



[image: Cover]










Robin Belfield




Telling
the Truth





How to Make
Verbatim Theatre


[image: pub]


NICK HERN BOOKS


London


www.nickhernbooks.co.uk











This book is dedicated to Rebecca, Cora and Elijah Belfield, as am I













Introduction





What is Verbatim Theatre?


It’s a bit like asking, ‘what is theatre?’ Theatre can be so many different things, encompassing so many different genres and styles. It can also be created in a multitude of different ways, a vast spectrum of techniques and processes that suit the practitioner and the work. It’s hard to define verbatim as a genre or a type; some people refer to it as ‘documentary theatre’, which in many circumstances it is, but that does slightly reduce its potential. Instead, if we must categorise it, it would seem to fit more comfortably under the banner of ‘techniques and processes’.


Verbatim theatre refers to the way a piece is created and, more specifically, the materials used to create it. Verbatim theatre is a play constructed with words that were actually spoken by real people, rather than created via the imagination of a playwright or devised by theatre-makers. It is this double layer (actual words and real people) that gives verbatim theatre its authority, perhaps more so than other imagined plays, because it can claim to present reality in a way that the imagination cannot. An imagined play, exploring real events or real people, however well researched, still relies on some semblance of dramatic licence. This of course can still present a truth, but it is seen through the filter of the playwright’s



imagination. With verbatim plays the opposite is true; there the practitioner still acts as a filter, but is guided by the authenticity of the actual words spoken in the original context.


About This Book


There are several books available that explore the concept of verbatim theatre, its history, its values and its limitations as a theatrical form. But that is not the aim of this book. This is, as the title suggests, a handbook and a practical guide through the processes of making theatre using verbatim material.


Having seen many verbatim plays previously, and having created my own, in 2009 I was given the opportunity to assist director Angus Jackson as he worked on The Power of Yes – a new verbatim play by David Hare exploring the financial crisis that had hit the world’s banks the year before. Watching both Angus and David go through a process of collecting, editing, shaping and eventually presenting the information and opinions given by those ‘in-the-know’ was a fascinating and inspiring experience. Following this I became more and more interested in the process of making verbatim theatre, and increasingly aware that (as with all theatre) there are as many different practices as there are practitioners. I am grateful to the National Theatre Studio, Sussex Actors Studio and also the Danish National School of Playwriting, who all invited me to lead various short courses for drama teachers and emerging theatre-makers, these opportunities allowed me to consolidate my own approach to this work.


This handbook is that process explained and explored, step by step. It is also an opportunity to compare the processes of other practitioners (actors, writers and so on), taking a closer look at specific examples of their work and how they went about making it. As you will see there is no one single approach, but a spectrum, depending on how dogmatically you apply the rules or whether you choose to bend them a little.


The process of using verbatim material to create a piece of theatre will require you to ask lots of questions in order to make the right



decisions (‘right’ for you and the particular piece), and also to ask questions about the decisions you’ve made. Through my conversations with leading practitioners and developing my own practice I have found that to make verbatim theatre you will need the following four qualities:


• Rigour


• Accuracy


• Clarity


• Patience


As a verbatim theatre-maker you are (or will soon become) part playwright, part director, part practitioner and facilitator, part journalist, part detective – and in all that, these four qualities emerge time and time again, at every stage of the process and throughout this book. If you are not prepared to apply them all, I suggest you read no further!


How to Use This Book


Each of the following chapters takes a closer look at each of the steps in the process of making verbatim theatre and will serve as an introduction for those embarking on this journey for the very first time, but also as a reference guide for those returning to verbatim. Included along the way are case studies that put different examples of verbatim plays under the spotlight; interviews with different practitioners on their approaches; hints and tips; and activities and practical exercises to help you deepen or investigate your own practice.


It may be worth noting from the outset that most of the activities laid out in this book are based on the assumption that you aren’t working alone, but that you have other company members (actors, students or collaborators) who will be working with you to create this piece. Working with an ensemble will give you an array of perspectives and critical thinking which will be of real value throughout the process. However, if you are working alone, these



activities will still be a useful guide to assist you in the early stages before you assemble a company together to perform your work.


So whatever your previous experience and your current circumstances, I hope this book will prove a useful guide to assist you as you navigate through the various challenges you might face at each stage of the process, enabling you to consolidate these methods into techniques and practices of your own.













1▪The Subject





How to choose a subject


Verbatim theatre isn’t restricted to one particular category or genre of performance. The techniques used when creating verbatim theatre can apply to any genre; but the decision about what style and form your piece will take must begin and end with the subject you want to explore.


