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For Jill and Robin Swale
and Muriel Norman,


who taught me that playing games
can be the best form of education





‘No man is an island, entire of itself;
every man is a piece of the continent,
a part of the main.’


John Donne


 


 


‘I personally would like to bring a tortoise onto
the stage, turn it into a racehorse, then into a hat,
a song, a dragon and a fountain of water. One can
dare anything in the theatre and it’s the place
where one dares the least.’


Eugène Ionesco









FOREWORD


Far from being an anomaly invented in the Swinging Sixties, so-called ‘devised theatre’ is as old as society itself. Millennia before the birth of the formal literary ‘script’, we can be sure that folk got on their feet and made things up. Long nights round ancient campfires would be filled by endlessly inventive home-made entertainments. Singers of songs, tellers of stories and jokes, and groups of performers acting out yarns they had cooked up collaboratively, sometimes led by prehistoric versions of directors, often not, would light up the darkness.


It is inconceivable that the theatrical companies of Ancient Greece and Rome put together their productions of Sophocles and Plautus without group experiment and improvisation, and we know from the Folios that much extemporisation and collaborative creativity took place in Shakespeare’s theatre.


From Commedia dell’Arte to Victorian burlesque, from music hall and pantomime to the silent cinema of Keaton, Chaplin, Griffiths, Feuillade, von Stroheim et al., from the agit-prop theatre of the 1930s to the Goons and Pythons, making it up is as natural as laughing and crying.


A play in performance is an organic, visceral, three-dimensional thing. It isn’t, by definition, the reading out of a text. So it is entirely logical to create live theatre directly. The currency, the medium, is people: physical action in time and space – not merely words on a page.


And the world is out there, waiting for us to depict it, in all its joy and pain.


Just make up a play. It’s easy. Or is it? Well, it is, once you get the ball rolling. But kicking off can often be difficult. For some, it’s just the question of having an idea, and getting on with it. But for others, especially when we remember that we are talking about group creativity, ways are needed to stimulate ideas – to release the collective imagination.


And that is the unique value of this highly original and massively useful book. With impressive thoroughness, Jessica Swale has assembled a remarkable compendium of games and exercises.


Everything here qualifies as a lively starting point for rich invention. But, as an experienced and talented director, Jessica knows that the building of a solid ensemble is as important as the play itself, so much of what you will find in these pages will be equally useful for that purpose alone.


This book is a great achievement, and you will have much fun with it. Happy play-making!


Mike Leigh









INTRODUCTION


If you take the time to stop by a park or a playground anywhere in the world, you will observe the same phenomenon. Groups of youngsters making believe. Darting about as aliens, swaggering around on a pirate ship or leaping over logs as if they are horses, children love to make things up. There is a creative spirit deep-rooted in the human psyche, which yearns for just this kind of spontaneous fun. Yet somehow, as we ‘grow up’, the increasing demands on us to plan and prepare not only limit our opportunities for spontaneity, but reinforce a belief that to ad-lib or behave impulsively is less worthwhile.


Perhaps, in some walks of life, this is the case. But theatre is a live performance art and relies on a sense of immediacy and imaginative freedom, which is born out of extemporisation. The children in the park were not recreating stories they had been told. They were making things up, on the spot. They were devising. The joy of make-believe is its lack of constraints; a story that begins on a pirate ship might equally as well end on the moon as it might in the discovery of treasure.


Children find endless amusement in the act of improvisation, so it makes sense that if we strive to create entertaining theatre, we should follow suit. There is something profoundly satisfying about creating a story from scratch, and often plays developed within an inventive and supportive environment reflect this, to their benefit.


This book explores the devising process and looks at how to foster imaginative freedom in a rehearsal room, in order to create work that is organic, original and dynamic.


What is Devised Theatre?


Devised theatre is created during the rehearsal process, as opposed to a staged version of an extant script. In a ‘conventional’ rehearsal process, while the director and actors have the liberty to play with interpretation, ultimately their aim is to deliver a faithful version of the text.


In contrast, on day one of a devising project, the participants jump into the abyss of the unknown. They may have starting points in mind – a text, an object, music, a space, a concept or issue – but at this stage no one will have an idea of what the final production will be like. Those factors which we imagine to be the building blocks of a play – plot, characters, structure, style, form – are all yet to be decided. Unsurprisingly, this element of risk can be daunting. However, it also engenders an immense sense of fun and freedom, the opportunity to try things out, to experiment and to play.


