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Meet the authors



Welcome to Write a Play And Get it Performed!



We started writing separately – Lesley as a novelist and Ann writing for her local amateur dramatic group. The first play the group performed was a published murder mystery, which Ann wasn’t that impressed with, so she decided to write one herself. She gave it to the group under an assumed name and said a friend had passed it to her. The group liked it and it was produced the following year.


Together we have written 12 plays, both one-act and full-length, some of them prize-winning and all of them performed or given a script-in-hand reading. Often when we have written for our local amateur group Lesley has produced and Ann has directed. We even put on our own professional production.


Plays are written to be performed and in this book we help you to write plays which are performable.


Lesley Bown and Ann Gawthorpe





1: Only got a minute?



All plays need a setting, characters and a plot. Claustrophobic settings have most dramatic potential because when people are trapped (physically or psychologically) they are forced to interact. In open settings (e.g. shops, public spaces) people are free to come and go, while in closed settings (e.g. an office, a home) they are held together, even if only temporarily.


Generate characters from people you know, plays, films, novels, TV, and stock characters. You need to understand all your characters fully. Aim for strong contrasts between characters and be sure you understand their motivation and psychology. Know what binds them together, and what’s at stake for each one. Give each one their own speech pattern and accent.


Drama is driven by conflict. Your main characters need to experience conflict, within themselves, with other characters and with the world at large.


The plot also needs two levels of action. The first, or ‘what happens next’ level keeps the audience interested, while the emotional exploration of the characters provides a deeper level of satisfaction.


The simplest plots start with the set-up followed by an event (the trigger) leading to a crisis and a resolution (the payoff). They follow a dramatic arc – rising slowly through a series of crises to the critical moment, and then descending quickly to the resolution and end of the play. A full-length play will need a series of dramatic arcs, each one more serious than the last, until the final crisis and resolution.


Endings need to resolve the play’s main conflicts and shouldn’t be drawn out. Think about what the audience will take home with them.





5: Only got five minutes?



The basics


Develop a writing mindset and resolve to write regularly. Form the habit of people-watching and listening. Study speech patterns, the unwritten rules of conversation, body language and gesture. The basic idea for a play can come from anywhere but you should assess its potential before spending time on it.


Settings


When people are trapped they are forced to interact. They can be physically, psychologically or emotionally trapped. In open settings people come and go freely, while closed settings have limited access. Closed settings are more claustrophobic but it is harder to create activity.


Characters


Generate characters from people you know, plays, films, novels, TV, and stock characters. Work out their back-stories (the events before the start of the play). Aim for strong contrasts between characters, and understand their motivation and psychology. Know what binds them together and what’s at stake for each one, as these two factors drive the play forward.


Main characters need a mixture of good and bad characteristics; minor characters can be more one-dimensional. Main characters need conflict, within themselves, with other characters and with the world.


Speech and dialogue


Most dialogue is naturalistic. Understand each character’s speech pattern, vocabulary and accent. When representing accent on the page the rule is ‘less is more’. Put a note in the character list about the accent but don’t try to spell out the speech phonetically. Grammatical peculiarities associated with the accent will give the right flavour. Avoid extreme regional dialects.


Dialogue gives information, moves the plot forward and reveals character. Don’t stop the action to give chunks of back-story – drip-feed it in ways that maintain interest.


Vary the tempo. Keep speeches short unless there is a good reason for a long speech. The first and last words of a speech are the most important.


Plot


Plots, like characters, are driven by conflict. The simplest plot starts with the main character, or protagonist, at peace (the set-up), the peace is shattered by an event (the trigger) and the story unfolds leading to a crisis and a resolution (the payoff). This basic dramatic arc rises slowly to the critical moment and then descends quickly to the resolution.


There is a real skill in managing exposition (the information the audience needs to understand the story of the play). Only reveal as much as is absolutely necessary.


