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iThe Frantic Assembly Book of Devising Theatre

The Frantic Assembly Book of Devising Theatre, Third Edition demystifies the process of devising theatre, offering an intimate and invaluable insight into Frantic Assembly’s evolution and success.

The third edition is a uniquely personal account of the history and practice of this remarkable company. It has been completely revised to include new practical exercises, essays on devising, writing, and choreography, suggestions for scene development, and full-colour photos and illustrations throughout.

This is an accessible, educational, and indispensable introduction to the working processes of Frantic Assembly, whose playful, intelligent, and dynamic productions continue to be acclaimed by audiences and critics alike.

To access Frantic Digital, a free digital resource designed to take you behind the scenes of the Frantic Method, visit www.franticassembly.co.uk/frantic-digital.

Scott Graham and Steven Hoggett are co-founders of Frantic Assembly. Steven is a freelance theatre maker, and Scott is the Artistic Director of Frantic Assembly.ii
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It has been over ten years since the second edition of The Frantic Assembly Book of Devising Theatre. Plenty has happened in that time. Theatre has faced multiple struggles and many questions about how we make it and who gets to make it. Those questions rightly continue and will be touched on within these pages, but only in ways that I feel my voice can offer authenticity and insight. My focus is predominantly on the Frantic Method, its application and relevance, and how it might help you make work. My ambition is that this book partly helps you understand how I make work, but more importantly, how this practice might open your creativity. It is not an illustration of how the Frantic Method enables me to make work with a seamless, ironclad confidence. It is quite the opposite. It is about how we ALL get stuck, how we ALL get lost, and how we ALL feel like frauds. It is about how we embrace that and find a way of making better work together.

I will touch on Warm-Ups and Games and how they can shape and prepare your team. They are not just energetic and fun distractions and the importance of them, even in this form should never be underestimated.

I will break down the Frantic Method and then delve a little deeper into the central tenets that I believe underpin it. I invite you to always consider how these tenets might apply to your room and your work. The moment this book becomes a historical document is the moment the whole endeavour dies. It is all about application going forward.

That said, I will explore some of what I feel to be important discoveries using examples of specific moments in past Frantic Assembly’s stage productions. It is important to recognise that examples from these past productions tend to have a polish to them that belies the stumbles and fumbles that created them. In this context, the process of the journey is far more important than the shape of the outcome.

I will also touch on devising in its simplest form. How do you start? What is a task? How do you know which task to use? What do you do when you are stuck, and everyone is looking at you to say something brilliant? (Strangely enough, I will suggest an answer to this, and it has come from an experience that fundamentally reshaped how I presented myself in a collaborative rehearsal room!)

There will also be plenty of practical exercises broken down with the hope that they can find an application in your room. There will, however, be a few golden rules. This is deliberate.

2Mine and co-founder/original co-director Steven Hoggett’s non-theatre background meant that we had no choice but to forge our own understanding of how to create work. This might have been a blessing, as we have never felt beholden to any school of thought or theatrical tradition. It led to a freedom in picking and choosing what appeared interesting or relevant, no matter where that inspiration lay. We were open enough to take advice, ignorant enough to look for inspiration anywhere, and brave enough to ask for help. Over time we found what we liked mostly through finding out what we didn’t like. But this never led to definitions and rules. We always retained the right to change our minds as we became aware that inspiration could come from the most unexpected places and take the most unexpected forms. A rigid sense of what theatre should be will always be the enemy of devised theatre. The ‘what might be’ is essential.

Before we set off there is probably something to say about these tasks that risks stating the obvious but might equally help you look at them and embrace them in a different way. None of them were written out fully formed and then applied in a rehearsal room. They were hunches, instincts, moments of ‘what if …?’ and ‘could we just try something?’ They were subsequently written up and then took on the form of some foolproof and established recipe. This does not reflect the risks, the flops, and creative cul-de-sacs that were integral to their creation and existence. They were created by trying something and then finding out what it might be. Do not be afraid of this approach. I think it is vital and will talk more about this later. Until then …

What Is Frantic Assembly?

Frantic Assembly is a small, award-winning, theatre company that makes work on a variety of scales but predominantly on the mid-scale UK touring circuit.

Frantic Assembly’s method of devising theatre has been impacting theatrical practice and unlocking the creative potential of future theatre-makers for 30 years. Considered one of the most exciting theatre companies in the UK, Frantic Assembly is led by Artistic Director and co-founder Scott Graham and Executive Director Kerry Whelan. It tours extensively across Great Britain and has worked in more than 40 countries internationally, collaborating with some of today’s most inspiring artists.

