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Introduction


by Alecky Blythe


Verbatim theatre first attracted me when I was looking at alternative ways of creating work for myself as an actress. An inspiring workshop, ‘Drama without Paper’, run by Mark Wing-Davey at the Actors Centre, triggered the necessary creative spark that has been burning healthily ever since. Mark taught a technique that he had acquired and adapted from Anna Deavere Smith with whom he had worked in New York. The verbatim technique requires no transcribing but works directly from the interview via earphones. The exact speech pattern of the interviewee – including coughs, stutters and non sequiturs – is faithfully reproduced. The difference Mark introduced was to perform the interviews still wearing the earphones. This stopped the actors from ever falling into their own speech patterns, and the performances were all the more compelling for it. Anna had only used the earphones in rehearsals.


The Actors Centre, where Recorded Delivery is now a resident company, supported an idea for a verbatim play and helped set up the company, offering rehearsal and performance space to try something out. With Mark as my mentor, I created Come Out Eli. The idea for the play itself was to interview people about their fears, so an armed siege in nearby Hackney Central, where crowds had gathered to watch the ‘spectacle’, seemed the ideal place to collect interviews. As the stand-off between the police and Eli the gunman continued into its third week, the curiosity and, in some cases, outrage of the locals grew, and I simply gathered their personal stories about how they had been affected. I was drawn to the fantastically diverse range of people who for once had a common talking point. The topic of fear had been the starting point for the play which then grew into something quite different. Not only did the siege give the piece a narrative structure but the dramatic setting of the stand-off was ideal for uninhibited speech because the interviewees were more engaged in what was going on (or not) than the pressure of an interview situation.


In subsequent pieces I have tried to find a setting which takes the interviewee’s attention off the microphone as much as possible. Most verbatim theatre is created from interviews that have obviously been set up, leading to a certain self-consciousness in the characters. This approach can be very illuminating, but I am aiming for a more ‘fly on the wall’ documentary style as this can lead to more dramatic situations. Cruising shifts between monologues with Maureen, the protagonist through whom the narrative weaves, and scenes with her friends that illustrate and push the narrative on. Also, by meeting her in public and private, a more rounded character is created. However, when I first interviewed her, I was so intrigued by her that my original idea was to make a one-woman show. After Eli, which had forty-seven characters, All The Right People Come Here and Strawberry Fields, both with too many characters to count, a show focusing on one or a few characters was an exciting new challenge.


Maureen was a woman I interviewed for Strawberry Fields, which was about the effects of modern farming methods on the land and the community in the rural idyll of Herefordshire where she lives. In Strawberry Fields she immediately came across as a very interesting and likeable character: all the actors wanted to play her. She had the potential to command more than just a walk-on part, so I ventured to interview her again to see what else she had to reveal. Two-and-a-half hours later, the tape was still running, and the idea for Cruising had been conceived. What made her story extraordinary – apart from her healthy libido – was an attitude towards men and love which mirrored the views of women fifty years younger. She spoke about her broken heart as if she were a love-struck teenager not a worldly widow of seventy-two with two married children. Her story threw up so many questions. How much do we mature emotion­ally? Do we not learn from our mistakes? Are one-night stands still as possible and, if so, as painful in one’s seventies as in one’s twenties? A whole new world of pensioners in search of passion had been discovered through Maureen, and she was willing to take me on her journey to explore it.


In the early stages of research, as well as talking to her contacts – i.e. friends in a similar situation and past failed dates – other pensioners were interviewed. However, when Maureen’s friend Margaret announced her engagement to Geoff, that story became the main narrative thrust of the piece as it fuelled Maureen’s own feelings of loneliness and the need to find love. The natural course of events had produced their own dramatic situation. The love story had not happened for Maureen as she had hoped, but for her good friend Margaret. Maureen is left at the end of the play still broken-hearted, consoling herself with her busy life and having resorted to buying a cat for company. This particular moment in time catches her in an unusually melancholy mood, not her typical persona but one which maybe only her cat gets to see. Since then, she has inevitably bounced back and is knocking off e-mails to men from all over the UK with renewed vigour. Although this is undoubtedly how she would like to be remembered, it would not make for such a poignant ending.


I did not set out to make a biographical documentary, but a piece of drama which has been edited and therefore warped in some way for dramatic purposes. There is, of course, a moral responsibility to consider when dealing with and presenting real life, one which I endeavour to uphold. Nonetheless, the end result is a play created from real life that has been processed firstly by the editing of the material and secondly by the performance. No matter how truthful the methods of representation, the characters inevitably take on a life of their own once nurtured by the director and presented by the actors. However, all the while the audience know that these are the words of real people, and this is the magic of the technique.


 


 


Special thanks to Maureen, Margaret and Geoff and all those who contributed their stories.




 


 


Characters (in order of appearance)


FATHER TOWNSEND, mid-thirties. He has a beard


MAUREEN, early seventies. She wears a hearing aid and colourful jewellery with her outfit. Reading glasses hang on a chain around her neck


PAT, early forties. Trousers and a beige blouse


LIZ, mid-forties. Long denim skirt and sequined pumps


JOHN, eighty. Blazer and a tie


ROY, late sixties. Checked shirt and corduroy trousers


ROBERTA, sixty. Sleeveless puffa jacket and a skirt


BERNARD, seventy-eight. Black shirt and a bright red jumper


DUDLEY, late seventies. White shirt and a black tie


PETER, sixty-eight. Dark green fleece and glasses


MARGARET, seventy-six. Frilly lilac blouse and a neat little skirt


GEOFF, eighty. Blazer with cufflinks and a tie. Metal framed glasses


JOY, late sixties. Royal-blue, wide-brimmed hat and matching jacket


DEREK, early seventies. Navy suit. Club tie. Glasses


PAT, mid-sixties. Lemon-yellow, low-backed dress and feathered hat


PHOTOGRAPHER, mid-forties. Black suit


VIVIAN, early forties. Floral dress


JACK, eighty-two. Grey suit. Pale green shirt and off-white tie with a tie pin. Metal-framed glasses


WAITRESS, forties. White shirt and black skirt


Some names and places have been changed.


Forward slashes (/) indicate the moment when one character is interrupted by another. The dialogue which interrupts is also preceded by a forward slash. Where multiple slashes appear within one speech, the character continues talking with the overlapping dialogue given after the end of their speech. When two characters’ adjacent lines begin with a forward slash this indicates they speak simultaneously.
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