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Foreword


One of the most influential modern teachers of theatre, Jacques Lecoq, says that in theatre as well as in life, tout bouge (‘everything moves’).1 He doesn’t just mean obvious, physical movement, but suggests a deeper level of cycles, processes, causes and effects – movement – which underpins and permeates the world around us and how it should appear on stage. It is Lecoq’s idea, that everything causes or is subject to movement – in its most profound definition and whether discernible to the eye or not – which drives The Active Text. What sits underneath, around, filters through and animates a text is explored throughout the book. This is anything but a literary approach, which all too often encourages performers to sit around a table and discuss a text, but, to follow Lecoq, is instead a call to investigate a play up on our feet, finding out what makes it move.


Structured in eight sections and referring to some thirteen plays, we are invited to move through aspects such as considering an audience, understanding situations and the structure of plays, and how characters can be created and function. Always with an eye to an ultimate performance, the book also considers space and the musicality of language, stage directions and the importance of silence. It is peppered throughout with useful quotations from diverse practitioners, placing the work in a wider context of theatre practices, whilst rejecting convenient labels of genre, style or traditions. Full of fresh ideas, it leads the reader through approaches stage by stage, augmenting established theatre practice and the work of many writers, performers and directors. There are plenty of notes and a bibliography to help readers follow up further lines of enquiry. You can dip in and out as needed, though I’d recommend reading cover to cover: each section is a progression from the last and, overall, offers a complete approach to working on a play, something that the author insists is so much more than just a script. She maintains that a text itself is active: the words on the page of a playscript are the active representation of a complex world. A play is also made of language that works actively. We are asked to be active in our approach to working on text, ultimately asking our audiences to become actively involved too.


All of this is fuelled by the author’s own experience and ability to pull diverse approaches together in a joined-up, meaningful way. Rather than a handbook, each section demonstrates an acute sense of how a play works with rich and insightful discussion around the more hands-on work. Straightforward and clear in its style, it is suitable for actors and students, directors and teachers. And one of the ways that The Active Text is especially empowering to its readers is that it enables groups working without a leader or ‘outside eye’ to get to grips with a play in new and imaginative ways, working holistically and often as an ensemble.


The author is careful to say that The Active Text is not just an extension of her previous book, Through the Body. Like many people working and teaching in the theatre, I have often turned to that book for advice, inspiration and, to be honest, when I’ve been just plain stuck. And, like that book, The Active Text is full of useful, immediate and creative approaches to use in rehearsal and workshops of plays. Dick McCaw, writing in the Foreword to Through the Body, warns us that exercises


aren’t a recipe for success, rather they are open structures by means of which we can make psycho-physical connections within ourselves. They are possible pathways though our mental and physical structure which can lead toward a mental and emotional experience.2


The Active Text attempts to suggest approaches that bring together mind and body and how an actor thus encounters the playtext with their whole self. Yes, no one can offer easy recipes for success, but what this book does do is to offer a set of clearly thought-through approaches which provide anyone working practically on a play a series of logical, clearly beneficial and developmental stages of investigation.




I know that Dymphna is a highly creative teacher, offering students challenges drawn from her eclectic experience, distilled through her role as (to return to Lecoq) a ‘zero point’.3 Many of us work in, and are increasingly products of, education systems driven by targets and the learning of neat packages of information. All too often, this can ultimately lead to thin knowledge. Added to this is the tradition, especially in the university sector, of logocentrism. Thankfully, much of the rise in theatre studies in higher education values other types of knowledges: those of creativity, the sensibility of the body, group work and instinct. As this book advocates, there needs to be a healthy balance between analysis, intellectual curiosity and time for, as Section 2 puts it, ‘serious play’. Not everything is measurably knowable through books and through writing down. I hope too that the school system can hold on to such values. And in our theatre work, short-term, target-driven (‘getting the show on’) practice is ultimately to cheat our audiences. This book offers the chance to take responsibility, to engage in a deeper knowledge that embraces process, finding out, and understanding the substance of the play through the intelligence of our more creative selves.


Adam J. Ledger


University of Birmingham, March 2014










Introduction


This book is rooted in uncovering visual dimensions and physical embodiment for theatre-makers working with a scripted play. Games, exercises and ideas for creative investigations are drawn both from those who use them in the rehearsal room and from my own work with student actors and directors. My approach is eclectic, raiding sources from playwrights as well as theatre-makers – directors, practitioners and actors – who have written about or been interviewed about their crafting and rehearsal practices, with references largely confined to them rather than those who theorise about theatre and performance.4 A continual process of practical exploration and experimentation leads to discoveries about a play rather than arriving at interpretation through round-the-table analysis and discussion. Work is orientated to activating signifying systems of the stage where the spoken word takes equal place with other elements. Critical viewing and feedback through showing and sharing become cornerstones of praxis. I advocate embracing an open stage/spectator relationship in rehearsals to promote an awareness of the eventual presence of the audience, one which fuels the players’ ability to connect with them.


