critic could get 
published. With the plethora of blogs and sites that devote 
space and commentary to critical analysis, Agate’s claim 
is no longer the case. Since writing the below article, I have 
also reviewed for the online blogspot Canberra Critics Circle  
(ccc-canberracriticscircle.blogspot.com). The blog offers reviews 
in all visual and performing arts. The contributors are recognised 
critics for various print media. In addition, social media invites 
opinion from anyone who might have an opinion. This provides 
a plethora of opinion and feedback but the expression of opinion 
alone does not constitute comprehensive, informed, imaginative 
and articulate theatre criticism. It is therefore advisable to be 
selective in the theatre criticism that a student may research 
to help them to become critics – whose opinions and insight 
can contribute to the role and reputation of the arts and their 
invaluable place in society.

The theatre critic
“The first duty of a critic is to engage with the living event with 
total concentration and to present his or her uncensored reactions 
with maximum dash and fire” writes Michael Billington, critic for 
The Guardian, in his collection of reviews One Night Stands. 
Irving Wardle, former critic for The Independent on Sunday, 
in his volume Theatre Criticism, provides a definition of form 
and content when he writes: “Criticism consists of description 
and argument; ideally argument through description”. Neither 
Billington nor Wardle would regard theatre criticism as objective 
and this is usually reflected in the style that a critic may choose 
to adopt. As James Agate observed in 1939: “Anybody can 
write dramatic criticism; it takes a very clever fellow indeed to 
get it reprinted”. Pompous perhaps but it does acknowledge the 
capacity of all theatregoers to have a subjective opinion and 
to recognise what they like or do not like, although they may 
not have the knowledge and the expertise to be able to express 
informed opinion which is the function of the critic’s role.

It is not enough for a critic to simply be able to express an 
opinion or in fact to describe the plot of a play. as agate 
observes, anybody can do that. The theatre critic must also be 
able to write well with that “dash and fire” that Billington refers 
to. Over the years, since 1996 when I first began to write reviews 
and articles for The Canberra Times, the national capital of 
australia’s daily newspaper, more people have remarked on 
the quality of my writing than the content of my reviews with 
which they may agree or disagree.

There is no stylistic formula that the critic is expected to adopt 
and the style of writing may vary from critic to critic but it is 
important that the review should observe the function of its 
role. The newspaper reviewer has an obligation to inform the 
theatre-going public, advise the theatre company and record 
the living event for archival purposes. It’s a tall order for any 
critic and especially one who may have only 370 words and an 
overnight deadline.

Many’s the time, as I pound away at the keys at 1:00am (thank 
heaven for short shows!) that I have agonised over the wording of 
my review, as I strive to satisfy the demands of my job as a theatre 
critic while accurately providing useful insights and opinions 
for the artists, the audience and the general readership of the 
newspaper. My style, whether flamboyant, prosaic, alliterative 
or imagistic is always driven by love – a love of language, a 
love of the artistry of theatre, a love of opinion and debate and 
a love of the power to persuade, advise or postulate. My first 
aim is to engage the reader, my second to entertain and inform, 
and my third to encourage a debate that will contribute to the 
understanding and appreciation of excellent theatre practice 
in my community. After five hours sleep, and with thoughts still 
spinning through my head, whether I am reviewing an amateur 
performance or a professional production, a familiar classic or 
an experimental group-devised work, I return fresh-faced to the 
computer to tweak and adjust, edit or embellish, explain and 
clarify, and then forward my review to the arts editor, in the 
hope that they or the sub editors will not cut my 370 words to 
make space for a photo or an advertisement.

I approach theatre criticism as an investigation of the four 
“I”s that inform the theatrical event: inspiration, interpretation, 
imagination and impact. It is not possible to evaluate a piece 
of work without understanding its source of inspiration. This may 
be a theatrical text, a theme, an event or an oral tradition. It is in 
fact the spine of the production, the well-spring of interpretation, 
imagination and impact. The responsibility of the director is to 
interpret the playwright’s intention, imagine the work upon 
the stage and determine the impact that the work is intended 
to have on an audience. The role of the critic is to assess the 
success or failure of the director’s intentions, by considering the 
many elements of production that are implemented to bring the 
theatre to life upon the stage.

Bertolt Brecht understood the important role of the critic when he 
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wrote: “What they say about my plays doesn’t matter; my plays 
will survive the critics, but what they say about my productions 
matters very much because what they write is all that posterity 
will know about the subject”. The spoken judgement vanishes on 
the wind but the written criticism travels through time, informing 
the future of the past.

My reviews are for today’s audiences and tomorrow’s archivists, 
and the steps that I take to construct a 370 word review for a 
daily newspaper or a 1,000 word review for a magazine will 
be the same.

The student critic
The requirements of the student critic may vary according to 
their experience and the nature of the task but their responsibility 
will be the same: to describe, analyse and assess a theatrical 
performance in literary form. For example, the balance of 
description and argument may vary in a 1,500 word critical 
evaluation, compared to a one hundred word analysis. It 
is crucial that the student clearly identifies the function of 
the criticism in either case and writes accordingly. Whatever 
the nature of the task, the fact remains that opinion should 
always be supported by example; that is “argument through 
description” that Wardle refers to.

The first step in critical evaluation is obviously to see as much 
theatre as possible and experience and discuss the diverse 
nature of theatre across the world and throughout the many 
societies that find cultural expression through the art of theatre. 
This may be based on ritual and tradition, or on literary text, 
and it is important that students appreciate the remarkable 
diversity of theatrical expression.

Of course, for many it is not possible to experience a diversity of live 
theatre and it may be necessary to experience the theatre of other 
cultures through available videos of the live performance. Insight 
Media in New york sells a vast range of useful videos (www.insight-
media.com). They are not cheap but they would be a valuable 
asset to any library and an excellent resource for students.

Even though the student of theatre is not a critic writing 
professionally for a newspaper or magazine, it is important that 
they are able to present a clearly structured argument through 
the use of the written word.

If we accept agate’s premise that anybody can write a critical 
review then we must also accept that in order to write a critique 
of a theatrical performance, the student of theatre must possess 
sufficient knowledge and experience in order to be able to 
recognise what is occurring on and off the stage during the 
creation of the production for an audience and possess the skills 
to analyse the effectiveness of the various elements. Fortunately, 
the student of theatre may have time to record, ponder and 
revise before presenting the final review for assessment.

For many years I took a group of students to an arts festival in 
adelaide or Melbourne. During their tour, they would perform 
a play that they had devised at various schools and community 
venues, such as nursing homes and hospitals. as well as this, 
they would visit at least ten productions during their tour. The 
productions might be theatre performances, music presentations 
or dance performances and the students were expected to write 
reviews on at least three of these experiences. They were asked 
to review those performances that excited them and that gave 
them insights into the art form. The production may have been 
excellent or it may have been a production that did not meet 
expectations and provided ample material for criticism – from 
which the students felt they could learn important aspects of 
theatre criticism and the art of bringing the play from page to 
stage or concept to creation. 

Some practical steps
There are four key steps that I will take to create a critical review 
of a production. Critics may vary enormously in their approach 
and many may view the same production in a variety of ways. I 
believe that the critic’s role is to inform an audience of the nature 
of the production, its relevance to their lives, its success or failure 
in engaging their intellect and emotions, and its effectiveness in 
communicating its central intent in order to provide the audience 
with the necessary information to form their own judgements.

1. Before the visit – the critic prepares
Before attending a performance, undertake research that will 
familiarise you with the play, the playwright, the theatre company, 
the director and other examples of criticism, if available. Some 
information may be available from the Oxford Companion to 
the Theatre. Some may be in feature articles that are written prior 
to the opening. Information may be available online.
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If the work is a new work by an established playwright, research 
previous works for an understanding of his or her essential 
position e.g. the politics of David Hare, the comic style of Tom 
Stoppard, the tradition of Noh Theatre etc. If this is the first work 
of a new playwright, read publicity material or programme 
notes and find out what the playwright says about himself or 
herself and the work that he or she has created.

Prepare yourself to do justice to the production and demonstrate 
an understanding of the playwright’s intention and the director’s 
interpretation. an ill-informed critic is the critic that Oscar Wilde 
refers to in The Critic as Artist as “unfair, insincere and not 
rational”. If you are unable to gain information through research, 
allow enough time at the production to read the programme 
fully for any clues to the play’s nature and the production’s 
central concept.

2. At the theatre – the critic concentrates
Take a small notebook and pen or pencil with you to the production. 
your task is to record your impressions so that you can later form 
these into a critical response to the elements of production and 
its success or failure in communicating its intent to the audience. 
Buy a programme if available and read the notes fully. Prepare 
yourself to concentrate totally on your visual, aural, intellectual and 
emotional response to the production upon the stage.

3. What to look for – the elements of criticism
The critic’s eyes, ears, heart and mind all act as filters to discern the 
success or failure of the production’s intent. The essential thing to 
look for is the production’s interpretation of the playwright’s intent 
through the central concept, usually determined by the director.
Example: a theatre company has decided to present 
William Shakespeare’s tragedy King Lear. The director, an 
experimental, innovative interpreter, has decided to set the play 
in an amusement park with a hall of mirrors, freak shows and 
a ghost train because he believes that the play is about the 
illusory power of the mind and the horrific consequences of the 
mind’s imagining. This becomes the “spine” of the production. 
Everything is related to this concept and to the illumination of 
the text’s themes and action through this concept. The setting, 
the costumes, the lighting, the music and the acting styles are 
all unified by the central concept and the essential interpretation 
of Shakespeare’s text.

The critic’s task is essentially quite straightforward: to determine the 
effectiveness of this interpretation for an audience through a series of 
questions; designed to reveal the success or failure of the production.

1. What is the play saying to a contemporary audience?
2.  How has the director interpreted the playwright’s intent? 

What vision has he or she created to convey the play’s 
message?

3.  How successfully does the production, through the director’s 
interpretation, communicate the play’s intention?

4.  How successfully do the design elements contribute to the 
audience’s appreciation of the production’s intent?

5.  How successfully do the performances of the actors engage 
the audience’s hearts and minds and provide appreciation 
of the playwright’s intentions through the stage action?

6. What is exceptionally noteworthy about the production?
7. What is exceptionally noteworthy about the performances?
8. What has contributed to this play’s successes?
9. What has contributed to this play’s failures?
10.  What is your opinion as the critical observer of this production?

