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For Luke


‘Our big tough leader, away he wails
He thinks he is the kingpin but he’s outraced
by that weedy little stranger with the grin on his face.’


Robin Williamson











FOREWORD


In the early 1980s, when the GLC (Greater London Council) was trying to save and create jobs to mitigate the impact of Thatcher’s recession, we discovered that the most labour-intensive form of public spending was the arts, and so during the five years from 1981 to 1986 we increased spending on arts and recreation from £16 million to £160 million. Virtually every actor, painter, poet, sculptor and, in particular, community artist was in work, and it made London a much more exciting city to live in. As well as taking orchestras from the Royal Festival Hall to play in the canteen at Ford’s Assembly Plant in Dagenham, we particularly tried to reach disaffected youth. It’s against that background that I was able to understand Chris Johnston’s book. (Oh, and by the way, if you want to know which is the least labour-intensive form of public spending, it is the military.)


Tragically, the casualties of Thatcher’s assault on the public sector in 1980 are still with us today, as are their children and now their grandchildren: three generations of the same family who have never known a secure job. Towns and communities, as well as whole industries, were devastated and many have never recovered. We see the consequences in the levels of illiteracy, crime, drug addiction and alcoholism. David Cameron talks about a ‘broken Britain’, and yes, it is, in parts, but he doesn’t have the courage to tell us who broke it or that the policies of his government are going to repeat those tragic errors and create another generation of casualties. There will be such a demand for people like Chris Johnston and his work; it could be the only growth industry we have under this present government.




If we are to heal the individuals and the communities who have been excluded and left behind, we need to recognise the vital role that the arts can play in regenerating communities and engaging young people, and Chris’s work should be the sourcebook for inspiration and strategies to achieve this.


It’s an electrifying experience to watch drama engaging people who have experienced nothing but powerlessness in their lives. Because it’s accessible it offers a language by which young people can bring their anger to the surface. Since this country followed America down the path of doubling our prison population, drama is one of the few things that can bring a humanising influence, dialogue and learning into our prisons, giving prisoners the chance to escape the deadening experience that our under-resourced prison service offers them.


Chris’s work empowers young people by relying on them rather than teachers to find a role that allows them to express their anger, escape their alienation and help see the creative capacity in themselves and those around them. This book offers invaluable ways for artists, teachers, workshop leaders and activists to better use the arts to empower young people and reduce social exclusion.


Ken Livingstone
London, August 2010


Ken Livingstone is a broadcaster and Labour Party politician. He was Leader of the Greater London Council from 1981 to 1986, MP for Brent East from 1987 to 2001, and London’s first elected Mayor from 2000 to 2008.











INTRODUCTION


Shaking Hands with Difficulty


This is a book about using drama with so-called difficult groups.


That is, groups that might be characterised as awkward, resistant, rebellious, intransigent, problematic or simply out for a good time when that means a good time at others’ expense. Groups, in other words, of probably younger men or women who take great pleasure in saying ‘no’ to whatever is offered them. For these players, games need to be pretty robust in their structure; both fun to play and engaging. They need to hook in the participants using activity that’s exciting, challenging or subversive.


The book is structured in progressive chapters, each containing a series of games and exercises. First up is a selection of games that are about Engagement; these help to enlist the participants into activity. These are what you might use when you first walk in the room or after you’ve negotiated issues of behaviour. Such exercises would be characterised by an easy set of rules, the avoidance of any harsh spotlight on participants, and possibly a competitive element.


When the group’s behaviour suggests it’s ready for more creative activity, structures can be introduced that rely less on competition and more on inventiveness. So the next section is about Play. Games in this section can fall apart if the group is still resistant to anything non-competitive, so it’s best to get beyond that point first. We’re entering a Lewisian wardrobe into a world of imagination. Young people are often reluctant to confess to having an imagination, as if in some way that acknowledgement might leave them open to arrest.




But this suspicion that admitting to imagination will lead to personal humiliation probably has its origins not in the perception of theatre as some life-threatening disease, but rather the culture of home life. The toxic fear of creativity may well be a consequence of living in an atmosphere of conflict and hostility, where ridicule is the norm. So they cheerfully bring all that along to the session.


Then we move on to Collaboration when it seems that, yes, the group is ready to achieve that. This means working together on tasks that call for intergroup communication and a willingness to sacrifice personal enthusiasms in favour of a consensus view. Exercises are creative for the most part, but do borrow some elements from the worlds of strategy-planning and sport.