To truly understand a play is to discover it through embodiment. And that happens in the throes of exploring it practically rather than round a table or sat at a desk. A play is a complex web of interwoven threads; there are various logics at work in its construction, and these need to be accessed in order to fuel practical realisation. Events and themes in the plotting, characters and dialogue are entwined like threads in a rug. In the craft of weaving, needles are in constant motion to knit coloured threads together, and the design emerges only once the rug comes off the loom. Uncovering the internal dynamics of a play, unravelling its threads and how these are knitted together, yields insights: its image structure becomes manifest when the language of performance embedded in its fabric is unearthed.


A text is always active in performance, always moving, vibrating, transmitting once it is embodied by players. During a performance, spectators may be affected by the agility of the movement, sonorities in actors’ voices, moments where a player seems to offer something indefinable in response to events or to another player, because everything occurring on stage transmits dynamic and kinaesthetic signals. We accept this in dance. The Active Text views theatre as having the idea of dance at its centre. It offers a gestural approach to working with a scripted play: theatre is a game, actors are players, texts are re-inscribed through bodies in space.


‘I never start with a readthrough. For the first few days I do everything but the text!’5


Declan Donnellan


Because we meet a play through words on a page there’s a temptation to begin work by reading through, or walking through with script in hand, based on the idea that the words will be fleshed out by action and gesture in order to bring the play to life. This is essentially a literary approach where activity is viewed as something ascertained through discussion, understanding is generated through reason, and ‘action’ becomes additional to the spoken word. A playscript may consist predominantly of dialogue, and it is dialogue that appears to hold it together. But ask yourself, once you’ve seen a play, what it was about? You are likely to answer by saying what happens in the play, because dialogue is, as Rib Davies reminds would-be playwrights, ‘utterly entwined with… the characterisation, the plot, the action, the structure, the visual effects, the music’.6


‘We are,’ says the director Mike Alfreds, ‘in search of deep structures that aren’t necessarily apparent from a linear reading [and] what we find will lead us to matters of theme and form’.7 So we need to understand how the play functions. Working with a play means breathing life not only into the words but the text as a whole. The fuller an understanding of the text, the richer the acting. The word ‘text’ comes from the Latin ‘texere’, which means texture in association with weaving, and it is the interweaving of all the various elements of theatre that creates the play for an audience. Theatre isn’t just about what we see and hear, and there are various components at work of which an unfolding narrative is just one. Theatre with the idea of dance at its centre is vital and physical for both performers and their audiences. There is a sensory nature to live theatre; it feels alive. Creating theatre to provoke sensorial effects demands invoking body and imagination to transform the players and transport the onlookers. To do this, it’s necessary to separate out the parts, rather like a mechanic taking apart an engine, before reassembling it. For Eugenio Barba, ‘dramaturgy [is] similar to “anatomy”… a practical way of working not only on the organism in its totality, but on its different organs and layers’.8 He talks of three levels that operate as layers, inseparable in performance yet distinct in the making: organic, narrative and evocative. The organic focuses on the actors’ somatic and vocal work and how these affect spectators at a sensorial level; narrative dramaturgy concerns itself with the generation of meaning; and evocative dramaturgy ‘distils or captures the performance’s unintentional and concealed meanings, specific for each spectator’.9 For a play to come alive in performance, image, gesture, and words can be worked on separately in the rehearsal process before integrating them into the whole.


‘The text becomes a score of physical actions inspired by and attached to impulses.’10


John Harrop


Too many preconceptions before rehearsals can place a play in a straitjacket, denying the growth of mutual understanding through practice. The same seriously playful process applied in devising work is applied in this book to exploring a text. Like devising, this is a collaborative approach to experimenting through improvisation, finding and testing out what works theatrically and what doesn’t work via physical engagement and interaction. So although The Active Text is not strictly speaking a ‘sequel’ to my earlier book Through the Body: A Practical Guide to Physical Theatre, for those familiar with that book there is an obvious correlation. Jacques Lecoq appears regularly as a point of reference and inspiration, together with the voices of other practitioners who reiterate a similar concern with the actor’s body, including the director Mike Alfreds who believes in the body ‘as a means of reaching the imagination and releasing spontaneous truth’.11 And it is Joan Littlewood, whom writer and director Stella Duffy calls the ‘mother of modern British theatre’, who has informed much of the thinking behind this book.12 Her search for theatrical vitality in the latter half of the twentieth century led to highly imaginative staging solutions arrived at through collaborative work, using improvisatory and devising techniques rooted in active bodies.