4. Writing the critical evaluation – the critics style
According to Irving Wardle: “In the right hands, practically any 
form will do… the only proviso is that they should be chosen 
as the most effective means of transmitting the event and the 
reviewer’s opinion of it… the minimum requirement of a reviewer 
is that he should provide enough information for the reader to 
picture the event, and then add something of his own”.

Style varies considerably according to the form of a review. If 
one is writing 370 words for a daily newspaper with a copy 
deadline for the following morning, this will be different to 
a more considered review for a journal that may consist of 
800 words and has a deadline set for the following week or 
a 1,500 word review by a student which is to be written in 
essay form and may not be due for some time. Irving Wardle 
in his book Theatre Criticism, published by Routledge in the 
Theatre Concepts Series, warns against the formula review. 
This is specifically applied to the overnight review with the 
swift deadline. It is easily recognised as “a declarative opening 
paragraph, a plot summary, a sketchy analysis coming down 
for or against the show and a concluding round-up of the actors 
with one adjective apiece”.

all elements of this kind of a review are important ingredients of a 
review but it is in the expression that truly creative critical evaluation 
lies. There are several factors to consider when determining the 
form that is most appropriate to your individual style:
1. Speak with your own voice and in your own style.
2.  Form a central opinion of the production and relate your 

description of the event to this central opinion. Don’t sit on 
the fence with opinion.

3.  Consider the piece as an example of creative writing 

through the use of imagery, alliteration, metaphor, irony 
and satire but do not show off. Be truthful to the critic’s role 
to describe a living event and express an opinion that will 
offer a truthful platform for debate by audiences who may 
wish to see the show and the artists who have created a 
particular interpretation for the audience.

4.  Discover your own voice and explore the style of that voice. 
Do you start with a description of the play and the company 
that is performing it?

  Do you open with an opinion and then continue to support 
that opinion with example?

  Do you begin with an instant from the play, such as a 
quotation or a description of a moment and then suggest 
the play’s impact from that statement or image?

  Do you open with a mention of the director and what he or 
she has achieved?

  Do you open with an analogy that would indicate the 
play’s effectiveness e.g. “Ensemble Theatre’s provocative 
production of Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage blasts its 
audience into a desolate wasteland of futility and suffering 
that unrelentingly bombards us with the tragic plight of the 
individual in wartime”?

Whether one writes 1,500 words, 400 words or a mere hundred 
words to make a salient point in a portfolio, one should always 
observe Wardle’s axiom of “description through argument” 
and ensure that the criticism is relevant to the reviewer’s central 
opinion on the success or failure of the production or the 
production elements. Just as the director, designers and cast 
should be unified in their understanding of the production’s 
central concept (“spine”).

A critic’s literary style will be influenced by the nature of the 
audience at a production. If the reviewer’s role includes 
comment on the impact of the production on the audience, 
this may vary greatly, depending on whether the audience is 
constituted of friends and relatives, attending a high school 
production or a highly discerning and diverse audience at a 
professional production.

It is important that the critic maintains a distance that allows for 
critical judgement. a critic’s aim is to inform an opinion but also 
to contribute to the development of theatre and an audience’s 
appreciation of good theatre. The critic’s role, by definition, is 
to find fault. Liberally speaking, this is interpreted as forming a 
quality opinion and expressing it in a style that will contribute to 
the improvement of the practice of the art form by the theatre 
company as well as an improvement in critical judgement by 
an audience.

The critic should be true to his or her own voice while avoiding the 
pitfalls that will lessen the integrity of the critic. alexander Pope 
refers to sarcasm as “the lowest form of wit”. A destructive, negative 
style serves neither the art nor the audience’s appreciation of the 
art. a reviewer once opened his review of a touring production 
that my students took to Adelaide with: “Large ladies waddle 
across the stage in this allegorical piece of twaddle”.

Letters from incensed schools who had seen the production of 
an adaptation of Clara Pincola Estes’s The Gift of Story arrived 
at the desk of the paper’s arts editor, complaining about the 

inappropriate attack on young performers and praising the 
production. It was certainly not a production without fault 
and the challenge had in some instances confounded an 
enthusiastic but inexperienced cast. The production warranted 
a constructive and critical response but the critic who suffers 
self-aggrandisement serves neither the art nor his position as a 
critic for a daily newspaper. I was amused to learn some years 
later that a touring French physical theatre company refused 
admission to the critic when he arrived to review their show 
during an adelaide festival of arts.

The critic should demonstrate a love of language and words as 
the tools of communication and always have a dictionary and 
a thesaurus by one’s side. The critic should aim to intrigue the 
reader with the power of the word so that their interest in and 
their appreciation of the production can be heightened by the 
critic’s voice. The critic should experiment with style. Productions 
differ vastly and the critic’s response to these will also differ. 
The review should be true to the effect that that particular 
production has had on the reviewer. To your own opinion be 
true. Apportion praise where praise is due and find fault where 
improvement of the fault would improve the production.

The final word
Katherine Brisbane, former critic for australia’s national daily 
paper The Australian, commented: “The critic should always 
remember that the artists have worked for six weeks or more 
with love and devotion, to bring the production to the audience. 
The critic should support this devotion. I may not always like 
the production but through my criticism, whether favourable or 
unfavourable towards the production, I will always support the 
work done and the place of that work in society.”

The critic’s job can be difficult. Professional critics work often to 
ridiculous deadlines with little remuneration for the hours they 
spend. It is important then that they love the challenge and 
the responsibility of theatre criticism. It is important that they 
are passionate about the art form and that they understand its 
nature and its purpose, both for the artist and the society. It is 
no less important that these should be the criteria for informed 
and imaginative criticism by the student of theatre.

If the aim of theatre is to inspire, then the aim of the student 
critic is to be inspired and in the search for inspiration, judge the 
effectiveness of a theatrical production in achieving its aims. The 
student critic is the magician who reveals how the illusion works 
and invites us to understand and be entranced by the magic 
that is theatre. 
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“a dirECTor iS 
rESpoNSiblE for 
ThE arTiSTiC viSioN 
of a produCTioN, 
ThaT iT all haNgS 
TogEThEr, lookS 
good aNd makES 
SENSE.” 

The life of a 
magpie

My thoughts on this article in 2018:
It is interesting to discover just how many ideas still resonate 
with me in this article, thirteen years on. Especially pertinent are 
the comments about adapting your rehearsal approach to the 
specific text and parameters of the task at hand (in fact I am 
currently completing a PhD thesis on that topic). There are a 
couple of subtle shifts in the way I perceive the job of directing 
now. Firstly, I don’t think meaning is communicated through 
symbols (semiotics) as much as it is via association (metonyms). 
That is, in theatre we make artistic choices based not on what 
it means but what ideas, connections and feelings it will evoke 
in the audience member. I think this is an important distinction 
because it is really a more creative and open way of thinking 
about theatre as an art form. Secondly, I wrote that directing 
is all-consuming. Well, yes and no – you need to be passionate 
and maintain your artistic integrity but for a sustainable career 
you also need to learn how to manage that with all the other 
important and meaningful things in your life. That is tricky but 
necessary. Finally, I think I still agree with the fundamental bit of 
advice about how to be an effective director: just make the best 
possible decision at each little step along the way.

a director is responsible for the artistic vision of a production, 
that it all hangs together, looks good and makes sense. They 

have to understand all the different parts of the play; the 
different jobs of the team members involved in staging it and 
make sure that the story and meaning of the play is clearly and 
effectively expressed to the audience. a director has to be a 
master of communicating meaning through symbols, creating 
mood and manipulating the tension the audience feels.

I take on many different roles when directing e.g. an adventurer 
– valiantly exploring, enjoying the quest and not knowing exactly 
what the end will be; a gardener – carefully tending and nurturing 
the creative process of a team of skilled artists, each with their own 
strengths and needs; a captain on a ship – ensuring everyone is 
heading in the same direction, navigating creative obstacles and 
keeping everyone happy on the same ship.

Directing is all-consuming. Sometimes when I start on a play I 
feel like I am jumping into a swimming pool and holding my 
breath for as long as possible and by the time I come up for air, 
it is the cast party. It is exhilarating, an emotional roller-coaster 
at times but so very fulfilling.

I would describe my directing process as eclectic. as an artist I 
am a “magpie” (Australian bird), grabbing bits and pieces of 
approaches and techniques to store in my “director’s tool kit” to 
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pull out in different situations. Every play has its own demands 
and challenges. you have to develop the wisdom to know the 
best techniques/approach to use according to the type of play, 
the specific moment/artistic challenge at hand and the actors 
experience/flexibility.

Traditionally, there is a standard way of directing – sit down and 
analyse the play with the actors, get up and semi-improvise 
the movements working chronologically through the play and 
then rehearse the scenes until consolidated. Run-throughs of 
scenes help everyone to get a sense of the flow of tension and 
the story itself. Ideally, I like to diverge from this which some 
actors find confronting and others love. They later revel in the 
opportunity to play, using different approaches, exploring 
the story, characters and dramatic tension through different 
“frames” (e.g. exercises or goals within rehearsal). For instance, I 
might start the rehearsal period by “throwing the whole story on 
the floor” and improvising– start with the most dramatic scene 
or have abstract rules e.g. you must only walk in a grid pattern, 
only moving when you speak and turning a corner each time 
you get to a punctuation point (this is an exercise to help actors 
locate each individual thought and moment and helps me as 
a director to see spatial ideas emerge).

I always request actors to be off script 
by the first rehearsal of each scene. It 
is very difficult for actors to commit to 
the moment and connect with each 
other if they are holding a script. In 
some circumstances, I use an overhead 
projector with the script projected up 
onto the studio wall to help them out.

I always try to avoid telling actors 
where to stand, where to walk or how 
to say a line. This is because actors 
are professional artists with enormous 
skill to contribute and it is limiting and a waste to just impose 
movements etc on them as if they were puppets. There is 
a lot more going on inside an actor whilst acting than most 
people realise and it is an important part of the director’s job 
to help facilitate and provide time and space for the actor’s 
own internal process. This way you usually end up with the best 
possible artistic result as well as a happy cast who fully “own” 
the show and are 100% committed to each moment on stage. 
Of course, the director is also the external eye, making sure 
the actors’ internal experience looks right from the audiences’ 
perspective. Similarly, working with members of the creative 
team, such as the designers for set/costume, lighting and 
sound, the director has to be clear and facilitate their own skills, 
steering all input towards an effective final piece. The exception 
to the above way of directing is when you are working with 
inexperienced actors, a large number of actors on stage and/
or being under enormous time pressure, such as a big school 
production. Then, to get the show up and running, you have to 
be a more dictatorial director.