Frantic Assembly is currently studied as a leading contemporary theatre practitioner on five British and international academic syllabuses. The success of the Frantic Method, the company’s distinct approach to devising, has influenced contemporary theatre-making and foregrounded the use of movement directors and choreographers in new dramatic works. With a history of commissioning writers such as Abi Morgan, Lemn Sissay, Anna Jordan, 3Simon Stephens, Bryony Lavery, and Mark Ravenhill, the company has been acclaimed for its collaborative approach.

Frantic Assembly has a unique place within education and training and is included in the Routledge Performance Practitioners series as ‘A Key Figure in Twentieth Century Performance Practice’. In addition to stage work, its extensive Learn and Train programmes engage teachers, students, and theatre makers, reaching over 16,000 participants each year.

Ignition is Frantic Assembly’s free nationwide talent development program for young people aged 16–24. Ignition plays a vital role in dismantling socio-economic barriers to access that have traditionally prevented fresh talent from under-represented communities from entering and revitalising the arts. It recognises the way the co-founders stumbled into theatre and found that their skills and imagination from beyond theatre were relevant and proved vital in finding their voice and career within the industry. It offers a chance to those who may never have considered the Arts to be for them.

Ignition has been hugely successful, transforming lives, opening doors, and allowing young people to reach beyond what they thought they were capable of. It has sparked creativity and helped launch careers that are redefining our artistic landscape.

Frantic Assembly creates work and operates in relation to its core values. Those values are being Brave, Authentic, Accessible, Collaborative and Empowering.

All our education work is designed to share creative processes and empower people to find their own voice and creativity. It is not about exploring a theme contained in the stage work. It is about sharing the tools and encouraging people of all backgrounds that they can make work. It is getting harder than ever for people from limited economic means to engage in the Arts, never mind consider it a vocation. Frantic Assembly aims to exist as an example of that journey but also to be active in combatting these barriers to creativity and aspiration.


A Brief History of Frantic Assembly

This book is not about the history of our company, but a little background information might explain a lot about our company ethos.

The nature of how we came to be has been a massive influence on our drive to make our work accessible. It has informed all our efforts in education and training.

The company was formed by myself, Steven Hoggett, and Vicki Middleton (nee Coles) at what was then the University of Wales, Swansea. Steven and I were designated artistic directors, and Vicki took on all things administration and producing. In reality lines became 4more blurred as it was generally a case of all hands on deck. Steven and I were both English Literature students. We met as an unused understudy and a bored prompt on a student drama society production of Educating Rita.

Swansea University does not have a drama department, but it does have a fantastic theatre (The Taliesin) that hosted the drama society three or four times a year presenting the usual talcum-headed Chekhov and vanity projects. To be fair, that is what we thought theatre was.

As students we individually took part in and watched a student production directed by Volcano Theatre Company (Savages by Christopher Hampton). This was a life-changing moment. We did not know that theatre could be like this. We had experienced this production from both sides of the fourth wall, and it had blown our preconceptions apart. It was also clear that this was what we both wanted to do with our lives.

Volcanoes were a massive inspiration to us. They were alternative and sexy, intelligent, and fierce. They were the perfect role models for us, being Politics and Psychology graduates from Swansea who had been inspired by another director to set their company up and create their own work. They recognised the inspiration and expertise they could give us and actively encouraged, advised, and nurtured us during the early days. This ‘paying forward’ might partly indicate why our education and training programmes are so important to us.

With Volcano’s encouragement we presented Savages at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival. For ‘we’ you should read ‘Swansea University Drama Society’. Before signing up for the festival, we were to be found around a thesaurus trying to agree on a company name. For some reason we felt that Swansea University Drama Society was not going to bring the punters in. We all agreed on Chaos, then found out there was a Kaos Theatre Company. Then someone proposed Frantic and Frantic it was.

The next year we directed As Is by William M. Hoffman and took it to Edinburgh, again as Frantic Theatre Company. We managed to sell out both runs and garner good national reviews. It was felt that if we could fool the public so far maybe we should give it a go full time. That is when we decided to hatch a plan and turn a hobby into a job.

We got other (proper) jobs for the year while we waited for each other to finish their studies before returning to Swansea to start the company properly. The reason for starting out in Swansea had everything to do with Volcano, the goodwill and encouragement of those at the Taliesin Theatre, the lower cost of living, and the prospect of immediately being a small fish in a small pond. We felt that in being anywhere else, even Cardiff, we would get swamped in the clamour for new companies to get noticed.