One of the first questions any playwright must ask as they embark on creating a play is: ‘what is the story I need to tell?’ The same is true of the verbatim practitioner, although I would argue that finding the ‘story’ is part of the process, rather than the catalyst for the process. Your catalyst is the subject. The subject is what you set out to explore; it may be to investigate a broad theme, or indeed take a microscope to something much more specific. Either way, this process is about asking questions and being open to the answers, rather than approaching it with a preformed ‘story’. If you know the answers, write a play. Plenty of plays are based on real events, written to present a particular angle or point of view. But verbatim is different. The material you will need has not been collected or collated yet, some of it won’t even exist yet, so it is impossible to come to any definitive conclusions until you have asked your questions and begun your investigations. You may of course have an idea of what the



‘story’ will be; all I’m suggesting, and will continue to remind you, is that you need to remain open to surprise.


So the first question for us is: what is the subject of your story? Once we know the answer to this, we can then begin to move through the process. You may not have a clue, in which case this chapter will enable you to explore different options and take you through a process of selection. It may be that you have a small inkling, a germ of an idea perhaps, or indeed may already have a pretty clear answer to the question. In these cases this chapter becomes a sort of health check for your thinking. And that’s something we are going to have to get used to – checking and rechecking our decision-making.


Subject Categories


In the broadest possible terms, I would say that most verbatim plays fall into two categories – those based on events and those based on a particular theme.


Events


It is not surprising that many of the most famous verbatim plays are inspired by a singular event, or series of events. Be it a natural disaster or a more personal event, the verbatim play allows an audience to hear the testimony of those eyewitnesses – the people who were there, who saw it happen and felt (or feel) its consequences. Often an event might warrant further exploration, investigation or perhaps just simply the recognition that there is a story that needs to be told.


It would be safe to say that most event-based verbatim plays are in fact responding to a current event, rather than an historical one. The immediacy of verbatim theatre makes it an ideal forum to explore an event that is current and relevant to its audience. It may be that you are spurred on by an event that has happened in the last few days; it might also be true that although the event is in the past (perhaps still within living memory), the consequences are still keenly felt.






The Colour of Justice by Richard Norton-Taylor Tricycle Theatre, London (1999)


Stephen Lawrence was a young black man who, in 1993, was murdered in a racially motivated attack while he waited for a bus in London. This high-profile case was prominent in the news for a several years after, as the authorities failed to secure a conviction. In 1998 a public inquiry was held, led by retired High Court judge Sir William Macpherson, and in 1999 his report accused the Metropolitan Police of institutional racism.


That same year Nicolas Kent, then Artistic Director of the Tricycle Theatre in London, produced The Colour of Justice. This verbatim play was based on the transcripts from the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry. In an article published in the Guardian, Norton-Taylor described the power of the piece:


We could expose the racism – institutional, the judge called it, and of the Metropolitan Police – in a single piece for the theatre, something more powerful, and with a much greater impact, than any number of shorter, inevitably intermittent, articles in newspapers, or short clips on the radio or television news.1


Following its run at the Tricycle, The Colour of Justice transferred to the West End and was also turned into a television drama. Interestingly, the ‘event’ on which the play is based is the Inquiry led by Macpherson – the murder itself happened some years earlier. The subject is of course the brutal murder of Stephen Lawrence, but the story is something quite different. The story aimed to shed light on the investigation and the conduct of the Metropolitan Police in the wake of a huge public outcry at the failure and apparent racism of the police force. The subject remained extremely topical and raised wider questions about modern society, making it both important and urgent.







Activity: The Search


∘ News sourcesWe have to start somewhere, so why not with the news? What are the stories that are perhaps dominating the media, or perhaps those that are hidden away in the middle pages? In small groups or individually, take one of the following news sources:


• Local newspaper


• National newspaper (broadsheet)


• National newspaper (tabloid)


• Television news (BBC, ITV, Channel 4, Sky, etc.)


• Internet news site (Buzzfeed, Associated Press, etc.)


∘ Speed-readSet a time limit to go through the source, relatively quickly, and highlight or bookmark all the stories that spark your attention.


∘ ReviewRead back over your selection of stories and choose just one to investigate further. Keep the other stories to hand; you are allowed to change your mind, or indeed may want to revisit them another time.


∘ Read in detailNow focus on the one story you have selected. Read and re-read, making notes of any key information.


∘ Share your findingsHave two or more people/groups chosen the same story? Is there a link between them? If so, discuss why you might have been drawn to the same or similar stories? Discoveries will be made in the debate, whether it’s with collaborators, students or critical friends, so share your ideas and test your thinking.


∘ Ask ‘why verbatim?’Finally, ask each group to summarise in a few points why their chosen story needs to be told using verbatim theatre, instead of using any other theatrical form.


