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  William Blake wrote




  ‘The Imagination is the Human Existence Itself’




  





  A FEW NOTES AND A BRIEF GLOSSARY




  Then What Happens? is the companion to Different Every Night, in which I describe some of my rehearsal processes when working on plays – that is, material written specifically to be performed. This book deals with the performance of narrative material intended to be read or told. With the former, the storytelling is implicit and the characters usually remain within the imaginary worlds of the plays they inhabit. With the latter, the storytelling is self-evident and the actor/characters function both within and without their imagined worlds. To perform this material, actors require additional techniques to those for performing in plays. These particular skills are what, for the most part, this book is about. Of course, the essential techniques of acting – actions, objectives, points of concentration – still apply and underpin all the storytelling techniques. I do refer to them in passing, but anyone interested in a more detailed account of my approach to those fundamentals of acting should take a look at the earlier book.




  Plays are written to be performed. Without us, the live audience, their performance remains an impossible object. Their texts all share the same components that identify them as plays, the most obvious being dialogue, people interacting with each other and occasionally with us, supported at times by minimal descriptions of their behaviour and appearance. They are usually concerned with a limited number of characters in a limited number of locations over a limited period of time, for the most part chronological, and are conceived, with rare exceptions, to be performed over an average of say two-and-a-half hours, more or less non-stop, with the audience absorbing whatever it can as the action proceeds. The characters are rarely if ever explained. They reveal themselves through scenes of action that we, the observers, interpret. They are almost never seen from varying viewpoints, although the characters will, of course, talk about each other. Because of the consistency of these ingredients, true from the plays of Aeschylus to whatever contemporary plays are currently on offer, Different Every Night can describe a structured process of rehearsal applicable to any play.




  Stories, however, apart from all being words on a page or in the mouths and memories of storytellers, have little in common with each other, let alone with plays. Stories that are written down are, unlike plays, intended to be read – and read at the pace of the reader who, unlike the audience at a play, has complete control over the experience, able to re-read, thumb back or flick forward, stop and start at will. Their length and their number of locations and characters are without limit. Their time spans, also without limit, can move freely between past, present and future. They may exist with or without dialogue, description or commentary and can be told from any or many a point of view. A story may teem with physical action on an epic scale or contain its action within the depths of a character’s psyche. Characters may remain enigmatic or be extensively analysed and described. This variation in the contents and structure of stories means that there’s no one sequence of rehearsal work that could accommodate them all on their journey to the stage. Each story, whatever its source – novel, epic poem, myth – requires a unique treatment of its own. It is the particular needs of a particular story, the individual dramatic choices it demands, that will light the fuse of your imagination.




  Consequently, this book can’t and doesn’t try to set out a structured sequence of work, but offers some ideas and workshops around the subject, the intention being to open up for consideration the rich possibilities of story-theatre.




  In story-theatre four disciplines converge: storytelling, theatrical performance, the adaptation of material from non-dramatic sources, and the development of an ensemble with the necessary skills to fulfil its special demands.




  Only actors give life to theatre. This is true whether they’re performing plays or telling stories. That’s why this book echoes the other in its insistence on the primacy of the actor. To that end, the reader should bear in mind that, as stressed in Different Every Night, all rehearsals and performances are kept alive by constant process. That’s to say, the work aspires to constant development and never to predetermined results: to allow things to happen rather than to make them happen, to discover rather than to know, to become rather than to be.




  The book is in two parts. Part One deals with the What, Part Two with the How.




  Part One is in nine sections:




  

    

      Section One sets out my own experience of story-theatre.




      Section Two extols the virtues of storytelling and its difference from playacting.




      Section Three describes the optimal physical and spatial conditions for story-theatre.




      Section Four details the extensive skills that storytelling demands of performers.




      Section Five enumerates the component parts of narrative, together with some principles for transforming a narrative text for reading into a narrative text for performing.




      Section Six concentrates on the processes for transforming a narrative text for performing into an actual performance.




      Section Seven does some further extolling, this time of the virtues of adaptation.




      Section Eight offers some techniques in the process of adaptation.




      Section Nine discusses the creation of consistent worlds or realities.


    


  




  Part Two contains sixty workshops to develop storytelling skills, grouped under fifteen topics.




  Most of the workshops contain a considerable number of exercises. All exercises are in boxes.




  Matters discussed in Part One are cross-referred with their appropriate workshops in Part Two. Workshops whose techniques may overlap are also cross-referred.




  ____




  My experience of adapting and staging non-dramatic fiction is that the two functions form a synergy. At various stages in the process they can alternate, overlap or travel in parallel, but finally they’re inseparable aspects of the same process. So whenever I use the word Adaptation or any of those Trans-words (-pose, -late, -mogrify and the like) I’m referring to the whole journey from page to stage. When I need to refer to them individually, the context should make it clear that I’m doing so.




  Actor, Performer and Storyteller are all-embracing, interchangeable nomenclatures that apply whether an actor/performer/storyteller is narrating or playing a character or in any other way contributing to the performance; the Storyteller can act and the Actor can tell stories. Narrator refers specifically to whoever is actually delivering the narrative, that is to say, literally telling the story. When I need to distinguish between Narrators and the rest, especially when describing exercises, I refer to Narrators as such and the others as the Group. Both together I refer to variously as the Company, Ensemble, Cast or Class.




  Story can refer to any sort of narrative, whether in prose or in verse, from a fable to a novella, from a biography to a devised piece; Narrative for the purpose of this book refers to all prose or verse with the exception of dialogue; Scene refers to any section of dialogue in a story.




  Stage indicates any acting space; Theatre, any venue where a performance can take place.




  Transition is any change from one state to another; Transformation is the nature of the change.




  When I use we, I am at times identifying myself with the audience and the world at large; at others with the smaller world of theatre practitioners. Whenever I refer to you, I’m addressing whoever may be guiding a workshop or rehearsal. When I identify an individual, should I subsequently need to refer to them again, I’m adopting, as often as I can – at times, I acknowledge defeat – the grammatically incorrect ‘they, them, their and theirs’ (as I’m doing in this sentence). This is to preserve some euphony while avoiding the politically condemned ‘he, him and his’, the politically grovelling ‘she, her and hers’, and the acceptable but cumbersome ‘he or she, she or he, her or him, his or hers’…




  ____




  A Note for Devisers and Improvisers: To illustrate narrative devices, I’m inevitably taking examples from stories that already exist as texts. And this sort of material, mainly from novels, does predominate throughout the book. But the methods described can be intelligently put to use on devised and improvised storytelling. Devised work is usually spared many of the analytic procedures applied to existing texts since an improvised story and its interpretation usually arrive hand in hand; the what and the how tend to be created together. Of course, once a devised piece exists as a text, you can analyse it just like any other type of narrative or play. In fact, this is a useful way to find out with a cool head the subtextual themes and patterns underlying work that has been created in the heat of improvisation. It’s also a useful way to ensure that the world that’s been devised is coherent and consistent.




  





  Part One




  THOUGHTSHOPS FOR STORYTELLING




  





  SECTION 1




  THIS STORY OF MINE




  





  
TO BEGIN AT THE BEGINNING…





  

    

      HAVE I GOT NEWS FOR YOU!




      Tell me! What?




      I hardly know where to begin.




      Oh, for God’s sake! What??




      Look, I’ve been sworn to secrecy. So…




      Yes, yes, I promise!




      Oh, maybe I shouldn’t have –




      Well, you did.




      Forget I said anything.




      Too late now. You’ve got to tell me!


    


  




  Your words have triggered an instant reflex that arouses my need to know. And any delay increases it. The suspense might even kill me. You’ve tempted me with the promise of a story, a temptation that’s hard to resist. If the offer’s withdrawn, the story withheld, I’m left dangling: off-balance and incomplete. The need to tell and be told stories seems as essential to our existence as breathing. Stories transcend time and space, travelling down generations and across borders, cutting through the otherness of cultures and languages. Prehistory pieces together whatever evidence it can find to tell us possible stories about our earliest selves. Stories beckon us in pursuit of the unanswerable ‘why’, the relentless quest of that Holy Grail: to make sense of our lives and give them shape. But there are times when we want stories to take us in the opposite direction – out of ourselves. Is it possible to conceive of a world without stories? Without beginnings, middles and ends? Without manga, Man Booker and myths? Sagas and scandals and soaps? Stories nourish our imagination. Imagination nourishes our empathy.




  How a story reaches us obviously affects its impact on us. Reading is an altogether private activity, done at our own speed and in circumstances of our own choosing. Nothing intrudes between the page and our imagination. But the process is totally one-way: from the story to us. We respond to it but we have no effect on it. More to the point, our response is to rewrite the story in our imaginations, but it remains unchanged on the page. But being told or read a story face to face creates the possibility of an exchange between teller and listener in which the listener’s reactions may well affect the teller’s telling. Inevitably, there must be some degree of interaction. Storytelling in theatre lifts this interaction onto another level of possibilities entirely. Plays, of course, act out stories, but most often indirectly, at a slight remove. Storytelling refreshes theatre by restoring it to its roots: stories first, plays after.




  Some people disapprove of the theatrical appropriation of texts not originally conceived for theatre. But theatre survives by a magpie existence, helping itself from other arts, crafts and disciplines to whatever seems useful for its own purposes. Its uniqueness and vitality reside not so much in the provenance of its materials as in the form of its expression: the phenomenon of performance. This is the domain of the actor. Only actors can bring life to the stage. They transform productions into performances. Actors are the performance. Acting is the élan vital of theatre, its breath, its pulse, its source of energy. And storytelling actors epitomise theatre at its purest and acting at its most multifaceted.




  Actors exhibit our potential to transcend ourselves: to imagine what it’s like to be someone else. Storytellers manifest our potential to transcend the moment we chance to live in: to imagine what it’s like to be somewhere else in time and place, actual or speculative. Story’s plot is theatre’s action. Nothing offers a more inviting point of departure on an empathy-expanding journey of the imagination than a company of storytellers entering a space to greet the other company gathered there with the irresistibly seductive incantation:




  
ONCE UPON A TIME…





  
A Thousand and One Nights





  I happened upon storytelling by chance. I came upon it in pursuit of an entirely different preoccupation: defining for myself precisely what I believed to be the essence of theatre. It was one of those rare and serendipitous occasions on which two seemingly separate paths of enquiry synthesise into one. Storytelling drew me into an entirely unexpected world where many of my questions about the nature of theatre were answered, and many of my instincts on the matter confirmed.




