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  Foreword




  Joan Iyiola and Polly Bennett, founders of The Mono Box




  Have you ever heard of someone who became a better artist by waiting for the phone to ring or holding an idea in their head? Nah, nor us. But we at The Mono Box recognise that sometimes the hardest thing for a theatremaker can be knowing that you have something to say, but not quite knowing how to say it – and even more frustratingly, where to start. Lisa and Milly’s book is an invitation and encouragement to do just that – to go over the edge and begin – and we are thrilled to have been part of their journey to get here.




  We first met Lisa and Milly in 2018, when they proposed the idea of running a workshop together: ‘Solo Shows: From Page to Stage’. Both had recently created award-winning shows (Lisa with Cuckoo and Milly with Dust – if you haven’t read them, do!), and they wanted to work with The Mono Box to encourage others to do the same. As with any new workshop, we did what we do best and listened to what our active participants were curious about, and then we all hashed it out together to find the best approach. Many artists felt that the stories they wanted to tell weren’t out there, and women particularly felt frustrated by the slim pickings on offer to and by their gender. It was clear that all theatremakers, from actors to producers, choreographers to directors, and everyone in between, wanted to write and tell their stories, and they finally got to under this duo’s excellent tutelage.




  Lisa and Milly’s workshops filled up week after week, month after month, and it became obvious that their combined approach gave people permission to start writing and, perhaps most importantly, provided ways to continue. With thought, camaraderie, and a bit of magic from their own experience, Lisa and Milly let people’s voices come out to play. The aftermath of every session was fizzy, and Twitter would be set alight; the feedback was noisy, and people returned.




  Of course, one of the best parts of being at the helm of The Mono Box has always been receiving the gushing words of the reassured theatremaker in attendance of one of our sessions. But the best thing after that is seeing our colleagues – our respected friends and esteemed peers, who we have entrusted with running courses and workshops under our theatrical roof – feel equally as stirred, enthused and inspired by the variety of people they encountered. It has been a joy, to say the least, to see this mighty team also develop their practice and knowledge about their craft. Their level of creative ownership is empowering, and it is this thinking that has launched the careers of many who came through our doors at The Mono Box.




  Toni Morrison’s encouragement, ‘If there’s a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it’, has long been our company’s call to action. Since you now are holding Lisa and Milly’s work in your hands, it clearly became theirs too. This extraordinary book will give you the agency to explore your story, and ignite your brain to create work that not only speaks to you, but belongs to you. Their workshops – and now this book – were born, nurtured and moulded under our roof, and are a key part of The Mono Box’s legacy.




  We are proud beyond (fore)words.




  





  




  The Mono Box is a well-established training hub and creative network for emerging talent and those looking to explore their creativity through the performing arts.




  They provide access to affordable, alternative and continual training through workshops and talks with leaders in the theatre, TV and film industry. They programme writing, performing and wider creative opportunities through projects, such as their new-writing schemes Playstart and Reset the Stage, and welcome people to engage with their online Monologue Library as a resource for inspiration. In 2019,The Mono Box became an Associate Company of Hampstead Theatre.




  www.themonobox.co.uk




  





  




  

    Content Warning




    This book references Milly’s play Dust, which looks at themes of death by suicide and suicidal ideation.


  




  





  1. Milly on…


  How to Use This Book




  Hey! Thank you so much for buying our book. That’s awesome of you.




  So now what?




  You want to make a solo show, that much is clear. Maybe you want to see how solo shows are made from the inside. Maybe you’re a director and you’re about to start this journey with a writer-performer. Maybe your flatmate has announced they’re going to write and perform a solo show, and you’ve bought this book to help you empathise!? (Good friend alert!)




  All of these reasons are legitimate – so welcome aboard.




  First things first. This book is going to be as practical as possible, so let’s start by setting some goals.




  Grab a notebook and write down your answers to the following questions. THERE ARE NO WRONG ANSWERS. Nobody else reads this, unless you want them to. This is for you and your process of making this show. We’ll come back to this later.




  1. Why did you buy this book?




  Maybe you don’t know yet – and that’s okay.




  Maybe you have a dim and distant vision of yourself as a successful actor and writer, but you don’t know how to get there, and this book appeared like a beacon on the shelf among other theatre books.




  Maybe you know exactly what you want. You know the name of your show, and you can even see the poster in your head, but you don’t quite know how to go about unlocking it. Maybe you’re not a writer, but you’re a director embarking on a solo-show project with a collaborator. You want to see where they’re coming from and gather resources to help the writer.