5We formed the company properly under the name Frantic Theatre Company Limited in 1994 on a government scheme called Enterprise Allowance. In real terms this meant being unemployed for at least 6 weeks, taking a £10 pay cut from your Job Seekers Allowance, and attending seminars and meetings on finance and business. Being on the scheme meant that we did not have to sign on for the year as we built the business up. Enterprise Allowance contributed £30 a week to each of our wages and the company added another £10.

We had decided that our approach to building the company would be all or nothing. We would not get part-time jobs so that we could concentrate fully on Frantic. This mostly meant tapping out letters to theatres on an old typewriter, stuffing envelopes, and waiting for the phone to ring.

Our first tour saw us take a radical reworking of Look Back in Anger to mystified audiences in art centres throughout Wales and a few dates in England.

With each new production came an intense learning curve gained from working with a talented freelance choreographer. Their input was our training. We had little more to offer than boundless energy and enthusiasm (which, of course, should never be underestimated). We were also brave and driven both in our desire to try new things and make an impact on the theatrical world. Look Back in Anger was our way in. From then on we felt that we could do what we wanted. That has meant the odd distraction and the odd blind alley, but we have always been lucky enough to make our own mistakes and honest enough to learn from them.


A Selection of Productions

The full list of productions can be seen in chronological order on the Frantic Assembly website, but below are a few significant moments that might help chart the development. This is not a list of my favourites. More of an indication of the forks in the road.

Klub, Flesh, and Zero (What Became Known as The Generation Trilogy)

Bold and brash devised work, often structured along the pattern of a DJ set. They employed direct address not as some performance quirk but as it was the only way that made sense to us. As performers we were not ready to be anything other than fictionalised versions of ourselves.


6Hymns

A collaboration with choreographer/director Liam Steel. It pushed us further, asking more of us as physical performers.


Tiny Dynamite

A collaboration with Paines Plough. Written by Abi Morgan and co-directed with Vicky Featherstone, it had a profound effect on the range of physicality we could explore as well as the complexity and delicacy of storytelling.


Stockholm

Our first collaboration with writer Bryony Lavery and designer Laura Hopkins. It was intensely dark and poetic and showed a sophistication we had probably not been capable of until this point.


Lovesong

Another collaboration with Abi Morgan. This was the first production where we explored the lives of people beyond our own life experiences. It feels odd to say it but the leap to working with characters beyond our age and social economic standing felt like a terrifying chasm. The result was a deeply human and beautiful tear-jerker.

[image: The image features an elderly man lying flat on his back in a layer of autumn leaves. His legs are extended and relaxed, while his left arm is stretched out and resting in the leaves. His right arm is bent, and his hand is raised to partially cover his face. His eyes are closed, and his head rests to one side.]
Figure 1.1 Sam Cox lies in a bed of autumn leaves Lovesong  by Abi Morgan. Image by Scott Graham.




Dirty Wonderland

The absolute luxury of being given a whole, empty hotel to play with! Our second collaboration with writer Michael Wynne was a site specific production that allowed us to create work on a totally different scale. The success of this project was a huge confidence booster.


Othello

A game changer. It was brave or reckless but the decision to take Shakespeare’s poetry into the setting of the backroom of a rough, run down pub worked well for us. It has been a huge show for Frantic Assembly.


7The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time

Not a Frantic Assembly show as we were providing movement direction for this National Theatre production, adapted by Simon Stephens and directed by Marianne Elliott. It has been phenomenally successful and has helped take the Frantic Assembly name and work around the world. It was an immensely brave production from a creative team taking risks. It was hugely educational too.


The Believers

My first show as sole director was another collaboration with Bryony Lavery. It was dark, intense, and filmic. The text was sparse but the imagery was rich. It was also the first collaboration with designer Jon Bausor, whose brilliance helped achieve the impossible.


Things I Know to Be True

A collaboration with Australian playwright Andrew Bovell and director Geordie Brookman. We entered a room with little more than a book of images by the photographer 8Gregory Crewdson but developed a deeply personal tale of the complexity of love within families and the secrets and lies that abound. Another hugely important production for Frantic, it was delicate and visual but also showcased a brilliant writer finding new ways to make work.

[image: A man and a woman stand close together, holding hands at chest level in an embrace. The man, wearing a suit, has his head tilted back and is looking upward with a calm expression. The woman, dressed in a sleeveless outfit, stands in front of him, also gazing upward. Numerous small light sources are suspended above them in the darkened space, giving the impression of falling or floating lights.]
Figure 1.2 John McArdle and Cate Hamer embrace as Bob and Fran Price Things I Know to Be True by Andrew Bovell. Image by Scott Graham





Why Write This?