Directors are all very individual in their sense of aesthetics. I 
tend to choose scripts that have a symbolic and theatrical tone 
such as surrealism, absurdism – anything that can be open to 
a non- naturalistic interpretation. I like scripts that experiment 

with form e.g. having two realities entwined and simultaneously 
on stage, without splitting focus. I love the visual and symbolic 
imagery such as work by the French Compagnie Philippe Genty 
and many conventions of various asian theatre styles such as 
Beijing Opera. Most of all I have been strongly influenced 
by the minimalist, eclectic and strongly visual style of English 
director Peter Brook and the concepts of Polish director and 
theatre theorist Jerzy Grotowski: “the actor is paramount” and 
that to act “one must avoid the beautiful lie”. I am also trained 
in contemporary dance, so spatial and visual aesthetics is an 
important part of my work.

So what skills do you need to be a director?
•  Analytical and imaginative skills – ability to visualise the final 

product and being able to sense tension or lack of tension.
•  Creative problem solving – you rarely have enough time and 

money. Realising your vision in reality, without compromising 
it, is a real skill. With experience I’ve found achieving 80% of 
the original vision is actually an indication of immense success.

•     Excellent interpersonal skills – much of my job is often 
facilitating and nurturing others’ ideas, managing others’ 
stress, privately managing my own and ensuring positive 

and absolutely clear communication 
amongst the artists involved. There is 
no advantage of being a director who 
berates actors, throws tantrums and 
storms out.
•     an intense interest in human 

behaviour – since that is what 
plays explore – what people do, 
how and why they do it.

•     Excellent time management and 
setting mini goals.

•     Confidence and perseverance. 

When I was training, my directing 
mentor said to me: “You are a director 

the moment you see yourself as one”. I think this is true – you need 
to understand the role, have the work-ethic and desire and just start 
doing the job the best you can. Skill comes from experience and 
you keep learning across a lifetime as an artist. So try to get a lot 
of practical experience. It is normal to find the job overwhelming 
at first but setting up a very careful rehearsal schedule helps. The 
most important thing is to simply focus on making the best possible 
decision at each little step along the way.

There are many different paths. Some people study drama, 
then go on to specialise in directing. Others complete a 
tertiary degree in another area before they become a director. 
No matter how and when you start, exposure, interest and 
knowledge of a range of art forms is very helpful e.g. art 
history, literature, psychology, dance etc. Watching directors at 
work and experiencing being directed yourself (by a variety of 
directors), starts to give you ideas and ways of going about it. 
you never stop learning. an older director said to me recently 
how so many people his age, having focused on money as 
their motivation for work were now retiring and now had found 
themselves devoid of focus and meaning in their life. He said he 
didn’t have this problem – theatre had always fed his soul and 
he would continue exploring, learning and directing plays until 
his final days. •

“you arE a 
dirECTor ThE 
momENT you 

SEE yourSElf 
aS oNE.”



academically able as well as those with cognate vocational 
skills. The discipline has grown and expanded over the last 
decades, with drama teachers frequently offering some of the 
most exciting opportunities and experiences for young people 
in schools. 

In 2016, in the United Kingdom we are engaged in a 
debate with our government’s Department for Education 
(DfE) that resonates with those memories of 1988. The DfE 
seem determined to squeeze out the arts in the curriculum by 
establishing the EBacc (English Baccalaureate) for 90% of 
pupils at the age of 16. Effectively, this has a core of seven non-
arts subjects, leaving space for one more subject only – with 
a plethora of contending subjects for that eighth place. Once 
again, drama is in danger. The arts in schools have already 
declined: a decline in timetabled lessons, a decline in teaching 
staff and a decline in take-up by pupils.2 I write this article 
as the consultation on the EBacc closes (the end of January 
2016), knowing that this attempt at the deracination of the 
arts in schools has galvanised a wide range of arts advocates, 
university lecturers, key influential people from the arts industry 
and others. It is to be hoped that this collation has some effect. 

Ironically, the main United Kingdom audience for this 
magazine, the independent sector, is not bound by statutory 
education law and can continue to offer a healthy arts 
provision, with no concerns for government short-sightedness. 
Of course, there has been profound and demonstrable support 
for and belief in, drama and the arts as a necessary part of 
any curriculum, state or otherwise, from the independent sector 
up to head-teacher level.3 For example, NISDa (the National 
Independent Schools’ Drama association) have been voluble 
in their expression of support,  as I found out at their national 
conference in 2013 at St Paul’s School for Girls. There is deep, 
cross-sector concern for drama in schools. 

It is an entirely appropriate time, therefore, for those of us in 
the United Kingdom to pause and consider, indeed, “why does 
drama matter?” 

In this piece, I want to dwell on that mattering of drama: why 
it matters and what is the impact of the matter that is taught. 
I write with the United Kingdom as my “case study”, as I am 
immersed in this country’s arts education, although my points 
are likely to be transnational. These eight points have overlaps 
and are not comprehensive.

1. Contribution to the economy
There is something very puzzling about the pressure to reduce 
arts in schools in a society where the arts contribute so extensively 
to a nation’s GDP (this is the case in many countries and not 
just the United Kingdom). Such a government philosophy is at 
odds with the external commitment to the arts expressed by the 
UK’s prime minister and chancellor of the exchequer. The latter, 
George Osborne, protected the UK’s arts Council in the budget 
cuts announced in November 2015, assuring us that cuts would 
be a “false economy” saying: “[O]ne of the best investments we 
can make as a nation is in our extraordinary arts, museums, 
heritage, media and sport” and recognising that £1 billion 
investment returned a quarter of a trillion pounds. In a recent 
Arts Council report, Richard Russell calmly reports that “[e]very 

pound of public funding going to the arts Council’s national 
portfolio organisations pays back £5 in tax contributions from 
the sector as a whole” and that turnover in the arts increased 
by 22% in three years, from 2011.4 Just a week before writing 
this piece, David Cameron said: “And if you believe in publicly-
funded arts and culture – as I passionately do, then you must 
also believe in equality of access, attracting all and welcoming 
all. …That doesn’t mean just opening up a few times to children 
from a deprived area; it means taking all creativity and 
ingenuity of those who work in the arts, and applying it to this 
vital challenge.”5

and the UK government is considering introducing a system 
that squeezes the arts in schools? How is it possible that our DfE 
can actively work to discourage young people from following 
such an economically successful career path for the country 
– and for themselves? The matter taught in drama leads to 
careers in the performing arts industry. From courses in acting, 
applied theatre and drama education, costume construction, 
design, lighting, performance arts, props, puppetry, scenic art 
and construction, sound, stage management and technical/
production management – about 230 graduates from Ba 
degrees at Central graduate each year into a flourishing 
industry. The Cebr report of 2015 states that the average arts 
and cultural worker is paid “well over the national average”, 
with a 4% rise in employment between 2010 and 2013.6 The 
arts and cultural industry thrive on trained, creative young 
people – and such people earn a living. If this training doesn’t 
start in school, we will have to rely solely on those parents and 
caregivers with the appropriate cultural capital to encourage 
children to participate in the arts outside school. Clearly, that’s 
unacceptable. Is it seriously a possibility that ministers haven’t 
made the connection between an expanded arts and culture 
industry with the rich and diverse arts curriculum of recent 
decades?

2. Modelling a live/ly collaborative society
There is an increasing fear that society is moving further towards 
digitally inhabited lives of comparative solitude or distance. 
amongst others, Sherry Turkle debates this in her book Alone 
Together7,  suggesting that we are in danger of losing our ability 
to communicate with each other verbally and in the same 
physical space. We are alone, albeit connected to uncountable 
numbers of people digitally. She points to the influence this 
has on the young, who have grown up with mobile phones 
and an ever-present expectation of instant – but distanced – 
communication. 

I have less patience than I used to with some of the old adages 
around drama: it builds confidence, you learn to collaborate, 
learn to express yourself, and so on. Perhaps this is just after 
decades of use and, as is the way with such repetition, 
phrases lose meaning. I am interested in different nuancing, in 
reimagining and re-envisioning some of these ideas, however, 
when it is timely to do so, as it is now. I see a strong reason 
to promote, to model and to advocate live and lively groups 
of young people who are engaged with discussion, physical 
creation and exchanges of aesthetic and philosophical ideas in 
a common exploration of artistic theatre practice.  
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The mattering 
of drama

My thoughts on this article in 2018:
Having been asked to preface this with any additional or 
changed thoughts for a drawing together of key articles from 
Scene it is intriguing – and quite shocking – to see how swiftly 
politics have changed in under two years since first writing this 
piece. I have been baffled, and sometimes sleepless, at the 
extraordinary voting decisions in the United Kingdom (Brexit) 
and the United States (Trump) and the potential of further 
right wing political leaderships. I’m still optimistic for the arts 
in schools and for the power of our field to shift mindsets 
and promote wellbeing. The United Kingdom’s fight against 
the monopolisation of the curriculum by the non-arts EBacc 
continues (and not without threads of hope) and applications 
to undergraduate courses continue to rise. This latter suggests a 
redoubtable defence of the importance of the arts in schools by 
UK drama teachers: I salute you. The main points of this article 
remain: the mattering of drama and what can be achieved.

In 1992, I had my first – and very short – article published in 
a magazine called 2D (referring to Dance and Drama). In it I 

argued for a balance of Drama in our UK curriculum teaching, 
entitling the piece Not the Drama Quarrel. Many grounded 
and ground-level drama teachers had been finding the intense 
critical debates and yes, quarrels around “drama as social 
process” or “drama as theatre” wearisome. Not the Drama 
Quarrel was an attempt to say that most drama teachers I 
knew were more than happy with where we had arrived – a 
balance of text and theatre together with socially engaged, 
potentially issue-based, improvisation-led drama – and they 
were wary of continued arguments by those writing books 
and articles in drama. In that article of a generation ago, I 
suggested that in the wake of those testy discourses of the 1970s 
and 1980s, drama had failed to achieve its own position in 
the United Kingdom’s National Curriculum, part of the 1988 
Education Reform act.1 It was present under English only. 
Despite this, drama in schools in the United Kingdom thrived 
because head-teachers have been given the space to embellish 
the National Curriculum; the subject of drama has fitted well 
in an educational system with increasingly complex constituent 
youngsters. It is a flexible enough subject to satisfy the most 

By SaLLy MaCKEy 

First published in the May 2016 SCENE issue “Why drama matters”.
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the value of practising life-views, however, framing ways of 
behaving and speaking about important issues in contemporary 
society, in non-threatening, well-managed, safe environments. 
Drama does this. No other subject has that particular meshing 
of “being” that allows a holistic engagement with the world. 
This is undertaken across the spectrum of drama lessons: from 
thematically-based improvisation sessions to understanding 
Shakespeare.