  It happened through A Thousand and One Nights. I made the acquaintance of this cornucopia of stories while working in Israel. A friend suggested that they might be adaptable for the theatre. Reading a bunch of kids’ stories didn’t fill me with the greatest enthusiasm. To my surprise, the thirty or so I did read were far from the familiar tales of magic and adventure I’d expected. Since their first appearance in the West, many of them had been heavily expurgated and subsumed in that guise. These I read were altogether more sophisticated and revealed much of the life that would have been experienced in the cultures from which they’d evolved. What’s more, they were flagrantly, joyfully carnal and their women, confounding some current burqa’d and niqab’d impressions of Islamic culture, clearly the more enterprising and dynamic of the sexes. These tales were immediately alluring: rich in plot, character and action, replete with city life, daily toil, landscapes, philosophical ruminations, religious proselytising, prayer, myth, magic, verse, romance, adventure, history, moral fables, shaggy-dog stories, dirty jokes and, as noted, celebratory eroticism; all human life was there. But they didn’t seem to lend themselves to conventional adaptation into scenes of extended dialogue. Possibly because I was then living in the Levant, where there were still pockets of traditional public storytelling – not that I’d experienced this myself, but nonetheless romantically visualised it – it occurred to me that the ideal presentation of these stories might be to retain them in their natural form: as stories. The challenge was to find the dramatic means of doing so.




  Initially, I was somewhat deterred by having seen too many dull adaptations with the undernourished narrator unimaginatively stuck in a corner of the stage making colourless links between scenes, a lazy way of conveying information that the dramatist had failed to resolve within the drama itself, one that offered the actor in question a thankless task in a boring role, remarkable only for its missed opportunities. From a practical standpoint, these stories roamed so frequently from one exotic location to another and involved such vast casts of characters that their adaptation as plays would have defeated the means of the most spiralling Defence Budget. What helped me to make a leap of imagination was that this challenge coincided with my own personal concern at that time with what exactly constituted an act of theatre. I was becoming more and more convinced this had to be the creative presence of the actor, the one ingredient in theatre that cannot be dispensed with; the only one necessary, together, of course, with an audience and their shared imaginations, for theatre to exist. The actor was the defining element of theatre. I began to visualise actors in an empty space, transforming themselves into concubines and caliphs, wise women and wazirs at the demands of a story and somehow, out of nothing, conjuring up to order souks and palaces, hammams and harems, fields of battle and the djinn-infested Upper Air. Looking back now, it all seems obvious, but then the solutions came slowly and piecemeal.




  The eventual production, literally called A Thousand and One Nights, comprised some ten stories that most appealed to me. They had no thematic or dramatic connection. I linked them together in a rather obvious sequence of alternating long and short, dramatic and comic pieces, ending with the most elaborate. What held them together was the set, a large black box containing a sequence of smaller black boxes from which bolts of material were variously drawn, one for each story. In one, about a dyer who only knew of the colour blue, his moment of revelation came when, by the tug of a cord, the frieze of blue cloths festooning the black box was transformed into all the colours of the rainbow. But my moment of revelation was seeing the possibility of actors both playing their characters and telling us about their characters, moving to and fro between those two functions as the narrative required. From that discovery came the challenge to find unanticipated ways of rendering all types of narrative stage-worthy. The dramatic potential of narrative and narration opened up endless questions about attitude, viewpoint and role that eventually came to be explored in great detail when I returned to London and formed Shared Experience Theatre Company.




  
The Book of Esther





  Before my return I created another piece of storytelling theatre based on the Old Testament Book of Esther, though, at the time, I didn’t realise I was doing that. As part of my efforts to learn Hebrew, I’d acquired a bilingual Bible padded with footnotes quoting the conflicting, highly disputative interpretations of the text by very ancient rabbis (Here Rabbi Akiba says. But Ibn Ezra finds evidence… Less acceptable is Rashi’s view…). The Book of Esther, one of the shortest in the canon, has considerably more than its fair share of such commentary. For these sages, it was also the most problematic. In the story, Esther, a nice Jewish girl, marries out of the faith (the King of Persia – to save her race from ethnic cleansing, it should be noted); but, more worrying than this, the name of God is never once invoked: two definite strikes against this story’s right to belong amongst such scriptural company, one that needed a lot of explaining. I suddenly had the image of the characters in the story trying to get on with their lives, surrounded by a group of rabbis, draped in prayer shawls, constantly interrupting them with contradictory interpretations of their behaviour and demands for them to change their ways, all the while squabbling amongst themselves over some recondite point of scholarship. This image became the starting point for an eventual piece of theatre called The Persian Protocols. Researching the material, I found that, in keeping with the need for so many justificatory footnotes, there were more exegeses and versions of Esther than of any other book in the Old Testament. The final production was a retelling of the story five times, starting with the biblical version – complete with footnotes and rabbis – and moving through four variations (children’s folk tale, agit-prop, ecstatic vision, and archetypal ‘Everyman’ legend), each written at a different period in the evolution of the Hebrew language, and manipulating the story to fit the prevailing needs and values of its community.




  As my own footnote to this, I somewhat wistfully acknowledged to myself that whereas in Israel the entire population, religious and secular, could relate – and relate to – the story of Queen Esther, having studied it in school and celebrated it during Purim (the one playful holiday in the Jewish calendar), there was not now in our British culture a single narrative I could think of that would have the same communal, unifying familiarity, not Genesis, not the Gospels (despite their Christmas Story), nor the Arthurian legends, Beowulf, The Canterbury Tales, Hamlet, David Copperfield, Pride and Prejudice (coming pretty close), not World Wars One and Two, not even 7/7.




  
Sharing the Experience





  I started Shared Experience Theatre Company to convince myself – and anyone else who cared – that all you needed to create theatre were actors with stories to tell and audiences to tell them to. What made theatre unique was one group of human beings transforming themselves into a second group of human beings in the actual – not virtual – presence of a third group of human beings who fulfilled – completed – this act of transformation by accepting and believing in that second group. This was the essence of pure theatre: the shared imaginations of actors and audiences conjuring up characters who really weren’t there: bringing the non-existent into existence. Nothing and nobody else was necessary. Our boast was that we could perform anywhere at any time for anyone.




  But what were we to perform? Plays tell wonderful stories, but they carry a certain amount of predictable baggage that, to begin with at least, might have trapped us in old ways of working. I wanted to start fresh, free from received practice. I wanted the actors in neutral: clear, clean and uncluttered, ready to go in whichever direction was required of them. I wanted them to come into their open acting space transparent, as themselves, greet the audience with a ‘Hello’… and then what? Maybe ‘There was once a wise woman… a fair princess… a fisherman… a mighty king… who…’ The seemingly innumerable stories from the Thousand and One Nights were the ideal material for such a starting point to our travels.




  I had no idea that from this point of departure we’d embark on what proved to be a ten-year voyage of discovery. Initially, storytelling was intended as a means to an end – a vessel to demonstrate the creative autonomy and dramatic sufficiency of actors in an empty space. It proved, in time, to be more than that and became part of the purpose. Storytelling revealed its vitality and completely refreshed my view of play-bound theatre. We made discoveries about stories and the nature of telling them. These led to discoveries about adaptation – the dramatic rendering of material from non-dramatic sources. This, in turn, led to the development of special techniques that enabled the actors to perform this new material. And finally, we discovered the many functions and identities, well beyond their traditional role as interpreters of character, that the actors had to acquire in their empty space. All of which is what this book deals with. Much of this new knowledge would eventually be applied to the performance of actual plays. At that time, I think, no play would have led us to any of these discoveries.




  At first the company’s name received a lot of sarcastic comment (‘It sounds like a sanctimonious rock group’), but the name meant what it said. It defined theatre: the experience of actors and audiences together sharing in an act of imagination. And so it came to prove.




  The principles on which I founded Shared Experience postulated that we should work without any of the usual theatrical reinforcements: no wings, no curtains, no scenery, no costumes, no props, no musical instruments, no blackouts, no dressing-rooms for the actors to escape to, no technology either ancient or modern, lighting only as an unvarying means of illuminating actors and audience together in the same space; nothing more. Accordingly, our first explorations were focused exclusively on how the actors could tell stories without resort to anything beyond themselves. We soon found that there was very little that they couldn’t achieve on their own. I think that’s worth repeating: there is nothing essential to a performance that actors cannot create by their own powers of suggestion.1




  Theatre is embodied in the actors: in their relationship to their audience, to their material and to each other. They are the nucleus of theatre; everything flows through them. Storytelling created the possibility of pursuing in its purest form my conviction that the essence of theatre is the exercise of the imagination, our willingness to believe that something is happening that isn’t happening at all. This is even more strongly stressed when actors work in an empty space, creating everything out of nothing other than their own infinite skills to tell stories. I am consequently unsympathetic, as you will gather, to theatre which employs dominating, frequently domineering – in fact, bullying – scenic means of communication that pre-empt the expressive power of the human being.




  Much later on, the company did add scenic elements, but only when absolutely essential for the world of a story (its stylistic reality) to be realised in a particular way, and then only applied sparingly. Maximum economy for maximum expressiveness ensured that both actors’ and audiences’ imaginations would continue to breathe. The principle was to start with nothing and then, only after rigorously convincing ourselves of their necessity, to let other elements grow together with the actors from the core of the story. However, what I’ll be describing is, by and large, a company of actors working in an empty space.




  
Some Storytellers





  Roberto




  The first professional storyteller I encountered was Roberto, who had a day job with the Post Office. As a way of launching the company’s research into telling tales, we invited him to moonlight and share his skills with us. He sat us on the floor in the dark and told us Japanese ghost stories. He told them well and they were suitably spine-chilling.




