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Introduction
Steve Waters


I have lived two lives as a playwright; on the one hand writing for theatres in cities designed to stage new work for audiences that like new work and in front of critics who (sometimes) like new work. Then alongside this I have written the plays collected here; written from within a region, often playing in non-theatrical spaces, often made in collaboration with other artists, often under the radar of critical view and the noise that accompanies new plays. I am proud of both ways of working, but I am also aware that the work collected here is closest to me in some respects – it comes out of my most immediate concerns, it speaks to my wish to change where I am and speak to where I live; it’s more obviously poetic, less considered, still topical but often franker, less artful even.


Interestingly enough, much of this work was never commissioned and some of it I even directed myself. Out of Your Knowledge (2006) and In a Vulnerable Place (2014) were both initially produced by me, thanks to funding from the Arts Council’s Grants for the Arts scheme. The first version of the former, Clare’s Walk, arose out of a walk I undertook with my friend, the performer Patrick Morris, along the route that the poet John Clare took when fleeing from an asylum in Epping Forest and returning to his home near Peterborough. Morris and I walked it in six crazy hot days in summer 2005, and then toured the show along the route – in theatres, yes, but also nature reserves, community halls, churches.


In a Vulnerable Place was my attempt to think again about climate change six years on from my play The Contingency Plan – by talking to people in the Norfolk Broads and in the Gobi Desert, places afflicted by too much water or too little. I decided (maybe unwisely) I should perform it myself. Both pieces speak to my alarm at the terrible plight of the natural world, through Clare’s concerns and through observed experience. But both plays discover hope in those fighting to conserve and transform the world and rethink our place within it.


Then there’s the role of Menagerie Theatre Company and Hotbed, their annual summer theatre festival in Cambridge, where I live. Often around May I would get a call from Paul Bourne, its Artistic Director, asking me if I had a play to contribute. And something about the immediacy of that offer has generated works like Why Can’t We Live Together? or Death of a Cyclist – personal, immediate plays that came out of specific experiences, written playfully, experimentally even.


In 2016 I turned the tables on him and threw a play back. I wanted to write something about the refugee encampment, the Calais Jungle, but also create an event over four nights, and a chance to raise money for the efforts of groups like Cambridge Calais Refugee Action Group; the intersection of locality and a global crisis excited me. So The Play About Calais came about, designed to be a political act and also an account of that act.


Shorter work like the plays here allow a rougher-edged, riskier sort of writing – so seeing this work being published is a shock and pleasure. In my usual work you have to look hard to find me, but here I am all too visible; I’ve always worried away at the boundaries of fact and fiction, but some of the pieces here dispense with them altogether. Much of this work is more like an essay, a memoir, a stand-up act. But they all return to a sort of simple yet epic theatre, with no set, no machinery of representation, just a text, actors and the hope of an audience. They are plays written with friends for strangers. I hope publishing them like this helps them further into the world; it certainly serves to document over ten years of writing, thinking and hoping.
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