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Introduction


Annabel Arden


A girl who was not in my form at school came to my eleventh birthday party. I hoped she would be my friend because she looked really interesting. She brought me a present which I will never forget.


It was a small bag made of beautiful, very smooth cotton, patterned with tiny purple flowers and lots of green leaves. In the bag were some curious objects including a richly engraved picture on a thin piece of bone, like a tiny playing card; magic Chinese paper flowers which expanded when put in water; and a small rather black banana which she said her dad had picked in the Caribbean only the day before. This was true and the banana was very tasty.


The girl was Louisa Young, one half of Zizou Corder, the writer of Lionboy. The other half had to wait twenty years to be born, and she is Louisa’s daughter, Isabel Adomakoh Young. They started writing Lionboy together when Isabel was about ten, more or less the same age as her mother and I were when we first met.


Louisa and I are still very close friends, and one day in our more recent past I jokingly said to her: ‘Don’t give anyone else permission to make Lionboy into a piece of theatre.’ She looked at me with her steadiest, bluest gaze and said: ‘I won’t.’ And so she gave me another present as curious and complex as the first. The seed of a show was sown.


It then took all kinds of things and people to make it germinate and flourish.


Over a period of about four years, with the enthusiastic and unflagging collaboration of Judith Dimant and Complicite, a series of workshops was undertaken. My first writing collaborator was Mike Kenny, with whom I began to tackle the enormous difficulty of compressing three novels packed with baroque and gorgeous detail into a form which was stage-worthy. We also worked with Annie Castledine as a dramaturge, and the depth of her insight and her challenging questions proved invaluable.


Louisa and Isabel had various agreements when they wrote Lionboy. Such as: anything they wanted or imagined could go in – the plot was infinitely flexible like some miraculous stretchy fabric. Also nobody should actually die. Both of these agreements are not terribly useful if you have to tell a story on stage in real time to a live audience.


And it was storytelling which really interested me, speaking directly to an audience and describing things, as well as enacting them. I also was fascinated by Charlie (as all readers of the book are): his relationship with the lions, and his ability to speak lion.


In one early workshop we looked at various ways of representing lions. Masks, puppets, exploring the actual movement of big cats… Somehow none of those ways felt right. Then I began to think that the human-ness of the lions, their story of oppression and exile was the key. I began to work with many actors, most of whom did not end up in the show – and we talked about Africa a lot. One of the actors in the workshop, Denton Chikura, who comes from Zimbabwe, told us a story which proved to be a turning point. He told how he had an uncle who, when the family really needed help to solve some problem, would go into the countryside and transform himself into a lion and then, somehow, all would be well. He was so matter-of-fact about this that it stopped us in our tracks.


‘You mean he just…?’


‘Yes. He became a lion.’


‘Did you see him?’


‘We knew he had become a lion.’


That was it. So we worked with the first Charlie, Adetomiwa Edun, and with Femi Olofowemu, Jr., and many of the present cast, among them Clive Mendus and Victoria Gould, on how to become lions. The matter-of-fact quality was key: ‘I am a lion because I say and believe that I am a lion.’ That is how children inhabit their heroes, and how storytellers bring stories to life. We researched movement, we looked at lions up close (thanks to London Zoo), but we did not want to imitate them. We needed to represent their state, as much as their bodies.


Theatrical sound was an essential partner in this transformation. How does the actor’s body and voice marry with the recorded sound to make a whole? Pete Malkin, our sound operator, was really another actor although he was not onstage.


The workshops then became focused on how we could find a form for a small number of actors to tell the story. What would we leave out? What could we change? Another concern was how to tell a story consistently through one central protagonist: what is the relationship of Charlie to his world?


Finally, under the sensitive hand of Marcelo Dos Santos, a script was made ready for rehearsal.


Of course it was changed again in the period of rehearsal as we really had to inhabit the shifting physical realities of the piece. It was a very rich exchange between actors, writers, designers and myself; partly devised, and partly script-led, with a constant question: what would people of all ages like? But especially young people. We learnt from primary-school children who came to our rehearsal room, and we learnt from audiences on tour, changing and reshaping the show between performances.


We were developing a style that was direct and simple. We were engaging the audience’s imagination, and particularly through language – sometimes rather literary language, music and sound. We were always very happy when people of very different ages enjoyed the show. I feel that Theatre for Children should really delight everyone. A story is still the most compelling part of theatre to me, and finding out which story to tell, and how to tell it was the heart of the work. One of my most thrilling moments on tour was at the Bristol Old Vic, where we opened the show. A member of the youth theatre asked if there would be a published script so that she could do her own production. Well, here it is.




Adapter’s Note


Marcelo Dos Santos


Will there be lions? That tended to be the first question people asked about Lionboy on stage, and my answer was always, yes. Yes and also there will be a circus ship, a high-tech CEO headquarters and a hot-air balloon. Everything was possible. Not because of the budget or design but because we consciously wanted to make a show that actively used the audience’s imagination.


Rather than showing every moment of Zizou Corder’s novels acted out, or building a hot-air balloon or using puppets, I worked with the company to develop a language of storytelling that relied heavily on our audience’s imaginations and the dexterity and charisma of the performer. With very few props and some simple circus skills, the actors ask you to imagine a circus ship, a futuristic London, a Moroccan forest and more.


We had some simple rules, but like all rules they are made to be broken. The audience would never see a lion but they could hear them, either through Charlie reporting their dialogue or through sound – the original production incorporated much sound and percussion. We developed a choreography around stools and ladders but there are many more ingenious and playful approaches to explore.


All we might ask is that you trust in the power of imagination and stay as nimble and light as a cat.




This adaptation of Lionboy was originally co-produced by Complicite, Bristol Old Vic, Liverpool Everyman and Playhouse, Oxford Playhouse, Wales Millennium Centre and Warwick Arts Centre, and first performed at Bristol Old Vic on 29 May 2013, before touring to Liverpool, Oxford, Leeds, Warwick, Cardiff and the Unicorn Theatre, London. The cast was as follows:


ADETOMIWA EDUN
FEMIELUFOWOJU, JR.
ROBERT GILBERT
VICTORIA GOULD
LISA KERR
CLIVE MENDUS
DAN MILNE
STEPHEN HISCOCK, music and percussion


Adapted by Marcelo Dos Santos
With Annabel Arden, Louisa Young, Mike Kenny and the Company






	Director


	Annabel Arden





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