  Two things in keeping with my aims for the company struck me reassuringly. One was the strong impression he achieved with a minimum of means. By voice alone he drew us into a chilling atmosphere of fear and suspense. The other was that we were doing half the work ourselves. Because we were in the dark (we could only see him as a shadowy – haunting – presence), we were totally free to visualise these ghost stories, each one of us in our own way. He had promoted us from passive listeners to active participants. He had instantly established the principle of the shared imagination. He was doing precisely what reading and radio do: stimulating our individual, sensory imaginations. We were seeing what wasn’t there; possibly hearing, tasting, smelling, feeling by touch, too, if a story so roused any other of our senses.




  But as I far as I remember, he used only a portion of what a voice might do. He didn’t, for example, characterise. I’m not even sure if there were any dialogues in his stories. He didn’t make use of a particularly broad emotional range. He didn’t use accents or dialects. He didn’t use exclamatory sounds – or any sounds at all, come to that.




  Emlyn Williams




  Subsequently, thinking about Roberto, my memory was suddenly jolted. He was not the first storyteller I’d encountered. That role belonged to Emlyn Williams.2 A quarter of a century earlier, when I was about fourteen, I had been to one of his recreations of Charles Dickens’s public readings. His material, some of it chosen from the pieces that Dickens himself had performed on his own reading tours, covered a wide range of genres: the death of little Paul from Dombey and Son, the opening to A Tale of Two Cities (‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times’), the banquet given by the Veneerings in Our Mutual Friend… There it suddenly was; though I’d not consciously thought about that evening for more than twenty-five years, the entrancement of it came back to me in a rush. I remembered how I’d wanted to stay in that theatre for ever, listening to him tell those stories. And I also remembered, more likely realised at this moment of remembering – for I doubt that at the age of fourteen I’d have been conscious of how he achieved his effects – that it was what he did vocally that had made this impact on me. He was dressed and made up as Dickens and stood at a lectern as Dickens had done in his own performances. As far as I recall, his body language was of little interest other than to underline what he was doing with the language.3 But with his voice he had used a whole battery of techniques: bold vocal characterisations and accents (with Dickens, what else?), huge variations in volume, tone, tempo and rhythm. His tessitura rivalled Yma Sumac’s,4 it seemed able to travel from basso profundo to the highest falsetto. He employed weeping and laughter, gasps and cries, pauses and silence… or so I seemed to remember; he was simpering, savage, plangent, soothing, pompous, incisive, sentimental… At this moment, I understood what an influential theatregoing experience that had been for me, though I hadn’t thought about it in all those years! Yet there was the memory of it waiting for the appropriate moment to resurface and remind me of the power of the voice and the word.




  Bruce Myers




  This led to another recollection of a more recent vintage. While working in Israel for the five years prior to the start of Shared Experience, I was directing a production for Haifa City Theatre when Bruce Myers paid us a visit. Bruce, a superb actor, was one of the mainstays of Peter Brook’s Paris-based International Centre for Theatre Research, of which he was to remain a stalwart member for many years. This was in its early days, not long after its first major project, Orghast, had been performed in Iran at Persepolis. Orghast was also the name of the project’s language, devised for the company by Ted Hughes from several ancient languages. The emphasis was on the expressive sounds of the words at an instinctive, primal level,5 rather than on their intellectual meaning. In addition to the formidable development of their physical skills, the actors had received intensive training in the creation of these sounds, many of which had initially been quite alien to them. We persuaded Bruce to demonstrate a few for us. We sat there, rapt and envious, as his voice seemed to range through his whole body, from bowels to occiput and back again, to places where an English-speaking voice is rarely asked to go, not even Emlyn Williams’s. Some of these sounds were described in an account of the Orghast project as ‘glissando shrieks, roars, hoarse whispers and harsh, explosive laughing sounds’.6




  Telling stories was one thing; telling stories as theatre was another. As much as I wanted to distil the essence of theatre to actors, I didn’t want to distil actors to just their voices. On the contrary. I wanted the whole of the actor to do everything that was needed to fulfil a complete theatre experience. Besides, theatre was about enacting events, embodying characters in action and in space. Theatre was about telling through doing.




  Ruth Draper




  Yet another solo performer, appositely one that exploited her entire presence, surfaced from my memory, someone else I’d seen when I was young – one of her performances was in fact a sixteenth-birthday present. Hard to know how to define Ruth Draper.7 She wasn’t a storyteller, though stories were inevitably relayed through her performances. She wasn’t a monologist either. She created character studies. An austere-looking American woman in late middle-age, her particular brilliance was to fill the stage with people. Each character she played engaged with others that she imagined, people that you definitely saw and heard although she was the only one present. From the way she spoke to them, reacted to them, dealt with them, she could, like a juggler keeping several balls in the air, keep several of these invisible characters simultaneously alive in the space and in your imagination: for example, an actress of Slavic provenance receiving visitors in her Paris apartment, greeting them in several languages, fighting with her manager, handling her admirers and so forth. These sketches were really small dramas. In another, Three Women and Mr Clifford, she played, in sequence, a secretary, wife and mistress and, through each of them, created the man of the title, first at his desk, then in the back of a chauffeur-driven limousine and, finally, seated in a deep armchair, on an arm of which she lovingly perched to embrace her imagined lover. Her genius seemed to lie in her ability to wed an extraordinary precision of focus and use of space (aspects of mime) to an absolute conviction in the existence of the people she was conjuring up. Trying to describe the basis of her art, she wrote:




  

    I do nothing more than suggest… There, I believe, is where the whole thing has its greatest appeal. The people who come have to use their own imaginations to get the effect… There is no scenery, no person except myself on the stage. The others are the joint product of my own and the audience’s imagination. You see, it appeals to the highest thing in the people who come. They… assist in creating an effect which I could never create alone.


  




  She said it all! (You could stop reading this book right here.) Not only did she confirm for me the necessity of the audience’s creative contribution to the performance; the fullness of what she achieved with such economy of means yet again reinforced my thoughts inspiringly about actors in empty spaces.




  ____




  What connected these performers was their ability to create worlds and environments exclusively from their own presence with their own talents and powers of suggestion, and with only the most rudimentary scenic elements: Roberto in darkness; Emlyn Williams dressed as Dickens and provided with a lectern; Ruth Draper in elements of clothing that represented the character she herself was playing and the occasional piece of furniture; and Bruce Myers, whom I watched in Paris a couple of years later, doing wonders with a pair of old boots for a classroom full of children. Essentially, they all functioned in an empty space. From the postman to Persepolis, from Dombey to Draper, I’d been given plenty of food for thoughts about the company’s work on storytelling. It was to nourish our explorations through the next decade. This book is about the discoveries we made and the techniques we developed to exploit them.




  





  
THE NEXT THING WAS…





  Arabian Nights




  When I returned to the UK from Israel, I set out to read the entire Thousand and One Nights canon, or as much of it as I could locate. Fortuitously, browsing in one of those specialist bookshops that cluster at the gates of the British Museum, I caught sight of a Victorian ten-volume set of the stories with an additional four volumes of Supplemental Tales, published privately – because unexpurgated – in the 1865 translation of Sir Richard Burton who, in addition, had annotated copious details of their cultural and anthropological provenance.8 The volumes were large and slightly crumbling and entitled, in gold leaf on black, Arabian Nights Entertainment (Arabian on the front cover, Nights on the back, in full on the spine and on the first page: Now Entitled the Book of The Thousand Nights and a Night – the literal translation). I paid £80 for the lot, with an earlier three-volume expurgated translation thrown in for good measure. Over time, I read every story, creating an index card for each title, with a brief plot synopsis, a classification by genre, any noteworthy details and an indication as to whether I thought it stage-worthy.




  This purchase was another occasion of serendipity. Up till then, the translations I’d read suffered either from censorship or bland language – or both – and created little atmosphere, little sense of time and place other than what you might get from a conventionally written fairytale. Burton’s work was completely different. His translation is described as ‘plain and literal’. I have no idea if this is so (though he was reputed to speak twenty-nine languages), but with my knowledge of its Semitic sibling, Hebrew, it indeed read to me as a commitment to the original Arabic, channelled through the sumptuousness of The Song of Songs. Plain it wasn’t!9 With its eroticism intact, it evoked an extravagant culture, violent and voluptuous. It was language as much as plot that released my imagination. I began to visualise the possible direction an adaptation might take in conjuring up such an outrageously vibrant world. Stories ultimately are not defined by their plots, characters and themes, but by how they are told. Literature is language; the most individually expressed language creates a world uniquely its own. I can see that the writers I’ve subsequently adapted (Austen, Dickens, Waugh, Ellroy…) have claimed my imagination by their language’s ability to summon up a particular vision of life. That’s why I try to keep my adaptations as close as possible to their original texts, incorporating not only the dialogue but as much as I can of their narrative, precisely to retain the authorial voice. Paraphrasing dilutes, approximation distorts and free adaptation denies the individuality of a work. Many television versions of classic novels fall into a sort of uniformity because they’ve dispensed with the original voice. So those much-serialised works of Victorian novelists tend to blur into one generalised vision of nineteenth-century Britain, telling us more about British culture at the time of the adaptations than of the original writers’ visions of their worlds. What you see and what you hear jar against each other: characters speaking an updated demotic language while wearing period clothes and moving within authentically recreated environments produce an unnatural hybrid, an artistic mule.




  Shared Experience’s first production, An Arabian Night, was a considerable development from my initial groping at storytelling with the Israeli Thousand and One Nights. This version was more firmly structured. Instead of a series of discrete stories, we used a framing story within which other stories with connection to the plot or the subject matter were integrated like blueberries in a muffin. We were encouraged in this by the extraordinary range of structures used in A Thousand and One Nights itself. There were anecdotes little longer than half a page, and sagas, the longest of which spanned three hundred pages. There were clusters of stories which debated a particular issue, presenting alternate sides of the argument. There were stories within stories within stories. [Cross-refer Section 8: Short Stories; and Set 15, Workshop 60: Framing and Linking Stories]




  Our main story was called The Loves of Kamar and Budur, in which the eponymous would-be lovers, seeking each other throughout the world, become embroiled in a multiplicity of other liaisons en route. We had prepared a reservoir of relevant shorter stories that could be inserted at certain points in the performance. The actors responsible for initiating such stories on a particular night could, without forewarning the rest of the cast, announce which one they would have to take part in at that precise moment. The production was a huge success and encouraged us to redistribute some of the stories, add others and explore new structures, until this initial show had proliferated into three: The First, Second and Third Arabian Night: respectively a revised Loves of Kamar and Budur, The Rogueries of Dalilah the Wily and The City of Brass, each played in totally different conventions to best convey the particular themes and atmosphere – the World – of each specific Night. [For our approach to the different conventions of this trilogy, cross-refer Section 8, Why Not?: Short Stories; Section 9, Worlds: From Analysis to Performance; and Set 9, Workshop 46: Something to Put On] We toured these shows for about eighteen months, won a Fringe First at the Edinburgh Festival and were the company in residence at that year’s National Student Drama Festival.




