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An Oak Tree

Tim Crouch is an Obie-award winning writer and theatre-maker. His plays include Toto Kerblammo! (Unicorn Theatre), Truth’s a Dog Must to Kennel (Lyceum Theatre, Edinburgh and tour) Superglue (NT Connections); Total Immediate Collective Imminent Terrestrial Salvation (NTS and Royal Court); Beginners (Unicorn Theatre); Adler and Gibb (Royal Court and tour); what happens to the hope at the end of the evening (Almeida); I, Cinna (the poet) (RSC and Unicorn Theatre); I, Malvolio (Brighton Festival and tour); The Author (Royal Court and tour); ENGLAND – a play for galleries (Traverse Theatre, Fruitmarket Gallery and tour); An Oak Tree (Traverse Theatre and tour) and My Arm (Traverse Theatre and tour). Directing credits include House Mother Normal (New Perspectives and Brighton Festival); I, Cinna (the poet); The Taming of the Shrew and King Lear (RSC); PEAT, (Ark, Dublin), Jeramee, Hartleby and Oooglemore and Beginners (Unicorn Theatre) and The Complete Deaths (Spymonkey). Tim created and co-wrote Don’t Forget the Driver, a six-part series for BBC2 which won Best Comedy at the Venice TV awards, 2019.



Seda Ilter is a senior lecturer in Theatre and Performance Studies at Birkbeck, University of London, UK. She is the author of Mediatized Dramaturgy: The Evolution of Plays in the Media Age (Methuen Drama Engage, 2021) and she works on theoretical and aesthetic implications of new technologies and mediatized culture in theatre, new writing and modes of textuality in contemporary performance and new dramaturgies.
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Chronology



	1964
	(18 March) Tim Crouch was born in Bognor Regis, UK.



	1982
	Started BA in Drama at Bristol University, UK. Formed the theatre company Public Parts at the end of his second year at university with Julia (Crouch). They made improvised and devised work and toured to arts and community venues for seven years.



	1993
	Started Advance Theatre Practice course as a student at the Central School of Speech and Drama.



	1990s
	Worked as a professional actor for several years, including in productions at the National Theatre, where he became an Education Associate, running workshops on Shakespeare, Stanislavski, Brook, Brecht, etc.; taught at Brixton prison, where he directed a production of Samuel Beckett’s Endgame with prisoners as part of an evening of Beckett in Brixton for the National Theatre. Also, in the late 1990s Crouch started a PhD at Goldsmiths, University of London, though ended up leaving the programme.



	2003
	Wrote his first play, My Arm, which opened at the Traverse Theatre during the 2003 Edinburgh Festival. It was directed by Crouch and Karl James with support by Hettie MacDonald and performed by Crouch. The play toured the world: Brits Off Broadway Festival (59E59 Theatres, 2004), under the Radar Festival (The Public Theater, 2006), Andy Warhol Museum, Pittsburgh and continued to tour in 2008 to New York (Franklin Stage Company) and Hong Kong Festival (2009–10). A BBC Radio 3 production of My Arm was produced (dir. by Toby Swift, performed by Tim Crouch and Owen Crouch) and won the Prix Italia for Best Adaptation in the Radio Drama award (2006).



	2005
	An Oak Tree premiered at the 2005 Edinburgh Festival where it received a Herald Angel award. An Oak Tree has been performed more than 370 times since.



	2007
	ENGLAND opened at the Fruitmarket Gallery during the Edinburgh Festival Fringe (dir. by Karl James and Andy Smith [a smith], performed by Hannah Ringham and Tim Crouch). It won a Fringe First, a Herald Archangel and a Total Theatre Award. The play then toured nationally; its London run took place at the Whitechapel Gallery. It also played in Madrid, Dublin, Lisbon, Hong Kong, Budapest, Oslo, Singapore, Vancouver and various US cities.



	2009
	The Author premiered at the Royal Court Jerwood Theatre Upstairs (dir. by Karl James and Andy Smith [a smith]). Following its London run, it transferred to the Traverse Theatre during the 2010 Edinburgh Festival and then toured nationally and internationally. In 2011, it was staged in Los Angeles (Kirk Douglas Theatre). The Author won the John Whiting and Total Theatre Awards in 2010.



	2010
	Following his other I, Shakespeare plays (I, Caliban; I, Peaseblossom and I, Banquo),1 I, Malvolio opened at the Brighton Festival. Crouch wrote the play and performed in it. It was co-commissioned by Brighton Festival and Singapore Arts Festival, and supported by Battersea Arts Centre. The play has toured throughout the world. In 2023 it played at Shakespeare’s Globe, London.



	2013
	what happens to the hope at the end of the evening, a play by Tim Crouch and Andy Smith with Karl James (performed by Crouch and Smith), opened at the Almeida Theatre and subsequently toured.



	2014
	Adler & Gibb, a co-commission between the Royal Court Theatre (London) and Center Theatre Group (Los Angeles), opened at the Royal Court Theatre in June. Directed by Crouch, Andy Smith and Karl James, this play was the first that Crouch wrote and did not perform in.