There is no single way to produce a play. Stage and performance conventions of every age mean any new production of the same play discovers different meanings, and perhaps reveals new dimensions. Every so often theatre seems to reinvent itself; styles come and go as playwrights and practitioners respond to developments in society, culture, technology and art. The history of Western theatre is strewn with challenges to supposed authorities of style and form, whether in the kinds of plays written or kinds of performance created, as well as the styles of acting. My aim is not to come up with a new theory or method but to invigorate the rehearsal process with ideas and suggestions to combine the somatic with the semantic. What works for one play might not work for another. In this sense devising offers a useful model.


‘In an ensemble, actors are part of the interpretative decision-making and they have to create things as a team.’13


Annabel Arden


There are many excellent and inspirational books on acting and directing; the majority address the individual rather than a company of players. In this book the work is designed predominantly with a group in mind rather than an individual actor or director. Physical explorations help players communicate effectively with each other and with an audience who ‘read with their eyes’ to a large extent. Working through the body enables players to gain a fuller realisation of the text as they experience every aspect of it, from mapping its structure to playing with imagery and digging into the words. Storytelling techniques and strategies for creating stage pictures are offered that may challenge assumptions about particular plays or preconceived ideas about directing, acting and rehearsing a play. Employing playful processes, physical and imaginative improvisation creates a stripped-down aesthetic suited to workshop or studio performance, as well as fuelling production in professional contexts.


While it is beyond the parameters of this book to engage with design, if you intend to produce a performance with people responsible for designing set, costume, lighting, sound or digital technology, whether site-specifically or in a theatre, they should belong to the ensemble and be working alongside the company in rehearsals. The work suggested here does not depend on expensive production values or scenographic elements, rather it acquaints players with the concept of establishing scenic environments through image and sound. While the environment of a play’s story needs to give characters’ actions a distinct context, creating worlds can happen without piling scenery on stage. Necessary furniture can be substituted; a few blocks used imaginatively can represent a great deal even for a play assumed to be ‘naturalistic’.


Labels are not always helpful in describing theatrical styles although we use them conversationally as a kind of shorthand, as for example ‘naturalistic’ and ‘realistic’, and some companies and practitioners become attached to certain labels by virtue of the way they are described by critics and academics. ‘Physical theatre’ is a case in point. The term ‘physical theatre’ has been hotly debated: theatre artists and companies often resent the label while academics and critics debate its provenance and application. Playwright and director Alan Ayckbourn complains that ‘It suggests that somewhere there is a non-physical theatre. What theatre isn’t or shouldn’t be to some extent physical?’14 Frantic Assembly’s co-directors, who choreograph like dancers but were not trained as dancers, work with scripted texts and call their productions ‘shows’, grumble that ‘Physical theatre is actually quite a frustrating phrase as it barely manages to describe what we do never mind the wide range of styles and influences that are clustered under its banner.’15


‘All theatre is visual. Not all theatre is verbal.’16


Mike Alfreds




As shorthand, ‘physical theatre’ served (and perhaps still serves) a valuable purpose in acknowledging a visually resonant style of theatre created by a variety of spirited ensemble companies towards the end of the twentieth century: theatre celebrating its difference as an art form from film and television; theatre rediscovering storytelling through action; a theatre combining movement, music, design (including digital media) and text, in an integrated whole, underpinned by the potency of the language of the body. Their work continues to mature as well as influence the next generation of writers, directors and performers, who have begun forging new ways of making theatre and performance, making an impact on the way theatre is created, staged, received, studied and taught. Theatre ecology in the twenty-first century is already exceptionally mixed; despite the pervasive hangover of conventional methodologies and practices in some sectors, theatre has shown itself capable of much more than presenting a convincing slice of life. And twenty-first century audiences have a sophisticated acquaintance with visual aesthetics from exposure to cinema, television, cartoons, digital media and the visual arts. Our narrative vocabulary has reached new heights via rock concerts, pop videos, commercials and video games, so we are open not only to new ways of seeing but to new ways of storytelling.