  During this period we were invited by the London Borough of Barking to create a performance suitable for schools. I’d never planned a production specifically for children and was somewhat apprehensive until I was given the excellent advice to treat them like any other audience. (This, I’m now convinced, applies in all circumstances.) So we did just that and added a Fourth Arabian Night: The Adventures of Hasan of Basra, in a shorter and longer version for younger and older pupils. This proved to be an unexpectedly rewarding venture that completely reinforced my belief in storytelling. We would turn up at a school at nine o’clock in the morning (not the best time of day for an actor), and the company, wearing the clothes they’d come to work in, would perform in some shabby classroom in need of fresh paint and decent light, with the children seated on the floor in a semicircle around our ‘empty space’, totally transfixed. Later, we’d see them in the schoolyard, acting out variations on what they’d been watching. One teacher sent us what her class of eight-year-olds had drawn and crayoned, inspired by their early matinee. These pictures were filled with animals, characters, costumes, landscapes and incidents, all in the most brilliant colours and patterns; they had absorbed even the most casual, passing phrases and released them in this firework display of imagination. No design could have come anywhere near their riotous creations, in fact, might well have inhibited them. This was a gift and a vindication of the ability of storytelling to stimulate creative participation in its audience: one of those experiences that make you glad you work in theatre.




  Eventually, we brought the three adult shows into London to the King’s Head and with huge success played them in repertoire under the collective title, Recitals of Mystery, Violence and Desire: Three Arabian Nights Entertainments. The two years devoted to this Arabian Nights project was an exhilarating period of exhaustive, not to say exhausting, trial and error, steep learning curves, rewarding discoveries and the acquisition of new skills, all of which formed the basis of any subsequent storytelling work and flowed over into our productions of plays.




  
Bleak House





  Shared Experience followed The Arabian Nights with Charles Dickens’s Bleak House. I had been in Israel during the Yom Kippur War, left to kick my heels while the rest of the country slotted into its pre-assigned war duties. My tentative offers to be of use having been discouraged, I somewhat guiltily looked for something to take my mind off the situation. Work being on hold and socialising reduced to zero, I went to a Jerusalem bookshop and bought Penguin editions of half-a-dozen novels by Dickens whom, despite several attempts over the years, I’d never been able to read. Now I devoured him like comfort food, starting with Martin Chuzzlewit and making my way through Little Dorrit, Our Mutual Friend, David Copperfield, Great Expectations and, best of all, Bleak House. They were revelatory. I laughed out loud, cried uninhibitedly (no doubt already feeling somewhat shaky), held my breath, hung on to cliffs, gasped – even jumped – in surprise and kept my back firmly against the wall. They seemed to offer everything that makes good theatre.




  But novels with exponentially proliferating casts of characters in multiple plots that take days to read do not. Or didn’t until eventually we found ways of putting such abundance into a dramatic form. So for the moment Bleak House remained a shadowy project in a list of works I wanted somehow, some day, to direct.




  Which happened a few years later. Around the time of The Arabian Nights, Robert Cushman, the then theatre critic for the Observer, reviewing Ken Campbell’s nine-hour trilogy, Illuminatus, wrote to the effect that, given sufficient time, anything could be adapted.10 This jolted me into reconsidering the possibility, long relegated to the back-burner, of a Dickens novel being rendered on stage in toto. The ambition – the challenge – was to create a form of performance that would retain as much as possible of Dickens in all his detailed variety of tone and scale. The ’70s was a period of considerable optimism and innovation in the theatre. The fringe and alternative-theatre circuit had become the place for cutting-edge theatre and had usurped the traditional supremacy of London’s West End, now regarded as – and indeed looking – tired and reactionary. These new venues and their audiences were open to experiment and willing to take risks. The idea of theatre as a special event was very much in vogue; rather than sitting in rows in a traditional, purpose-built structure for two hours, you might now be embussed to some mystery site far away from Theatreland,11 maybe moved from location to location during a performance,12 or made to mingle with the performers and the rest of the audience in theatres whose familiar arrangement of stage and auditorium had been radically reorganised to create the exciting disorientation of entering the unknown.13




  In this mood of euphoria, the decision to adapt Bleak House in its entirety, taking as much time as we needed, seemed perfectly reasonable. I knew, of course, that some loss would have to occur, but that would be for reasons other than pressure of time. Eventually, we created a ten-hour show that was performed over four evenings, with six actors playing over a hundred characters. Members of Dickensian Societies expressed their amazed approval, convinced that we were presenting the entire novel. In actuality, we played one fifth of the text, subtly compressing the material rather than hacking out great chunks. One solitary tributary of a subplot and some half-dozen characters were all that hit the rehearsal-room floor. [Cross-refer Section 8: Cutting v. Compressing] This project covered the best part of a year. In the first three months, we created the first two evenings with which we began to tour. While touring, we created the third part. Then, while touring the three parts, we created the fourth. By this time, the actors had become virtually word-logged sponges, incapable of absorbing another syllable should they even try. But they tried and they did. Audiences, encouragingly, made no objection to seeing just one part of the whole, but better still, and quite unanticipated by us, would often travel from one part of the country to another to catch the episodes they’d missed. As with The Arabian Nights, we ended the project with a run in London, this time at the Royal Court, which included playing all four parts at weekends.




  
TO BE CONTINUED…





  From A Handful of Dust to The Tin Ring




  A Handful of Dust by Evelyn Waugh was the third adaptation for the company. It occurred five years later, after we’d reaped the benefits of our initial storytelling experiences by applying this fresh knowledge to the performance of proper plays by proper playwrights. The first of these was Shakespeare’s Cymbeline. A play of his seemed the natural progression for developing the idea of theatre as the creation of something ‘out of nothing’, that is, relying exclusively on actors and the material they were performing. After Cymbeline, however, I felt that we’d painted ourselves into a corner: five actors, all in white, performing that entire text in an empty space seemed to have levitated us to a level of purity from which there was nowhere to go but up or – the only route available to us – back down to earth. In the intervening four years, between Cymbeline and A Handful of Dust, we continued to try out whatever skills and insights we’d gained from our narrative explorations on productions of plays in which we began to make slight gestures towards design.




  For A Handful of Dust, we made the decision to create a storytelling production conceived exclusively for a proscenium stage, the space we’d found least sympathetic to telling stories and the least frequently used for our previous shows. We had favoured venues where we could be sure of a more intimate contact with the audience. But this type of stage seemed aesthetically right for this particular novel. Waugh displays his characters for our evaluation in a way that suggested we should observe them from a slight distance.




  The novel was in many ways a gift for stage storytelling. It has a single, developing plot that builds on scenes of social gatherings. It is mainly executed through dialogue of great economy and wit, much of it over the phone. It has a containable range of some twenty characters viewed objectively with little attempt to get into their minds or describe their feelings; they reveal themselves by what they say and do, a requisite for most plays. And its length was manageable within a single performance.14




  We twice revived The First Arabian Night for foreign touring, and later I recreated it with Norwegian actors for the Nationale Scene, formerly Ibsen’s theatre in Bergen, where we introduced, as our single concession to design, a sort of magic carpet that started very small, folded as a cushion to sit on, and gradually opened up, episode by episode, until, in the final story, it spread out as a huge star-lit backcloth across the whole rear of the stage. I also adapted and directed for the Heidelberg Staatstheater a four-hour production of King Omar and His Sons, the longest story from the Thousand and One Nights, an epic saga about three dynasties of Moslems in their struggles against the wicked Christians. We played in a traditional theatre on a costly sand-coloured carpet that covered the entire stage floor, with a gauze canopy that shot out into the auditorium to link the actors and audience together. With the writer, Michelene Wandor, I indulged in yet another four-hour adaptation, this time for the Royal National Theatre, of The Wandering Jew, a sprawling, early-nineteenth-century French novel by Eugène Sue, an immensely popular writer in his time. He specialised in overwrought, operatically melodramatic political thrillers, multiplotted with inordinate complexity and fuelled by his loathing of all established institutions and their injustices. These last two productions were notable for finding fresh and flexible ways of presenting labyrinthine plots, multiple flashbacks, large casts of characters, huge crowd scenes and rapid movement between wildly various locations and events (battles, theatre spectacles, tavern brawls, a cholera epidemic…). Some of these were achieved by devising theatrical equivalents of certain cinematic techniques. [Cross-refer Set 10, Workshop 49: Film Language]




  As artistic director of Cambridge Theatre Company, later reconceived as Method & Madness, I revived A Handful of Dust. After which, with David Glass, I adapted the screenplay of Les Enfants du Paradis, which largely involved reinventing the film’s imagery. After this I made a series of adaptations which opened up new approaches to narrative. One was a Victorian terror story, Uncle Silas, by the Irish writer Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu, in which the first-person narrative, distilled through the unsuspecting eyes of the menaced heroine, made huge demands on the stamina of the performer playing the role. It required new solutions for the creation of the characters and events summoned up from her exclusive and subjective vantage point. For the reader, as well as for the heroine, the novel is filled with moments of sudden terror and disorientation; we had to come up with the dramatic means of achieving much the same on an audience. This was in part achieved by creating a wall of hinged doorways that could rapidly shift the shape of the stage to reveal a sudden new character or location. Next came Jane Austen’s Emma, in which I failed completely to locate in theatrical terms the writer’s irony, but which was – an irony of a different sort – the most popular show the company ever did. The next project was Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, in which four actors created the entire world of the novel. Then I adapted a group of short stories by Isaac Bashevis Singer under the title Demons and Dybbuks, in which I linked together material from several of his many collections which, though not ostensibly autobiographical, implicitly charted the journey of the author through the first-person narratives of various versions of himself – from an Orthodox Jewish upbringing in Poland to a penniless immigrant’s initial deprivations in the United States and eventual fame and fortune. I did a revised version of this for the Cameri Theatre in Tel Aviv. Next came The Black Dahlia by James Ellroy, the fictional account of a notorious Hollywood murder in 1947, still unsolved in 2013.15 I adapted this novel with the greatest degree of structural freedom I’d permitted myself up to then. [Cross-refer Section 8, Why Not?: Changing the Structure] This production was also recreated, slightly revised, in the States for Yale Repertory Theatre. And most recently, The Tin Ring, the memoirs of Zdenka Fantlova, a Holocaust survivor, in which a single performer tells her story through a variety of storytelling conventions.