By the time you are reading this it will be over 12 years since I wrote for the second edition. A lot has happened in that time!

Putting seismic world events aside, 12 years is naturally a time of development and learning. I was just embarking on being sole Artistic Director of Frantic Assembly and that involved a fair bit of looking inward, a fair bit of doubt, and a fair bit of finding what my voice sounded like when it is not backed up by a co-founder and co-artistic director.

I vividly remember the executive producer at Frantic, Lisa Maguire, turning to me and asking, ‘what do you want to do?’ regarding what projects I wanted to develop. The question was so direct. I could not look to a co-director and say, ‘Well what do we want to make?’ I had to respond to a question that I had not been asked in the 18 years of running Frantic Assembly,


9‘What Do You Want to Do?’

After my head had stopped spinning, I found myself, 30 minutes later, sitting on the top deck of the 243 bus to Waterloo Station with 4 years of work planned out. This led to a period where I found the voices of my collaborators came into greater focus. Two Artistic Directors had, inadvertently, created an inner sanctum from which collaborators felt excluded. Now these people were in my face! It was terrifying and thrilling. But mostly thrilling!

Interestingly it was not a question of whipping out a list of projects I wanted to do but more about embracing the opportunity to explore what I wanted to learn. There is more to be found in the vast unknown than in the pocket of things I do know. This was an opportunity to think about the work Frantic Assembly could make, the people who could make it, and the people who could engage with it.

In that period The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time had a massive impact upon audiences as well as me as a theatre maker. How could the experience of being in a room with that creative team not have an impact? But I also had the privilege of exploring that list I created in response to Lisa’s question.

Hopefully, this book can reflect some of that learning.

Recent years have put so much pressure on teachers of drama. They have had to navigate their way through the COVID pandemic and deal with their subject being squeezed and devalued at every turn, certainly and tellingly, within the state sector. The conversations I had with teachers during the pandemic reinforced how much we rely on each other. We value the analytical inspection of the human condition within theatre and its study. We value the invention and problem-solving at the heart of developing a performance. We value how it opens perspective, empathy, and understanding and is not afraid to ask big questions. We were now faced with a future where what we valued was under threat. We all had to adapt quickly.

There are sections in this book that reflect that response and luckily the days of running devising workshops over Zoom were not entirely wasted. They helped us all understand the complexity around touch, contact, and connection, even if, at times, it was just through highlighting what we were craving. I have included some choreography devising techniques that were developed in that period because I think they present interesting limitations that can inspire interesting results. They are not simply non-contact apologies for the real thing.

Importantly, that period was not just a time where the simplicity of contact and proximity was denied. It was a time when its inherent complexity became apparent, and we hopefully came out of it better equipped to work with all kinds of anxiety and tensions around touch and contact. We understood each other a little better. Trauma, fear, and the question 10of consent came to the fore. I will address these a little more in Is Physical Theatre Dead? p12 as it is a complicated issue and one I can offer a limited perspective upon.

There is another, more selfish reason for writing this new edition. The book has played its part in the popularity and study of Frantic Assembly in classrooms and drama studios around the world. I had the bizarre experience of attending an open day at my daughter’s school, visiting every department as she was about to choose her options for General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE). When we entered the Drama studio, I noticed a laminated information sheet detailing who Frantic Assembly were, what they did, and how they did it. Without going into the details, I did not recognise that company. Writing this might refresh the narrative around the company’s methodology and maybe even save the world from more Chair Duets.

Ok, that is not fair on teachers or Chair Duets! I created Chair Duets as a way of getting people of mixed abilities and physicality working together. It created a useful bottom line. The simple process was a quick way of getting some interesting creative results that did not alienate or traumatise anyone based on their body type or experience. We even set it as a viral challenge and it went, er, viral, delivering Chair Duets from all over the world. It was fantastic to see but it became synonymous with the company. It became the primary example of how we made work, and this message began to become confused and confusing, to the point where it is printed as fact on a Drama studio wall.

In a way there was some truth in it as it is an example of beginning with a very simple task and then added complexity, but it is much more important to remember this element of the creative task than the explicit outcome of another Chair Duet. My point is, Chair Duets is a fantastic introduction and baseline to move forward from. My provocation is, what next? I created Chair Duets and used it in a show once (Home, National Theatre Scotland) but I have continued to embrace and develop the simplicity and process behind it. It is much more useful to embrace the mechanics of a creative process rather than tie yourself to one example of its outcome.