As boundaries between traditional forms and styles of performance blur, it is no surprise that exciting physical and visual theatre is increasingly tangible in productions of scripted plays. But no discussion of physical theatre should ignore Jacques Lecoq, whose ideas permeate this book. His book is published in English as The Moving Body but was originally published in his native French as Le Corps Poetique – i.e. ‘the poetic body’. Interestingly, Lecoq never used the term ‘physical theatre’, simply ‘theatre’. Rather than viewing the body as the actor’s instrument, for Lecoq the body is both instrument and player, where creativity, intuition, imagination and feeling coalesce. Together with two key personnel associated with his Paris school, Philippe Gaulier and Monika Pagneux, his impact has been particularly noticeable as part of a trend in Britain for physically and visually orientated theatre, and graduates and companies formed by Lecoq graduates appear on the touring circuit not only in Britain but across the globe.17




‘The body is where you begin in the rehearsal room.’18


Simon McBurney


However, companies who are often labelled ‘physical theatre’ frequently sport directors who did not attend Lecoq’s school: Kneehigh and Frantic Assembly are just two examples. Kneehigh’s Artistic Director Emma Rice trained as an actor and spent some time with the Polish company Gardzienice, who draw on folk and storytelling in vibrant physical/visual/musical ways. Scott Graham and Steven Hoggett, joint artistic founders of Frantic Assembly,19 studied English Literature in Swansea when they were blown away by a workshop with Volcano Theatre and set out to emulate them; subsequently the dance films of David Hinton for DV8 exerted a significant influence and they have said they find film more inspirational than theatre. Declan Donnellan of Cheek by Jowl and Mike Alfreds, who set up Shared Experience, are two directors whose words and advice feature often in this book, and neither has trained with Lecoq.


While movement is a primary element in theatre, physicality has to earn its place when serving a piece. Explosive or high-octane expression excites an audience just as it does in circus or dance; yet physicality can also be nuanced and subtle, with stillness and minimal movement creating a searing intensity. Both can exist within the same performance, and both can offer an audience the visceral thrill that makes theatre so potently alive. Cheek by Jowl, Kneehigh, Frantic Assembly and Complicite are companies who exemplify this, presenting work where the spoken word is meshed with physical, visual and musical languages. Theirs is a theatre that acknowledges craftsmanship, passion and imagination, forged in collaborative and compositional ways with physically based improvisation as the bedrock, whether they are working on adapting a story, developing an original piece or working on a play. They enter the text through the body with devising methodologies as the seedbed of interpretation.


‘The best achievements of a good ensemble can far outstrip any virtuoso display an actor might pull off alone.’20


Harriet Walter




A key attribute of these companies is the notion of an actor-centred approach, with members who relish the creative charge of working collectively – not always purely as devisers since many are equally keen on working with texts. For them, the challenge of working as equal partners is not only hugely appealing but the only way to make theatre. And, of course, that is not exclusive to the younger generation of theatre-makers. Littlewood, Brecht and Brook are recognised as hugely influential beyond the post-war period, and for all of them collaborative work with actors is at the centre of the process.


Many critics and commentators struggle with the idea and practice of collaboration. A preference persists for assigning artistic ownership by naming an individual as responsible for a piece of theatre. Although much is made of the ethos of collaborative work in devising, when it comes to text work a prevailing notion that hierarchical principles govern a rehearsal process seems to kick in, with the idea of the director as the ‘visionary’ rather like some orchestral conductors who are regarded as ‘maestro’. Yet time and again companies where the director is admired and fêted are those whose working practices are rooted in genuine collaboration.


No one has articulated the ethos of collaboration better than Joan Littlewood in her ‘Goodbye Note’ of 1961:


I do not believe in the supremacy of the director, designer, actor or even of the writer. It is through collaboration that this knockabout art of theatre survives and kicks. It was true of The Globe, The Curtain, The Crown… No one mind or imagination can foresee what a play will become until all the physical and intellectual stimuli, which are crystallised in the poetry of the author, have been understood by a company, and then tried out in terms of mime, discussion, and the precise music of grammar: words and movement allied and integrated.21


And it is her philosophy which governs the idea behind and the ideas within this book.


Littlewood’s way of working through improvisation and games served to sketch in the action in broad strokes before filling in the detail. While her approach owed much to Stanislavsky, with actors breaking down a play into units and objectives, her stagecraft had a radical edge, more attuned to the ideas of Meyerhold or Copeau and drawing on commedia dell’arte and Chinese principles in opening out the relationship between the stage and spectator. She was not a devotee of naturalistic staging techniques, preferring to use whatever worked in matters of style. And if something didn’t work she had no compunction about scrapping it and starting again. Games and structured improvisation as routes to ensemble-building and approaching a text were key principles. She used a range of physical games and exercises as creative catalysts to open up the text.