The following and largest section is on Skills, and this breaks down into subsections. The word ‘skill’ can sometimes imply a sedentary or industrial activity, but it doesn’t have to be that. The word ‘workshop’ is problematic enough, implying metal, wood and lathes being hammered together in an out-of-town industrial estate. However, the business that’s going on here is pretty different, allied instead to a notion that the traditional division between work and play doesn’t actually have to exist. There’s a somewhat depressing tradition that anyone ‘having to go to work’ should be consoled with ‘oohs’ and ‘ahs’ of sympathy, just as ‘going off work’ is greeted with smiling and cheery banter. It probably comes from a period when most work was back-breaking and something akin to slave labour, only with (modest) pay. And of course plenty of that is still around. In this context, the ‘work time = bad, free time = good’ set of equations do kind of work. But in the cultural industries, we don’t have to subscribe to those equations, and in fact we do bolshily argue against their hegemony. All the best things about ‘time off’ have here been captured for work (playfulness, imagination and mucking about), and all the bad things about ‘time in work’ (heaving a pick or stacking shelves) have been left out. Okay, it’s not achieved every time, but the intent is there.




Each subsection in Skills deals with a different aptitude that could be useful for those who are unproductively at odds with society. Some exercises are creative and some are about communication and social skills, but the spirit powering all of them remains the same: playfulness and spontaneity, freedom of imagination and a rough-hewn democracy.


Next up is Challenges. These are somewhat different; not games or exercises as such, but a range of scenarios written and created for individuals to test out their social skills. The scenario is usually prepared with the facilitators and the participating group while the key player, the challenger, is out of the room. He or she has then to come into the room, be told about the governing fiction, be given a task or objective, and then deal with any conflicts or problems that arise within that fiction as it is acted out. Exercises of this kind are often called role plays or simulations. The scenarios presented here were all developed by me with colleagues such as Saul Hewish and Richmond Trew of Rideout for use in prison or probation contexts. To implement these requires a certain amount of time spent in the set-up. It also usually means involving others in the group to play roles. More information is given in the chapter’s preamble.


Finally, there are Training exercises; how to get fit before you enter the arena of combat. These are for use by facilitators away from the difficult group and are not to be replicated there; the purpose is training, pure and simple. I developed these when I was asked to train other facilitators in dealing with resistance. It surprised me to be asked since I’d never seen it as separable from the business of making theatre in unlikely contexts, but it did present a good opportunity to break down just what that notion actually implied. I would happily admit that there can be little substitute for launching yourself into a real-life situation with a colleague and trying out some ideas where meanings are blurred and the legitimacy of your role is always in question. But just as trainee teachers discover when they finally hit the



classroom that although absorption of theory does not a warrior make for the new society, it does give you a rucksack containing some useful weapons; so too, training in running drama workshops has its place.


Ground Plans


Inevitably we have to imagine a certain kind of group for whom these games and exercises are suitable. But I’m deliberately leaving this a bit vague. You the reader can take a look at what’s here and make your own decision about which exercise is right for your group. But we’re clearly talking about groups to be found outside professional arts contexts. We’re thinking about closed institutions, hospitals, probation centres, youth clubs, schools and holiday schemes.


The book could have been arranged in the form of games for different groups. Chapters would be headed ‘Exercises for young people’ and ‘Exercises for older young people’ and so on, but this might have become a little tortuous. We’d have ended up with ‘Exercises for young people who have a drugs problem, have missed out on education and follow football but hate Arsenal and are on supervision attending a summer school’. So instead I went for categorisation according to the function of the game. The exercises range quite widely in terms of the challenge they present to any group taking them on. Some will be effective in many situations; some will work well only in a few. Many of the exercises simply won’t work at all for those in wheelchairs, but there are others that will. Overall, there are many that I’ve invented, but many too – perhaps the majority in the earlier chapters – that I’ve borrowed and possibly altered. Given that so much of my own personal experience has been in prison or probation contexts, much of the content will reflect this.


Of course, you don’t usually just walk into a room and kick-start a game. There’s a range of issues that need to be addressed before any moving, jumping,



pushing or swearing actually takes place. But given that this tome is in the unreliable but essentially honourable tradition of games books, not a lot of time will be spent on the planning issues or the philosophy around the value of games. But we can’t spend no time at all, lest that implies the pre-work isn’t important. And as those in the know know, it very much is.