  All these projects have been consistently stimulating and engrossing. I should point out that I was always adapting material for myself to direct. I could only start an adaptation when I had some slight glimpse of how it might work onstage, not by any means a finished idea, but an image, a convention, a shape, a sense of flow… So the two processes went hand in hand, the adaptation continuing throughout the rehearsals and well into the period of performance.




  





  SECTION 2




  WHAT STORYTELLING DOES


  Storytelling Does Whatever Plays Do, Plus!




  





  
STORYTELLING v. PLAYACTING




  All (well, most) plays tell stories. The fundamental difference between playacting and storytelling is the actor/character’s ability, through narrative, to step outside the story being enacted in order to talk about it. This single, simple difference unleashes what seems an unstemable torrent of conventions, many of them highly sophisticated and in need of their own techniques. Of course, there are plays in which characters talk directly to the audience or interrupt the action to comment on it. These instances take the form of soliloquies and asides by characters sharing their thoughts and feelings with us because there’s nobody else within the action to whom they dare to or care to unburden themselves. But most of such addresses to the audience function as confessions and confidences rather than narratives. Occasionally in a play – Brian Friel’s Dancing at Lughnasa comes to mind – one of the characters will take on the function of a narrator. And in Conor McPherson’s The Weir, the characters tell each other stories. But they stay firmly in character and within their story. In storytelling, the narrator is not necessarily a character involved in the action – or even a character at all – and can address the audience from on or beyond its periphery. But even talking to us as a character, a narrator’s intention – tendency at very least – is to guide us, if at times unreliably, through the story rather than using us as an emotional dumping ground for such personal problems as whether to be or not.




  
NARRATIVE FLEXIBILITY





  Once a narrator exists, there’s the potential for unlimited flexibility in the way a story can be told. Storytelling can set up swiftly and clearly whatever needs to be known. A narrator, without assistance from any change of scenery or Ibsenite exposition, may override those methods of establishing the traditional unities of time, place and action simply by announcing a new scene, introducing a character or filling us in on events prior to those we’re about to witness. In most plays, to avoid the falsity of characters telling each other information that they probably know already, the playwright is forced to considerable lengths of ingenuity to disguise such exposition and embed it as naturally as possible within the scene. Narration eliminates the need for what can be dross and presents the material in a direct and distilled state. In fact, narration makes it possible for transitions to occur with the same fluidity and rapidity as those in film, and can move the story around in any way it wants, back and forth across time and space in the split second it takes to utter one or two words. By comparison, scene changes, even those achieved digitally, can seem laborious. This immediacy is effected by language. In Macbeth, Duncan declares ‘This castle hath a pleasant seat’, and Bob’s your uncle! – scene changed. Verbal stimulus replaces imagery on the stage with imagery in the mind’s eye. The beginning of Under Milk Wood, Dylan Thomas’s ‘Play for Voices’, invokes us to listen and, through listening, to see:




  

    You can hear the dew falling, and the hushed town breathing. Only your eyes are unclosed to see the black and folded town fast, and slow, asleep.




    And you alone can hear the invisible starfall…




    Listen…




    Listen…




    Look…




    Listen…




    Only you can hear the houses sleeping in the streets… Only you can see, in the blinded bedrooms, the coms and petticoats over the chairs, the jugs and basins, the glasses of teeth… Only you can hear and see, behind the eyes of the sleepers, the movements and countries… and big seas of their dreams.




    From where you are, you can hear their dreams.


  




  With his repeated incantation of ‘you alone’, ‘only your eyes’ and ‘only you’, he declares his belief in the individual imagination of each and every reader or listener.




  Narrators can indulge in a variety of relationships with us and encourage us to receive a story from a multiplicity of viewpoints. They can also function not just as guides to the story but also to the production. They can help us to recognise the conventions of the world being portrayed, to unpick the particular codes of a performance, indicating, for example, that where three or four actors are gathered together, they represent a crowd. In Henry V – once again, it’s Shakespeare who sets the agenda – the Chorus establishes the way in which the audience should experience that play:




  

    

      On your imaginary forces work…




      Piece out our imperfections with your thoughts…




      Think when we talk of horses, that you see them




      Printing their proud hoofs i’ th’ receiving earth


    


  




  Before theatre moved indoors with its consequent need to be seen by sources other than daylight, its conventions seem to have been much closer to those for telling stories: reliance on the presence of the actor, the power of the word and the imagination of the audience.




  
THE DUALITY OF THEATRE





  Theatre is created with the expectation of an audience. Performances are defined by their effect on their audiences. But much theatre, despite the actors’ awareness of the audience’s restlessness or its held breath, its obliging titters or generous guffaws, is for the most part still conducted behind the conventional fourth wall. Storytelling breaks through that wall, in fact eliminates any idea of a wall, and openly declares the essential shared nature of theatre. Storytelling, by self-definition, deals with the actuality of theatre head-on in its deliberate contact with an audience. The audience is directly acknowledged throughout the performance. Storytelling means there’s always narration – and therefore always narrators – framing the story, providing a continual point of reference for the hearers. The constant possibility of a return to the narrator is a reminder that while a story is compelling us to suspend our disbelief, we’re still in the theatre watching a fiction. Existing simultaneously in two realities – here and now (audience with actors) and there and then (audience with characters) – the actors bridging them corporeally, audiences mentally, both imaginatively – is a phenomenon unique to theatre, an affirmation of our shared capacity for creative empathy. Storytelling is the preeminent exponent of this duality.




  
AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION





  When I first saw Fellini’s film, La Dolce Vita, every frame seemed perfection and the images lingered on my visual memory. I couldn’t wait to see it again. I had to. Fifty years ago any further opportunity to see a film after its initial release was dependent on the vagaries of film-society programming. After a few months, however, I did manage to catch up with it elsewhere. But when the film was over, I was left utterly bereft by the absence of images from a sequence I’d been longing to re-experience. I assumed that the print must have been cut or in some way tampered with. Fast forward to modern technology: I’ve now seen the film several times on video, then on DVD, and they’ve never reappeared. So strong was my belief in the actuality of those images that it took me quite a while to grasp the likelihood that they were what my imagination had imposed on that part of the film, not in retrospect, but in the intense moment of watching it, so that they had been blended in my memory as part of the film itself. Now, looking at old movies, especially those of one’s childhood when imagination hasn’t yet been completely house-trained, I see this is a common phenomenon. It may well be that our richest, most lasting memories are entirely of our own invention. That’s one reason, no doubt, why recalled details of events we’ve shared with others are so often contradictory. We see things through our own frames of reference, contributing our personal images to what we experience. I believe that this is what happens, or should happen, for every individual member of a theatre audience. In La Dolce Vita, I had been prompted to embellish imagery that already existed on screen. Theatregoers, with only an empty space, create their own images from scratch, without so much visual prompting. There’s nothing to get in the way, nothing to intrude between the story and pure, personal imagination. Theatre needs this creative involvement from the audience to express itself at its most essential. Audiences need this creative involvement to experience theatre at its fullest.




  
AUDIENCE AUTONOMY





  The greater the personal involvement of audiences, the deeper their sense of fulfilment and the fuller by far their pleasure. In conventionally conceived performances, audiences are usually shown what things look like and, more often than not, told what to think and think about. They are frequently and rather heavily prompted as to how they should react or feel (here comes a funny bit, nudge-wink; ah! this is a sad bit; sit up now, this is the message). They are essentially witnesses of other people’s decisions, accepting what they approve of and rejecting what they don’t. This shallower, less holistic engagement activates their tastes and judgement rather than their creativity, so that they become critics evaluating what they like and what they don’t, consumers calculating whether or not they’re getting their money’s worth for a night out: theatre as retail therapy. With storytelling, however, matters can be much different: their senses, their memories and their imaginations are roused and put to work. That rich inner life that unknowingly we carry around with us has the opportunity to surface; and to surprise and delight us in just the same way that actors, playing with true spontaneity, will release something thrillingly unexpected and have ‘no idea where it came from’ or how it arrived.1 This is a problem for actors: if they’re always being asked for results and to work things out in advance, they’re bypassing any chance of tapping into that deep reservoir of inner life. Good acting can only occur when they’re permitted access to their true creativity.




  This is true for audiences, too. Good audienceship can only occur if they’re allowed space for their creativity. Instead of judging and shopping, each member of the audience participates actively in realising the performance and develops a more intimate relationship with it. Any moment in a performance can have a totally different meaning and be a totally different experience for each person. All members of the audience create their own story. This is genuine audience participation. Storytellers initiate, audiences complete. Storytellers suggest, audiences fulfil. This is precisely how Ruth Draper described the way her performances succeeded. After a performance of Bleak House, a woman thanked me ‘for allowing us to see our own show’. I know that on those occasions when I’m totally caught up in a performance, my critical faculties become, for the moment, an irrelevance and cease to function. When I’m not engaged, there’s nothing else to do but judge – or walk away. Appraisal, evaluation, appreciation can happen later, at leisure, at your own speed, once the event’s had time to be absorbed. This must be the dilemma for critics, poor things: to give themselves up to the moment, pen in hand.