5. The uses of language10

Mass language styles can offer freedom. They can operate 
as “restricted codes”, a term developed by the educational 
sociologist Basil Bernstein,11  where to share and understand 
words, grammatical phrasing and accenting can ensure a 
freedom from alienation. You can become one of a “club”, 
accepted into groups because you speak the right languages. 
Such homogenisation of language can, however, also reduce 
much that language offers, of course. Whilst the freedom from 
“othering” and alienation can be bought by sharing restricted 
languages, it is also possible to argue that feelings, emotions, 
communication and knowledge becomes less progressive; 
oppressed by the need to linguistically conform. 

My point here is one I alluded to earlier in this article. Repetition 
can lead to a lack of new thinking. We should be encouraging 
our youngsters away from hackneyed, well-trodden expressions 
where ideas become clichés and emotions are simplified into 
the limits of controlled language. Drama promotes increased 
linguistic skills, whether this is seeking out new words in 
improvisation and devising contexts, or speaking and performing 
some new languages forged by brilliant playwrights. This is 
not to deny the importance of heutagogy (my own particular 
new language word of the month) but the encouragement of 
expanding language and its use offers growth in civilisation: we 
develop our thinking and expand our understanding.

6. Knowledge 
A comparatively new discipline, “drama, theatre and 
performance” has proliferated in recent decades. I undertook 
an interesting,  if rough, calculation a couple of years ago. With 
the help of my ex-professor at Exeter University (where I was 
an undergraduate), we calculated that there were about 200 
full-time equivalent first-year drama undergraduate students in 
the United Kingdom in the mid-1970s. Two years ago, there 
were a staggering 678 drama undergraduate courses in our 
UK university guide (albeit many combined) –  and this didn’t 
include some of the conservatoires. a very rough calculation 
of first year undergraduates in drama in the United Kingdom 
was about 10,000–12,000 students. Since the 1970s, drama 
has become established.  and the establishment of a subject at 
university level denotes its position as “serious”.

Quietly but profoundly, the discipline has grown. Deep 
academic roots have been established. I’m not convinced 
this picture of “Drama: the Serious Discipline” has been noted 
fulsomely enough. Drama is a subject and not just pedagogy. 
It has developed into a complex, gracious discipline. It has 
intrinsic value as a means for the uncovering and understanding 
of human identity, of theatrical ingenuities and aesthetic 
appreciations; of political imaginings and cultural possibilities, 
of an individual’s shouldering of performance practices, 

knowledge and form. It is a subject whose prosperity is evident 
in the growth of its complexity and diversity as it experiments 
with mixes of practice and theory. Drama practice (not to 
be confused with pedagogical process here) is eclectic and 
includes: skills in production management areas and theatre-
related crafts; vocal and physical training; experimentation with 
form, style or spectacle; manners of storytelling; facilitating the 
thinking and workings of communities, practical interrogation of 
disappearing rites and more. It has a wealth of theory, grown 
exponentially over the last fifty years, welded together through, 
for example: play analysis, their productions and historical 
contexts; theories of sound and aurality; concepts of presence, 
conflict and community; politics in theatre.
 
Drama is profligate in its meshing of thinking and doing. It roils 
with subject matter. It comprises an evolving and fascinating set 
of knowledges.

7. A showcase – and the forging of memories
Whilst some might believe school productions do not connect 
with the teaching of drama in the curriculum, I have never had 
an issue with advocating such events and appreciating the 
multiple roles they fulfil. Two of these roles seem prominent. 

First, pupil-performers commonly remember such productions 
as events held in the memory, most often with particular pride 
and pleasure. Out of an array of lessons and inputs into the 
minds and bodies of young people, the extra, the “special”, 
the adrenalin-invoked, the performed, remains. Recently, I met 
up with two ex-pupils – soon to be 50. apart from a salutary 
reminder of my own age (in my defence, I was only slightly 
older than them!), I was struck by how much they remembered 
of their school productions. One said: “My father still sings Rules 

Drama is the first and most effective subject in conjuring 
productive activity in young people and this reinforcement of 
collective liveliness is urgent. a school system that does not 
encourage interactivity and expends the value of such activity is 
an impoverished one, encouraging Turkle’s being alone together 
instead. This cannot be tenable.

3. An accessible participation in an art 
Quite possibly, this is personal opinion. I believe that all young 

people should have the opportunity to “do” the arts. This is 
part of a long biography of such believing, with the influence 
of people like Malcolm Ross, Ken Robinson and many others 
in the 1980s confirming all I was naively espousing as a new 
drama teacher. These people were around at exactly the right 
time for compounding and embedding my personal arts-belief 
system: that the arts are a human right in a civilised society. a 
UNESCO report reminds us:

Culture and the arts are essential components of a 
comprehensive education leading to the full development of the 
individual. Therefore, Arts Education is a universal human right, 
for all learners, including those who are often excluded from 
education, such as immigrants, cultural minority groups, and 
people with disabilities.8 

There is a case to be made for drama as the most accessible 
participatory art. Even before young people aspire to the arts 
as a profession, all can participate in apposite improvisation 
sessions in drama studios, classrooms or alternative offsite 
spaces. It is a deeply inclusive art form, as one glance at the 
work of seminal companies such as Chicken Shed demonstrate 
(www.chickenshed.org.uk).  Every child matters – and every child 
can access drama.9 It is the most accessible of participatory arts.

4. Practising life-views
Much has been made of role-play in drama. Rather like some 
of those adages mentioned above, it is staple fare for drama 
teachers. I have fond memories of remaining in role for a 
90-minute GCSE drama session (with pupils of 15–16) as a 
frightened mute in the corner of a drama studio. The group’s 
response to me and the way I found a character and life-
narrative from their input remains with me, twenty-five years 
later. yet role-play has a faded reputation and perhaps rightly 
(I did puzzle over what was learnt in that session about a girl 
called Sadie). a teacher who relished the joy of texts as well 
as the improvised adopting of roles, I remain convinced in 

“Drama is the first 
and most effective 
subject in conjuring 

productive activity in 
young people and 
this reinforcement  

of collective liveliness 
is urgent.”
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[one of the songs] to me.” This was a family memory – not just 
her own – that had survived for over 35 years. I have written 
elsewhere about the power of school productions and refer 
specifically to the treasured, related artefacts that remain in 
people’s possessions, long after the event.12 Perhaps because 
they are beyond the quotidian of school life, such events become 
something that is deeply embedded into adult memory. Is 
this a good thing? yes. Of course it is. That we have positive, 
rewarding memories of being schooled is surely highly desirable.

Second, a school itself is deemed more worthy by parents, 
governors, staff, alumni and pupils when it has a strong 
production record. There is a potent intensity and joy in the 
aliveness of that moment of shared creativity, a manifestation of 
young people’s ability and engagement, aesthetic intelligence 
and heightened focus. School productions offer the opportunity 
for a belief in young people and their future. They are a unique 
showcase for a school. 

Without doubt, school productions are significantly improved 
when pupils take drama in the curriculum. There is an 
understanding of performance aesthetics, a care for the 
discipline, developed skills in sharing work and a greater status 
for the production because it has its roots in the work and matter 
of the statutory school curriculum.

8. Focusing attention on “matters”
This article has been predominantly considering the “mattering” 
of drama in schools. In this brief last section, I want to link with 
a next stage – that experienced practitioners trained beyond 
school in drama can change the lives of others. Sometimes, 
those who have taken drama at school and probably at higher 
education level too, will go on to use it for attending to other life 
matters.  In a recent research project funded by the arts and 
Humanities Research Council and with participant groups in 
Oldham (Greater Manchester) and the east end of London, 
I had the pleasure of working with, amongst others, two such 
people, two ex-students, on a project about performing place. 
With youth in London and adult migrants in Oldham, we used 
a wide range of activities to shift the participants’ thinking and 
operations. as stated in the homepage of the website that 
summarises this work:

“Our relationship to ‘place’ is critical in contemporary lives. How 
we are placed or how we place ourselves has changed – and 
is changing – significantly. Performance-related activities can 
help the way we relate to place, through reformulating our 
relationships with the places we know and providing approaches 
which aid emplacement in new or unfamiliar places.”

(Should you be interested, this website offers a comprehensive 
account of this work and notes the success of a range of activities, 
www.performingplace.org. Have a look at my TEDx talk too, 
entitled Keeping a Sense of Place in a Disrupted World) 

My two ex-students are established and experienced 
practitioners in their own right and have been working in the 
field for twenty years and more, since leaving Central. They 
used sophisticated techniques and in complex circumstances 

to simply achieve some good. Cornflakes were dribbled along 
London pavements, remote controls were waved at trains in 
the hope of quietening them, tables and chairs were placed in 
trees for a subverted coffee morning and indoor markets were 
danced in. The projects worked. There is much more that could 
be – and has been – said about these two projects, but for the 
purposes of brevity: youngsters felt less fearful and migrants felt 
more at ease with their location. 

These are matters that drama can address for explicit social 
benefit. Experienced practitioners, who study and practice the 
arts in school, continue at university and go on to work in the 
field, can focus attention on the matter of the real world – and 
change that world: such important and valued careers. Drama 
matters, indeed.
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I am a procrastinator. I admit it. During 
the past half century I have improved but 
my natural inclination is still to let things 
“incubate” as I like to rationalise. As with 
script selection. Unless there’s a major musical 
due in October, I like to end a school year in 
early June without a show choice, confidently 
proclaiming: “I’m going to read lots of scripts 
this summer and find just the right show”. 
Then, as if a time warp had enveloped me, I 
invariably find myself in late July with only two 
weeks left before the new term and no scripts 
read, saying: “I gotta find a show”. While few 
of you can match my procrastination, it does 
sometimes lead to some interesting results. 