To make it brief, let’s set out some of the main considerations that have to be looked at before any community arts project, such as a drama workshop series, begins. Because we’re treading into a territory where social science and the arts have become hitched – a marriage made in helium that can breed misunderstandings faster than a superconductor – it’s necessary to be pretty clear about how to conceptualise the practice. You can actually break down all the issues pertaining to community arts, at least in respect of project management, into three broad categories:






	•

	   Context






	•

	   Objective






	•

	   Strategies







If anyone has found an issue that can’t be considered under those headings, let me know. I’ve been throwing out the challenge for a few years and nobody’s come back yet.


The context category is really all about everything that isn’t the work itself. It breaks down into two further subsections: the human and the environmental. The human element refers to the nature of the group; its size, composition, place in any hierarchy and the codes or values that underpin its working. Has the group worked together before? Does it have awareness of itself as a group? Are the members of the group obliged to be present or is this a voluntary project? What are their expectations, if any? What are the expectations of those in authority over them? What do the men and women in the big upstairs want out of this project? Avoid this question at your peril. Do members of the group have any kind of special needs, and if so, how are those needs going to be



met during the project? Answers to all these questions, if obtained and absorbed by the workshop leaders, will put the team in a great position come the first day of working. They represent valuable information that will help to make decisions around the other two key elements: objective(s) and strategies.


The second part of the context is the environment. Where will the sessions be held? Is it an appropriate venue? Are there any health or safety issues arising? If the venue isn’t suitable, it’s better not to run the session at all. One important consideration is the floor. Any surface that is very hard like concrete or very soft like a downy carpet will immediately restrict the range of activities. Much of this is common sense. Similarly, if there are interesting but non-usable objects or strange items of furniture in the room, they may provide an unwelcome distraction. I was once asked to run a session in a prison room with acupuncture chairs. Great for lying back on and doing bugger all in.


The context determines what’s possible. The objective sets down a marker for what you want to achieve within that context. It’s also something of a beacon in the night. When you get lost, feeling that all around you are losing their heads, including you, it’s good to think back in a moment of calm, if you can find it, and remember just why you started the project. And it is very easy to get lost, especially if things move off in a mayhem direction. Those who can’t punt back from this vortex of failure are often those who misunderstand the difference between strategies and objectives.


Sometimes people assume, for example, that ‘making a play’ is an objective. Well, it is and it isn’t. You make a play for a reason. Say, for example, you want to raise the profile of the group or help empower it in some way. Or perhaps you want to educate the group in what the art form can offer, or make a statement to an audience about something the group wants the audience to understand. So, for any one or more of these reasons, you make a play. The production, therefore, is clearly a strategy,



perhaps the primary strategy, but nevertheless only a strategy in the task of pushing for a larger objective that’s really about social development.


In the same way, you run a series of drama workshops not just to get to the end of them and walk away tired, exhilarated and absurdly pleased with yourself, but to do something else: to effect an experience that leaves the participants changed. The objective is usually about something beyond the immediate task.


This may be as blindingly obvious as the need for an oxygen supply when you go underwater, or the benefit of air travel to the international drug smuggler, but in terms of the kind of projects that we’re talking about, it’s pretty important to get right what your objective really is. If you can’t do that, it’s an inevitable outcome that choosing your strategies is going to be something of a hit-and-miss affair, akin to putting the tail on the donkey while wearing a blindfold after drinking several pints of beer. Besides, we’re working in a time when so many previously well-established distinctions between art-form functions and intellectual disciplines are becoming increasingly unclear. Today the dividing lines between dance and theatre, training and performance, and social science and creative arts are just not there in the same way as they once were. You look down at your feet and the formerly neat lines have become crazy zigzags and looping circles. So intellectual and conceptual clarity about the project and your responsibility within it is no optional extra.


Coming to the issue of strategies, it’s worth pointing out that there are both macro-strategies and micro-strategies. The macro would include the production, the text if there is one, the series of workshops or rehearsals, the use of a particular location and the team you’ve assembled for the project. The micro would be the individual games and exercises within any session. Digging even further down through the strata, we’d come to the small, moment-by-moment decisions you’d make as a facilitator in the room. I guess these would be the micro-micro or even microscopic strategies.




