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‘Fishamble puts electricity in the national grid of dreams.’


Sebastian Barry


 


‘In order to keep vibrant, theatre requires constant transfusions of new plays. This life-providing role is fulfilled enthusiastically and with wonderful results by Fishamble. Without them, Irish theatre would be anaemic.’


Brian Friel










About Fishamble:


The New Play Company


Fishamble is an award-winning, internationally acclaimed company, dedicated to the discovery, development and production of new work for the Irish stage.


During 2013, Fishamble is celebrating its 25th birthday. Over the past 25 years, the Company has produced 131 new plays, including 42 stand alone plays and 89 short plays as part of longer works, by first-time and established playwrights. Fishamble is delighted that, in its 25th year, its body of work will be archived in Ireland by the National Library of Ireland, and in the U.S. by the University of Notre Dame.


Fishamble is committed to touring its work to audiences throughout Ireland and internationally, and typically presents approximately 200 performances of its plays in 80 venues per year. Fishamble has brought its productions to audiences in all parts of Ireland, as well as to England, Scotland, USA, Canada, Australia, Bulgaria, Romania, Turkey, France, Germany, Iceland, Croatia and the Czech Republic.


Fishamble’s awards include Fringe First Awards, Herald Angel Awards, Argus Angel Awards, Irish Times Theatre Awards, 1st Irish Awards and, for many of its first-time playwrights, Stewart Parker Trust Awards.


Fishamble is at the heart of new writing for theatre in Ireland, not just through its productions, but through its extensive programme of training, development and mentoring schemes. Each year, Fishamble supports 60 per cent of the writers of all new plays produced on the island of Ireland, approximately 50 plays per year. This happens in a variety of ways; for instance, Fishamble supports:




	
•	the public through an ongoing range of playwriting courses in Dublin and off-site for literary and arts festivals nationwide;


	
•	playwrights and theatre companies through The New Play Clinic, which develops new plays planned for production by theatre artists and companies, and the annual Fishamble New Writing Award at Dublin Fringe;


	
•	actors through its Show in a Bag programme, which creates and showcases new plays for actors, in association with the Irish Theatre Institute and Dublin Fringe;


	
•	students through work in association with TCD, NUIG, NUIM, IES, DIT, and as Theatre Company in Association at UCD Drama Studies Centre;


	
•	emerging artists through mentoring schemes in association with venues and local authorities, for playwrights and directors.





Fishamble is funded by the Arts Council and Dublin City Council.
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Its international touring is supported by Culture Ireland.
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Introduction


Fishamble: The New Play Company is always searching for, and developing, plays that capture contemporary times. In order to reflect on the country’s current situation, we decided to put our trust in the Irish public and launched a national call for submissions, through The Irish Times, for tiny plays to add to the debate about where Ireland is, and where the country is going. We asked people to consider what they could achieve with three or four minutes of stage time, what issues they felt needed to be addressed, and what characters they wanted to bring to life on stage. We commissioned plays by some of Ireland’s top writers to start the project, and a selection of these were published in The Irish Times to share how some writers had dealt with the challenge of writing a 600-word play that captured a glimpse, moment or encounter of contemporary relevance.


We were thrilled with the response, receiving over 1,700 tiny plays, indicating how deeply the Irish public feels about the issues explored in the plays and the need to express them. In fact, the word count of all the plays submitted amounts to more than double that of War and Peace, or four times that of Lord of the Rings! We received plays about all aspects of life, from every county on the island of Ireland, as well as from over a dozen other countries. The youngest playwright was 7 years of age; the oldest was 81.


The plays were full of passion, whether it was expressing anger at Ireland’s current economic situation, sadness at instances of social injustice, or joy at an expression of love in an ordinary, everyday encounter. Writers were interested, of course, in perennial social issues including homelessness, bereavement, politics and the recession, but also in other, less expected areas. Reading all the plays gave us a very real, immediate insight into what the Irish public wanted to say about contemporary life. It was a privilege to read such a range of work and to get a picture of the ideas that people from all over the country, and outside it, decided to express through their tiny plays. We are particularly pleased that so many people, whether their play was chosen for production or not, remarked that it had been a great catalyst to write a play and that it had given them the confidence and motivation to work on another, more substantial work.


Our next challenge was to work out how to do justice to the level of creativity and interest that the project generated. The number of plays that seemed complete and satisfying, with a turning point, a moment of discovery, or a character progression, that seemed to be just right for the short timeframe of the play, was very impressive. So we decided to double the number of plays we would produce, and mount two separate productions – one production of 25 tiny plays in Project Arts Centre in March 2012 and another production of a different 25 plays in March 2013. 


The plays chosen from those submitted depict events that include: a woman singing to her husband as they dance on a carpet of unpaid bills; two old friends milking cows by hand during a power cut; a whole lifetime condensed into four minutes; a mother and her teenage son arguing over a sexist billboard at a Dart station; an outrageous sexual encounter between two financial asset managers; a man discovering naked photographs of his mother when clearing out the attic; a teenager waiting on a platform for a train to arrive in four minutes as he contemplates committing suicide.


This last play is one of a total of 119 submissions which were written by young people – some of these were chosen for the full productions and Fishamble presented a free public reading of a selection of others, to share the thoughts and ideas of people under 18 years of age with the public. This was part of a larger programme of free debates and discussions accompanying the productions.


Once the plays were chosen, we needed to decide which plays would be part of each production and in what order they would be performed, so that the audience would have a unified and satisfying experience, hopefully. The running order of plays in production began with those set in early morning, progressing through the day, to night, back to early morning again. This hopefully allowed the action to progress through a 24-hour cycle, so a play in Dáil Éireann late at night, or following the evening news, takes place later in the production than a play with a separated father collecting his child from school, or two teenagers waiting outside the principal’s office following a violent incident.


The productions were staged in the round, so the theatre resembled a mini sports arena, or political forum. The set resembled two paths intersecting, to create a sense of plays happening ‘at the crossroads’. While the audience witnessed 25 plays, we were keen to avoid 24 scene changes, so the set allowed plays to exist in their own right, but also to help the momentum of the overall production.


On the first morning of rehearsals, it was wonderful to see the room full of almost 50 writers (from both productions) and to hear such a varied range of opinions and insights expressed through the plays. I am very grateful to everyone who has made it possible by sharing their work with us.


Jim Culleton
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Tiny Plays for Ireland were first produced by Fishamble:


The New Play Company on 15 March 2012 at the Project Arts Centre, Dublin with the following cast and production team:
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