Devised theatre can be fresh, original, captivating and thrilling. Whilst the prospect of devising might initially provoke panic – ‘What do you mean, we have to create a play from scratch?!’ – it is, I think, often the most exciting way of working. There’s the palpable danger, the thrill of the unknown, the excitement of the adventure, and the satisfaction of creating something entirely original. Actors and students learn invaluable skills during the devising process. Indeed, some of the most successful productions in the contemporary canon are devised, or use devising techniques in their development. Complicite’s playful devising strategies are visible in their productions; they work as an ensemble under the auspices of director Simon McBurney, experimenting with visual media, object manipulation, text and narrative to create theatrically innovative work, like A Disappearing Number and Shunkin. Katie Mitchell uses collaborative devising techniques to create new interpretations of classic texts like Virginia Woolf’s Waves. Similarly, Punchdrunk use ensemble improvisation techniques to arrive at their celebrated interactive, immersive style of performance, which has be seen in works like The Masque of the Red Death and Faust.


Devising is an opportunity to stretch your creative legs, to spread your artistic wings and to explore the act of making theatre. We should relish it and enjoy it. This book outlines games and exercises that can be used to devise your own theatre, and provides the tools to start doing just that.


Devising and the Question of Collaboration


The terms ‘devised’ and ‘collaborative’ theatre are often bandied about together or used interchangeably. They are worth unpicking in order to plan your devising process. A principal difference between devising and working conventionally on a script is the potential for collaborative authorship in the former, as opposed to the single authorial voice of the latter. Devising companies work together to generate material. This does not necessarily mean that the roles of director or playwright become obsolete; there are a variety of devising methods. A director might provide the stimulus material. They might plan creative exercises for rehearsals or may well join in as an equal participant in the initial stages of creation, stepping out to ‘direct’ the piece in the later stages of rehearsal.


Likewise, a writer might be brought in to shape the work or to advise on the story. They may even create a full text which draws together the various elements of the initial process. In short, there are no rules as to how collaborative a devising process must be. The goal is simply to make use of the pool of creative skills available; many heads are better than one. But how does this work, and is there a danger of too many cooks?


Text Creation in Collaboration: Max Stafford-Clark


Many mainstream theatres are wary of devised work. Many like the concept, but would rather accept plays that use devising strategies in rehearsals but then hand over to a playwright, rather than collectively authored pieces. Naturally, there is a greater element of risk in programming something that does not yet exist; if it cannot be read, it is more difficult to assess its potential. Both fully collaborative and writer-led processes use elements of devising in their rehearsals, but the latter adheres to a more conventional rehearsal model after the writer has penned the text, resulting in a work which the playwright ultimately claims authorship of.


The celebrated work commissioned and directed by Max Stafford-Clark at the Royal Court Theatre, with Joint Stock, and subsequently with Out of Joint Theatre Company, is evidence of the success of a workshop-based method of text creation. Actors are invited to collaborate with him and the playwright, over a period of usually four weeks, in order to develop initial ideas, scenarios and questions. The aim is to inspire the writer.


Stafford-Clark’s workshops are highly collaborative. Each individual’s contribution is valued. Actors are encouraged to pursue improvisations in new directions, using their own creativity to develop the work. Stafford-Clark works with the playwright to find shared points of interest and then runs a series of exercises to delve into the material. This often includes interviewing individuals, undertaking primary research, using improvisations and games to form scenes and raw material – the sort of games that you can find in this book. If the play is to be a verbatim text (one created using the words of interviewees, such as Talking to Terrorists by Robin Soans or The Permanent Way by David Hare), the writer, director and actors spend time meeting and recording interviews with relevant people. At this point in the process the writer may only have a vague idea of the play, perhaps some of the characters and an outline of a story, but the work created in the rehearsal room can often lead somewhere quite different – somewhere surprising. Stafford-Clark warns that setting out to create verbatim theatre with a strong agenda or message is deadly. Engaging work derives from questions, not answers. Rather than making work to share what you already know or believe, it is far more interesting to use the process as a means of exploration.