It’s fairly self-evident then that congruence between the context, the objective and the strategies is pretty essential if you hope to pull off a successful project. If you mismatch this arrangement and work on Shakespeare’s sonnets in an institution for violent juveniles with a graffiti artist, you might walk away feeling something other than exhilarated. Then again, you might just work a miracle. I wouldn’t want to prejudge. Well, maybe I would…


The Team


As mentioned, the team created to run the project is also a key strategy in the game plan. Often individual practitioners make the mistake of thinking that they can go into a closed institution, hospital or youth centre and run a series of sessions tout seul. It’s not that it can’t be done but, generally speaking, this comes under the heading of ‘Big Mistake’ or possibly even ‘Why Didn’t Someone Stop Me?’ All my big mess-ups were made without another facilitator present. There have been a few with other colleagues in the room as well, but the severity of my stupidity was at least partially checked. There’s also, before getting in the room, someone to plan with and, after coming out, someone to share the review. Someone, in other words, who can bring fresh perspectives to the work at all stages. Where the client group is volatile, prone to infighting or simply lacking discipline, running the session on your own can reasonably be described as irresponsible not just in relation to yourself but to those who’ve trusted you with the gig. It’s too easy to get into a self-defeating argument with someone who’d be happy to see the session disintegrate, and then not be able to walk away from it. The session can collapse faster than a dream on waking. I’ve seen it, and there really is a point of decomposition beyond which any return involves some kind of very unavailable magic.


It’s also problematic if someone in the group becomes upset and you need to talk with them privately. It’s hard to do that while still leading.




You’re introducing a different, perhaps unfamiliar culture. Its elements of collaboration, democracy, non-discrimination and humility may well be resisted. You’ll need allies in there with you.


So, back to building the team. You need a range of skills in that team much as Bob the Builder, as he likes to tell us with great emphasis, needs Wendy, Lofty and Co. If there aren’t the skills, talent, passion and enthusiasm in some kind of balance, even though you have a team of a kind, you’re starting from a position of weakness. If the team members don’t complement each other in their skill areas, then you might be building a house extension with three plasterers and no electrician. Workshop leaders need to complement each other; to bring something different along, either as artists in different art forms or because they function differently: one is ideas and visions, another is method and application. One is fire, one is ice. One is physical contact and gregariousness, the other is intellectual distance. Team members also need to know how their roles differ when it comes to tasks and problems. And most importantly, the selection of a team needs to reflect an understanding of who the client group is. If possible, the gender and ethnicity determinants of the participant group need be reflected in the leadership team. This isn’t a rule, of course, but when there’s a big difference between the backgrounds of the two sides, then you need full confidence in your skill set to engage the group without those common factors helping the chemistry.


Reasons to Do


Ultimately, your objectives and strategies will reflect the values that you hold as an artist and citizen. If you are unclear about these, you become vulnerable to challenge. Why are you doing this work? It’s an important question that may well be thrown at you. It’ll probably come after the question about how much money you’re earning and before the one about whether you’ve been on television. I know if I haven’t got an answer, I start looking like the abseiling instructor who goes



halfway down the cliff face in front of his students and runs out of rope. I guess for me there are answers I make available for public consumption, and then there are the private answers. The reasons I give when challenged, which are not dishonest, are about valuing the chance to create something extraordinary and unique with this group. Especially because this group, if it’s the case, can come to performance without the baggage of professional techniques and create work that has a liveness and rawness about it. That’s a welcome antidote to professional packaging with its emphasis on sensation. And besides, I find it good fun to bring my knowledge of dramatic structures into this context where it can be useful.


The more private reasons are less defined and perhaps more selfish. I guess they are about eating at a table that I would never otherwise get access to. Growing up in a family where self-expression was forbidden unless it chimed with a very bourgeois notion of acceptability, I was left hungry to champion the cause of anti-censorship and self-expression. Part of the reason might be to do with the fact that my father was empowered by the state to work as a theatre censor and happily sat watching the plays of Harold Pinter and Spike Milligan with a red pencil in his hand. (Actually, it was blue, he tells me.) I’d been overwhelmed and intoxicated by an experience of radical performance when I left home and wanted to get that experience validated by exporting it to others and enlisting them into its strangeness. I also wanted, being nosy by nature, to peer through other people’s windows and shout, ‘Hey, you could make a play about that’, rather in the annoying way that drunks grab hold of you at parties and say the same.


I also feel instinctively that going to a very difficult place – and by ‘place’ I really mean situation – I’m confronted and challenged, and that could just be good for me. I hate acknowledging that, but it’s true. Besides, I’m very much aware how inadequate my education was. Going into a difficult group and trying to lead it somewhere, while the experience can be draining and dispiriting at times, does



probably in the end come out on the plus side in the balance sheet of life’s less bonkers activities. Or so I believe, optimistically. It gives you a certain mettle. Or perhaps it’s metal. If so, then its constituent elements are patience, understanding and resilience. My background was quite protected, as I say, even privileged, and given the terrible burden of not being beaten as a child or locked in a cupboard for weeks on end, it left me needing to go on something of a Conradian journey. Right now, that need is lessened not just because of the number of times I’ve been knocked off the boat, thrashed about in the water and had to wrestle sharks into writing poetry, but also because of the number of times I’ve made it up the river, got home and written up a log.