  2. What’s a thought keeping you awake at night?




  All thoughts are relevant, I promise!




  This could be global issues, career-related concerns, family stuff, and beyond.




  3. What scares you about making a solo show?




  Be honest. What are you truly frightened of about it? It might be actually making the show. It might be coming up with ideas. It might be the fear of it being boring. What’s stopped you having a go up until now?




  4. Where do you want to be in a year’s time?




  Nothing is too big or too small.




  5. Now where do you want to be in five years’ time?




  See above!




  And lastly…




  6. What about this venture excites you?




  What little squirmy glimmer inside you is making you turn these pages? Is it a piece of theatre you’ve seen that made you think, ‘Wow! I want to do that!’?




  What are you dreaming of?




  Okay, pen down, for now.




  These answers may change. They may grow. And that’s okay. There are no rules. If you want to add to them, you can, but one thing I would ask is that you don’t rub them out. Just keep adding. These answers were authentic reflections of how you felt on the day you decided to read this book. They’ll be a benchmark for you as you go along.




  The reason I ask the above questions is because making a show can be all-consuming. It’s so easy to forget that there’s a world outside once you’ve begun. The ‘outcome’ or how the show is received can sometimes overtake the show itself, and it’s good to ground yourself.




  But first, a quick exercise before we get into the meat of the book:




  

    Exercise: Unpack a Solo Show




    Think about a solo show you’ve seen. Or maybe you didn’t see the show but you’ve read the script. Either way, a one-person play that really made an impact on you. Something you loved, felt compelled by, that never left you.




    Now unpack that. Write down what you can remember about it.




    Why was it so compelling? Be specific.




    You know when kids are like ‘Why?’ about absolutely everything, and it’s annoying? Imagine me and Lisa standing over you as you try to pick apart the reasons, bleating ‘Why? Why? Why?’ over and over again.


  




  Okay! The questions are over… for now! Here’s how this book’s going to work:




  My name’s Milly, and I’m the one writing this chapter. Lisa and I will take turns in some places and have conversations in others. When we have conversations it’s going to look like a playtext:




  MILLY. When I’m speaking, you’ll see my name at the start of the line, and the text is a transcript of the chat Lisa and I had.




  LISA. Hello! Now it’s my turn to speak. Imagine I’m saying something insightful and intelligent.




  We want the whole book to feel as much like a chat as possible. You know, the way podcasters feel like your pals after a while, even though they’re not in the same room as you.




  This book is about what Lisa and I have learned so far. It’s about what our experience has taught us, and what we still don’t know! We’ve tried to offer you as many ways into creating your show as possible, as well as an accurate insight into how different our journeys as writers have been. We beg you: learn from our mistakes!




  As we go through the book, we’ll chat through some big questions, such as: What actually constitutes a solo show? What makes a ‘good’ solo show? How do I quash my anxieties about making a solo show? How do I actually write the bloody thing? How do I get it on its feet? How do I get the thing on stage? And more!




  If you want to make a solo show and have absolutely no idea where to start, then start at the beginning of the book. Maybe you already have loads of material and need help finessing your play, or have specific questions about structure or character? Then you can find the chapter you need in the contents, a bit like a ‘choose your own adventure’ novel.




  Lisa and I are both coming at this from different angles, which we think is important. Lisa has written a solo show for another actor to perform. I have written a solo show with the express intention that I would always perform it. There’s no one way of doing things. Everyone gets there differently. Think of this book as a toolkit. Not every exercise or titbit will work for every little snag you come across in your process, and that’s okay.




  Some Ground Rules




  This book may bend you out of shape as a writer




  What we mean by this is that not all the exercises will work for you, but you should give them a go all the same. You might be the kind of writer that needs a specific set-up, e.g. candles/coffee shop/silence, etc., and couldn’t possibly imagine writing anywhere else or in any other way. This is fine! We urge you to keep an open mind if these exercises take you out of your comfort zone, and try anyway. You may surprise yourself… Or just tweak them to fit you!




  This is a ‘writing-led’ way into making a solo show




  That’s to say that, for Lisa and me, the text comes first in our respective processes. Some people prefer devising their work, or want to explore a more avant-garde performance-art style. Amazing! This book can offer you ideas around structure, having a strong idea at the centre of your work, and bringing your work to the stage.