After this initial playful period, the baton is then passed to the playwright, who is given time to develop a full script inspired by the workshop. They are completely free to use or discard the workshop material as they wish. Sometimes scenes arrived at in the workshop are replicated almost identically in the final text. Sometimes, though, it is simply questions which arise in the devising period that inspire the playwright to develop something quite original, and has no direct resemblance to the content of the workshop. Stafford-Clark has often used the mantra ‘the writer is king’. Whilst he stays in close contact with the playwright over this ‘writing period’, by giving the writer creative space, he ensures they feel ownership of the final text.


When the play is finished, the actors are reassembled to rehearse the new play. Over the course of four or five weeks in rehearsal, he uses ‘actioning’ and Stanislavskian techniques, as one might with a classical text, to create a production that honours the text completely.


Stafford-Clark has used this collaborative method to create some of the most seminal works of the last forty years, including Timberlake Wertenbaker’s Our Country’s Good, David Hare’s The Permanent Way, Howard Brenton’s Epsom Downs and Caryl Churchill’s Serious Money, to name a few. By pioneering this workshop method, Stafford-Clark made major innovations in British theatre and brought elements of devising into the mainstream.


A Return to the Commune: Shunt


In contrast with Out of Joint, some companies work as a creative collective throughout the rehearsal process. Working as an ensemble, they construct work without hierarchy and sometimes without a director. Shunt, for example, is a theatre collective of ten artists who create theatre ‘events’, which assault the senses and fascinate their audiences. They work strictly as a collective, their programmes stating ‘devised by the company’ rather than breaking down the creative roles.


Shunt focuses on creating large-scale interactive environments in unique spaces (their current home is the vaults under London Bridge train station). The productions are highly visual, often not following a linear narrative but creating a more abstract, sensory experience using sound, action and text. Something about the multiplicity of the work, the experiential and multilayered elements of performance, reflects the way it was created: by a group of people who each have their own ideas and interests. They work together to create the work, taking it in turns to throw ideas in, playing games and experimenting with sequences, stories and themes. Their recent work includes Tropicana, Amato Saltone and Money; work that has placed them firmly in the public eye.


Mischa Twitchin is one of Shunt’s ten core artists. He explains that the company consciously rebel against the idea of director as an auteur, or the idea of ‘the theatre’ as an institution. He also explains that working as a group means negotiation is essential:


‘Collaboration is the excitement between people who share a vision. Within this, any member of the team at any one moment has to make compromises. It is vital, for that reason, that we all make our own work outside Shunt to satisfy our own creative urges. The beauty of collaboration is that the work is incomparably richer than anything you could create on your own.’


So is this the ultimate in collaborative work; is it the theatrical equivalent of a Communist collective? Not entirely. The ten members of Shunt each have different skill-specific responsibilities. Twitchin is primarily a lighting designer, others are directors, designers, performers. Does the presence of a director mean that one person takes a greater level of control? Twitchin explains that inevitably decisions have to be made in order to create an event; to work without any kind of leadership would be impractical, but the collaborative nature of rehearsals mean they avoid the sense of segmented roles and ‘limited relationships’ which Shunt associate with traditional rehearsals:


‘The benefit of a large group is that there is always a lot going on. Like any process, there’s more of an impact if the director is asleep than one of the performers. These roles, like “director”, exist because they have a function. But in our rehearsals we all work together. Work progresses through improvisations that are based on a theme, action or relationship that we are all interested in. Everyone contributes, we all watch to see where it is going.’


In rehearsals, Shunt use improvisation games to develop ideas. They all muck in, bringing their suggestions for themes, ideas, characters and plot. This way they generate a wealth of material, which they experiment with freely before they begin to edit it in preparation for performance. Everyone has a say. Twitchin believes that working as a collective rather than defining roles avoids the syndrome of people saying, ‘That’s not my job’, which, he suggests, is a ‘creative shutdown’:


‘Our process mitigates the sense of a traditional division of labour, the hierarchical system reflective of an institution rather than a process.’


Ultimately, he suggests, through empowering everyone to contribute, the work produced is richer. But isn’t there an argument that designating someone (a director) as the final decision-maker is both efficient and beneficial in terms of clarity?




Perhaps this depends on the nature of the piece. Shunt’s work is multilayered, fragmented, postmodern. In a more conventional, linear style of storytelling, a directorial perspective might be more valuable. Film provides a clear case for this; it is the medium that gives the director most artistic control. Film directors carefully select exactly what they want the audience to see – and filter it, pinpointing our focus. But does this mean that devising and collaboration are redundant? Absolutely not.