So back to the book. To repeat the point made at the beginning, the sections are set out in a way that can be seen as progressive, working from the simple to the more complex. Of course, there are many occasions where this notion of progress can and should be turned on its head. In this moment, a collaborative or challenge exercise is just the thing you’re looking for to effect engagement. And what you need to conclude with is something from the Engagement section that’s very simple indeed and allows everyone to let off steam. In such instances, circumstance needs to become the parent of principle. The cry of ‘Oh, the session didn’t work because the group weren’t comfortable with my session plan’ doesn’t really hold up; you’ve got to be pragmatic and respond to exigencies – preferably without losing your moral compass.


Unguided Missiles


Every group in the world will have its own temperature, disposition and inclination. It’s a matter of trying to understand these and use the group’s own momentum to drive the engine of the event. No two groups will respond the same way to the same exercise. The best sessions almost always represent a revision of what you had planned.




What is easily forgotten when working with difficult groups is that you’re very likely de facto an advocate for the arts themselves in a way you didn’t anticipate. ‘What’s the point of this shit?’ and ‘What am I going to get out of this?’ represent a second set of questions following on from those about your values, which are similarly difficult to answer. Why? Because the answers are bigger than China and you have about thirty seconds before some numpty kicks off. And you need to be in China or some such other place to answer the question, and right now you’re in Kentucky or Birmingham, some place that’s very far from China. So you do the best you can, relying on being candid and honest, and hoping that’s sufficient. But it’s not surprising that talking about the transformative power of art in an atmosphere of sullen petulance and muttering discontent can make you sound like an academic extolling the benefits of early Ken Dodd videos to the Taliban.


It helps not to underestimate the appeal of being an unguided missile. Saying no is an empowering act, one bestowing a satisfying and fulfilling sense of individuality. ‘You in the herd over there, I’ll have you know that I don’t belong with you, I go my own way. So deal with it.’ This is a powerful position to take. It gets the speaker attention from the whole room. Before long, the speaker is thinking, ‘Now everyone has to work around me and my concerns. I don’t necessarily know what those concerns are and probably wouldn’t share them if I did but, hey, I’m running the show. Oh, so now the authority figure is starting to question me… but this works out too because I get a chance to make a statement proving that a logical, linear, empathic, problem-solving approach to the concerns I’ve just raised is simply inappropriate here. I think “Fuck off” might just do it.’


Nor is it a mistake to underestimate the appeal of provoking conflict in the room. Conflict is exciting, it’s stimulating, it upsets the order of things. It creates drama (and isn’t that why we’re here?), helping me as a participant to externalise some of the stuff I’m feeling inside. ‘Okay, these people



aren’t responsible for my feeling of desperation but that distinction is pretty irrelevant just now. At least if the conflict is out there rather than in here, then I’m getting confirmation of a basic truth, which is: life is pretty shitty, okay, and right now I’ve got some problems that can’t be solved. And they certainly can’t be solved by you.’


Yet the trusted instinct of the facilitator is to think, ‘I can solve this. All we need is a different game.’ Well, yes, maybe, but come to think of it, no. Alright, you can change your approach but it’s possible this will make no difference at all. It may be better if that participant takes his or her anger for a walk.


Sometimes asking a participant to sit out and watch is a good alternative to arranging an escort out of the project. It works best if it’s just one participant sitting out and watching. Once there’s more than one, you won’t necessarily have a quiet spectator; you’ll have an alternative party. And that party won’t be dedicated to the realisation of a holistic, democratic and egalitarian fulfilment of the creative potential of all the participants present.


When the suggestion is initially put, the participant may think that sitting out will be a great way to demonstrate outsider-ness. But sometimes the actual experience of sitting out is quite different. It’s one of feeling excluded and wanting to be involved again. If this feeling develops, then the strategy is working and the participant should be brought back in. But it also may happen that the participant decides that sitting out is akin to being in the naughty corner, and asks to leave. But at least a positive strategy has been tried.


As suggested earlier, flexibility and a willingness to adapt principle to pragmatics without throwing the compass out of the window, usually presents as a good way to go. Ultimately, when shaking hands with difficulty, you have to go with your best instinct and make what feels like a bold decision. You never know, it might even be a good one.


Chris Johnston
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