In July 2003 I was in a familiar position. 
Late July. No script reading. a show due 

up in October. Result? a reading binge. 
and a situation I’m fairly certain most 
of you find yourself in: lots of interesting 
scripts for ten or fewer performers but very 
few for twenty or more. This paucity of 
suitable, interesting scripts with larger casts 
has become increasingly troublesome for 
me. My situation may be similar to yours: 
the Taipei american School has a large, 
overbooked theatre. as a result, my theatre 
programme has only one full length, main 
stage production a year. although students 
have numerous other theatre opportunities 
annually, I cannot justify a script with fewer 
than twenty students since they have just one 
full-length chance all year.
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What to do? 
Usually, I pray for luck, hoping that “magic” script will appear 
in my reading orgy, necessitated by my well-practiced 
procrastination. Well, in July 2003 I did find “magic” in a show 
called David and Lisa, a 1957 dramatic script based on a film. 
Comprised of 51 scenes (remember, this script was based on a 
film), the play tells the story of David, a obsessive-compulsive 
young man with a phobia about being touched and Lisa, a 
schizophrenic, split personality who speaks in rhyme to avoid 
her dark side. Set in a special school for emotionally challenged 
youth, David and Lisa learn to accept each other and, in the 
process, offer hope in the end for improvement in their own 
conditions. I liked the characters, I liked the chances to study 
behavioural manifestations of the emotional conditions and I 
liked the ideas for set and transitional elements that had begun 
flashing through my mind. 

However, the cast had only fifteen roles. I read more scripts 
but kept returning to David and Lisa. Days were dwindling, 
pressure was mounting and I was cursing my tendency 
for procrastination. Then, one evening, sitting on my deck 
overlooking Lake Red Rock in Painted Rocks, Iowa, with a 
glass of cheap australian red in one hand and a thoroughly 
unsatisfying script in the other, the answer flashed like a news 
bulletin through my brain: double cast the show. Of course! It 
seemed so simple, so clear. Do the show that had captured 
my imagination and cast 30 actors instead of 15, satisfying my 
pedagogic conscience. Perfect. I sent off my order that night 
via internet and opened another bottle of nice australian red 
to celebrate and enjoy the last few days of summer blissfully 
content. 

A shaky beginning 
School began. auditions announced. I proudly trumpeted the 
news: David and Lisa and double casting to double the roles. 
Isn’t that great, kids? Their reaction mildly deflated me. I wasn’t 
prepared for the scepticism, uncertainty and worry: “Won’t this 
make more work for all of us?”, “Why can’t we just have a cast 
of 15?”, “Isn’t this going to reduce rehearsal time for each cast?”, 
“Won’t both shows be the same?” and the core of their concern: 
“Won’t the audience compare the performers for each role? 
What if I’m not as good as the other David? The other Lisa?”. 
I had forgotten a fundamental of adolescent psychology. 
Naturally, their worry reflected self-doubt. Assuaging doubts as 
well as I could, auditions proceeded and two casts were born. 

The honeymoon begins 
Our production calendar was quite tight that autumn. Just over 
six weeks with opening night on 8th October 2003. Let me 
be honest. I hadn’t given the rehearsal process for a double 
cast production a moment of thought when I made the decision 
on that fateful night at Lake Red Rock. I’d never double cast 
before, never talked to anyone who had and never considered 
the ramifications of this decision. Remember: procrastination 
had “forced” me into this decision. 

Rehearsals began 24th august 2003. all actors understood 
that both casts would be rehearsing together during the first 
four weeks, almost like twins developing in the same womb. 
In retrospect, this time period became the beautiful part 
of the process for me. Double casting offered some terrific 
opportunities. 

From the beginning, each actor had a partner. During the first 
3-4 sessions, trust/mirror exercise possibilities were abundant 
and improvisational work in character pairs allowed each to 
observe movement ideas of the other, hear the same lines 
read by another and then collaboratively build concepts and 
make choices about fundamental approaches to the character 
– physically and vocally. Each character pair analysed the 
emotional challenge or the personality traits of their person, 
researching typical physical symptoms. a counsellor from the 

“Working together, 
the student actors of 
both casts bonded, 
reducing the chances 
for later anxiety 
about competition 
between casts”

“All actors understood that both casts would 
be rehearsing together during the first four 
weeks, almost like twins developing in the 
same womb.”
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Community Services Centre came in for a 
session to reinforce observable behaviour 
of the various symptoms, after which the 
character pairs explored physical and 
vocal choices with each other, getting 
immediate, direct feedback. 

Those audition doubts about 
comparisons and time inefficiency 
quickly dissipated. Instead, in most cases, 
various degrees of collaborative peer 
coaching emerged. This collaboration 
increased in the second and third weeks 
of the process. Initial staging of various 
scenes produced some of the most fun, 
dynamic student workshopping that I’d 
ever been involved with. While the actors 
of one cast were on their feet, walking 
through the scene, the actors of the 
other cast were observing, script in hand, 
taking notes and then offering reactions 
to staging choices. 

If the scene involved five actors, it was like 
having five other directors’ eyes with each 
pair of eyes tuned in on the character 
twin, so each actor got quite specific 
feedback. after a scene walk-through/
talk-through, we’d switch: the observing 
cast ran the scene and the first cast had 
the chance to repeat the observation and 
directorial process. Was this inefficient 
as the students had feared? Not at all. 
True we ran scenes twice (or more), but 
in retrospect, I believe that we required 
fewer repetitions of scenes later because 
of this observation/feedback/performing 
process that double casting necessitated. 

These three weeks were fantastic. 
Working together, the student actors of 
both casts bonded, reducing the chances 
for later anxiety about competition 
between casts. They saw their “partner” 
struggling to find the role just as much 
as they were and likewise they got ideas. 
Most important, they got to see their 
role in action from the first rehearsals. 
Obviously, not all actor pairs worked 
ideally. In a few cases, both students in a 
character pairing were inexperienced so 
I needed to spend more time with them 
in the conferencing and improvisation 
times. a few didn’t work well in this kind 
of process. But overall it provided a great 
chance for students to grow as actors 
and directors. 

Reality hits 
The honeymoon ended during the third 
week of September. That’s when casts 

began to rehearse separately. Reality 
hit: I have twice as much rehearsal time. 
Hmmm, that thought hadn’t occurred to 
me back at Lake Red Rock. 

The psychology was difficult to cope 
with: after 90 minutes of act 1 with Cast 
1, I faced aNOTHER 90 minutes with 
Cast 2 for act 1. Of course, the casts were 
unaffected, except for the need for some 
late rehearsals that wouldn’t have been 
needed normally. My tech crews were 
also affected. When I began this process, 
I had anticipated two separate tech 
crews but they insisted on doing both 
productions, which was easier for me yet 
tougher for them. Fortunately, the show 
is a modern day “found costuming” kind 
of show so at least costuming was not 
twice the hassle. admittedly, I rued my 
procrastination-induced double casting 
brainstorm during this time.

Two for the price of one? 
Despite the hassles, we pulled off not 
one but two good productions. During 
the final rehearsals, the mutual support 
between casts was so evident as each 
cast became the biggest cheerleaders 
for the other; most actors came to 
watch final rehearsals of the other cast, 
shouting in the pre-curtain darkness “Go 
Cast 1!” “Cast 2 rocks!” And as these 
show twins were born (Cast 1 performed 
Thursday and Saturday, Cast 2 Friday 
and Sunday), characters emerged as 
individuals with their own distinct feels. 

One Lisa was a magically mysterious 
pixie-esque creature, while the other was 
a darkly wild, Mongolian stallion. One 
David was coldly mechanical, the other 
arrogantly dismissive. The dedicated 
theatre-goers amongst our audience 
loved the chance to see the different 
interpretations. Comparisons? There was 
no talk of the “better David” or the “better 
cast”. Too little time? always – but we 
put the show up on time. Regrets about 
double casting? Not at all. True, it’s not 
an approach I’d ever do regularly (and it 
wouldn’t work well with all scripts) but it 
was an experience that worked well with 
this show while deepening my performers’ 
skills as performers and directors. 

although I still haven’t overcome that 
annoying procrastination tendency, in this 
case I was glad it had forced me to double 
cast. I wonder what show I’ll do next year. 
Don’t ask me until late July, OK? •

“They saw 
their ‘partner’ 
struggling to 
find the role 
just as much 
as they were 
and likewise 
they got 
ideas. Most 
important, 
they got to 
see their role 
in action 
from the first 
rehearsals.”
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Theatre 
architecture

My thoughts on this article in 2018:
Since writing this article in 2009, Atlanta 
has seen a rejuvenation in its theatre 
scene. Smaller theatre companies that 
would have often gone out of business 
during a down economy, banded 
together to be able to apply for and 
access grants to fund their yearly 
seasons. Actor’s Express, a local theatre 
company, was awarded a total of US 
$72,500 by our local government and 
state organisations this year, showing 
their commitment to the arts. This is the 
highest level of government support a 
theatre company has received in Atlanta 
– showing a new-found support for arts 
organisations and recognition for the 
theatre’s contribution to our region’s 
cultural community. With this new-found 
support has come new theatre companies 
that are challenging how, where and 
why theatre is performed. Companies 
like Serenbe Playhouse, who have 
received national attention for producing 
artistically rich, site-specific performances 
that as their mission statement articulates: 
“reduces the barriers between artists and 
audiences by immersing patrons in an 
environment that amplifies the beauty 
of nature, and provides opportunities 
for engagement, conversation and 
collaboration”. Serenbe Playhouse have 
pioneered Green Theatre Practices by 
producing plays with a commitment to 
social responsibility and environmental 
stewardship. Their productions – all 
performed outdoors, in concert with 
nature – repurpose existing structures, 
use natural light and 90% LED 
theatrical lighting. Sets are designed 
for disassembly and constructed with 
reclaimed and recycled materials, with 
the goal of minimising a production’s 
waste and impact on the environment. 
These initiatives have lead companies like 
Serenbe Playhouse to access new grants 

for STEM & STEAM, gaining more 
publicity and accessing a wider audience 
for their productions. In considering new 
ways to develop this unit further, I would 
have students examine some of these 
new approaches companies are taking 
to entice new audiences to attend their 
productions or gain new sponsors to fund 
new initiatives. Students should consider 
alternative spaces for performance such 
as found space or repurposed facilities. 
In creating their own theatre companies, 
students can consider the ripple effect 
they want their organisation to have on 
their target audience, their community 
and the world around them.

Unit title
History of theatre architecture and stage 
technology: the stage and its equipment 

Area of interaction
Human ingenuity  

Significant concept(s)
The structure and equipment of a theatre 
has affected theatrical conventions 
throughout history.
MYP unit question
How have theatrical spaces with 
their own set of designs and staging 
requirements evolved from the same 

common heritage: the theatres of ancient 
Greece?

Assessment
1)  Developmental workbook journal 

entries
2) The Apprentice project

MYP objectives
•   Demonstrate knowledge and 

understanding of the art form studied 
in relation to societal, cultural, 
historical or personal contexts.