  ____




  The reductio ad absurdum might be to conclude that all you need for perfect theatre is a single storyteller simply telling the story. But for theatre to exist, characters have to be seen in action. Actors have to transform themselves into other people. Conflicts have to be enacted. So storytelling in theatre is a judicious combination of enactment and narration, of images and words, and each text will suggest the form of narration most suitable for its particular story and the most appropriate ratio of narration to action. Story-theatre gives us the best of both worlds: words stirring our imaginations into action and actors reminding us what it means to be human.




  Everything latent in theatre, everything particular to theatre, is more sharply present in storytelling: the immediacy, the spontaneity, the actor at centre, the actors’ and audiences’ mutual awareness, the appropriate interaction between the two, the invitation to imagine, the simultaneous here and now/there and then-ness, the bringing into existence of what actually doesn’t exist. Storytelling allows us, performers and audiences, to go anywhere in space and time. No longer bound by the practical limitations imposed on plays by the actual space and duration of a performance, a human being who happens to be an actor can, in an instant, become a character, then another, another and another, travelling down the years and across the centuries, over lands and seas, up to the skies and into space as well as inwards to the depths of the psyche. By implying rather than imposing, actors evoke audiences’ imaginations, each of us democratically exercising our individual creativity whilst remaining part of a theatregoing community.




  





  SECTION 3




  THE EMPTY SPACE




  An Empty Space is the Starting Place for Telling a Story




  





  
THE EMPTY SPACE REVISITED





  An experience not unfamiliar, I’m sure, to anyone who has chanced to enter an empty and darkened auditorium is suddenly to find yourself transfixed by the sight of a bare stage lit by a single safety lamp and containing, perhaps, a solitary chair. The empty space is filled with energy. Time seems on hold. The air vibrates with promise. And that solitary chair? It, too, seems to hover expectantly. Who will appear to sit in it… or lean on it… or push it to one side? Or transform it… into a throne, a steed, a shelter, a barrier, a travelling companion…? With its single chair, the space is far more beautiful empty than it could be filled by a set. A set by its very name sets limits on what might be ahead. An empty space releases the imagination to roam. A storyteller takes possession of the chair and we’re off…




  
THE TEMPTATION OF TECHNOLOGY





  Some of my most pleasurable moments as a director have been working with designers. Theatre’s employment of other arts and crafts is, in all senses, a diversion. Music, clothes, film and the like are incredibly attractive, no doubt about it, so seductive in fact that they can easily become the end rather than the means. But as a piece of theatre tries to steer its course through the currents of dramatic action, their siren songs can lure its practitioners aground in the shallows of deceptive effects. When technical developments first made it possible to refocus lights and shuffle colours by remote control or to modify sound in any way you wished, I remember how utterly engrossing it was to play with these new sophisticated toys. They offered so many possibilities you were blinded by choice and often ended up selecting what was dazzling rather than desirable. Much theatre becomes prey to the alluring tyranny of increasingly rapid digital innovation. It’s used because you can use it, rather than needing to use it. The obvious way in which many directors (think they can or have to) make their mark is by the dexterous use of such effects. How well actors perform is less obviously attributable to them.




  Therefore empty spaces aren’t too much in evidence. Productions seem cluttered with spurious attempts to fill a void rather than to embrace a space, attempts that come between me and any experience of real theatre. I feel I’m being fed the equivalent of junk food: artificial flavouring, artificial colouring, too much sugar, too much salt, too many trans-fats – about as authentic and nutritious as one of those hysterically hued cupcakes, all topping and not much nourishment underneath; that’s to say, junk theatre: too much scenery, too much music, too much lighting, too many sound effects, circus acts, site-specific promenade installations – theatrical topping that’s cloying and bloating rather than dramatically nourishing. A student’s most thrilling moment from a production of Richard III, so she excitedly told me, was of soldiers descending on ropes from a helicopter. ‘A helicopter! A helicopter! My kingdom for a helicopter!’ Instead of additives, subtractions might produce a healthier theatrical diet. Storytelling cleanses the palate and detoxifies the system.




  
THE TYRANNY OF TECHNOLOGY





  Essentially, theatre has nothing to do with technology, nor is it about sets and costumes. These are lifeless embellishments, often ornamental distractions from the core experience. These have their purposes, of course, they have their place, but they also have to know that place, earn it and keep to it: their place as supporting players. They can reinforce and enhance the life created by the actors (as they can do in our actual lives), and this they can do thrillingly and beautifully and meaningfully if rigorously integrated into the world of the production. Then they become one with the main event (the drama of the characters) and inseparable from it, superbly exemplified in the best work of, say, Ariane Mnouchkine, Peter Stein or Robert Lepage, where the smallest detail of design feels meant and inevitable. But design and technology cannot supplant life or be a substitute for it. Because the life of theatre comes from no one but actors, we have to start with them, and only then, gradually – selectively and rigorously – add solely what the actors absolutely need to wear, need to handle, need to inhabit to materialise the story in hand. The constant refrain should be: Is that really necessary? Really necessary? It might be nice to have, but what would be lost without it? Otherwise music, projections et al., effect by effect, will rob the actors of their autonomy, their immediacy, their power to evoke and, consequently, deprive theatre of its natural liveliness. Digital technology, even in 3D, is two dimensions being imposed on three-dimensional human beings. Human beings are not screens. True theatre exists in drama: the interrelationship of people struggling to make sense of life and their ways through it. And that means, first and last, three-dimensional actors.




  
MASSAGE OR WORKOUT





  A thought experiment: Imagine the impact of most movies without music. Indeed, when I watch a film, I eagerly give in to the seduction of its sounds, its score, its vast moving images; I become willingly passive, I wallow in it, luxuriate in it, I allow myself to be manipulated into a dream state which I carry out of the cinema with me, so that the street becomes an extension of the film. When I watch theatre, however, I feel (and expect to feel) challenged to sit up and pay attention, to be active, to exercise my intelligence with my imagination, to look around for myself. When I leave good theatre, I feel more alive, more awake, more alert, present in the actual street which I see more sharply. This is because I’m in the presence of live actors who demand my presence in exchange for theirs. And this demand is inescapable in the immediacy of storytelling theatre. It’s the difference between a massage and a workout. Two equally valid but totally different experiences.




  
LESS IS MORE





  I can’t believe that human beings have now become so much less interesting than things! Or that they have to be surrounded by things and labels to be made interesting. True, theatre is a visual medium. But what can be more beautiful than bodies moving in space? Nietzsche declared that all movement aspires to dance and all speech to song. Theatre offers you human beings aspiring to song and dance; what could be lovelier, more life-enhancing? Is it any wonder musicals are so popular? Actors are present: alive and flexible, imaginative and resourceful, able to think, able to improvise, to take advantage of the moment, to solve problems, to create, to play; technology rarely.1 I want what is unique to theatre: human beings in action.




  Storytelling in an empty space is when theatre is most itself, at its purest. If purity sounds like thin gruel, all I can say is that less is more, less is of the essence. If small is beautiful, less is even more so. With Shared Experience’s first sortie into storytelling with the Arabian Nights, there was something perversely gratifying in using an empty space to portray such lavishness, such luxuriance. No design could compete with the vividness of an audience’s imagination. (The children’s drawings of an Arabian Nights performance of ours that I referred to earlier are evidence of that.)




  A story invites our imaginations to take wing, so I really don’t appreciate having mine grounded by an overwhelming bombardment of effects. The less encumbered the runway, the easier the take-off, the freer the flight. An empty space is the greatest stimulus to dramatic resourcefulness. Storytellers in an empty space can convince us utterly of the reality they’re creating, then wipe that reality by reminding us of their presence together with us in the here and now – and in an instant, restore our belief in the there and then by resuming their commitment to what they’re playing. The true theatrical event is the joyful human creation of something out of ‘nothing’. Storytelling goes hand in hand with an empty space. An empty space is the visual equivalent of ‘Once upon a time’.




  
HOW EMPTY IS AN EMPTY SPACE?





  However, an empty space cannot be a vacuum, actors do need to breathe. Nor can it be an abyss; they also need some ground beneath their feet. And it can’t extend beyond the range of human sight, into infinity. So already – even in an empty space – my much-vaunted purity is compromised. The world is still with us. There are decisions that have to be made about what sort of surroundings, what sort of ground – the air, of course, is preferably fresh. As most performances still take place in spaces designated as theatres with stages or performance areas, the floors and walls are a given. But even these can be modified. A text which is energetic, violent, rumbustious, slapstick, colloquial, fleshy, materialistic, improvisational might well be suited to work within whatever space it finds itself without adjustment, indeed taking spontaneous advantage of any features a particular venue offers. The lighting would make no attempt to disguise or hide or modify what exists; its purpose: to illuminate the proceedings. On the other hand, material considered more delicately nuanced, subtle, reflective, intimate, refined, formal, spiritual (whatever that means to you) might benefit from lighting that dematerialises any distracting surroundings, leaving the actors to perform in a pool of clear light. However, the floor will always remain visible and in fact becomes a background against which the actors play. Should it remain as it is, should it be rendered as neutral as possible, or covered or treated in some way? What particular colour or texture would best contribute to the world being created? And then, should other elements gradually prove themselves essential, more decisions have to be made. If there’s to be that chair, what is its colour to be, its shape, texture, material, its structure? How is it to be used, moved, sat on? And shouldn’t that chair resonate with associations, images and memories beyond its pure chair-ness, its sit-on-ness? Theatre (as opposed to more literal film) is a medium of visual synecdoche: a single chair may represent a room, but each member of the audience will see a room of their own, of their own imagining. Each new element must contribute to the reality of the imaginary world and support the performers. The actor is not, like a catwalk model, there to display the costume, the costume is there to inform the character. How actors relate to their environment extends and enriches their revelation – and our understanding – of character and story.




  





  SECTION 4




  ACTORS AS STORYTELLERS




  





  
THE CHILD IS PARENT TO THE STORYTELLER





  The most natural actors, the most truly instinctive, are those who seem able to retain in adulthood the imaginative openness of childhood, together with a child’s spontaneity in play. Self-consciousness, the need to be grown-up and sensible, to be in one’s head, hasn’t totally crushed this imagination or displaced it with a headbound knowingness. The requirement for storytelling in an empty space is exactly this, the ability to imagine: to imagine what isn’t there is there or what is there – such, perhaps, as that chair again – might be something else. This ability reasserts this childhood capacity in the audience, too – really an upgrading of Doctors and Nurses. So storytelling at its purest touches something both profoundly playful and playfully profound in all of us. Imagining what it’s like to be someone else and in their shoes means identifying with them.