Games and exercises ‘develop initiative, excite curiosity, exercise the imagination.’22


Joan Littlewood


Littlewood’s notion of playful improvisation as the major approach to working with, and developing an interpretation of, a scripted text underpins this book. The idea of improvisation-as-exploration is not new. Over a century ago, Stanislavsky realised improvisation gave actors a quicker and more vital access to experiencing a play than could be achieved through intellectual discussion. Theatre practitioners and directors who work collaboratively advocate harnessing the imagination, initiative, intuition and intelligence of everyone involved. The principle is ‘don’t talk, just do’.


There are thirteen plays referred to in the course of this book, drawn largely from the so-called classical repertoire and those featured regularly on higher education and school syllabi. They are: Sophocles’s Antigone; Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Macbeth and Hamlet; Georg Büchner’s Woyzeck; Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest; Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage and Her Children; Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot; Arthur Miller’s A View from the Bridge; Edward Bond’s Saved; Steven Berkoff’s Greek; Caryl Churchill’s Top Girls; Sarah Kane’s Blasted. Given my potential readership, I anticipate that most will be familiar with these plays as actors and directors, teachers and students of theatre. As examples of plays that have stood the test of time, they examine what we think and feel about ourselves; the human condition doesn’t change very much and these plays hang on in the repertoire and remain classic texts for study because they still have something to offer.23 And they are plays that alter with every ensemble, who discover new nuances, new ideas, new possibilities latent in the scripts as they make them active for performance. The plays and editions used are listed separately in the bibliography.


What follows is designed to promote openness and simplicity, intensity in atmosphere, absolute focus and commitment from every player, whether they end up as the protagonist or a member of the chorus. It requires generosity of spirit. It is not intended as a linear ‘method’, although some logic exists in the order in which sections are presented. Feel free to dip in and out if that suits.


Section 1: Plays and Audiences looks at how meaning(s) operate through genre, theme, structure, suspense and time, and the impact of these on an audience during performance. The ways in which the audience offer their attention, curiosity and empathy, informs this and is central to ensuing sections.


Section 2: Serious Play establishes the fundamental importance of play as an essential training and rehearsal tool, opening doors to improvisatory states and opening up choices and possibilities for analysis and interpretation of scripted plays.


Section 3: Mapping a Play starts with animating and transforming space as an essential basis for working on stage as a precursor to discovering the topography of a play. It contains exercises to illustrate the nature of dramatic composition, providing routes for connecting players to the overall shape and pattern and a play’s flow.


Section 4: Charting Journeys offers starting points for bringing characters alive through their connections to the design of the play, their route through it and the situations they face. Collective engagement as well as personal investment from players undergirds the practice.


Section 5: Workshopping Scenes assumes acquaintance with the previous two sections with work orientated to the detail of individual scenes. The emphasis is on expressing actions with visual resonance, with suggestions relating to scoring and framing these.


Section 6: Inside the Words builds on the understanding gained, moving on to tackle the words to be spoken as an active force, exploring their sonic, rhythmic, dynamic and semantic values.




Section 7: Around the Words gets to grips with the words that speak without being uttered, activating stage directions, objects, locations and silence to unpeel the image structure of a play and its emotional and metaphorical dimensions.


Section 8: Shaping and Pacing incorporates work on music as a shaping device, tension states and the importance of rhythm and pace in making the maximum impact on the audience.
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1.


Plays and Audiences


It’s all too easy to forget about the audience, especially in workshop or practical-study contexts. Yet in performance, a play takes place in the minds of the audience.


‘Everything should be about making that connection between the actor and the audience – that’s what theatre should be about.’24


Mark Rylance


The word audience derives from the Latin audientia, which means a ‘hearing’ and implies listening. In French and modern Latin countries the word for the audience is like our word ‘spectator’, which may go some way to explaining the oft-remarked variance between those countries attuned to visual aspects of theatre and the British tradition, more formally concerned with words. Considering the audience as ‘spectators’ forces a consideration of them as onlookers, watching actively as in sport. Like English speakers, the French distinguish between the individual and the collective in theatre audiences: the spectator is the grammatically singular un spectateur, while the audience is frequently described by the collective noun l’assistance, a word whose secondary meaning – i.e. ‘helping’ – indicates the presence of the audience as more than simply listening and watching. Emma Rice, Artistic Director of Kneehigh theatre company, likes to call the audience ‘accomplices’, capturing her notion of them as participants in theatre as a storytelling event.


The idea of the audience as a homogenous body has been tainted to some extent by the realisation that a collection of individual spectators do not necessarily share the same thoughts and responses. Each of us comes with a set of personal and cultural circumstances, sociopolitical views, outlooks on life that will affect our response to the action on stage. However, to a certain extent, spectators accept that for the duration of the performance they are in a similar boat and have shared expectations of the ‘experience’ they will have together.