Starting with a Blank Page: Mike Leigh


Mike Leigh is one of Britain’s most celebrated film and theatre writer-directors. His work is candid, real, detailed and innovative, and is exemplary in terms of clear storytelling. Yet he uses collaborative techniques throughout his process in order to build the work from scratch. Unlike Shunt, his devising techniques are used to create linear stories.


Leigh creates work from scratch through the rehearsal process. Whilst some devising companies begin with an objective to investigate a specific subject matter, Leigh explains that his starting point is often vague, and certainly is not oriented towards a predetermined destination. On the first day of his process there is often a question, a sense, an interest, but never a narrative, or even set of characters. Leigh uses a series of procedures to collaborate with actors in order to create characters and their worlds:


‘People always ask me, do I know what I am going to do? The answer is yes and no. Sometimes it is very vague, sometimes no more than a feeling – Happy Go Lucky began with no more than a feeling, a sense of something. There’s always something to evolve. The film I am making at the moment [Another Year] I had no idea about. The structure of the film came out of the dramatic need to solve the question of “How often do you need to see somebody?”, justifying how often you could see somebody.’


But when the world is your oyster, where do you start? Leigh warns against the dangers of trying too hard to create ‘art’, proposing instead that devisers follow their gut instincts and find sources in the world around them, in their everyday experiences:


‘As soon as you look out anywhere, you will find subject matter… The minute you look out there and stop thinking about “the art, the art” then it is actually interesting. Anything can be dramatised – any combination of characters – that is the startling thing, so in a way it is all common sense. The minute anyone’s got any notion of what they want to look at, once they are onto something that may well lead to “something” – the content gives you all the answers… It is about using the tool called rehearsal, as opposed to secondary tools like word processors or pens. You can make things up. That’s what theatre was, long before anyone wrote anything down… Access the world, tell stories about what you see.’


Leigh’s plays and films often starkly explore the grimmer realities of life. His work is naturalistic, aiming to present a believable picture of real life. By working with the actors to draw characters from the landscape around them, from their own experiences, he ensures that the audience will recognise what they see and therefore engage with it on a personal level. In order to create characters, Leigh works with each actor individually:


‘So I will say to you as an actor, “Think of everyone that you can, that you have ever met, who is female (or male) and within a range of X years of your age…” The record is held by Sally Hawkins [playing the lead character in Happy-Go-Lucky], who hit the two hundred and something mark… I spend a massive amount of time with each actor. To an extent, talking with someone about lots of people, on lots of levels, we’re chewing the fat and building a relationship and talking about all sorts of things. What I am doing is listening and thinking, “This could be a possible source, no, yes, no, not that person but someone else” – it’s a creative thing and it is freewheeling. Eventually a choice has to be made which we will use as a source. It is only a source, a jumping-off point. The character we end up with will never be a literal representation of that person.’


Leigh chooses a person, or several, from the actor’s list. He explains his role as the decision-maker:


‘I choose. It has to be said because that is the reality, as eventually it is about coherent storytelling. The actors do the acting. That isn’t to say they don’t have masses of input – because they do.’


The next stage is to physicalise the person. Samuel Beckett’s mantra ‘Less is more’ is all-important here; Leigh encourages the actors not to attempt to be dramatic or comic, rather to be the person in real time, utterly naturalistically. This is essential to the realism at the core of his work. There are two methods used to find the physical life of the character:


‘The purest way is saying, “Right… do him or her in a room with no one else there, you don’t have to talk, just go into character and be the person, and stay in character until I tell you.” Alternatively, the more sophisticated way is to say, “Walk around, you can be wherever you like, just be fluid, just get the feel of the person.” ’


If Leigh has chosen multiple people as sources rather than one, he will split the room into areas. Each source person is allocated an area of the rehearsal room. The actor must then walk around, becoming each source person according to the area they are in. Leigh then encourages the actor to move into the areas where these people merge, where the actor will create a hybrid, Person X, who exists somewhere in the middle. Thus a new character is formed.