HINT: This, like other activities in this handbook, is best undertaken with strict time limits. If you are working with a group of actors or students, being able to process information quickly and accurately will be an extremely



useful skill to develop as you continue this process of making verbatim theatre.


Historical Events


You may prefer to investigate an historical event. A huge number of plays take on historical subjects, and an audience permits the playwright a certain amount of licence to invent the missing pieces – the dialogue behind closed doors or the moments before and after a significant moment in history. But even though an audience gives this licence, they remain knowledgeable of the fact that it is in part a work of fiction and are satisfied to accept that in the cases where we just never know ‘what really happened’ at that particular time and place. So, offered the opportunity of real verbatim material and eyewitness testimony that opens a window into the past, an audience is able to get closer to ‘what really happened’ and, perhaps more importantly, what it was really like to be there.


The range of historical subjects is so vast it could be quite daunting just thinking about where to start! The activities below (here) will facilitate a thorough questioning of whether your suggested subject is relevant or important – or ideally both! It is essential to ask yourself, why is it of interest or necessary to explore something historical? It could be a personal interest in the life of a particular person, or a major historical event. Equally it may have a wider relevance – a local or even national interest. Next you should answer the question: why verbatim theatre? Why not just write a play? Do you have the amount of material needed to create a piece of theatre, and what do you gain in presenting this material verbatim, rather than using it as research to feed your imagination?


On the face of it these questions may seem pedantic, but the point I’m trying to emphasise is that verbatim theatre is a technique with both huge possibilities and huge limitations. The foundation of every verbatim play is quality material; with historical events the search may be harder, but the rewards greater – to be able to expose real words, real thoughts, real experiences and prove the point: ‘you couldn’t make this stuff up!’






Up the Feeder, Down the ’Mouth by ACH Smith Bristol Old Vic (1997 & 2001)


Originally commissioned by Bristol Old Vic’s then-Artistic Director Andy Hay, ACH Smith was asked to write a play in a ‘documentary vein’ about the Bristol Docks. Once one of the country’s major ports, the docks in Bristol finally closed in the 1970s. The closure of the city’s dockyards also signalled the end of a significant aspect of the city’s history, as well as one of its major employers. Although clearly a historical piece, the culture of the docks – the stories, songs and so on – still remain in the city’s living memory, with most native Bristolians able to make a direct connection to life and work on the docks.


Such was the strength of feeling towards the docks and the lives of those who worked there, the play was a resounding success. It was revived in 2001, this time in a site-specific production on the dockside. It’s worth referencing this play as one of the strongest examples of verbatim theatre that has a huge relevance to a particular community. Despite it being ‘historical’, the play could hardly be considered high up on our Important/Urgent Axis (see here), but it was and remains to this day hugely relevant to the local populace. The subject was the Bristolians, and the play was for Bristolians – so much so that both productions included a number of local amateur performers as a ‘community chorus’, many of whom had direct experience of the dockers’ way of life.


ACH Smith interviewed some fifty dockers (and their families) to capture both their personal stories and the wider sociopolitical context, in order to illustrate the ultimate demise of the Bristol Docks.


In 2014, ACH Smith was invited to write a similar play about the Clifton Suspension Bridge, another icon of the Bristol; we will explore his second historical verbatim play later on in this book.







Whether you decide to take on a current or historical event as the subject for your verbatim piece, both have their advantages and disadvantages. While a modern event is current and information about it is readily available, you will also need to be aware, especially if it is a tragic event, that your play may be touching on issues that are still extremely sensitive. We will discuss the ethical issues of verbatim theatre in Chapter Six, however, it’s worth noting early if the topic is likely to cause upset or offence. On the other hand, with historical events, although the emotional connection may not be as fresh, you may still face challenges – the further back you go, the more likely your source material is to become scarce. Remember, verbatim theatre is ‘in their own words’, so if your subject (or eyewitnesses) are no longer living, you may find it harder to gain access to those words – letters, diaries, speeches, interviews and so on. It may also be the case that information gathered is far less reliable and this may mean you are required to do much more research in order to corroborate your initial findings or source material.


With both current and historical events, you have the freedom to discover which aspects of the event interest you and those that you think will be of interest to your audience. Do you take a broad view and try to report on the event as a whole – the causes as well as the consequences? Alternatively, do you prefer to take a microscopic view on a smaller aspect – shining the spotlight on something that has previously been overlooked, or making a seemingly minor character into the central protagonist?


Other event-based verbatim plays include:


• Katrina by Jonathan Holmes (Jericho House in association with Young Vic, 2009) – Described as a ‘testimony play’ it was staged four years after the devastating Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans.