As much as it might seem like I am bad-mouthing it, I am not really. It is just a high-profile example of a devising technique that has not really been developed beyond its instructions so can give the impression that it is prescriptive and can only result in identical choreography. But it still has its place introducing students of all experiences and ability to making work together and it still has its special place in my heart as a device that has successfully introduced thousands of young people to the creative process.

See P232 for some ways in which it, as a simple devising process, might move forward and offer new possibilities.11

[image: Two women are positioned against a plain wall background. The woman in front stands with her body leaning rightward, eyes closed, and arms hanging loosely by her sides. She is wearing a sleeveless top, shorts, and sneakers. The second woman stands behind her, supporting her head with one hand and resting the other hand on her back.]
Figure 1.3 Sally Harris and Vicky Manderson No Way Back. Image by Scott Graham




12How to Use This Book

I want this book to be as helpful as possible in opening the creative process, but I think it needs to meet your creativity. It is not simply a series of worksheets. There will be plenty of processes laid out within these pages, but I invite you to adapt them to your environment when you put them on their feet. Hopefully this book can help you when you are faced with a blank page and even blanker faces. Hopefully it will help you when you are feeling stuck and just need that push or to see something from another perspective. Those dark moments are natural and common and probably necessary.

There was a beautifully surreal moment years ago at a promotional event where Steven Hoggett and I were sitting behind this little desk signing pristine, newly purchased copies of the book for teachers, students, theatre makers, etc. It felt absurd and brilliant, but it only really made sense when one woman approached and apologised for her tattered and bent copy of the book and presented it for us to sign.

This was the moment that hit home and made everything real. It was not the signing itself that had the most profound effect. It was the fact that the book was being used. It had folded pages and notes scrawled in the margins. It had suffered from being stood on in a sweaty rehearsal room. How wonderful is that? It was never meant to gather dust on a shelf. The ambition was always for it to be a partner to your creativity and how fitting for it to wear the bruises and scars of the rehearsal room with pride!

So, I hope it finds itself on rehearsal room and drama studio floors as an active collaborator. A collaborator you may sometimes argue with but hopefully one that always helps you push forward.


Is Physical Theatre Dead?

This is an admittedly strange question to be setting at this stage. In previous editions I would be resisting making any commitment to the definition of the term Physical Theatre at this point. I will continue that struggle imminently but I want to explore this question that was presented on a Facebook forum for teachers. The answering of that question might also explain why I still struggle with the definition so much!

To give a bit of context, the question was presented as more of a statement than a genuine enquiry. This was as we were tentatively emerging from the restrictions of COVID, and the post was suggestion that it might be impossible to create and explore work in the physical way we had up until that point. I think this might be right but rather than suggesting 13the death of Physical Theatre I felt it pulled the nuance and complexity of our physical interactions and what our bodies can say into greater focus.

In being denied touch we naturally considered what it meant rather than took it for granted. This could manifest in many ways. For some, it was a craving, and for others, it was a relief, but what both display is the often-unspoken complexities that surround the act of touching and being touched.

Consider standing on a busy train as a crowd begins to press into you. Thoughts of contagion may rise. If this creates anxiety, thoughts of an alternative space and freedom might emerge. Thoughts of panic and anger might form in the head. This scenario is understandable and common, I am sure, but returning from the pandemic restrictions, similar thoughts might bubble up when faced with a handshake or embrace from a friend. Movement, touch, and proximity were now much more considered.

This is something I had been teaching and inviting for some time. A much greater understanding and questioning of the physical actions we all take for granted. I had worked with actors and dancers who each approached such gestures from different angles but who were both liable to throw the moment away by simply embarking upon the action. COVID helped us understand that there was time for a multitude of voices, doubts, desires, and fears between the reach out to touch and the moment of its completion. This led me to believe that we had never thought about the complexity of our body’s intentions and reactions in such a nuanced way.

Our bodies tell stories every moment of every day. We are brilliant at reading this even if the story tries to remain hidden. If you have ever walked into a room where a couple of people have just had an argument, you will know what I mean.

I will write more on how we can explore this in The Three Universes p74 but it made me believe physical theatre is possibly more relevant than ever because we may never have been so aware of our physical proximities and the complexity around this.

How we explore this has changed too. We can examine these complexities only by recognising that the tensions and anxieties, risks, and dangers are there. People may genuinely not want to get close and explore those stories with other bodies in a way we might have presumed in the past. People might not want to explore the nuance of touch, all the while demonstrating exactly the detailed complexity that makes it interesting in the first place. We must be sensitive to this. We have thankfully found a greater eloquence and have been empowered to express our discomfort with touch and proximity. We don’t take consent for granted and agree on the boundaries to keep each other safe and comfortable. 14The trick is also keeping the creative space one that can explore those edges and boundaries without compromising the safety and comfort of the performers and students.