  We will talk about acting later on in the book, but it’ll mainly be in terms of how it’s affected by the writing, and your responsibilities in the room when you’re both writing and performing your show.




  Writing is so crucially important in this regard. When you’re acting, you can strengthen a performance. It can improve over time. You can discover new things. But once the show has had its press night, the writing is usually fixed. You have finite time to change it once your show dates are locked in.




  Think of the writing as a climbing frame. And acting is how you play on it. You can play differently every single day on the climbing frame, but if the climbing frame is weak or not assembled correctly, then you’re going to fall. The writing is key.




  Start calling yourself a writer – it’s an important gear shift




  When I was at drama school I used to dream up ideas for plays and think, ‘Wouldn’t it be cool if someone else wrote that, and then I was allowed to audition for it, and then I got the job?’ Dumb, right?




  Do it yourself. You can. You have the skills. You’ve kept people compelled with stories in the pub, around the dinner table, on dates, or on stage. You’ve got it and you’ve made the decision to work towards it. That makes you a writer.




  You know that bit in contracts where they lay out what means what? I’m doing it right now.




  WRITER = YOU




  YOU = WRITER




  THE SHOW = YOUR SHOW




  You’re a writer now. Deal with it.




  Take the word ‘good’ and expel it from your vocab




  Throw it in the bin. ‘Good’ doesn’t exist any more. ‘Good’ is the single most unhelpful word I can imagine, and will actively stop your stuff being ‘good’.




  We’ll go into how to combat this more along the way, but suffice to say, just write without the notion that any of it has to be any good. Especially at this stage. It’s just you and a pen/keyboard/typewriter, right? Who has to see it while you’re making it? Nobody, if you don’t want them to.




  Be kinder to yourself. ‘Good’ is a matter of opinion.




  You know the phrase ‘quality not quantity’?Yep, also trash




  At this stage, allow yourself to generate as much material as you can without the pressure of it being ‘good’. You can sift through at a later point and we’ll show you how – but for now, keep writing.




  These analogies are my favourites for this:




  Plays are like shop fronts and icebergs




  The iceberg analogy we all kind of know. That the ten per cent you see on the top of the water is supported by ninety per cent of the bulk underneath. That ninety per cent represents all the work, research, thinking time, rehearsal and material you generated, but which didn’t end up in the final product. All that work is there and it’s valid and the play wouldn’t stand up without it.




  The shop-front analogy is the same. If you walked past a beautiful shop front and were captivated by it, and walked inside the shop and found… nothing…? That would be pretty weird, right? The shop front is your play. Inside the shop are all the things I’ve mentioned above. That’s all your work.




  The play is the showcase of the most relevant bits of all that work, and anyone delving deeper into the play will find the work there. Basically what I’m saying is generate material – as much of it as you can!




  ‘Keep the channel open’




  We’ve pinched the quote below from the fab dancer and choreographer Martha Graham:




  

    ‘There is a vitality, a life force, an energy, a quickening that is translated through you into action, and because there is only one of you in all of time, this expression is unique. And if you block it, it will never exist through any other medium and it will be lost. The world will not have it. It is not your business to determine how good it is nor how valuable nor how it compares with other expressions. It is your business to keep it yours clearly and directly, to keep the channel open. You do not even have to believe in yourself or your work. You have to keep yourself open and aware to the urges that motivate you. Keep the channel open.’ 


  




  What she means is: don’t censor anything. See yourself as a channel or conduit for creativity. Solid advice.




  A little bit about me, and how I came to the world of solo shows




  I trained as an actor and, while at drama school, I felt disillusioned with ‘the industry’ before I’d even entered it. Every day, I had the overwhelming feeling that achieving ‘success’, however I defined that utterly meaningless word, was looking more and more unlikely.




  It made me reassess why I wanted to be an actor in the first place. Why did I even want to do this?! What did I love about acting?




  For me, it’s storytelling. If I’ve met you in person then I’ve chewed your ear off with an anecdote of some kind. I just love stories.




  So, I started writing alongside acting. I wrote and wrote and wrote. I entered competitions and applied for playwriting groups, which is where I met Lisa.




  The idea for my own solo show, Dust, came in 2012. I was horrified by it. Writing it would mean telling people how I really felt, which was scary, and I wasn’t ready to have that conversation. (By the way, I’ll talk about Dust throughout the book a fair amount, as it’s my main point of reference when discussing writing and performing a solo show.)