The plot will present a series of obstacles to your protagonist, some of which spring from a flaw in the protagonist’s character. At the final crisis there is a turning point, where the protagonist faces up to their difficulties.


Each plot is actually two plots – one is ‘what happens next’, and the other is the emotional or psychological journey that the characters are on as the what-happens-next plot unfolds.


In a closed ending all plot strands are resolved. An open ending resolves most plot strands but leaves some aspects open to debate. A completely open ending, in which nothing is resolved, is very difficult to pull off.


The ending should be unexpected and yet inevitable. It finishes the protagonist’s story and resolves their conflicts. Don’t rush it – let it unfold, and save one last twist to keep the audience guessing.


Drafts


Once you’ve finished your first draft, take a break then re-write and polish. First check the theme, message and emotional charge. Check the mechanics of the plot, character consistency, voice and vocabulary; delete unnecessary dialogue. Check the stage directions and finally take a critical look at anything you are particularly pleased with. Now be prepared to let go of the script, since putting on a play is a group activity.





10: Only got ten minutes?



The basics


If you have an idea for a play, start writing, but also develop a writing mindset and resolve to write regularly. People are the raw material of drama, so form the habit of people-watching – and listening too. Develop an ear for speech patterns and for the unwritten rules of conversation. Develop an understanding of body language and gesture.


The basic idea for a play can come from anywhere – your life, something you’ve read or heard about, a random thought or a deeply held belief – but you will need to assess its potential before spending time on it. Some ideas just won’t sustain a full-length play; others can’t be contained within the constraints of theatrical performance.


Settings


When people are trapped they are forced to interact, so look for settings that create claustrophobia. They can be physically trapped such as in a lift, psychologically trapped such as at work or emotionally trapped such as in a dysfunctional family. In open settings (e.g. shops, public spaces) people are free to come and go, while closed settings (e.g. an office, a home) have limited access. Closed settings are more claustrophobic but it can be harder to create activity, so you will need valid reasons for introducing outsiders.


Characters


Generate characters from people you know, plays, films, novels, TV, and stock characters. Get to know your characters fully, even the minor ones. Understand their background, particularly the influences that made them what they are at the time of the play. Work out each character’s back-story – the events leading up to the start of the play which explain why they are in that situation. Most of this work won’t appear in the final script but it will give the play depth and coherence.


Aim for strong contrasts between characters and be sure you understand their motivation and psychology. Know what binds them together and what’s at stake for each one. Without these two factors there is nothing to drive the play forward. Main characters need to have a mixture of good and bad characteristics, but minor characters can be more one-dimensional.


Conflict is a key element of all drama. Your main characters need to experience conflict, within themselves, with other characters and with the world at large. One of these will dominate and set the tone of the play, although the other two should be present.


Most plays have one central protagonist, and the play is really their story. If you find they need someone to talk to, give them a sidekick.


Dialogue


Most dialogue aims to be naturalistic. This doesn’t mean reproducing actual speech, which is roundabout and unfocused. In a play, every word, sound and silence is there for a reason. Understand each character’s speech pattern, vocabulary and accent, and how their vocabulary changes in different situations. Also understand how they talk to each other – this will change according to their relationship. Beware of giving every character your own speech pattern and vocabulary.


If you specify certain accents this could make casting more difficult. When you are representing accent on the page the best rule to follow is ‘less is more’. Put a note in the character list about the accent and then don’t try to spell out the speech phonetically. Use any grammatical peculiarities associated with the accent as they will give the right flavour. Extreme regional dialects are harder to write than accents, are more difficult for actors and may well be inaccessible to all but a local audience, so on the whole they are best avoided.


Dialogue between characters gives information, moves the plot forward and reveals character. Don’t stop the action in order to give the audience indigestible chunks of back-story – drip-feed it in ways that maintain interest.


Remember to vary the tempo – arguments move fast, love scenes more slowly. Keep speeches short unless there is a good reason for a long speech. In real life people interrupt each other, or pause for thought. The first and last words of a speech are the most important. There is a convention that silent characters shouldn’t have any action, as it distracts the audience from whoever is speaking.