I would suggest this is what keeps Physical Theatre alive rather than heralds its death. Rather than merely the physical action it is now the intention and space between us that is equally rich.

Of course, we can kill Physical Theatre ourselves by not moving it forward and this brings me back to the need to embrace the creative processes and allow them to find new results. A creative process should not be seen as a recipe. Allow that process to surprise you with what it creates. This is, of course, easier said than done. I have always feared someone coming to one of my productions and just ticking off all the elements they expected to find but that does not mean that I have not fallen foul of it. We develop our own patterns and can become predictable. The key is to recognise this and allow creative tasks to present the unexpected rather than see them as a recipe that delivers the same outcome each time.


And What Is Physical Theatre?

Oh, here we go again! I think it is important to try to answer that question and in doing so I looked back at the second edition. I think a lot of this still feels applicable.

‘We get asked this a lot. We always try to answer to the best of our abilities but therein lies the problem. Each time we answer we feel that the person asking the question actually knows more about the subject than we do.

This is not a question that occupies much of our time, despite the number of times we get asked it. “Physical theatre” is actually quite a frustrating phrase as it barely manages to describe what we do never mind the wide range of styles and influences that are clustered under its banner.

When we have tried to avoid the question it is only partly through boredom and mostly through ignorance. We will do our best now to explain what it means to us but that won’t be easy. We do not come from a formal theatre background and have not been instructed in the history of performance. We are not particularly familiar with terms and definitions that are often contained within the questions addressed to us. Once, in front of a class of theatre undergraduates, when asked to talk about how Artaud had influenced us, we started to rattle off venue names, how each audience was different and the joys of sleeping in a Transit van. We thought they wanted to know about our tour. This was not just a case of mishearing. The students were horrified to find that we had never heard of Artaud. 15In fact there was honesty and relevance in our accidental answer. The Transit van we used to tour actually did have much more influence over our work than any practitioner in a textbook.

It appears “physical theatre” is used as an umbrella term for aspects of performance including dance theatre, mime, clowning and traditional pictorial or visual theatre. (We are already way out of our comfort zone!) Within this is an enormous range of “physicality” from the limb-threateningly expressive to the delicate and demonstrative. It can be said that our brand of theatre sits somewhere within this realm and could rightly be termed physical theatre.

When we started our company we were proud and excited to be labelled under the physical theatre banner. We were fit and fearless and just wanted to bang the drum for the physical theatre cause.

As we developed and the questions about physical theatre mounted up we started to realise that it was not particularly applicable to our creative process. The question “What is physical theatre?” only crossed our mind replying to e-mails from students. We were not interested in definitions as, to us, they felt like limitations. Our unorthodox route into theatre had actually presented us with a world of possible styles and approaches. We realised quickly that this was our strength. We were not developed through a house style as can happen at some establishments. We were not dedicated to exploring theatre through Brechtian terms. The world was our oyster.

It is true to say that we set out to be Volcano Theatre Company clones, such was their immediate influence on us, but that soon faded. We were not as politicised or as angry as Volcano. We had a lighter touch. Watching a Volcano show that we did not enjoy was possibly one of the most liberating experiences as it helped us find what we did like. This is a pattern that continued for many years, acting instinctively and finding out what we did like by noticing what we didn’t. This experience did not dull our appreciation of Volcano. It just told us that we were not Volcano.

We became influenced by the dance films of DV8. Through attending workshops we encountered influential practitioners from dance companies such as V-TOL and the Featherstonehaughs. Even at this early stage we did not see distinctions between movement and theatre. It was all there to be harnessed. This was not, however, through a desire to be genre breaking. It was because we were not aware of definitions.

As we have developed we have become more aware of the dangers of existing under a banner. People expect you to deliver work along those lines. Being aware meant that we have openly reserved the right to make the kind of theatre we like. That was our reason 16for starting off and that must not change. When we made Tiny Dynamite we were desperate to remain true to its need for a gentle and tender physicality. It was still a physical show in our minds. It just had none of the bombast and spectacle of what one might expect from “physical theatre”.

It is this expectation that frightens us. We do not want to simply deliver the expected’.