• The Laramie Project by Moisés Kaufman (Tectonic Theater, 2000) – Charted the reactions of local residents following the homophobic murder of student Matthew



Shepard in Laramie, Wyoming, USA. In a second play, the same theatre company returned to Laramie ten years later, interviewing the same people they had encountered in the initial play, and documenting how their reactions – and lives – had changed.


• The Tribunal Plays (Tricycle Theatre) – During Nicolas Kent’s tenure as Artistic Director of the Tricycle, he produced many plays, like The Colour of Justice, which were based on the records and transcripts of high-profile tribunals. Others include Bloody Sunday: Scenes from the Saville Inquiry (2005) and Justifying War: Scenes from the Hutton Inquiry (2003).


• The Riots by Gillian Slovo (Tricycle Theatre, 2011) – Investigating the events and responses to riots in London, which were a reaction to the death of Mark Duggan by the police.


• Little Revolution by Alecky Blythe (Almeida Theatre, 2014) – This was Alecky Blythe’s response to the same London riots, although her play was produced some three years after the event.


Themes


By taking a theme or broader issue as the subject, your verbatim theatre play will give you the opportunity to link together different events, responses and opinions. You may even be interested in spanning a much wider time frame, combining both historical and modern source material.






Home by Nadia Fall National Theatre, London (2013)


Home’s creator Nadia Fall recorded interviews with residents and workers in a hostel in East London. It questioned and explored the issue of homelessness amongst young people and was performed in the NT’s temporary venue, The Shed. Although homelessness has arguably been an issue in the UK for centuries, the issue of homelessness and young people seemed very pertinent at the time of the play’s opening. A steep rise in homelessness in London, combined with changes to the government’s housing policy, certainly added to the topicality of the play.


Following its initial run, it was revived the following year; substantial changes had to be made to the script in order to maintain the play’s relevance, and the creative team returned to re-interview many of the original characters. In an article for the BBC, Fall suggested that ‘about eighty-five per cent of what is heard is pure verbatim. There’s artistic licence in the music and staging – it is a creative process – but my own responsibility is to what I see as the truth of the situation.’2 The production was celebrated not just for its eye-opening testimony but also for the use of live music, beat-boxing and humour.


Similar to ACH Smith’s play Up the Feeder, Down the ’Mouth, this is a play very specific to its location and therefore has a specific relevance to a London audience. However, in this example it’s hard to imagine that the play would have had any less impact if it had been produced in Birmingham, Edinburgh or indeed any of the UK’s major cities.







To kickstart your thinking as to what issue or topic you might like to tackle with your verbatim piece, below are a few themes and sub-categories that may act as a prompt.


Health


• Physical health issues


• Mental health


• Body image


• Alcohol/drugs


Social


• Bullying


• Anti-social behaviour


• Human behaviour or habits (e.g. personal/sexual relationships, religious/cult practices, gang culture, gambling, protests/riots)


• Modern life (e.g. social media, youth, ageing)


Political


• Local council decisions (e.g. new developments, closure of local amenities)


• Schools and education


• The armed forces and war


• Legal issues (e.g. crimes, major court cases, tribunals/inquiries)


• Housing


• Transport


• Poverty and wealth




Environmental


• Climate change


• Animal welfare


• Air quality


• Food production and standards


• Water pollution


• Energy production (e.g. nuclear, renewable, fracking, fossil fuels)


• Waste management


Activity: Choosing a ‘Theme’


∘ Take on a sub-categoryIn small groups, take one sub-category each and discuss the suggested themes and issues, which would make interesting and/or provocative verbatim plays? Are there any not listed that are also worth consideration?


∘ List the titlesDraw up a list of possible titles for each idea to share with the group.


∘ Share your ideas and titlesAre there connections or links between the categories? Do these initial thoughts spark new ideas?


HINT: The best titles are pithy and above all clear, indicating to the audience (or in this case the other members of your group, class or company) what the chosen issue is.




The Challenge of Breadth


One of the key questions you will need to ask yourself when tackling a broad subject is: ‘what will be the focus?’ What lies at the heart of your piece? Is it a particular fact, statistic or phenomenon that you are trying to explore?


The breadth of your chosen theme may create challenges for you. Of course you want to choose a subject on which lots of interesting source material can be found; but you must remember your main objective in all this – to tell a story as clearly as possible. Using Home as an example, the issue of homelessness is huge, arguably too big for one play, so choices will have been made along the way as to the ‘focus’, or what we will go on to know as the particular ‘story’ the play is trying to tell. Nadia Fall chose to look at homelessness with respect to young people, which immediately focused the lens. But why not older people? Or women?


