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How Borders Came To Be


Henry Naylor


Every writers’ course I’ve ever been on, the teachers present writing as a calm orderly process. Methodical and logical. They plot carefully, using cork boards and coloured cards. Carefully structuring each beat, each arc. That, they will tell you, is how a script is written.


That’s how to be a writer.


That’s the way.


Borders was not written like that. Borders was written in a frenzy.


That’s not to say that the arcs and acts aren’t there; they are. But the process at which I arrived at them was ruddy chaotic.


The play was first staged at the Edinburgh Fringe, at the Gilded Balloon, 3 August 2017. I only started writing the show eight weeks before, in June. Rehearsals were in July. I’m always disorganised, a bit of a shambles. This was off the scale even for me.


The reason I wrote it so late? – I wasn’t going to write it at all. I was going to write a play set during the Second World War. In February 2017, I had done six months’ research into 1940s combat. Preparing to set pen to paper…


…when a series of encounters led me in a different direction.


At the time, I was on tour in Australia with my third play, Angel.


(Angel is the story of a displaced Kurdish sniper called Rehana; it tells a kind of modern-day ‘Joan of Arc’ story.)


The show was attracting significant following from the Kurdish community. We had groups coming almost every night. Some folks came and over again. One senior member from the community came five times.


Australia, being Australia, it was easy to meet the audience afterwards. We began hanging out, talked politics, were invited to Kurdish banquets, the New Year ceremony of Newroz.


Many of our new friends were refugees. Many had recently fled Syria. One even ran a settlement programme for Yazidi women fleeing the persecution of ISIS. They shared their horrifying stories. And universally expressed frustration that the Western Press wasn’t doing more to help. There was a feeling that ‘News Fatigue’ had taken hold in the West.


Suddenly, I began thinking less and less about the Second World War, and more and more about the Syrian conflict.


I looked up the statistics. Since the death of the little boy Aylan Kurdi, over 8,000 people had died or gone missing in the Mediterranean. This was an urgent problem; a problem which hadn’t been solved. And needed addressing now. The Press coverage was clearly inadequate. And The Arts were culpable too.


In New York: another formative experience. Angel was playing at 59E59. A senior figure at the UN – Maher Nasser – saw the show, started tweeting about it enthusiastically. We met up, he gave us a private tour of the UN (!), and he not only put us in touch with several refugees who’d just fled Syria, but also the heads of some refugee programmes.


Like John Messenger in the play, I felt it was imperative not to look away.


The decision was made. We would do a show about this urgent and pressing crisis… Working title Borders. But we had to do it fast.


Returning to England – before we really knew what the show was about – we had to take publicity photos for the Edinburgh Fringe photo. The picture on the front cover was taken by my extraordinarily talented mate, Rosalind Furlong. In her friend’s hot tub.


I then teamed up with a long-time collaborator, Michael Cabot. He’d directed versions of Angel and The Collector. He knows how chaotic I can be – and has a calm hand. I needed it, to help guide me through the flurry of scripts.


I began writing all day and all night; once I even did a thirty-six-hour writing shift. Reading the script back now, I can see that the frenetic writing process has been reflected in the words, giving Borders an immediacy and an energy.


Next, as time was of the essence, Michael and I had to do the Casting… before the first draft of the script was finished. I’m aware that most writers don’t do that. But that’s normal for me. I like to tailor the lines to fit my cast. It creates a real Truth on stage. I also like to hear the script read back to me – it’s an essential component of the editing process.


So, we picked Graham O’Mara from an open casting to play Sebastian. Graham’s a well-known and respected performer on the London indie circuit. He was perfect for this role. He has the ability and experience to deeply move an audience – but also has superb comic-timing. In fact, he delivered the jokes so well, I wrote him more and more gags, and his part became increasingly comedic.


Avital HAD to be Nameless. She’d been there when I did my research. She’d been there when I met the dozens of refugees who had inspired the story. The research was unique, unparallelled. She’d also been an invaluable sounding board while I worked out the themes of the show, and is one of the best young actresses around.


The results were spectacular: her performance in Edinburgh was extraordinary. She managed to capture the essence of the refugees we’d met; masterfully capturing their strength and dignity – they had experienced humanity at its worse, and yet they demanded no pity. Avital performed a Truth that I’d rarely seen on stage before.


The show that emerged was unlike anything I’d written before.


As a writer, I’ve got a kind of schizophrenic personality. For over twenty years, I wrote comedy. Largely writing news-based satire – for Dead Ringers, Spitting Image, Alistair MacGowan, that sort of thing. But in 2014 I also started writing ‘weighty’ dramas (The Collector, Angel and Echoes).


Borders was the first time I tried to reconcile the two sides of me. One character, Sebastian, would be largely comedic – satirising the degradation of ‘news values’ and the absurdity of celebrity culture. The other character – Nameless – would be more serious, and would attempt to put a human face on the Syrian crisis. I wasn’t sure if the mix was going to work…


Borders would be a story about a lot of things.


It would be a story about how the West interacts with the East.


It would be a story about the twenty-first century so far. About Bombs, Bono and Bin Laden.


It would be about how, since 9/11, the West has become increasingly insular – and how we’ve become callous towards those suffering in the East.


And it would address the identity of ‘Art’.


The show was so last-minute, the ink of the script so wet, that the cast barely knew their lines at the tech run. We were still playing with the ordering. We had three journalists scheduled for our first performance… I feared a disaster.


The first hint I got that things might be okay, was when my old friend Steve Ullathorne gave me the thumbs-up. Steve’s a magnificent photographer and always takes production stills at the Gilded Balloon’s techs. He was the first person to see Angel – and now the first person to see Borders. He’s also a very honest guy. If the show was shit – he’d tell me.


God bless him, he loved it.


And I loved all the shots he took too… with one caveat: all the pictures he took of Avital Lvova showed her scowling, as she spent the whole tech run being pissed off with herself, for forgetting her lines!


The show ended up doing better than we could have hoped. It sold out every single performance, and got twenty-one four- and five-star reviews. It won the Carol Tambor Best of Edinburgh Award and a Fringe First, was nominated for the Amnesty International Freedom of Expression and The Holden Street Theatres Awards.


It’s been touring internationally ever since. At the time of writing this, we’ve just come back from Australia – and South Carolina, New York, Cape Verde, Amsterdam and Moscow are round the corner.


And there may be more touring soon.


Sadly, the show remains relevant. The refugee crisis still haunts us – in the first 108 days of 2018, the International Organization for Migration report that over 18,575 migrants have had to cross the Mediterranean – a tragedy which has barely registered with the press.


The headlines of the papers today are, instead, all about Meghan Markle’s father…


H.N.
May 2018
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