That reference to Tiny Dynamite is interesting. Since then, I made a couple of productions and deliberately chose stillness as the starting point (The Believers, 2014 and Things I Know to Be True, 2016). The latter was about a family that loved deeply but potentially tore itself apart through the expectations they held for each other. It was about secrets and tragically unreconciled moments. Early moments in the rehearsal room had actors desperately wanting to demonstrate the love the characters had for each other and their pain in the arguments keeping them apart. They wanted to embrace, hold hands, and touch all the time. I decided to impose a rule that the actors were to stand further apart than they would have felt natural and only move towards each other when they absolutely ached to do so. They found the rule so frustrating but all I was trying to do was find a world where our feelings are not openly demonstrated but where, frustratingly, such feelings become impossible to hide from intimate family members. You did not need to show your rage. The others would see it. The withheld embrace would have greater significance within this family than the actioned embrace. Within this family, there is nowhere to hide.

Some people have described Things I Know to Be True as our least physical show. I would argue it is our most physical show as every moment of physicality, be that an action or stillness, was considered and precisely rendered. It was about restraint and the space that exists between us. The actors grew to embrace the process as it became clear the results were often electric (and strangely, physically demanding).


What Does This Say about Physical Theatre?

It probably says definitions are hard and unsatisfying. Physical Theatre is such a broad church that I am not sure how useful the term is.

Again, this from the second edition …


Having spent years wrestling with the term ‘physical theatre’, we have found ourselves less and less sure of its definition and even its relevance. It is a phrase we never utter in the rehearsal room. It exists outside and as such it proves that other people are much better placed to comment on definitions. It can be argued that all 17theatre is physical, and that all theatre is, to some extent, devised. That argument is not one we care about enough to dedicate space to here. It is a waste of precious time. Let’s just get on with it! We also encourage practitioners to get into the rehearsal room, make the work and let others be the ones to speculate on the definition of what it is they just experienced.



Kind of what they said, really. But maybe that is missing the point, and I should not try to capture an academic consensus but further muddy the waters with my own current take on it.

I consider our inherent physicality to be full of information about us. Some of it we are aware of and either project or hide. Some of it is sub or unconscious. Either way, audiences can read it brilliantly and it is a language we can speak to them in. Like any language it can twist, distort, and become poetic for a desired effect. Movement can present information about us in the minds of the observer. When it does so it becomes words in that mind. I think Physical Theatre kicks itself free of the imposition of naturalism and embraces this poetic physicality. This does not mean that it is simply beautiful. It means it can be impressionistic, heightened, provocative and challenging. I think it also can draw on our understanding of naturalism and be precisely considered choreography, as it was in Things I Know to Be True. If it is about the body expressing meaning, then that is still about words. It is not the opposite of text. Words are suggested by the movement and are created in the mind of the observer.


A Glossary of Terms

I am big on identifying and challenging the presumptions we make. Doing so can keep our work and process inclusive and fresh. In that spirit, here is a simple glossary of terms that might pop up in this book. Over many years I have enjoyed making work with people who are not particularly well versed in ‘theatrespeak’. The moments when they have held their hands up and said, ‘what the hell are you talking about?’ have always proved illuminating and invigorating. For the sake of clarity, here are a few pre-emptive strikes.

A String of Material

Through the devising processes, participants are usually set tasks to come up with several moves to be retained and performed in a specific order. This is often referred to as a string of material.


18Contact Work

The exploration and creation of choreography that requires contact between two or more performers. It usually includes quite extreme transferences of weight and lifts. It can be an area of work people can be quite anxious about so should be approached carefully and with consideration. That said, it is vital not to demonise it or cloak it in fear.


Beats per Minute

The, er, beats per minute contained within a music track. These beats can have a profound effect on the listener, whether that is the performer exploring and creating in the rehearsal room or the audience in the theatre. For the former, it can be a way of subliminally ramping up intensity in that rehearsal room, and for the latter, it can be a way of manipulation tension and anxiety for the audience.


Gestural

This probably has different meanings for different choreographers, but for simplicity, we might consider it to be movement based on the hands and actions that do not necessarily appear to be inherently choreographic to begin with.


Unison

Identical movement. An absolute minefield! We often create work in unison but rarely perform it as such, as it tends to train your audience to pick faults! There are also more interesting options available!


Canon

More complex group work. Or what happens when unison goes wrong.


Core Strength

Performers are often stronger than they think and are certainly so if they can engage with their core. By that, I mean having an awareness of your body, its mechanics and being able to focus on those areas when called upon.


19Tasks

A simple instruction that starts the exploration of creating choreography. It is usually very simple and contained. The best tasks are expressed with clarity and economy.


Building Blocks

At the heart of how we implement, explore, and disseminate the creative devising processes. Simply committing to one step at a time. It can be an instruction that moves the process forward. Similarly, it can also be a positive step backwards. Like any building block it is simple and robust and implies a foundation to build upon.