Being transported to a new reality on stage is central to the magic and richness of theatre. Part of the experience for us as individuals is to be taken deep into our selves; what we witness on stage activates reflection on our own lives, our own histories and circumstances, striking chords or challenging preconceptions of our knowledge and experience of the world. Theatre activates our inner world: the border between that hinterland of mind and memory loosens, and we tap into our own playfulness, connecting with the ideas transmitted from the stage. While we might connect with aspects of a performance individually, we don’t surrender our personal response but add a collective one. If you go to theatre on your own, something happens in the process of responding with those around you. You react individually, yet also respond as a member of the collective. There is something akin to a congregational power in that shared experience of being gathered together with strangers and becoming ‘the audience’, perhaps because a certain amount of reassurance comes from the presence of others. While individuals may see the play from different perspectives, there is simultaneity in sharing the experience with others at the same time. Whatever an academic analysis of differential audience responses, at the time of the performance we see ourselves in some respect as an entity and are treated by the actors as such – they perceive us as one.


‘A performance is more absorbed than understood.’25


John Harrop


In this sense we respond instinctively and feed off one another in creating atmosphere and responding. It’s most obvious when laughter ripples through our bodies: we tend to laugh louder and longer when surrounded by others laughing, so the collective nature of being a group of spectators becomes audible, and thereby more tangible. Our laughter rewards those on stage, rising up like a wave when everyone imagines or recognises the same thing at the same time and sees the funny side or gets the joke. A quality of intense silence accompanying the profound or deeply tragic is similarly transmitted back to the stage. It’s a current of exchange reminiscent of a radio frequency, an invisible but palpable channel of communication: ‘It doesn’t have to be comedy. It can be silence in the audience. It can be weeping. It can be something as simple as your awareness of the way that an audience is paying attention,’ says Simon McBurney.26 When this two-way transmission between stage and spectator is at its height, a curious blurring of our individual subjective response and the collective one occurs. There is, in such special moments, no border between us. We share the moment. Something indefinable flows, however fleetingly.


‘When the audience’s imagination and the actors’ imagination are perfectly joined something is born between them.’27


Declan Donnellan


We tend to assume such moments happen only in major theatre productions with star actors. They can also happen in rehearsals with a group of players presenting a scene to their peers, and although such telling moments may not happen often, the surge of understanding they create when they do is priceless. Stanislavsky worked with his actors as audience, and the first lesson on action in An Actor Prepares is to simply sit on the stage, not acting ‘being purposeless’ but actually just sitting, being purposeless but watchable. Lecoq is well known for his auto-cours method, whereby students perform their scenarios to test their work in front of others. Both replicated the stage/spectator relationship as a strategy to enrich the actors’ understanding of how an audience interpret and invest meaning. Presenting work to others teaches players to work with the gaze of spectators, to recognise how the placing of people and objects, the space between them, the looks and attitudes, beats around words, tones of delivery, all configure to project meaning, shared understanding, and possibly move an audience emotionally. Many of the exercises and suggestions in this book rely on the assumption that those using this book will manage rehearsals in this way, not least because enormous amounts can be gained through observing others testing out ideas.




‘I believe in the intelligence of the audience, I believe that the audience wants to create.’28


Robert Lepage


For Brecht, theatre embraced two art forms: acting and spectating, and for Meyerhold the audience was the ‘fourth creator’ (the other three being the actor, the writer and the director). Both acknowledged the audience as avid spectators actively searching out connections and meanings, co-narrating a play, as they piece together incidents, figuring out who does what to whom and interpreting everything the actors do, even when they do nothing, as actions. ‘Everything that the actor does on stage, even if he is doing nothing, is interpreted by the spectator as action,’29 actions that relate to what has happened, is happening or might happen, and reevaluating those actions in relation to whatever else they glean as the play progresses. From this perspective, rehearsals become a process of sorting out pieces of a jigsaw to give the audience the pleasure of completing the whole picture.


‘The core emotional impact of dramatic storytelling lies in anticipation.’30


Steve Waters


A theatre audience is loaded with anticipation even before the play begins, armed with expectation, experience and assumptions. Peter Hall describes audiences as ‘quick-witted’, their anticipation sparking alacrity in seizing on allusions, suggestions, an echo, a pattern. As we recognise conventions in a storyline, in the characters, or aesthetics, we start to guess at possible outcomes. Frantic Assembly’s co-directors keep in mind that ‘a well-trained audience eye is looking keenly for the story under the surface.’31 The type of story, the kinds of characters and the style of a play set up an active relationship, a kind of agreed game which, at its most basic, means comedy will invite laughter and tragedy tears, but which also operates in more complex dimensions.