Plot


Plots, like characters, are driven by conflict. The simplest plot starts with the main character, or protagonist, at peace (the set-up), the peace is shattered by an event (the trigger) and the story unfolds leading to a crisis and a resolution (the payoff). This basic dramatic arc rises slowly to the critical moment and then descends quickly to the resolution. A full-length play needs a series of dramatic arcs, of increasing seriousness, until the final crisis and resolution.


If you start the play too close to the trigger you won’t have time to explain the set-up, too far from the trigger and boredom will set in. There is a real skill in managing exposition (this is the information the audience needs to understand the story of the play, it includes both set-up and back-stories). At each stage only reveal as much as is absolutely necessary.


The plot will present a series of obstacles to whatever your protagonist desires. The most satisfying construction sees most obstacles springing from some flaw in the protagonist’s character. The final obstacle should seem insurmountable. At the final moment of crisis there is a turning point, where the protagonist faces up to their difficulties. In tragedy there is a convention known as the ‘obligatory moment’ where the protagonist achieves insight into their behaviour and accepts responsibility for their actions.


Subplots involve minor characters and are constructed in a similar fashion to the main plot. They can echo or contrast with the main plot.


Each plot is actually two plots – one is the simple story of ‘what happens next’, and the other is the story of the emotional or psychological journey that the characters are on as the what-happens-next plot unfolds.


The ending is the most important part of a play. It is the key to your play’s message and its entertainment value. The most conventional type is the closed ending, in which all plot strands are resolved and all questions answered. An open ending will still resolve most plot strands but will leave some aspects open to debate. A completely open ending, in which nothing is resolved, is very difficult to pull off.


The ending should be unexpected and yet it should feel inevitable – everything falls into place and makes sense. It is always about the protagonist – it finishes their story and resolves their conflicts. Don’t rush towards the ending, let it unfold, and save one last twist to keep the audience guessing.


Drafts


Once you’ve finished your first draft, take a break and come back fresh to re-write and polish. There are seven checks, which are best taken in order. First check the theme, message and emotional charge. Check the mechanics of the plot. Check that characters are consistent, check for unnecessary dialogue, check each character’s voice and vocabulary. Check the stage directions and finally take a critical look at anything you are particularly pleased with. Now that your script is polished, be prepared to let go of it, since putting on a play is a group activity.





Introduction


Can anyone write a play? Yes.


Can anyone be a successful writer? That will depend partly on talent, partly on luck but mostly on hard work. We all know that genius is 99 per cent perspiration and 1 per cent inspiration. Even inspiration can be helped along, and if you follow the practical advice given in this book, you will be able to write a play that works, and one that avoids the pitfalls that await most beginners.


There are many reasons why you may want to write a play. It could be you have always had a secret desire to be a writer, or perhaps you think you can do better than the last play you saw. Maybe you’ve been asked to do it, or maybe you’ve already tried and given up. Whatever your reasons for picking up this book, do persevere with your writing because there is nothing like the excitement of seeing your play performed for the first time.


The old joke says that there are three rules to writing a good play, but unfortunately no one knows what they are. This isn’t quite true. There are clear rules about some aspects of playwriting, but there is always an example to be found of a writer who broke the rules and got away with it. Breaking the rules through ignorance rarely works, but deliberately flouting convention can be very successful. In other words, you can’t break the rules till you know what they are.



Why we write


There are three basic reasons why people write:


 




	to enlighten


	to shock


	to entertain.





You may want to get across a particular message, such as that global warming has to be taken seriously. By incorporating that message into a play, it is possible to reach and inform people who might otherwise not be interested. If you think that, for example, society is breaking down, writing a play full of shocking images can have a tremendous impact. On the other hand, you may just wish to be entertaining and send the audience out with a happy glow.


There are three things to consider when writing a play – the three Ps.