  When Shared Experience made their initial outing with Arabian Nights, we had cushions placed on the floor so that the audience would have to sit, loll or recline at the feet of the storytellers. We did this to break the audience’s automatic expectation of how they should behave in a theatre, as well as trying to suggest some archetypal image of public storytelling, albeit not a particularly Anglo-Saxon one. During the show I kept one eye on the audience, and have the persistent picture of an elderly man and a very small boy seated side by side, cross-legged, their faces lifted, their mouths open, succumbing to the enchantment of being told a story.




  
THE MOST HUMAN ART





  Theatre is the most human of the arts. Its fundamental element is that trio of human beings: actor, character and audience with their triangle of relationships: actor/character, character/audience, audience/actor; their tangle of relationships, too, if we add actor/actor, character/character, audience/audience. At its best, we experience this phenomenon first and foremost in the actor, the representative of our – the audience’s – humanness, there in flesh and blood before us, acting out our lives for us. The actor creates us, becomes us, shows us each other, shows us ourselves. The actor evokes our empathy to imagine others, to feel like them, to feel for them. The actor awakens the actor in all of us. The actor is us. The actor does nothing less than create life.1 And of all forms of theatre, storytelling is the essential expression of this humanness.




  This may seems an excessively exalted claim for just one form of theatre. While I’m in hyperbolic mode, I’ll make another: storytellers can reveal the ne plus ultra of human potential. We none of us really know – let alone realise – our innate capacities; but the women and men who choose to become actors are in a position to reach out far beyond the presumed limitations imposed on them by their profession. Their essential job of transforming themselves into other people implies the extraordinary ability to assume the bodies, pursue the thoughts and experience the feelings of any and every other person that’s ever existed, in actuality and mythology; or at least playwrights’ ideas of Greek tyrants, Southern belles, Russian doctors, Andalusian peasants, frustrated Nordic wives, Italians with identity problems, the bipolar, the autistic, the rich, the poor, abused and abusers, nuns and fops, heavy drinkers, saints and Satan, serial murderers, artists in garrets, mothers of ten, Nazis, Quakers, gays, wits, twits, twins, Henry VIIIs, Elizabeth Is and Jesus Christs… Every new role potentially expands the actor’s capacity to think, move and feel. Acting is a vocation demanding ever-increasing insight and expressiveness. Theatre, however, is notoriously peopled by others deciding what actors can and can’t do, should and shouldn’t do and how they should or shouldn’t do it; and, more perniciously, by actors themselves who, with their own self-doubts and fears, submit to the tyranny of typecasting and, worse still, obediently imprison themselves in pre-designated pigeonholes. The potential of any person is unknowable and therefore, for all practical purposes, open to discovery.


  

   
ACTORS ARE DYING OUT





  Actors demand the immediacy of our presence in response to theirs. But when actors don’t fulfil their side of the bargain, the challenge dies, the desire to sit up and pay attention collapses; but, alas, we don’t gently subside into cinematic reverie, we sink into the slow torture of auditorium torpor. At a conference held for directors in midcareer, the consensus view of the participants was that the theatre’s future lay in working with ‘real’ people. Actors presumably were some sort of dying subspecies, artistic Neanderthals. But do we really want to see ex-tenants of the Big Brother House moving into Bernarda Alba’s house? Such silliness aside, actors may have partially brought this view of them upon themselves by rarely digging any deeper than the same row they competently hoe, getting away with that strangely incurious slickness known to many as ‘professionalism’, well-wrought emotional cliches deputising for experience, the unexamined repetition of formulaic performances that are allowed to pass for Great British Acting. One Mark Rylance doesn’t make a summer season. Actors, who are in fact the very life of theatre – its sine qua non – appear to have let themselves get, if not totally lost, seriously sidelined in the shuffle between technology, celebrity and ‘real people’ dragged off the streets.




  But clearly, most of them have the ability to do so much better, confronting their resistance against going where (deep down they know) they ought to go and are capable of going: of letting go and going to that place within each of them that makes an actor an artist, an individual; the place that provides the possibility for each one of them to release those breathtaking moments of spontaneity, of imaginative insight, that are theirs alone; moments that, all of a sudden, make us, the audience, sit up, charged with an equivalent heart-pounding, pulse-racing, hair-raising, skin-prickling, sweat-inducing, utterly heightened sense of ourselves. Big stuff: shock and awe indeed, joy, revelation, grief, compassion… Total transparency – no protection, nowhere to hide. Totally present. Totally there.




  
THE MULTIFACETED STORYTELLER





  When actors become storytellers, the dimensions of their work are extended far beyond that traditional function of playing characters in scenes. Their humanity is challenged to express itself more expansively, more variously, in a multiplicity of roles, relationships and functions needed to move a story forward. Because storytellers are usually providing the framework, the structure and environment as well as the content of a story, the demands become more evident, more specialised and more challenging.




  
The Storyteller’s Many Roles





  In plays, an actor usually performs a single role or, occasionally, two or three smaller ones. But because stories are not constrained by the limitations of time, space and budget within which most plays are written, their expansive plots can, more often than not, require the actors to play a broad gallery of characters for which the concept of casting becomes meaningless. They cannot rely, should they habitually do so, on certain patterns of performance that over time they’ve acquired (and now possibly, half-consciously, depend on) to see them through a series of roles in a sequence of plays. Storytelling forces them to break with these performing personae and search within themselves for many selves. Their virtuosity confirms that, latent within every one of us, there exists a universal connection, a protean understanding of others; we all possess something of everyone else, past, present and, at a reasonable guess, to come. Hardly surprising when we’re all made of the same stuff. The storytelling actor exemplifies this capacity within us.




  
The Storyteller’s Many Relationships





  Storyteller to Audience




  The actor’s prime relationship is obviously to the audience. Their reception of the story is the reason for the telling. Consequently, an actor’s awareness of the audience must exist at all times, not just while narrating to them directly. When storytellers play scenes, they are simply telling a story by other means, and they should sense that they’re taking the audience with them into that scene rather than leaving them on hold until they return to their narrating persona. Storytellers have to ensure that the audience is travelling with them on every step of the story’s way.




  Their direct address must establish a genuine connection with the audience. They have to ensure that the entire audience is contacted, no punters left ignored and disgruntled in the upper circle, resentful of the people in the front stalls clearly having a far better time of it than they are. To talk to an audience is more easily said than done. It’s not good enough to send lines sailing out into the dark, hoping that they’ll land somewhere appropriate; actors have to make sure, simply, clearly, appropriately – neither self-effacingly nor self-promotingly – that their words reach their target. Consequently they need to remain open to possible responses from the audience (smiles, nods of agreement, concerned looks, furrowed brows, tear-filled eyes, even words) and ready, in turn, to respond to these, to allow these reactions to affect the subsequent course of their narrative, so that this give and take flows through the whole performance. Storytelling works in both directions. [Cross-refer Set 12, Workshops 54–57: Developing Contact with the Audience]




  Telling the story to the audience underpins whatever else actors might be contributing to the performance, whether creating environments, providing music, even when watching their colleagues in action. [Cross-refer Set 6, Subset 3, Workshop 36: Watching] Everything that happens on stage should be there to serve this single purpose.




  Storyteller to Story




  In a play, it’s perfectly possible (and probably quite common) for actors to keep their heads down and fulfil their part in the whole successfully enough without expending too much concern for the piece as an entirety, especially when, as is often the case, they’re only called to rehearse the scenes they appear in and are not encouraged to participate in the creation of the piece as a whole. In performance, when they end a scene, they leave the stage to watch telly, chatter, and drink coffee in the green room, possibly conducting mini post-mortems on how they and tonight’s audience are doing, or they retire to their dressing rooms to text, read a book, do a crossword, possibly check their script, change costume, repair their make-up and, if they have a sufficient gap, take a nap. Their connection with the performance is reduced to a rumbling obbligato on the tannoy, and their responsibility for it attenuates to such a degree that they have to rely on someone else (the stage management) to get them back on stage for their next appearance. Despite the best will in the world, they’re yanked in and out of the reality of the performance, they lose contact with it, so that they can do little else but focus on their part in it.




  But as narrators providing the framework for a story, they have to take on responsibility for the whole event. They must have a clear understanding of the world of the story, all the themes and motifs embedded in it, and their exact contribution to how these are placed and expressed. Consequently, they should remain on stage so that, watching from the sidelines, they have the opportunity – more objectively than when playing – to observe the energy and atmosphere existing between their partners and the audience on any particular night. When it’s their turn to enter the action, the manner in which they do so can alert the others to any adjustments they feel necessary. Sometimes, for example, the collective mood of the company, quite unintentionally, may have become a little overconfident, causing a slight relaxation of energy. Those watching can rectify this when they re-enter the action by bringing with them a fresh impulse as a wake-up call to others. [Cross-refer Set 6, Subset 3, Workshop 36: Watching]




  Storyteller to Character




  Because the actor is functioning with this overview of the whole piece, character – though still the most important element of the actor’s work – is no longer the sole one. Storytelling subsumes playacting. It may not be enough for actors to interpret their characters and play them subjectively from the characters’ points of view as they’d usually (rightly) do in a play. The story could possibly require them to both represent and present them with different attitudes and from several viewpoints, according to the demands of the writer. Without the slightest loss of truth and commitment in playing a specific scene, storytellers must make sure they don’t allow inappropriate choices to distort the character’s function in the story, and disrupt the shape and flow of the story as a whole.




  Storyteller as Narrator to Characters




  This relationship can vary in kind and complexity. It depends on whether the narrator is also a character within the action; or someone who is privy to the action without participating in it; or is someone – usually unidentified – recounting the story from beyond its borders. It may depend on the discrepancy between the narrator’s point of view and that of the characters. The narrator may support the characters, be in conflict with the characters or remain dispassionate towards them. The narrator may identify fully with a character.