Home was clearly set in London; as I have already suggested, the subject would have remained topical whatever the location, but it would have been an entirely different play if the interviews were taken from the shelter in Cardiff, Belfast or Manchester – the dialect, the locations, the references, the turns of phrase – all those qualities that make verbatim testimony and ultimately the verbatim play unique. All of these alternatives are equally valid and interesting choices, and would have made equally strong productions; they were, nevertheless, choices that had to be made.


Why You? Why Now?


Whether provoked by a specific event or a wider theme, the beauty of verbatim theatre is its capacity to capture and document a subject with more clarity and precision than a play invented by a playwright. As a consequence verbatim theatre often needs to be produced quickly, while that subject is still current or topical. Perhaps this is simply because verbatim theatre brilliantly offers the opportunity for investigation and interrogation of subjects that have a sense of social



importance. That said, the obvious disadvantage of this is that verbatim plays can soon become out of date and irrelevant, as most seem to live and die with the public consciousness surrounding the subject.


Hopefully by now you have an idea of the subject that will form the starting point for your piece. If so, the next questions that are worth asking yourself are as follows:


• Why is this an important subject for you to tackle?Perhaps it has personal relevance, or is a contentious topic where you live? Perhaps you feel that it’s a topic that warrants further investigation?


• Why is it important you explore this subject now?Perhaps it follows current (or recent) events? Perhaps it explores an aspect of our lives that seems particularly relevant? Perhaps it is to coincide with an anniversary of an historical event?


However, if you haven’t yet settled on your subject, or if you are still wrestling with lots of ideas, here’s a simple activity to assist your decision-making.


Activity: The Important/Urgent Axis


∘ List all of your ideasIf you are working with a class or group, you may want to divide them into smaller groups and give one or two ideas to each group. Each group will need one sheet of A4 paper per idea.


∘ Write a one-line synopsisHow would you summarise each subject or story, in just one sentence? Write this synopsis along the bottom of the paper.


∘ Invent a titleIf you haven’t already, give each idea a title and write it in large letters on the paper so it can be read from a distance.




∘ The Important/Urgent AxisClear a space on the floor, or alternatively use a whiteboard or wall if you prefer. Mark out the two axes (see diagram below) by either laying down some rope, ribbon or string, or simply drawing them out.


∘ Make your judgementsEach group should then place their ideas on the floor (or wall) making a judgement about how they correlate to the two axes. As they do, encourage them to explain their thinking to the rest of the group. Once all ideas have been laid out, you can facilitate a discussion to find out whether everyone agrees with all the placements or whether some need to be repositioned.


[image: f0014-1]


One might argue that the ideas placed in the uppermost right-hand quarter are the ones to pursue, those which are acknowledged as being the most ‘important’ and most ‘urgent’. However, the labels of the axes are already dictating the tone of the piece and this may not be appropriate for you. If so, experiment with different labels such as ‘Entertaining’ or ‘Relevant’ and interchange them so as to test and debate your ideas. As we’ve already discussed, the discoveries will be made in the debate.


It’s important to recognise that right from the off you are applying value judgements to these subjects. These decisions are already



starting to represent your opinion, your voice. As you’ll see, your voice will be extremely valuable through this process, but it’s worth making sure you are aware of the choices you are making and that they have a direct influence over what will become your verbatim play – what you choose to share with the audience and how. These choices are made throughout the process, but become especially important during the editing stage, which we will discuss in more detail in Chapter Five.


Your Audience


Yes, those people that you expect, or hope, will come and see your verbatim play. It’s all too easy to forget about (or ignore) them. In fact they should be central to your decision-making at every stage, so start off on the right foot and take them into consideration from the beginning.


Perhaps you have an audience ready and waiting – friends and family, the local community, or those who have previously attended or who follow your work. In which case the questions to ask are about relevance:


• Are the subjects you have identified as relevant to the audience as they are to you?Are they subjects that affect (or have affected) their lives directly?


Or:


• Are these subjects relevant, but at present your audience is unaware of them?Is there an opportunity for you to bring a specific topic into the public consciousness? Is your audience unaware of this subject through lack of information or denial?


Alternatively, your chosen subject may suggest a certain target audience; or perhaps you may have a specific remit or brief to fulfil which also dictates a certain audience demographic – young people, older people, a specific community or group. In cases like these, it’s useful to road-test your thinking against these questions and activities in



order to clarify your choices.


Being aware of who your intended audience is from the outset (and regularly reminding yourself) will help keep your decision-making in check and assist you in producing a verbatim play that is clear in its storytelling and balanced in its sharing of information.
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