 




	
Passion. This can be a passion for theatre, a passion for writing, or a passion for one particular story. The best plays are written by people with all three types of passion.



	
Performance. Plays are written to be performed, otherwise they have not fulfilled their function, and the writer won’t have had the excitement of seeing their work produced.



	
Pragmatism. Some people become writers almost by accident. If a script is needed, maybe for a school nativity play or a local pageant, and there is nobody to do it, a reluctant writer may come forward. If in the course of writing the script, they discover their passion, then they will go on to write more.







Using this book


The main aim of this book is to take you through the process of writing a stage play from beginning to end.


It also includes:


 




	practical information


	brief overviews of other types of drama


	information about placing a play


	a series of integrated exercises which will help you write a short dramatic scene


	contact details and useful websites in the Taking it further section


	a script in development – so that you can watch a dramatic scene developing step-by-step we have developed our own Work in progress, which is shown at the end of Chapters 2–9, with a full script at the end of the book.





Section one takes you through the whole process of writing a play – from where to get ideas to polishing and re-writes. There are chapters on characters, dialogue, plot construction and play analysis.


Section two explores the various play types and genres, with specific chapters on comedy, pantomime, musicals and writing for radio and television.


Section three explains the practical aspects of writing a script which is stageable and saleable, gives advice on placing a play and advice on putting on your own play.


Throughout the book, in line with one of the first rules of writing – ‘show don’t tell’ – we have given brief examples from well-known plays and more detailed examples from our own plays. This is not to suggest that we have an overblown opinion of our own work, it’s more that we understand it so well. Because we write simple comedies we’ve been able to find very straightforward examples, but these are still applicable to the most complex and subtle of dramas. We also, occasionally, give examples from well-known television programmes. Although television does not provide a good model for the stage writer, some aspects of storytelling and drama hold true whatever the medium, and television examples are readily accessible for those readers who haven’t yet embarked on their theatre-going programme.



And finally…


No one can write for the stage unless they go and watch live theatre. Go to the theatre as much as possible and immerse yourself in the world of the stage. Try to see as many different types of play as possible – you can often learn as much about writing from a poorly written play as from a well-written one. Keep your costs down by choosing the cheapest seats in midweek performances and don’t forget small scale performances by touring groups and amateurs.


If possible join a local amateur dramatic group. Many well-known and successful playwrights began their careers as actors, and if you take to the stage yourself you will soon find out which plays work and which don’t.


Read play scripts. These are cheap to buy and can also be borrowed from the library.


The more time you spend in the theatre world, the more you will begin to understand the needs of both the performers and the audience, and the more theatrical your scripts will become.


Good luck.


Lesley and Ann





Section
one




1


A writing mindset


In this chapter you will learn:




	about audiences


	what equipment you will need to write


	how to think like a writer.





 


The most common mistake that new playwrights make is that new writers try to replicate something they’ve enjoyed and end up writing in a voice that is not their own, but a poor imitation of someone else.


Michael Jenner, writer for EastEnders, Holby, Taggart


Maybe you already have an idea for a play, and want to plunge straight into it. Fine. Get a piece of paper or open a computer file and write the idea down – that way you won’t lose it and you can come back to it later, after you have done the right preparation.


On the other hand, perhaps you feel you haven’t got enough imagination to be a writer. This simply isn’t true. Everybody can learn to use their imagination. Think of your brain as a series of muscles – the more you use them, the stronger they get. Imagination, logic, emotional intelligence can all be improved and developed through use. Techniques such as free-thinking will help you build up your mental muscles.



The audience


A writer needs to be aware of the probable audience for the play without allowing that awareness to dictate every aspect of the play. A play that is written with the sole purpose of pleasing an audience will never be more than a trivial piece of work with no heart. A play that is written without any consideration for the audience will probably never be performed.