•   Demonstrate an awareness of some 
elements of the art form studied, 
including specialised language, 
concepts and processes.

•   Demonstrate an informed opinion of 
the art studied in the context of their 
own artwork. 

MYP assessment
Criteria a: Knowledge and understanding
Criteria B: application

Content
This unit aims to identify the evolution 
and development of theatres, their 
architecture and stage technology and 
how this development has influenced the 
buildings we call theatres today.

In his book Theatrical Design and 
Production, J. Michael Gillette writes: 
“Last night the curtain rose at the...”. This 
could have begun almost any theatrical 
critic’s review during the 1940s or 1950s. 
Interestingly, the curtain rises on few 
productions these days, not for a lack of 
productions but because two of the three 
current styles of stage configurations 
normally don’t use a front curtain. Of 
the three types of theatrical stages used 
in modern theatre – proscenium, thrust 
and arena – only one, the proscenium, 
traditionally uses a front curtain. Each 

By ROB WaRREN
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of these spaces has its own set of design 
and staging requirements but they have 
all evolved from the same common 
heritage: the theatres of ancient Greece. 

Students begin the unit by researching 
and investigating into the history 
of theatre architecture and stage 
technology; focusing on six historical 
periods which see major changes to 
the development of the stage or its 
equipment. Students are asked to write 
on the following:

a.  Discuss the Greek amphitheatre and 
the use of scenic technology. 

b.  What modifications did the Romans 
do to their theatres based on the 
basic Greek form? 

c.  Discuss the scenic conventions that 
dominate scriptural drama on the 
continent in the late middle ages. 

d.  What adaptations to the classical 
forms of theatres were created 
between 1500–1600? 

e.  What developments from 1650–
1900 helped create the modern 
stage house (rigging, wing and 
drop, chariot and pole, elevators, 
turntables, slip stages)? 

f.  Discuss the variety of stage spaces 
used in the 20th century and how 
they change the relationship between 
the performance, performer and the 
audience. 

g.  at the same time, students apply 
their research to scene work from a 
selection of plays from each time 
period. Students are asked to either 
transform the school classroom or 
find an appropriate space within 
the school grounds to perform. 
Scenic technology can be built 
using cardboard, rope, fabric and 
paints if the school has no tools or 
materials for scenic production. The 
goal in staging a short scene is for 
the students to get a sense of how the 
development of the space, stage or 
scenic technology may have changed 
the actor/audience relationship and 
of the overall experience of going to 
the theatre. I have found the practical 
experience of trying to stage a scene, 
based on the research found, has led 
to a far more in-depth and thought-
provoking conversation about the 
use and development of the space 
than just having a student keep 
their research in their developmental 
workbook. 

For the second half of the unit we then turn 
our attention to what theatrical spaces 
are used in our local community. In his 
book Theatrical Design and Production 
J. Michael Gillette continues to say that: 
“Theatrical performing spaces have 
undergone interesting evolution since 
about 1960. Influenced by a number of 
experimental theatre movements as well 
as economic pressure to make theatres 
usable for dance groups, symphony 
concerts, and esoteric such as car, 
home and boat shows, companies are 
changing shapes of theatre and playing 
spaces. Probably the most dominate 
trend in this evolution is the reduction of 
the physical and psychological barriers 
that separate the audience from the 
production.” 

In 2005, the city of atlanta was at a 
crossroads in making a decision to create 
several new performing arts venues 
or to build one of the world’s largest 
aquariums. Just like many major cities in 
the United States, unfortunately due to 
politics or what someone feels will attract 
more tourism to the city, the performing 
arts often lose out. However, four years 
on I still wonder today what performing 
spaces would have been built if the city 
of atlanta had chosen to invest money 
into the performing arts. 

In the style of the TV show The 
Apprentice the final project aims to 
identify the various theatre companies in 
our community, the theatrical performing 

spaces used and how they affect the 
whole experience. I ask the students to 
split into two teams. This is usually boys 
versus girls. I play the role of either 
Donald Trump or Sir alan Sugar and 
the students will take on the role of my 
apprentices. Their task is to come up 
with a new theatre company for our 
community and design a new theatrical 
performing space. Students are asked 
to keep in mind the various stages and 
equipment found in today’s modern 
theatres but also research further into 
various performing spaces around the 
world. Over four days and for homework, 
student’s work to investigate, research, 
design and create a presentation which 
should include a mission statement of the 
proposed theatre company, designs for 
the new theatrical space and a rationale. 
Each group presents their designs to me 
in the board room on Day 5. Both groups 
are asked to take notes on each other’s 
presentations and will have the chance 
to ask questions and argue their design. 

Resources
J. Michael Gillette, Theatrical Design 
and Production: An introduction to scenic 
design and construction, lighting, sound, 
costume, and makeup Sixth Edition, 
University of arizona, McGraw-Hill 
Higher Education, 1997. A Selection of 
various scenes from historical periods: 
Greek, Roman, Medieval, Renaissance, 
Restoration & 20th-21st Century. 
NBC’s The Apprentice 
BBC’s The Apprentice •

“iN CrEaTiNg ThEir owN 
ThEaTrE CompaNiES, 
STudENTS CaN CoNSidEr 
ThE ripplE EffECT ThEy 
waNT ThEir orgaNiSaTioN 
To havE oN ThEir 
TargET audiENCE, ThEir 
CommuNiTy aNd ThE 
world arouNd ThEm.”
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Casting my lot in 
with Commedia 

masks

I had long felt drawn to work with my hands and make masks 
but had never had any training in the matter. I had read and re-
read the basics of the techniques in Thurston James’s The Prop-
Builder’s Mask-Making Handbook like a child drooling at the 
window of a candy store but until I gathered up my courage to 
seek out one more expert than I, it remained only a wish. Then 
I found myself in residence as a puppeteer at atlanta’s Centre 
for Puppetry arts. I had some down-time in the theatre and 
wandered into the puppet-builder’s shop. Lucky for me, the mad 
genius in the shop was a very 
helpful and generous sort and 
allowed me a corner of his table 
to begin my experiments. That 
was all it took to set my artistic 
life and career on a new path. I 
still am no expert by any means. 
But even his minimal support and 
encouragement started me on a 
path that led to much more than 
a newly acquired skill. It set the 
foundation for a major aspect of 
my work and life as an artist.

My strength is not as a visual artist 
so I don’t generally sketch out my 
masks first. So don’t let that stop 
you either. you never know what 
might work for you, despite your 
ideas about your limitations.  I 
have to get the clay in my hands 
and start with a basic idea or a 
stimulus I have found which I can 
reference, form the mask in three 
dimensions and follow where 
my impulses take me. I want to stress that, to paraphrase the 
axiom, necessity is the mother of “I’ll do it, even though I’m no 
expert”. Now, to the task. 

Ingredients
an inexpensive neutral mask made of formed plastic. This gives 
a simple, convenient and economical three-dimensional form 
onto which to sculpt the form (yes, we could go to lengths to 

make an alginate mould of each individual student’s face and 
make a plaster mould onto which to sculpt the custom-fitted 
mask but we’ll leave that for an intensive weekend workshop 
rather than a classroom project).
•    Plastilina (I prefer the earthy green-grey Roma Plastilina 

brand but it can be a bit pricey. any oil-based modelling 
clay will do).

•    Plaster of Paris.
•    Large bowl (approximately 3L).

•    Large bucket (>10L) - for 
rinsing/waste in the plaster 
process.

•    Gauze or burlap in strips.
•    Petroleum jelly.
•    Liquid neoprene (#501-rigid. 

Source listed below).
•    a piece of Luon or wood as 

a base.
•    Sculpt-or-Coat (or heavy-

duty white glue).
•    Elastic - or leather string as 

for shoelaces.

Rather than papier maché, 
I generally prefer to cast my 
masks in neoprene. It’s a solvent-
infused latex that, when cured, 
dries hard and durable, and 
is easily painted to look like a 
leather mask.  One advantage 
is that many masks can easily be 
cast from the same mould and 
the poured-off waste can be 
re-used. The primary drawback 

to neoprene masks is that they don’t breathe, so can be 
uncomfortable to wear for long periods of time. Often a bit of 
foam, or even moleskin cloth, can be used to cushion the inner 
surface of the mask.

Sculpting
I’ve included some pictures of masks I’ve made, based on the 
traditional Commedia character designs. It’s easy to find any 
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number of images that might appeal to 
you. There are infinite variations, even on 
the most well-known stock characters. 
Looking toward the plaster cast process, 
I generally try to avoid making deep 
“undercuts” in the sculpture. That is, I try 
not to make parts of the face that hook 
or curve noticeably. By having a generally 
tapering shape to the mask, I am nearly 
assured of having a better experience with 
removing the clay positive from the plaster 
cast negative (which ultimately serves as 
the receptacle for the liquid neoprene).

Casting
While I’ve 
gleaned tips and 
techniques from a 
variety of sources 
and my own 
experience, I’m 
going to quote 
liberally here 
from Thurston 
James’s definitive 
instruction on 
the subject, since 
in many cases I 
could phrase it no 
better than he.

Applying mould 
release
Either liquid dish 
soap or petroleum 
jelly assures an 
easy release from 
the plaster. Give 
the form a careful 
coating, making 
sure no part of the 
surface is skipped. 

Use a brush, cotton swab or your fingers 
to apply and keep the coating thin; the 
plaster mould will pick up the texture of a 
too-thick layer of coating (on a non-vital 
part of the mask form, I don’t really worry 
too much about neatness or thinness of 
the coating). Surround the pattern with 
a clay wall approximately 2 cm from the 
mask and approximately 3 cm tall. This 
controls the flow of the plaster. Apply 
the mould release to the wall and the 
exposed parts of the base on which the 
mask sits.

Mixing the plaster
Put approximately 2.5 litres of water in 
the large bowl. Sift the plaster with your 
fingers into the water. Do not stir. Simply 
keep adding plaster until the water is 

completely absorbed and will accept no 
more powder. There should be no “dry 
spots” or pools of liquid. at this point, the 
total volume will be closer to 3 litres. Let 
the mixture sit for a few minutes. Now 
stir thoroughly. Get rid of all lumps. It 
should take another 2 minutes or so. (I 
use my hands for this kind of small batch 
work– squeezing, kneading and stirring 
the thick liquid till I can feel its uniform 
texture throughout.) It should ultimately 
have the consistency of pancake batter.