This is the first stage of Leigh’s method. Then he works with the actor to create a fuller picture of the character. They list all the details that the actor knows about the source person (or people): how old they are, where they went to school, whether they have siblings, and so on. Leigh and the actor then fill in the gaps imaginatively, making up the unknown information. Of course, if the character is a hybrid of several, the inventive work is in selecting which elements of the character stem from which source, and in melding them into one being. A great deal of the imaginative work is in questioning the known information, editing it to create a new person. X didn’t go to university, but what if she had? Who would she be then? This is the stage at which, whilst plenty of the ideas come from the actor, Leigh is very much in his element as the director, the information filter. Whilst working with each actor individually, he is also painting a much bigger picture:


‘My role as writer-director is to be on the go right from the beginning… It is quite easy to work with an actor and arrive at a character, but unless the decisions are motivated by some sense of how they relate to other characters, some scheme, unless there’s some independent storytelling on the go, then it is completely random and arbitrary. You need to arrive at the point where you are going to convert all of this raw material into something which is distilled and written and structured. So I am cooking up a character with each actor but I am also conducting a “writerly” investigation into the subject and story.’


Leigh acts as an omnipotent author throughout, encouraging contributions from the actors, but holding the reins and shaping the work into one cohesive whole. His working method varies starkly from the ensemble process that Shunt employs, or the writer-led focus that Stafford-Clark favours. All three use devising, but within very different methodologies.


Choosing a Method


We can see from these three contrasting methods that devising can be a useful tool across many styles of theatre-making. Whilst these case studies differ in their allocation of roles and responsibilities within the creative process, essentially all three share in one philosophy: the virtue of collaboration. As John Donne said, ‘No man is an island’; they believe that creativity benefits from a multiplicity of voices and perspectives.


Let us consider these two terms again: devising and collaboration. Devised theatre simply means that which is created during the rehearsal process. Collaborative theatre is work developed through acts of teamwork. So are they one and the same?


Not entirely. Many companies place collaboration at the centre of their philosophy: Filter, Kneehigh and Complicite, for example. Some actively rebel against the notion of an auteur. Improbable’s Phelim McDermott claimed one of the greatest achievements of their success Shockheaded Peter was the fact that it went to the West End ‘and you can’t really say who wrote it; that in itself is a strong social statement.’


Collaboration, however, does not necessarily mean abandoning traditional roles. Kneehigh’s Artistic Director Emma Rice describes how their devising method relies on working as individuals within a team:


‘Months before rehearsals begin, I start work with the creative team. We gaze at books and films, sketch and begin to form a concept, an environment in which the story can live, in which the actors can play. We exchange music. Writers go away and write collections of poems or lyrics or ideas. It is this fertile palette of words, music and design that we bring to the rehearsal room. Kneehigh is a team. The shared imagination is greater than any individual’s, so we begin the rehearsal process by returning to the story. We tell it to each other, scribble thoughts on huge pieces of paper, relate it to our own experience. We create characters. The design is developed with ideas coming from the devising team. The writers are in rehearsal. They watch and inspire, feeding in their poetry, their lyrics. They respond to improvisation and then craft scenes and characters alongside the actors. Layer upon layer, the world is created, the story released. If you stay true to the fundamental relationship between yourself, your team and the subject matter, the piece will take on a life of its own.’


It is quite possible to use elements of devising to create work within a conventionally structured process. The earliest devised play to become a commercial hit was probably Oh! What a Lovely War in 1963, devised by Joan Littlewood and her Theatre Workshop. Littlewood was a pioneer, involving her actors fully in the creation of the material, yet she maintained the role of director, initiating and shaping the work. Essentially, plays need narrative, focus and structure; even the most abstract work needs careful planning and a consideration of the audience’s perspective.


Your choice of working method should reflect the type of work you want to make. Shunt work as an ensemble because they aim to create experiential, multiauthored, layered performances. Mike Leigh conducts an authorial investigation, using devising to generate material, which he then filters to create plays and films inspired very much by observed reality. Max Stafford-Clark uses exercises with his actors to assemble a rich tapestry of research, characters and stories, which he then hands to the writer, who filters it through their own personal interests and perspective. Each results in a different style of work, whilst taking advantage of the opportunity to draw from the team. In these cases, an array of different cooks might, in fact, improve the broth.


Starting Work


The joy of devising is the absolute creative freedom engendered when you can start anywhere you like. It’s an adventure. Who knows where you will end up? Whilst it is fun to play, the best devised theatre often has two key traits in common.
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