If you know exactly where your play is going to be performed – the school nativity for instance – then it is sensible to consider the audience quite early in the writing process. However, in most cases the best thing is to write the play that you want to write, and then decide what its audience is and how it can best reach that audience. A play can’t reach its audience until a theatre company has been persuaded that it is suitable for them, so in most cases the first hurdle is to write a play that theatre people are interested in.



Practical basics


Should you use a computer, word processor, typewriter or pen and paper? Many writers are still more comfortable with a pen and paper for early drafts and there is nothing wrong with this. It’s best to create a system for organizing your work – don’t let yourself be overwhelmed by scribbled piles of paper. Whether you use a loose leaf folder or an exercise book you need to keep the script under control.


Remember your script will have to be typed or printed out before you can send it off. Whether typed or computer printed, a manuscript must be immaculately presented. There is further information on script layout and presentation in Chapter 19.


There is no doubt that once you have mastered a computer or word processor many aspects of writing become much quicker and easier. You can re-write or re-organize a script, or try things out just to see how they look. Changing a character’s name takes a moment, and if you don’t like it you can change it back again just as easily.


Good software will help you with the layout and it is much easier to do re-writes on a computer. However, you still need to be organized. If you want to be able to refer back to earlier drafts, then you need to save each one under a different name. Remember to make backups, on floppy disc or CD, at regular intervals, and keep the backup somewhere safe away from the computer.





Insight


One essential item is a small notebook in which you can write down thoughts, ideas, snatches of dialogue, anything which could be used to good effect in your play. Keep it to hand and if you do make notes on anything else keep them safe and transfer them to the notebook ASAP.






TIME AVAILABLE


You may have ambitions to become a full-time writer, but initially you will have to fit writing in with your other commitments. However you choose to do this, the main thing is to write regularly. Writing is a form of mental exercise, and the more you do it, the stronger you will become. Leaving long gaps between your writing sessions will mean that you never establish a rhythm, and each time you go back to it you will spend part of the session re-familiarizing yourself with what you wrote last time. So try to set some time aside for writing on a regular basis, even if it is only a few hours a week. For most of us it is better to write for a short time every day than for several hours once a month. If you feel you can only write at weekends, try to add one weekday evening so that you maintain the flow.


If you can’t write regularly like this then don’t despair, but do accept that your play will progress slowly. The danger with slow progress of course is that you may lose motivation and give up altogether without finishing the piece. You can avoid this by putting extra effort into the planning stage, so that each time you sit down to write, you only have to look at your meticulously outlined plot and detailed character studies, to know exactly what you need to do next.





Insight


Time to write can be snatched from even the busiest day. Try getting up half an hour earlier or going to bed a bit later. If you decide to write for an hour a day, remember that hour can be broken down into three 20-minute periods.






REFERENCE MATERIAL


While it is not essential to have any reference books, a dictionary and a thesaurus are extremely useful. Those using a computer will already have these, but remember to set the spell checker to UK or US English, depending on where you are sending the play. Other reference books can be acquired as needed, and writers with Internet access can use the vast online resources for research. It is always worth checking your facts, since you can be sure that there will be at least one person in an audience who will notice if you get something wrong – however obscure.



Mental basics



PEOPLE-WATCHING


Drama is all about people. Even if you want to write about robots, or animals, you will find it only works if you give them human personalities. Fortunately your raw material is all around you. All the characters you will probably ever need can be found in the average high street.


Shakespeare said ‘all the world’s a stage’ – and it is. So why not pretend that everyone around you is acting out a little play for your delight. Imagine what their lives are like. Where do they work? What relationships do they have? Spend some time alone in a crowded public place where you can watch people – a café, a railway station, or even in your car in a busy car park.



LISTENING


Assuming that your play is not going to be performed entirely in mime, your characters will need to communicate verbally with each other. A large part of the information given to the audience will come from speeches. So now is the time to start taking an interest in speech patterns, as well as dialects, accents, hesitation, deviation and repetition. The best way of learning about speech patterns is to listen to other people. Pay attention to how people speak and react to each other. Try to analyse why person A sounds different from person B. How do they construct their sentences? Do long words roll off their tongue in a sonorous procession, or do they use the local patois? Does the way they speak indicate their social standing and educational achievements?