Applying the impression coating
This is the most crucial aspect of the 
mould-making process. Using a brush or 
your fingers, carefully apply an impression 
coating of the liquid plaster to the entire 
surface of the pattern. Make certain there 
is no air trapped between the plaster and 
the surface of the sculpture. air bubbles 
will ruin your finished casting product.

Pouring the mould
Here, I place a few strips of the burlap 
or gauze into the plaster mix to get 
saturated. apply more of the plaster 
mixture directly over the initial impression 
coating, using your fingers to gently ladle 
it on. Ensuring even coverage without 
drip-off will get easier as the plaster 
begins to get firmer. The entire process 
should take around 20 minutes. Monitor 
the progress of the thickening and 
add more plaster as you are able. The 
firmer mixture will flow more and more 
sluggishly until the plaster will finally 
behave, staying where you put it. as 
this point approaches, lay the saturated 
cloth in a single layer on as much of the 
mould as you can cover. Then continue 
slathering the plaster onto the mould. 
Scoop the plaster up along the sides 
and over to the top as needed. Often the 
sides will become thick and the area at 
the nose too thin, gravity tends to do that. 
It might be helpful to shape a flat surface 
at the end of your plaster work, a mesa, 
at the top of the mould so that it can sit 
upright on its own. (I tend to nestle the 
mould into a sand-filled bucket or bowl 
if I can’t get the mesa just right at this 
stage.) after about an hour, the plaster 
will have reached maximum temperature 
(it heats as it cures) and will start to cool 
down. at this point, carefully remove the 
clay positive from the plaster negative. 
The reinforcing cloth in the mould should 
help guard against accidental breakage 

>>
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but this can be a tricky part of the process. Be patient and ease 
it off. If you wait too long the clay that has softened as the 
plaster heated it, will get firm again. And then it gets difficult to 
extract. The entire process gets easier with practice.

Important
Never rinse or pour anything having to do with plaster into the 
sink or down any drain. It will clog your pipes and ruin your 
plumbing faster than eating 10kg of cheese at one sitting. No 
mask is worth that kind of expense. Use the large bucket with 
water in it as a waste/rinse bucket. Then pour the contents of the 
thing outside. Repeat as necessary.

The plaster will need to sit and dry a bit longer, after the clay 
positive is removed. Sometimes it works to put it in a very low-
temperature oven (50-75 degrees Celsius), even overnight.

Pouring the neoprene
Neoprene comes in large 
five-gallon (19L) buckets. I 
recommend “decanting” the 
larger amount into a wide-
mouthed container that can 
easily pour and be poured into, 
with approximately 2L capacity, 
as needed. This stuff is stinky 
and will spill. Make sure you 
have plenty of room, ruinable 
clothes... and it might be helpful 
to lay out a drop cloth. Pour 
the liquid neoprene into the 
upturned plaster negative 
mould until it is full to the brim. 
The neoprene will gradually, 
over the course of a couple of 
hours, leach into the plaster 
taking the shape of the mould. 
Top off the liquid as necessary 
during this time frame. you 
will be able to see the general 
thickness of the walls along the 
perimeter of the mask. When 
it’s about ¼” (approximately 
8mm) thick, pour the excess out back into the decanter. again, 
this can get messy, it might be helpful to use a funnel and you 
may have to do some manoeuvring to get the best pouring 
angle out of your mould. The excess can be used again and 
re-integrated with the rest of the stock. Turn the plaster mould 
upside down for about an hour or so and allow the remaining 
waste to drain toward the edges of the mask rather than toward 
the nose. Let the mask dry in the mould overnight or at least 
for 6-10 hours. It will start to shrink slightly and pull away from 
the walls of the plaster. While it is still somewhat flexible, gently 
ease the neoprene from the plaster but continue to allow the 
mask to sit in the mould (the better to keep its shape as it cures). 
The neoprene will be off-white and rubbery at this point. When 
you can fully remove the mask from the plaster mould, trim the 
excess with scissors (I use a utility knife but can’t recommend 
that for everyone. It gets rather dicey sometimes.) Cutting the 

eye holes can be especially tricky. I find making almond-shaped 
eyes offers the best possibilities for a lively mask. Sculpting the 
basic outline in clay, with an eye for future cutting can also be 
very helpful. With proper ventilation, you can use acetone to 
buff out, with a cloth, minor imperfections in the finished mould. 
Wear gloves and make sure you do it where there is plenty of 
ventilation – ideally, outside – and work in short increments. Or 
wear a ventilator mask.

Finishing
Once the mask is completely dried and hard, it will have a slight 
off-white colour and will be quite rigid. Painting techniques are 
best saved for a future column but the basic idea is to choose 
three shades of a particular colour. Paint the entire thing with 
the mid-range hue, then gently add shadow and highlight with 
the darker and lighter hues respectively, depending on what 
the particular features dictate. I paint the inside of the mask a 
uniform black. I use a very thick finishing agent called “Sculpt 
or Coat” which is like white glue on steroids. applying a thin 

layer of this to the painted 
mask protects the finish and 
lets the mask catch the light 
more dynamically. I suppose 
one could experiment with 
using regular white glue as 
well. I generally punch small 
holes into the temple of the 
mask after finding the point 
of balance by suspending it 
from my fingers and attach 
approximately 1.5 cm elastic, 
knotted on the inside of the 
mask. Once I get a sense of 
where the padding needs to 
go, I will use hot glue to place 
either moleskin cloth or thick 
foam padding to the cushion-
points.

Funny how things work out 
and how in retrospect the 
present seems inevitable. I had 
started out making masks as a 
hobby. Once I had completed 
my first set of characters, I had 

no idea what to do with them so there they sat in my home, idle. 
Then three years later, I received a phone call from a friend: 
“I’m organising a Renaissance festival. Do you have a show?”  
I looked at my masks and without any reason to believe how I 
could be a one-man Commedia troupe, replied: “Yes. Yes, I do”. 
That was the genesis of my solo show that has now taken me 
all over the world.

Sources
The Prop Builder’s Mask-Making Handbook, by Thurston 
James.1990. ISBN: 1-55870-167-2
Neoprene: www.spartancompany.com/cl.htm. I use the 501 
(rigid) variety. I have not used the 521 (semi-rigid) or the 613 
(flexible) but I may yet experiment with that. 
My own FB page for my mask-making endeavours:  
www.facebook./com/enzonoze •

“Funny how things 
work out and how 
in retrospect the 
present seems 
inevitable. I 

had started out 
making masks as 

a hobby.”
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Write here, 
write now
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My thoughts on this article in 2018:
I need to take my own advice. I have found 
myself stuck over the past few years and 
feeling as if I have nothing to say. I’m trying 
not to become what I fear and rereading 
this article has stirred up quite a lot in me. I 
believe I wrote this when I had several exciting 
projects cooking. Now they have become 
unfinished works that feel like a group of 
neglected children that I can’t be bothered 
to raise. I think it is safe to say that the only 
way forward is to just stop worrying and start  

writing. Who knows, the next time this article 
gets reprinted, I might have completed 
them all… or at least one. Wish me luck. 

I struggle with the idea of considering 
myself a playwright. The judgment… 
that little annoying, but somehow very 
powerful voice in my head that says 
what I write may not be good enough... 
is at times overwhelming and forces me 
to stop. Maybe that’s why a few of my 
“masterpieces” are not complete.
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So what makes a great play? That is a completely subjective question. However, 
here are some ingredients that can be found in numerous plays: well-built characters, 
interesting plot, tension/conflict, great dialogue, character growth or change and 
unpredictability. Keep it truthful and insightful with strong themes. Ask yourself: “Is this 
a story that needs to be told? What is my reason for writing this piece?”

If I could stress any point about playwriting (or for that matter any area of this art 
we call theatre), it would be to give yourself permission to fail, to learn a new skill, 
to develop your craft and above all to judge yourself less. When you begin to write, 
allow yourself to write garbage. you can be too verbose. Repeat yourself. Be preachy 
and obvious – CREaTE a CRaPPy FIRST DRaFT. It is just part of the process. you 
do not have to be brilliant when you start because it is in the revisions and the editing 
that you will learn more about the craft and also create a better second, third, fourth 
and eventually final script. I love this quote from one of my favourite playwrights, 
Sam Shepard: “I wrote all the time. Everywhere. When I wasn’t writing, I was thinking 
about it or continuing to ‘write’ in my head… I wasn’t very good company. at that 
time, a major critic commented that I wrote ‘disposable plays,’ and in some sense he 
was probably right. But nothing mattered to me then except to get the stuff down 
on paper… There was never a sense, in all this, of evolving a style or moving on to 
a bigger, longer, ‘more important’ form. Each play had a distinct life of its own and 
seemed totally self-contained within its one-act structure.”

Our world is changing and we need the next generation to help shape the theatre. 
So many playwrights today understand and utilise different styles and cultures of 
theatre in their pieces. Paula Volga, a feminist playwright from the States, recently 
wrote The Long Christmas Ride Home and although the play was about dealing 
with the dysfunctions of a family from the west, Japanese Bunraku puppetry was also 
incorporated into the play. It is no longer enough to think that the skills of theatre are 
singing, dancing and acting. Plays and even musicals are using numerous conventions 
from other theatrical traditions to help tell the story, heighten themes and engage the 
audience. Look at the works of Julie Taymor or Broadway’s recent Tony award winning 
musical Avenue Q (it’s like Sesame Street for adults). The point is this; if you want to 
write a play, GO aND SEE PLayS. Read plays. Research about the playwrights, 
the time period, understand the different styles, genres, intellectual movements and 
theorists of theatre. Volunteer to work behind the scenes of a play so that you have 
a better understanding of how theatre works. It is not film or television; you have to 
understand about scene changes, intermissions and how transitions work. Is the play 
doable? How big is the budget?

How do you know if your play is any good? My advice is to have it read and hopefully 
performed. After my first or second rough draft, I usually have actors perform a staged 
reading with a few audience members there. after the reading, I open the discussion 
up for feedback. I don’t defend, explain or justify what I wrote. I sit there with pen in 
hand and just take notes. I do not feel obligated to make all the suggested changes. 
I go with what I feel is valid feedback. at the end of it all, it needs to sit well with you 
because there will be people who don’t like it, get it or support it… but maybe, just 
maybe, there will be those that do.

>>

“Plays and 
even musicals 
are using 
numerous 
conventions 
from other 
theatrical 
traditions to 
help tell the 
story, heighten 
themes and 
engage the 
audience. 
Look at the 
works of Julie 
Taymor or 
Broadway’s 
recent Tony 
award winning 
musical 
Avenue Q.”

“Our world is changing and 
we need the next generation 
to help shape the theatre.”