  Storyteller as Character to Narrator




  The relationship in this direction is not automatically identical with that in the other. Usually, the characters (as opposed to the actors) are totally unaware of the narration surrounding their scenes. In this case, they function much more closely to characters in a play, subjectively ‘accepting’ how they have been set up by the narrator (who may or not be themselves). But it is conceivable that the characters might resist or even rebel against a narrator’s portrayal of them. [Cross-refer the above three paragraphs to Sets 3, 4, 5, Workshops 9–23 and Set 7, Subset 2, Workshops 39–40: all dealing with aspects of Narration]




  Storyteller to Space




  Actors have to relate to the space and their use of it with the understanding of exactly how it supports and enhances the journey of a story. Spatial choices can define or reinforce two relationships: that of the actor to the audience – how near, how far, from a warm area or a cold one and so forth; and, similarly, that between the characters within the story. [Cross-refer Set 3, Workshop 9: Areas of the Stage and Their Qualities; Workshop 10: Narration from Different Areas of the Stage; Set 6, Subset 2: Spatial Awareness, Workshops 29–31; Subset 3, Workshop 32: Spatial Focus; Set 12, Workshop 57: Spatial Relationship between Storyteller and Audience]




  Storyteller to Design




  If there is to be any use of technological or scenic elements, actors must understand how these contribute to the telling of the story and be able to interact with them and exploit them, that is, be in creative control of them in the furtherance of that aim. Such elements imposed on performers inhibit their spontaneity and pre-empt their expressiveness; in other words, they do their work for them or in spite of them. Actors should have time to develop a relationship with any props, furniture, costumes, music, lighting and scenery, so that these become expressively integrated into their performance, in fact become extensions of themselves. The way in which an actor relates to an environment is part of the creation of character, world and what the story’s about. [Cross-refer Set 9: Workshops for Using Elements 43–47; and to relevant paragraphs below in The Storyteller’s Many Functions: Storyteller as Set Designer, etc.]




  Storyteller to Storyteller (Actor to Actor)




  And of course, just as in a play, the actors must at all times be good partners, working generously and openly with one another, responding spontaneously to each other’s provocations and offering their own in return with the knowledge that their colleagues will respond in kind: healthy give and take. (By provocation I mean something entirely positive: any action or activity should be a source of stimulation between partners, an offer that cannot not be refused, that in fact should be accepted with enthusiasm, so that, playing off one another, actors may together create something totally fresh, surprising, but satisfyingly inevitable.) This applies whether between narrators and characters, between narrators sharing narration and, of course, between characters in scenes.




  
The Storyteller’s Many Functions





  Actors, when telling stories, may need to embrace a larger share of the performance than is normally asked of them, to turn their hands – their whole body in fact – to whatever helps move the story forward. This means assuming additional functions to that of playing characters in scenes: functions such as host, MC, public speaker, stand-up comedian, storyteller of course, narrator, guide, critic, commentator, analyst, designer, sculptor, painter, landscape artist, interior decorator, tailor, dressmaker, dresser, sound designer, lighting designer, choreographer, technician, stage manager, stage hand, dancer, mime, musician – magician even, inasmuch as they can, in an empty space, by means of their presence alone, conjure up what isn’t there.




  So storytellers create by other means what is usually provided by designers, musicians, and all the other traditional contributors to a performance. These are some of the necessary skills that actors need to acquire in the pursuit of total self-reliance during performance.




  Storyteller as Athlete




  Actors are athletes of a very particular kind. They’re unlikely to win Grand Slams or scale Everest. Their physicality isn’t designed to execute thirty-two fouettes on ice; that is, it’s not intended to achieve the particular abilities of any one discipline. On the contrary, skilful actors need bodies capable of fulfilling an extraordinary range of skills in many areas.




  Let’s start with what is so obvious that it’s probably taken for granted. The essential task of acting, the incarnation of character, means not only expressing the psychology of the character, but also, quite literally, embodying another person – which is, of course, an extension of that psychology. No two people move or relate to space identically or make the same shapes and gestures within it. So, to be capable of assuming a physicality quite different from their own, actors have first to understand how their own bodies work and, if necessary, to break physical patterns that have become so autonomically ingrained that they block the range of their expressiveness. They must consciously master muscles that most of us are probably unaware we possess. (I was once shown a Russian book on make-up that mainly concentrated on how to master control of the numerous muscles in the face – possibly some forty of them.) They must be able to change their habitual rhythms. Then, rather than resorting to a small repertoire of thoughtlessly applied gestural cliches (like old-fashioned opera singers), they can specifically create and inhabit someone else’s skin.




  Actors need to wed their physical abilities to their powers of observation and their empathic imagination. They have to spend time (more than I sense they do) studying other people. That’s where they’ll find the material to add to their store of behavioural knowledge. When recreating another person’s way of movement, it’s also necessary to discover the impulses and motives that cause that idiosyncratic use of the body. By committing themselves to the repetition of a particular gesture, employing a sort of reverse engineering, they are more than likely to engender the feelings that might have motivated such a gesture in the first place.




  In addition to the creation of a basic physical characterisation, actors have to imagine and then execute a character’s specific movement and behaviour in conditions that may be unusual for that character, for instance, people totally reliant on the service of others, suddenly having to fend for themselves. Actors will have to handle objects and wear clothing unfamiliar to them. Their characters may have occupations or circumstances that strongly influence their physical life – boxers maybe, miners, invalids, peasants, models… The actors may need to be convincingly pregnant or older, younger, lighter, heavier than they are (without padding!), possibly to play someone of the opposite gender. The status of characters will also create a particular set of physical patterns: how they wear their clothes, take up space, anticipate others’ physical and spatial relationship to them. Beyond this, certain roles may demand specialised skills and techniques, such as dancing, wrestling, acrobatics, riding a horse, riding a motorbike, making strudel, erecting a marquee. Performers may have to acquire skills in different forms of mime, especially when working in an empty space; by their physicality they must be able to evoke environments and create images. They will need to develop strong proprioception – their sense of themselves in space and in their relationship to others.




  Much of this, of course, is true for actors in plays. But many actors bring more or less the same body to every role they play. In storytelling, this simply won’t work. The sheer profusion of roles and functions demands a protean flexibility and a rich physical imagination. In addition, storytellers will need all their movement skills to contribute to the ensemble’s collective creation of physical images – frequently gymnastic – as well as fulfilling many of their other functions as designers, landscape artists, stage managers… [Cross-refer Set 2, Workshop 8: Physical Work for Solo Performer; Set 6: Workshops for Building an Ensemble, Subset 1: Workshops 24–28 Physical Awareness; Set 9, Workshop 47: Shoes]




  Storyteller as Narrator




  Actors need not only bodies with stamina, strength, flexibility and the ability to isolate muscles, but also voices with much the same attributes. The voice is a part of the body. Using the voice has as much to do with physical ability and athleticism as being able to swim or salsa. All those moving parts of the body that create voice and speech need to be at their command – the muscles of the ribcage that allow the lungs to expand, the jaw, the tongue and so forth… Imaginative vocal variety is rare from most performers. But narrators are likely to be confronted by unfamiliar, complex language, and their vocalism must be capable of dealing with such texts. Clarity of speech, expressive range of voice, sense of narrative logic, establishment of mood, ability with dialects, accents, even impersonations, are all part of a storyteller’s toolkit. Narrators may need to encompass the roles of announcer and public speaker. They will need the ability to tell stories from different points of view: from themselves, from characters telling their story in the first person, from characters talking about themselves in the third. They may need to move nimbly from one characterisation to another. They have responsibility for firmly shaping a story’s movement from event to event and giving each of those events its appropriate emphasis within the whole. Furthermore, it’s their job to ensure that what we listen to is as pleasurable as what we look at. But, above all, to narrate well, the storyteller must be in true communion with the audience. [Cross-refer Set 2, Workshop 7: Voice and Speech Work; Sets 3, 4, 5, Workshops 9–23; Set 7, Subset 2, Workshops 39–40: Exercises on multiple aspects of narration; Set 12, Workshops 54–57: To Develop Content with the Audience]




  Storyteller as Set Designer




  By the way actors move within an empty space they’re able to conjure images of specific places in the mind’s eye of their audience. Audiences see what actors suggest. Not only through the literal miming of objects or surfaces are places evoked, but also by the distance on which the eyes focus, by expansion or contraction of the torso, by straightened or tilted spines, big strides or small steps, folded or loose arms and so on. Actors can create socially, psychologically and environmentally motivated behaviour that suggests whether their surroundings are congenial or unfriendly, dangerous or safe, public or private, familiar or strange, wretched or rich, indoors or out…




  At a more deliberately stylised level, actors can establish environments by actually turning themselves into scenic objects, becoming waves, trees, doors, thrones – well, whatever’s needed. This opens up a range of further possibilities, such as endowing such elements with personalities that react to what is going on around them or to how they’re being treated. [Cross-refer Set 8, Workshop 41: Bringing the Space Alive; Workshop 42: Individual Images]




  Storyteller as Costume Designer




  Because storytelling is likely to contain a multiplicity of roles and changes of place and time, it’s rarely practical for actors to be fully costumed in character – even if that were always desirable. But in keeping with the principle of working in an empty space devoid of design, what, then, should actors wear? Rather than costumes, think of clothes: everyday wear that doesn’t draw attention to itself and certainly doesn’t represent their characters; the sartorial equivalent of an empty space. Within such a convention, they should never relate to what they’ve actually got on their backs, but in the same way that actors may need to mime props, they may need to mime what their characters are wearing.




  But in other circumstances they may find themselves performing in a range of conventions that clothes them in anything from an ensemble, all-purpose ‘uniform’ to single items like hats or scarves, from lengths of material they can drape themselves in to oddments grabbed as needed from a costume rack. But whatever the convention, each will require the actors to create an image or impression of appropriately garbed characters. In certain cases they may have to be skilful in manipulating – knotting or draping – pieces of material or in endowing elements of clothing with the sense of complete dress. If they do use full costumes, they may have to be adept at quick changes in front of an audience. They may at times function as each other’s dressers. [Cross-refer Section 9: From Analysis to Performance Worlds; Set 9, Workshop 47: Something to Put On]
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