It doesn’t stop there though. In a play, speeches need to appear to be natural even though we all know they have been cleverly constructed, and so it is not enough to simply repeat natural speech, you will have to learn how to capture its essence.



Conversations


Pay attention to how conversations work. Without realizing it, we are all obeying the unwritten rules of conversation most of the time. Each person gets their turn to talk, and most of us understand that we have to wait our turn, and we mustn’t go on for too long when we get our turn. A person who fails to observe the rules makes everyone else feel uncomfortable, and a person in crisis will probably forget the rules ever existed.


Single sex groups relate in different ways to mixed groups. It sometimes seems that women can barely function without talking to each other, whereas a group of men will work together in near silence. In a mixed group, there may be the whole business of sexual politics underlying innocent exchanges. Older people seem to get talking more easily than teenagers, who tend to eye each other up self-consciously.





Insight


Real conversations can look very awkward on the page – try writing down a few lines from a conversation you have overheard, word for word exactly as you hear it. You’ll be able to see at once how aimless and vague real speech can appear to be.






LOOKING


Remember that visual information is at least as important as speech in how we communicate with each other and in what we can deduce about other people.



Clothes and hair


Clothes are not just to keep us warm, dry and decent, they also are quite a good indication of a person’s character, social standing, affluence and sexual availability.


Is that man in a suit an officer worker or is he someone unused to wearing formal clothing who is finding it restricting? Does that woman use clothes to conceal herself because she has low self-esteem? Is that man wearing a uniform because it gives him status? Is the girl wearing a short skirt and low-cut top because she is looking for a mate?


Hairstyles and bodily adornment can also reveal a lot. What do we learn about the young woman with severely pulled back hair and wearing a small crucifix? If the crucifix were large, would that tell us something else? Is the young man with long hair unable to afford a barber or is he rebelling against society?



Body language


If clothes and hair can be an overt way of showing character then body language can be a covert way, because it is what we reveal about ourselves unconsciously. Most of us find it very difficult to control our body language and so it is often the best indicator of someone’s true feelings.


Notice how people mirror each other’s body language when they are in harmony – both with legs crossed say – and how they do the opposite when they are in disagreement – one with arms folded, one waving their hands about.


Imagine a scene, two lovers sitting side-by-side on a park bench staring intently into each other’s eyes.









	WOMAN:


	(passionately) Do you love me more than life itself?







	MAN:


	You know I do.











Now imagine the same scene, same two lovers and same dialogue said in exactly the same way, but this time only the woman is staring intently at her lover, the man is staring blankly into space. In the first case, the man’s body language, in harmony with the woman’s, tells us that he means what he says, but in the second case his body language, so different from the woman’s, suggests he is deceiving her.





Insight


Watching people, such as politicians, celebrities or those working in the media, being interviewed on television is a good exercise. Record the interview and play it back in slow motion so that you can study the body language.






Actions and social interactions


Deliberate gestures such as shaking a fist or overturning a table also reveal a lot about a person but in a much more overt and less subtle way than body language. Some people are much more animated than others, using exaggerated gestures, while others are more contained. Is the first group being melodramatic or open? And is the second group calm or repressed?


Study the way people greet each other, touch each other, leave each other and protect their personal space. Is that slap on the back a genuine sign of affection or is it an attempt to mislead the recipient into thinking that it is genuine? Unlike body language, both actions and social interactions can be deliberately misleading.





10 THINGS TO REMEMBER




	
Write down thoughts and ideas straightaway otherwise you will forget them.





	
Take into account the audience you are writing for.





	
Be organized, whether writing on paper or the computer, so that you don’t waste time looking for earlier work.





	
Make backups of your work and keep them separate from the computer.