“So what makes a great play? 
That is a completely subjective question.”
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A word (actually a lot of words) on the craft of playwriting
a play is not just a story. a play is told by people speaking to 
each other: dialogue reveals things you want your audience to 
know about the plot and characters. a play is about people 
doing and saying things. a play is about character intentions, 
actions, relationships and the revelations that come about when 
those relationships are played out on stage. Write about what 
interests you and write about what you know. Research, even 
when you think you know. Have a purpose for writing the play 
– it should be something you want to say, question or explore. 

Dialogue: The written, the non-verbal and subtext
Dialogue is all around you. Some of the best scenes I’ve ever 
written were from me eavesdropping in on conversations. your 
job is to capture how funny, bizarre and interesting conversations 
can be. Keep a notebook on hand, in the car, by the bed, in 
your bag, in your locker because you never know when that 
“perfect sentence or dialogue” is going to pop into your head or 
be overheard on the subway. WRITE IT DOWN. 

Understand that non-verbal action can reveal as much about a 
character as the spoken word. Chekhov and Pinter are great at 
implementing pauses that are full of character’s desires. Helen 
Keller in The Miracle Worker is a character that does not have 
written dialogue until the very end of the play but the audience 
is captivated by her.

Subtext is the unspoken substance of the dialogue, the unspoken 
thoughts and motives of what characters honestly think and 
feel. Pushing just beneath the surface of the dialogue is what 
makes plays compelling. Subtext provides richness beyond 
what is written. Don’t be a control freak, let the actors do their 
job. If your play is good, it will stand on its own without having 
to dictate every intention and emotion.

When creating characters you must allow them to be themselves. 
Always ask yourself: “Would my character really speak or 
behave that way?” Don’t get in the way of your characters’ 
pursuit of their objective/goals. Give your protagonist a flaw, 
hell, give ‘em several. People don’t want to see perfect people. 
We want to be able to identify ourselves in others.

Some ways to start putting the above into practice.

To begin
1. Begin with one line.
2. Begin with a specific time and/or a specific place.
3. Begin with a specific relationship between characters.
4. Find a writing partner and collaborate.

5.  adapt a story or poem, write about your life, someone’s life, 
a historical figure or event, social or political idea.

Mental checklist
1.  Character speech should be distinct and engaging. It is 

important to hear the voice of the character.
2.  your characters all need interesting actions: plays are about 

action, not people standing around talking. The point is – 
can a character “show it” vs. “talking about it”. Avoid too 
much exposition.

3.  Characters usually grow throughout the course of the play. 
What have they learned, how have they changed, how has 
the plot affected them?

4. Your play needs a conflict: What is the problem or the issue?
5.  a scene should connect to the one before. New information 

and/ or new characters should be added that will advance 
the plot.

6.  avoid being predictable. Make the audience think. 
Challenge them. audiences are smart.

7.  Manage your time. Too many plays have less than powerful 
endings because playwrights ran out of time.

8. Never use a stage direction when you should have a scene.

Theatre games 
These games are designed to help beginning playwrights learn 
to develop characters, plot and conflict.

False autobiographies
Instruct students to think of a fictitious name, family, personal history, 
work life, cultural heritage, dreams, goals etc. They can change 
gender, age, race, anything. ask them to make the character as 
different from their real life as they can but also make it credible. 

Details students should include are:
•  How old are you?
•  Where do you live?
•  What is a typical day like for you?
•  What do you usually wear?
•  What is your nickname?
•  What are your favourite foods, sports, music?
•  Do you have any pets?
•  What makes you happy?
•  Who are your best friends?
•  What are you afraid of?

Have students invent a short monologue about their fictitious 
character.

In a circle, have each student present their monologue using “I”. 
Have them include at least one thing that is really true about 
them. Have the other students try to guess what’s real and 

what is fiction. This is a good way to talk about characters as 
dramatic inventions that have very real and human traits.

Collaborative writing
Divide students into pairs. Write a first line to a scene on the top 
of a blank sheet of paper for each pair. Make sure the first line is 
an “inciting” line - in other words, any line that implies a conflict

Examples of inciting first lines would be:
•  Did you bring it?
•  I don’t know you anymore.
•  Help me!
•  Everything out of your mouth is a lie.

This first line is attributed to “A”. “B” then responds on paper, 
gives the sheet back to “A” and “A” writes a reply and so on. This 
exercise should be done silently. The resulting dialogue will have 
spontaneity and reality that planned writing does not have. 
Encourage students to not think of this as competition with their 
partner but that they are building and crafting a scene. Don’t 
let them off the hook by resorting to one-liners, silliness that does 
not connect with what is being offered or being contrite.

To build
Instead of one line each “A” writes an impassioned letter to “B” 
asking for something s/he desperately needs. “B” writes a letter 
back, denying it. “A” responds, “B” answers until “A” has made 
such a strong case that “B” agrees. This exercise usually produces 
very good dramatic writing because the stakes are high and the 
speeches are longer than one or two sentences. It’s also a good 
way to make the point that on stage, every single word counts.

Circle stories
This is a good warm-up to writing. Have students sit in a circle. 
One person starts a story and stops it at a crucial point. The 
next person picks up there and continues for a few sentences, 
again stopping at a critical point. The story continues all the 
way around the circle. The more you do this, the better it gets.

Character worksheet
To help develop characters it is important to give your character 
a background, a history, a story. This exercise is one that is 
typically done by actors but works great for playwrights. 
•  you are (name of character):
•  How old are you: Where do you live: Sexuality: Occupation:
•  Socio-economical background: Religion:
•  What element / instrument / animal / colour would you 

describe yourself as:
•  How would you describe your family: What do you love to do:
•  Who or what bugs you the most:
•  What about yourself are you proudest of: How would you 

like to be remembered: What frightens you:
•  What do you want more than anything:

A great book that defines story and structure is Impro by Keith 
Johnstone. I also recommend books by Joseph Campbell.

Pick up the pen and write. Writer’s block is very real and guess 
how it is usually cured? By writing. Keep writing until you are 
passionate again about what you are trying to say. WRITING 
IS REWRITING.  •

<<

“Dialogue is all around you. Some of the 
best scenes I’ve ever written were from me 
eavesdropping in on conversations.”

“A play is told by 
people speaking 
to each other: 
dialogue reveals 
things you want 
your audience 
to know about 
the plot and 
characters. a play 
is about people 
doing and saying 
things. a play is 
about character 
intentions, actions, 
relationships and 
the revelations that 
come about when 
those relationships 
are played out on 
stage.”
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DInoS ARISTIDou
I am a playwright, director and education 
consultant who specialises in working 
with educators, communities and young 
people both in the United Kingdom 
and internationally. I have worked for a 
number of organisations in the United 
Kingdom directing large scale work with 
young people and communities. 

DAnIel SARSTeDT
I have an Ma in English from 
Copenhagen University, supplemented 
with theatre studies at Rose Bruford 
College and I am currently teaching 
theatre at Copenhagen International 
School. apart from various freelance 
music and theatre projects, I play in a 
dubtronica band, Det Sejler i Effekter, as 
well as writing and recording on my own.

DIAne gAvelIS
I am a director and theatre educator 
working in Melbourne, australia. I have a 
background in contemporary dance and 
puppetry, and an interest in physical and 
heightened theatre forms. I am currently 
completing a PhD thesis in directing. My 
research involves rehearsal methodology 
and embodied theatre practices.

JeSS THoRpe
I am the Co-artistic Director of the Glasgow 
based Glas(s) Performance as well as the 
award-winning young company Junction 
25. I work part time as the Lecturer in the 
arts in Justice at the Royal Conservatoire of 
Scotland where I deliver creative projects in 
Scottish prisons. I’m also a founder member 
and trustee of SPaN (Scottish Prison arts 
Network). I am lucky to have worked for 
ISTA for over 14 years.

Doug BISHop  
Doug’s journey took him from the 
cornfields of Iowa to Berlin to Boston 
to Kuala Lumpur to Taipei. along the 
way he had two lovely daughters, a Ba 
in English/German, an Ma in Theatre 
Education, a wonderful association with 
ISTa as member teacher, artist and 
trustee, and a discovered passion for 
theatre. Doug passed in 2010.

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

SAllY MAckeY
I am Professor of applied Theatre and 
Performance at the Royal Central 
School of Speech and Drama and have 
been a Pro-Dean there for ten years. I 
taught drama in four schools for some 
years before moving to Central and 
my favourite occupation is working with 
students, still.

vIncenzo ToRToRIcI
Vincenzo performed, directed and 
taught in the United States and Europe 
for over 20 years. He received a Ba from 
Emory University and was an artistic 
associate with Georgia Shakespeare 
and a guest instructor at KSU, Emory 
University, the North Carolina School of 
the arts, atlanta International School as 
well as being an ISTa artist. Vincenzo 
passed in 2012.

JeSSe fAcToR
as a teaching artist, I have enjoyed work 
at the Martha Graham School, many 
fantastic ISTa festivals and the Marymount 
School of New york. I love sharing my 
passion for movement and dance with 
young people. My favourite place to be is 
in a dance studio with the music pumping 
and everyone having a ball. 

SHeRRI D. SuTTon

I am a teacher, storyteller, director, 
performer, writer, workshop leader, 
IB examiner, mover and shaker. I love 
stories. It is the essential ingredient for 
good theatre. I like so many different 
theatre practices that I cannot say I have 
one favourite, however, I do love theatre 
that breaks the fourth wall and engages 
in a type of dialogue with the audience.

nIcolA MuRRAY
My early training was in ballet, tap, jazz 
and contemporary dance. I graduated 
from Middlesex University and the 
State University of New york, having 
performed in works by Mark Baldwin 
and Shobana Jeyasingh. I am currently 
the director of dance at Fallibroome 
academy in Cheshire, United Kingdom.  

RoB WARRen
Currently, as Director of the arts at the 
atlanta International School, I work 
to empower the faculty and student 
community to respond flexibly and creatively 
to 21st  century changes in education and 
the integration of the arts. I am actively 
involved in the integration of a STEaM 
programme, design-based planning, 
fostering educational partnerships and 
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peTeR WIlkInS
I am a contributing theatre reviewer for 
The Canberra Times, the national capital 
of australia’s daily newspaper, and 
also a member of the online Canberra 
Critics Circle, a company of professional 
reviewers who review amateur and 
professional performances, exhibitions 
and publications across all performing, 
visual and literary art forms.
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“I love sharing my passion for movement 
and dance with young people.”
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