  For context, Dust is the story of Alice, a young woman who takes her own life. She wakes up on the mortuary slab, and is forced to watch the fallout of her actions in the days leading up to her funeral. Since making and performing the show, I’ve spoken openly about my experience with depression and suicidal ideation. But when I had the idea for Dust I hadn’t talked about this publicly.




  Plus, at this point, I wasn’t a writer. I hadn’t done any courses or anything. How on earth could I be a writer?! So, I tucked it away in a metaphorical drawer in my head and forgot about it. For years.




  Then I was at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe in 2016. I looked up at a wall of posters and a tiny voice in my head said, ‘Where’s yours?’ It was as if everything snapped into place. Mine wasn’t there because I was scared of being truthful and vulnerable. I went home and started that day.




  If you asked me why I made Dust, I would give you two reasons:




  1. I was an actor who was not in acting work at the time.




  THERE IS NO SHAME IN THIS.




  Fellow actors, we are in a hideously oversaturated market, and if you have a story to tell that also keeps you performing, and that you can invite casting directors to, then that’s brilliant.




  I’m writing these words in 2022 and Michaela Coel has recently won a BAFTA for the TV show I May DestroyYou. She started out with her own solo stage show, Chewing Gum Dreams, as a scratch performance at The Yard in Hackney Wick, nearly ten years ago. Chewing Gum Dreams then became Chewing Gum for Channel 4 – and the rest is history!




  The power of artists putting pen to paper is unparalleled, and we, as an industry, are reaping the benefits. Do it! Put yourself in something!




  2. I had a cause that kept me awake at night.




  I was very ill before I wrote Dust. I felt as though I was in the grip of something powerful and couldn’t see a way out. All I had that reflected my experience in art were weird suicidal revenge stories, suicide as plot devices in drama, or sanitised versions of soft focus-y women with delicate mascara tracks, sliding down walls in fancy dressing gowns. Absolutely not my personal experience.




  I remember thinking, ‘It can’t just be me that feels this way.’ And it turns out, it wasn’t. I had something I was desperate to say. I had something I needed to share with the world.




  Now, as I’ve stressed above, reason 1 is not ignoble.




  That said…




  Your show must be important to you.




  Dust had an incredible team working on it, whose input into the show was invaluable and made it a ‘success’, but it would not have enjoyed the success that it did have, if it had only been a vehicle for me to perform in. It simply wouldn’t. It’s a valid reason to want to make a solo show, sure, but it isn’t enough.




  Dust had longevity, in part, because I felt I had something to share with people, despite my fears around the subject matter. It was partly an education, and partly reaching out across the void and coming together in a shared experience with audiences.




  I wanted to shine a light on how I’d experienced things in a fictionalised context. Dust, for me, was a battle cry.




  In short: I wanted to tell a compelling story that had a solid backbone and a reason for being there. And hopefully I could show people that I wasn’t too shabby at pretending to be other people along the way.




  But nonetheless, this ‘backbone’, ‘reason’, ‘cause’, ‘battle cry’, whatever you want to call it, is important.




  Which is a tasty little segue into the next chapter.




  Lisa and I call it: the Why.




  We are going to be banging on about the Why a great deal throughout the book, so this is one chapter we don’t recommend skipping if you’re looking at the book sectionally.




  Now, have a glass of water, and see you on the next page!




  





  2. The Why


  A Conversation About Finding the Soul of Your Show




  MILLY. The Why is so crucial, because it’s what determines the reach of the play.




  LISA. Exactly. Why are you writing about what you are writing about? What do you care about? And what are you trying to say?




  To be honest, this question you get asked, ‘What is the play saying?’ plagued me for years. Because when I started writing, I just wrote things! It didn’t occur to me to think about it, I just wanted to get stuff on the page.




  What I’ve learned over time is, ultimately, whatever you write is a vessel for your worldview, the things that you feel passionately about, for which you can find no other format that can adequately communicate those feelings.




  MILLY. I mean, I had something that kept me awake at night, and for me that’s the Why. A Why, to me, is something that preoccupies me.




  You can have different ideas for different shows cooking at once, but your strongest Why will wrestle its way to the front. Almost make that decision for you.




  I knew that I believed in Dust because it was a cause that I was passionate about, underneath this story, that had affected my life, and meant the world to me (and I also needed an acting job).