Transitions

Sometimes a more creative physical language can be applied to transition from one scene to the next, but we also apply that concept to choreography. Often, when performing newly created choreography, you can see where sections and moves have been joined and learned. You must fight muscle memory and work on these transitions to create a smooth, flowing piece of movement.


Calippo

An iced lolly. Also, the perfect inspiration for a group lift that appears and feels fairly effortless.







2021Chapter TwoWarm-Ups and Preparation
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Warm-ups are vital and beneficial for lots of reasons that I will go into, but I must also acknowledge that they can also be feared and loathed. Maybe it is the traumatic experience of being asked to primal scream or embody leather in some wild avant-garde session. Maybe it is a mere reluctance to move and potentially perspire. More often than not it is about fear. That might be a fear of embarrassment or humiliation. It might be a reluctance to merely have their physical limitations highlighted in comparison to others in the room.

Warm-ups should be considered and designed around who your group are, but more importantly where you want to take them. It is an opportunity to build skills, confidence, and teams. Think about it as something that will offer progression. Maybe it will intensify as people get fitter and stronger. For it to do that, it mustn’t destroy them on Day 1. That is not to say you have to begin a project or a term with your warm-ups planned. Just have a thought about what people need at the beginning, middle, and end of a project. Of course, think about the project that you are trying to make but also consider the team you are building to achieve it.

Why Warm Up?

Think of it as switching on. When we enter a rehearsal room or classroom, we do so as individuals, but we require each other to be part of the same team. To do that, we can train our bodies for the demands of the day, for the rehearsal, for the run of the show, but we can also check in, connect, and leave the outside world behind.

I consider the Warm-Up to be a vital part of the day that can have a profound effect upon the development of the work you are looking to make and the people who are making it. Before I risk overcomplicating things with detailed benefits and approaches to various warm-ups, it is worth talking about the other considerations behind why we warm up.

Focus

I am asking the participants to focus on the warm-up only. This should feel separate from the pressures, themes, and hierarchies of the production as well as the stresses and distractions outside the room. I think it should be fun. Not just for fitness fanatics but for 22anyone with a sense of play. The warm-up can disarm and relax participants, whether it is a detailed stretch or a seemingly silly game. Either way it is vital preparation.

On a simple human level, it is the first opportunity to engage with the people you are going to be spending the rest of the day/session working with. During the running of a show, anyone might be required to be responsible for the safety of another within choreography and it becomes vital that they connect beforehand. That presence and connection become a matter of respect.

The warm-up is also your opportunity to establish the values and ethos of the room. That could be a work-hard/play-hard mentality. In every exercise or game we play, we are looking to improve and are actively analysing where we can. The warm-up could also be where you insist on the generosity and respect that keep a team together.


Team

I am not simply making a show. I am building a team that needs to work together over a demanding tour. Theatre can be incredibly hierarchical, and some elements can be afforded greater status than others. There is a natural division of labour, but in my rehearsal room I am at pains to point out that this is based on different skills rather than status.

To combat what might become a division between performers, stage crew, and office team, I invite all to be part of the warm-up each morning. It is purely optional, of course, but when that invitation is embraced, it allows the different components of any theatre production to come together on an equal footing. In this example, it gives the actors a face to the name of the person that might be sorting their wages or accommodation. It lets everyone know that the team behind any production is much bigger than might be presumed and everyone is working to the same ends.

Of course, this is an example of a professional theatre company. How would this be applied in school, for example? I am sure it is endlessly complicated and problematic, but imagine the effect if you did have a regular warm-up at the beginning of a session, and you asked any teacher who was free to join in as a guest! Of course, what they must lose is face. They may fear looking ridiculous. I would also say that is what they must gain. Think about how a moment like this might invigorate your group and give them the opportunity to show what they have learned and how their own abilities have grown.

This example may be wishful thinking, but it does demonstrate to me what the warm-up can represent as a social event. Within it we can laugh, fall, get up, sweat, look silly, look brilliant, cheer, support, celebrate, and progress.


23Skills

Without the pressure of actually making the show, you can eimbed the skills that will make it all possible. We often take a Mr Miyagi approach (see The Crooked Path, p76 and Google ‘The Karate Kid’, please) to this by using games, warm-ups, and initial movement tasks that build awareness and skills that will be applied differently later. You will see this approach in the Rolling exercises below (p45), where the task appears rooted to moving a body along the floor but is designed to give you the understanding and muscle memory to apply when moving with a partner, very much stood up.
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