Genre


Many plays fail to fit the watertight categories plied by television and cinema with their familiar tropes – the crime and medical dramas, romcom, horror or action movies – that have become almost comforting because we know what to expect. As spectators, we seem to be programmed to anticipate outcomes, and our brains tend automatically to leap to logical conclusions. This is perhaps why the ‘thriller’ is such an enticing genre because we know a game is being played with our anticipatory perceptions. We want to know ‘whodunnit’, but confronted with a thriller, we are aware of our propensity to use logic, when what is actually required is ‘thinking outside the box’.


Genre is tied to fashions of a period and develops over time, so modern farce is related to Restoration Comedy, for example. Playwrights often defy or toy with expectations of the familiar, ignoring conventions associated with well-known genres or turning them on their head. Hamlet is a famous example, with Shakespeare taking the popular form of his day, i.e. the potboilers called ‘tragedies of blood’ or Revenge Tragedies, and playing with the expectations of the audience to create something less formulaic. Since the Second World War, dramatists have increasingly pushed the boundaries of traditional forms, so that rather than fitting a specific genre, plays more often contain echoes and borrowings from a range of genres and frequently subvert traditional patterns and related meanings. Beckett is possibly the most notorious of these, labelling his play Waiting for Godot a tragicomedy.


‘As a set of expectations of storyline, character, locale and outcome. Genre is the possession not of the writer but of the audience.’32


David Edgar


Familiarity with certain genres is not necessarily a turn-off. There’s enjoyment from knowing how it will turn out in the end when the story is told in an engaging way. Predictability is the potential enemy. We may know it will end in tears, but we still want to relive the experience and suspense. It is the unexpected, whether in the story itself or the way it is told, that keeps us hooked. Surprise is an elementary form of pleasure, from the child’s delight in turning the page of a picture book and finding something unexpected, to the plot twists of adult crime writers. Surprise is not purely reliant on the mechanics of a plot; it comes also from visual, musical, physical elements, the whole arsenal of theatricality, how a style of performance brokers a relationship between the play and the audience, enabling something memorable to be forged between them. So treating every play you work on as though it is hot off the press means surprising yourself and your potential audience even when you think you know the play and/or they know the play. Jacques Lecoq suggests, ‘One should not be afraid, faced with a great theatre text, to push it around a little… without premeditation, without an opinion, as if it were being discovered for the first time.’33


There is nothing worse than being precious or reverential about the perceived style of a play; labels mislead if taken superficially to indicate genre or style. Huge benefits can be found in seeking lightness in the darker moments, for example, or darkness lurking beneath the apparently frivolous. John Wright suggests a rethink: ‘Comedy and tragedy are unhelpful distinctions,’ he writes, and ‘rather than being opposite sides of a coin, they’re just equal parts of the whole.’34 Uncovering a comedic dimension in a tragedy, or tragic overtones in a play ostensibly billed as a comedy, gives complexity its head, particularly for so-called ‘serious drama’, where allowing contradictions to emerge adds richness. Peter Brook revealed a darker play beneath the surface comedy of A Midsummer Night’s Dream in his 1968 production with the RSC. Arthur Miller’s A View from the Bridge is usually billed as a ‘modern tragedy’, yet for him the best production was a revival directed by Alan Ayckbourn, who says he rarely laughed so much in a rehearsal room, ‘as we searched both for the light, the genuinely legitimate moments of laughter – we found lots – and for speed.’35 This production ran about thirty minutes shorter than a previous one in New York. Even in the dire circumstances created by Sarah Kane in Blasted, humour is never far away; as Ian prepares to shoot himself he takes the gun from his mouth and says to Cate, ‘Don’t stand behind me’, reminding her (and the audience) that she might get splattered when he pulls the trigger. This kind of contrast energises an audience, we become more actively engaged. For empathy is ‘far more robust than we think’, audiences ‘welcome… emotional agility’, and ‘we’re perfectly capable of laughing and crying at the same time… once we believe that blood has been spilt, we bring the appropriate gravitas to the scene.’36


