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Introduction


Our journey – an unusual process


The work on 100 started with an email from the Arcola theatre in London, in July 2001. It offered Diene and me the opportunity to put on a play as part of the theatre’s Short Cuts season of short plays – the only condition was that the piece had to be ready exactly one month later.


Instead of looking for a play, we felt we were more interested in creating a play based on certain themes we felt strongly about. As we sat down and brainstormed, a number of starting points appeared:


One was the question of what may be essential in life. We wondered what it would be like to stop, step out, look at our lives and reconsider our choices. We had often felt that we, as most Londoners, were running around and missing some kind of balance in our everyday lives. How would we be living our lives if we had a clear sense of what was essential, what was really important to us?


The theme of death and dying had been of interest to both of us, for different reasons. And it also seemed to follow on naturally from the previous point: isn’t death the ultimate ‘stop’? One often hears stories of how ‘near-death experiences’ make people completely re-evaluate their lives and often make changes for the better. Why do we need to almost die to ask ourselves these questions? And can’t the idea of Judgment Day or Purgatory be understood in a similar way, as an instance that poses the very same questions?


Another starting point was our shared love for the literary style of Magical Realism and the work of Gabriel Garcia Marquez in particular. We were inspired by the way in which reality and fantasy blend seamlessly in his novels. We also knew that while dealing with serious issues, we really wanted to bring a magical sense of wonder, lightness and fun into our piece. In fact, some of the memories in the play have been inspired by Marquez’ novel One Hundred Years Of Solitude.


Out of these starting points we created the premise and narrative structure for 100, and outlines of characters and character journeys.


What followed was a period of ten intense days in a rehearsal room, improvising with a group of actors. All the collaborators contributed immensely.


At the end of these ten days, and exactly one month after the initial email, we presented 100 at the Arcola theatre as a work-in-progress piece on three evenings. We felt we had found the core of something that was very special and dear to us. The audience response was very strong and positive, too. We decided to develop 100 and take it to the Edinburgh Festival.


While the heart of the piece was already well developed at this infancy stage, we were very much aware that we needed to fundamentally rework the piece. We felt that while the devising process was very creative, we weren’t sure it would lead us to the quality of dialogue and clarity of shape we were looking for, especially given the limited amount of time we were able to have with actors in the rehearsal room.


Diene and I were also aware that we were not the right people to do this work alone, as we are both not native English speakers. So we began to look for a scriptwriter to collaborate with. This turned out to be a lot more difficult than expected. Over the following months we searched, while we also went through another period of script development and improvisations with a group of actors at the Young Vic theatre in London.


Finally – and with the help of the internet – our path and Neil’s met. Together, we tried to go back to the essence of the piece. Over the following months in the run up to the Edinburgh Festival, Neil wrote several drafts from scratch. These drafts went back and forth between him, Diene and myself, being constantly reworked and developed. Our collaboration was getting more and more fruitful and it soon became clear that we had become a new creative team, a team of three. We were complete.


On the first day of rehearsal, four weeks before the Edinburgh Festival, it became apparent that our script wasn’t ready enough to be the basis of the rehearsal process. The script at this point reflected a very fertile ground with intriguing possibilities but it was far from a finished product. We decided to go back to creating a very detailed precise narrative outline of the play. Based on this outline we started a parallel process of improvising in the rehearsal room while writing the play simultaneously, with both processes feeding off and into each other. Our new company of actors were seasoned improvisers and their creative juices were just what 100 needed to fulfil its potential. Their flexibility, generosity and calm support kept the boat afloat. Matthieu Leloup ran daily sessions of movement work, creating a great sense of ensemble and alertness in the company, which informed the improvisation process. Having been involved with 100 since the very beginning, his contribution inside and outside the rehearsal room was a defining influence to the piece.
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