	
Always check your facts.





	
Write regularly even if your time is limited.





	
Keep a dictionary and thesaurus to hand. If using a computer, spell check your work.





	
Study people around you for body language and nonverbal communication.





	
Be aware of the importance of clothes when creating a character.





	Listen to how conversations work between two people and in a group of people.










2



Getting started


In this chapter you will learn:




	about the basic components of a play


	how to generate ideas


	how to choose a setting.





 


The main thing I look for in a new script is something I haven’t read before. If the writer’s voice, and their take on the world and story of the drama is authentic and consistent, and their ambition for their own writing is strong, I can be intrigued by anything.


Jessica Dromgoule, radio drama producer



Play basics


All plays have three basic components:


 




	setting


	plot


	characters.





Some writers start with the characters and then work out what to do with them, others have a story they want to tell, others start with a situation. There is no right or wrong way to begin.


Writers are often told to write about what they know, and this can be a good starting point as you will already have the background knowledge on the subject. If you have worked in an office you will have a good understanding of office politics. On the other hand, unless you are in close touch with teenagers it can be difficult for the older writer to write authoritatively on youth culture.





Insight


If you do write about something outside your personal experience, then you will need to research it and you will need to find an aspect that resonates with you personally. If you don’t have some sort of connection with your subject your play will lack passion.






Generating ideas


The initial idea for a play can come from anywhere. Watching dandelion seeds drift through your garden can set you thinking about the randomness of life, overhearing a bizarre snatch of conversation on a bus can give you the germ of a plot, reading an autobiography can give you a character. The finished play may be true to the original idea or may have completely lost sight of it – that really doesn’t matter.


You may be daunted at the thought of generating ideas, but after a while you will develop a habit of seeing dramatic potential all around you. There are some tricks of the trade that may help.


 




	
Daydreaming. Daydreaming is extremely useful – lie back, close your eyes, and let your mind wander. After a few minutes, write down whatever you were thinking about. It won’t in itself be a play, but it may be the start of something.



	
Free-thinking. Choose a topic and write down whatever springs to mind around that topic. Take a large piece of paper – a piece torn from cheap lining paper for walls is ideal. Choose a topic and write it in the middle of the paper. Draw a circle round it, then draw lines radiating out. At the end of each line, put any associated words that come to mind, each in their own circle. Look at each associated word and surround it with its own set of associations. Keep going – you’ll be surprised where it leads you.



	
Your family. Look at your own family, both past and present. Some of the best dramas are based on the minutiae of family life. Either use an actual event and write a play about it, or let it be a starting point for a fictional drama. For instance, John Mortimer used his childhood as source material for A Voyage Around My Father which has been a book, a television play and a stage play. However, take care that you are not belittling or libelling anyone. Even if you are writing about members of your own family they could still sue you.



	
Local stories and media articles. Newspapers, particularly local ones, are full of potential dramas. Choose an article at random and see if you can create a play from it. Surfing the net can also throw up endless possibilities.



	
Traditional stories. Look at traditional stories and the work of other writers. Shakespeare took many of his plots from other works and in turn his plays have provided inspiration to other writers. It isn’t plagiarism if you use a play, book or film as an inspiration and write a sequel, a prequel or a modern version. Fables, fairy tales and Greek myths can also be given a modern twist. The original inspiration for Pygmalion by George Bernard Shaw was the Greek myth of Pygmalion. We took the same idea and turned it into our own comedy, Living Doll.


	
Music. Music can give inspiration. Play a piece of music and write down what it conjures up. Or take popular songs and create a story from their lyrics.



	
Paintings. Paintings may provide a starting point. What kind of lives did the subjects lead? Some research into a picture, or the artist, could trigger thoughts for a drama.



	
Eavesdropping. Overheard snatches of conversation can be very intriguing.









Insight


Don’t try at this stage to see the whole play in your head. Just let yourself be intrigued by an idea and see where it leads you.
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