‘Laughter is not always bad in a tragedy nor is seriousness in a comedy.’37


Sam Mendes


There are ways in which echoes and borrowings in a play can be played with and even subverted through interpretation. Shakespeare is frequently subjected to revisioning and reworking as each generation reinvents his plays for new audiences, sometimes making us re-evaluate a play, sometimes not. We may sneer at the seventeenth-century rewriting of King Lear to give it a happy ending, but future generations may be bemused by a twenty-first century Hamlet set in a mental asylum, even though the contemporary audience loved it. ‘Concept’ productions can be thrilling if the spirit of the play is intact but also intrusive if the heart of the play is submerged. For Caryl Churchill, a playtext is ‘like a blueprint which you can do different ways, so you don’t go expecting it to be the same’, yet when confronted with a production of Top Girls in Cologne where the waitress ‘slunk about in a catsuit like a bunny girl’, she was, understandably, moved to describe it as a ‘complete travesty’.38


‘Great plays are great plays because they survive the tampering of idiots over centuries.’39


Glenda Jackson


Frantic Assembly launched an electrifying adaptation of Shakespeare’s Othello with the tagline ‘a gripping thriller-tragedy’. Set in the pool room at the back of a working-class pub, their version came styled with high-voltage physical choreography and a pulsing underscore of tracks by Hybrid. The youth of the cast ensured this was an interpretation targeted at Frantic’s fan base, bringing a ‘cool-ness’ with popular appeal, making Shakespeare relevant in giving the play a contemporary urban setting. Earlier in its existence, the company encountered difficulties when staging a stylised version of Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, aiming to change preconceptions of the play as naturalistic and counter what they describe as ‘flat-pack theatre’. In doing so they put their company under threat since they failed to realise that legalities are attendant on adapting a play still within copyright.40 With hindsight they recognise their adaptation ‘while aiming to find the original fire at the heart of the play, was less than respectful to the existing text.’41 Challenging or subverting expectations is best restricted to plays out of copyright.


Kaos Theatre picked a play with no such restrictions when they rendered a vibrantly stylised version of The Importance of Being Earnest, with high-octane physicality and clowning to underline Wilde’s satirical lampooning of the upper classes. While they retained the essence of the original without adapting it, their production challenged received views about it as a formal, well-made play, presenting the play through the prism of the grotesque.


The self-styled ‘immersive theatre’ company Punchdrunk frequently use classical texts, and have based productions on Shakespeare’s The Tempest, Macbeth and Romeo and Juliet. They deconstruct not only the plays themselves but what might be considered time-honoured stylistic conventions, mounting daring productions that combine performance, art installation and dance in site-specific venues. They also deconstruct the audience as everyone is issued with a half-mask to wear as they wander through the venue, opening drawers or doors to discover something that can feel as if it has been made just for them. Sleep No More is the title of their reworking of Macbeth as a Hitchcock thriller, taking over a Victorian school and inviting audiences to piece together the story in a series of individual scenes. Their first foray into production was Büchner’s Woyzeck in 2000, and in 2013 they returned to this play, using it as the basis for The Drowned Man: A Hollywood Fable set over four vast floors of the old GPO building in St Pancras.


‘Genre is breaking down, and the margins between reality and illusion are continually being eroded.’42


John Wright


Woyzeck defies genre. Büchner’s play is often referred to as ‘the first modern drama’, possibly because its structure – a swift-flowing sequence of scenes with a cinematic feel, telling the story of a poor soldier’s descent into despair – is more akin to plays of the post-war period than the early-nineteenth century when it was written.43 The order of scenes is provisional since Büchner died of typhus before completing it; it is claimed as naturalistic by some and expressionistic by others. As such it has inspired a host of wildly different versions in numerous theatrical modes, including a small ensemble production directed by Sarah Kane at the Gate Theatre in 1997; Thomas Ostermeier’s 2004 production for the Avignon Festival, which transposed the play to an underworld on the Eastern European margins where humans are regularly trafficked; a fiendishly acrobatic version, with music by the rock musician Nick Cave, performed and directed by Gísli Örn Gardarsson in 2008; and a highly original Korean production, using a teetering pile of chairs and a score by Piazzolla, which played the London International Festival of Mime in 2010. These few examples show how incredibly malleable the play is. When the visionary director Robert Wilson created his version in 2000, he cut the text drastically and replaced much of it with music and lyrics by Tom Waits and Kathleen Brennan. The narrative backbone of the play remained while the songs – sometimes bittersweet, sometimes more vicious – transposed the central love story, allowing the tale of Woyzeck and Marie to resonate in a modern world. Waits’s voice, with his signature sardonic and smoky tone, became a virtual soundtrack underscoring the hallmarks of Wilson’s visually stunning theatre: vibrant colours and light, sharply defined physicality, every element of theatre integrated into a surreal whole. At repeated moments, Woyzeck ran on the spot very fast and then around the stage in a highly stylised manner, his head projecting forward and his limbs pumping like a piston engine. Such a physical demonstration of desperation and inner torment crystallised the central core of Büchner’s play.44
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