  And that Venn diagram, in the middle of those things, I think – it’s not necessarily about casting yourself in something – that’s a by-the-by. The main thing here, the thing that will guarantee your piece, not necessarily longevity, but will give it the absolute best chance of having the impact you want it to have, is if every word of the play is singing to the thing keeping you up at night.




  What is your Why?




  Why are you writing this play? What is the cause? What is your call to arms? If you were given a soapbox, what would you shout from the top of it?




  And that is the backbone of everything you’re doing. And if you never, ever, ever forget that thing, you can’t go far wrong.




  LISA. And to add to that, probably all of us have a lot of things we feel strongly about, and think are wrong with the world, and, of course, we want to throw all of that in the mix – because why not fix it all? But there’s something to be said as well for finding the one thing that – amidst all the things you could write about – is the one thing that YOU know to be true, that you have a unique perspective on.




  MILLY. Exactly that! And it’s in – Lisa, what’s your phrase?




  LISA. ‘The world thinks it’s this, but I know it’s THIS!’




  MILLY. Right!




  LISA. And we all have that one thing or topic or view where it’s like, ‘How? How is everyone not seeing this the way I do?!’ And that’s your gold.




  It’s that thing of ‘Your obvious is your original’ – this thing that’s clear as day to you. This truth.




  It’s about following your nose towards the thing that you know is true, and that’s where you’re going to find that voice. It’s being interested, rather than interesting – yeah, I have loads of these pithy little phrases!




  MILLY. They’re gold!




  LISA. So it’s following that.




  I think when we’re writing solo shows especially, because they’ve become such a big thing, and we all want to be like Michaela Coel and Phoebe Waller-Bridge, we start thinking, ‘What has everyone else written? What’s cool to write?’ And that is just like nailing your feet to the floor and trying to walk.




  MILLY. It’s exactly that, I think, you can’t try to emulate other people, you will not get anywhere, I can guarantee.




  LISA. I think also that’s where it ties in nicely with this idea of the ‘you-ness’ of it.




  There’s only you, and your experiences, and your eyeballs that you see the world through. And that is its own asset, and that’s what you have to exploit.




  Your particular sense of humour, your particular turn of phrase, your particular attachment to a topic, and what you know you need to share about that thing, to enlighten people, to change their minds, or move them; and your personality and your voice is part of the package of the solo show. People are coming to see you through the work.




  So it’s about tapping into that ‘How do I see the world?’ question. That scenario that happened to me, or that I witnessed, or I heard about, which chimed with me. It has stuck with me for a reason.




  MILLY. With a solo show in particular, because it’s such a weird singular thing in a singular form, that’s when the Why really matters. Because a solo show is a laser-focused story. And it’s more than just umbrella headings for themes. It’s ‘How do these themes affect you?’, ‘How have you experienced stuff?’ and ‘What is it that you, specifically, would like to say?’




  LISA. ‘And that you know, that no one else knows?’




  MILLY. Exactly. But where do these ideas start? How do you find your Why?




  Some people work in different ways. Some people have a story in their head and they can go: ‘These are the characters. I know what I want to write. It’s about a mother and a daughter and they’re trapped in a house and I know exactly what happens.’ And then someone might say ‘Cool. What’s it about though?’ And they come up short.




  That ‘What is it about?’ That’s your Why.




  LISA. Right – the big thing that lurks behind it all?




  MILLY. It’s the thing that’s distilled underneath, and without it the play might not stand up.




  Some people have their Why, but then struggle to actually find plot and story and character on top of that Why.




  And also if you haven’t got a Why yet, that’s okay! Because you’re still preoccupied by the characters and the world, so it’s about distilling that down and asking those questions of yourself.




  LISA. Yeah. My take on that is: that idea, even if you don’t know what it is yet, those characters, in that world, have come to you for a reason, d’you know what I mean?




  There is something that keeps bringing you back to it. And it’s just working out what that gravitational pull is.




  MILLY. Your Why is your measuring stick. It’s your yardstick. It’s your litmus test. It’s the thing that when you’re struggling, you go back to and you think, ‘What do I want to say?’ And that’s how you can make the decision.




  And even if you love a passage you’ve written, even if it’s great, even if it’s a banging joke, and you’re like, ‘Oh my God, I’m the funniest playwright that ever bloody lived’, but it doesn’t measure against that yardstick of the Why, you can cut and paste and you put it in another document. Or you save your notebook and you keep it, whatever, and it’s there for another day, for another project. It will have another life. You will have more ideas.
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