	2016
	The Complete Deaths was adapted and directed by Crouch and designed and performed by the physical comedy ensemble Spymonkey. It opened at the Brighton Festival.



	2018
	Beginners opened at the Unicorn Theatre, written and directed (but not performed) by Crouch. Beginners won the Writers’ Guild of Great Britain Award for Best Play for Young Audiences, 2019.



	2019
	Don’t Forget the Driver was Crouch’s first work for television (BBC Two); it is a six-part dark comedy series co-written by Crouch and Toby Jones, who also acted in the series. It won Best TV Comedy at the Venice TV Awards in 2019.



	2019
	Total Immediate Collective Imminent Terrestrial Salvation was written by Crouch and co-directed by Andy Smith and Karl James. It was co-commissioned by the National Theatre of Scotland and the Royal Court in association with Attenborough Centre for the Creative Arts (Brighton, UK) and Teatro do Bairro Alto (Lisbon, Portugal). It premiered in Edinburgh in August, then toured to Lisbon. The play combines a text with illustrations and live stage action. Designed and illustrated by Rachana Jadhav, the play was published by Oberon Books and used in the performances by actors and audience.



	2020
	Crouch wrote I, Cinna (the poet) – one of his plays which focuses on a minor Shakespearean character – in 2012 which was commissioned by the Royal Shakespeare Company and performed by Jude Owusu. In 2020, Crouch revisited the play and staged a new version at the Unicorn Theatre in February right before the Covid-19 lockdown in the UK. During the lockdown, Crouch (in collaboration with the Unicorn Theatre) performed several online live performances of the play.



	2021
	House Mother Normal was a digital installation realized and directed by Crouch. It was adapted from BS Johnson’s book and opened at Brighton Festival in May.



	2022
	Superglue, written by Crouch, was part of the 2022 National Theatre Connections scheme and was performed by youth groups and schools throughout the UK. Truth’s a Dog Must to Kennel (co-directed by Andy Smith and Karl James) was commissioned and produced by the Royal Lyceum Theatre (Edinburgh) and premiered at Lyceum Studio Theatre during Edinburgh Festival Fringe where it won a Scotsman Fringe First award. Truth’s a Dog Must to Kennel was nominated for two CATS (Critics’ Awards for Theatre in Scotland, May 2023: Best New Play and Best Production)



	2023
	Are You a Robot? written for Wonder Fool’s Positive Stories for Negative Times. Performed by young actors in Scotland and internationally. An Oak Tree plays at Avignon Festival and at the Edinburgh Fringe.



	2024
	Crouch’s BBC Radio 4 adaptation of Italo Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveller received special commendation as a finalist for Best Adaptation at the 2024 BBC Audio Awards. His play for young audiences, Toto Kerblammo!, opened at the Unicorn Theatre, London.







Introduction

Context, style and themes

Tim Crouch’s 2005 play An Oak Tree focuses on the story of two men connected by grief: a Father, Andy, whose daughter, Claire, was killed in a car accident and a stage hypnotist who was driving the car that killed her. The grieving father copes with his loss by turning a tree next to where she died into his daughter. In the three months since the accident, the Hypnotist has lost his ability to hypnotize; his shows are now a failure. The action of the play begins when the Father (Andy) volunteers for the Hypnotist’s stage act. Beyond its serious plot, Crouch’s play offers a light and humorous take on what theatre is. An Oak Tree balances the heavy and complex with the light and simple, inviting its audience to a playful meditation on how theatre works and the role of actors’ and audiences’ imaginations in theatrical transformation.

Psychological realism

Following his drama degree at Bristol University in the early 1980s, Crouch co-founded the devising theatre company Public Parts. After touring with this company for seven years, Crouch completed a post-graduate Acting course at Central School of Speech and Drama, London, and started working as a professional actor in the early 1990s for various companies and institutions across the UK, including the National Theatre. During his career as a professional actor, Crouch felt frustrated and disempowered by the convention of ‘psychological realism’, which is based on an idea of theatre that aims to generate ‘a perfect artifice predicated on a collective trickery’ (Crouch in Svich 2006). In this mode of theatre, characters are three-dimensional; narrative and action are linear and based in causality (the principle that everything has a cause), and time and space are identifiable. Psychological realism manifests itself in performance through naturalistic acting, plot and set design – all of which aim to generate a complete fictive cosmos, an identifiable and unbroken dramatic illusion. Psychological realism has been dominant in British theatre, shaping its various aspects and practices, including playwriting, directing, set design and acting: ‘It’s what we train our actors for and, almost as a consequence of this, it’s how 90% of British plays are written and made’ (Crouch in Svich 2006).

According to Crouch, this approach restricts actors’ critical and creative responsibility and input into the theatre-making process, as well as the experience of the audience. The rehearsal process associated with this approach focuses on character-led exercises investigating the roles, their intentions, psychological motivations and actions. Furthermore, this limitation behind and on the stage, Crouch believes, does not acknowledge the audience’s presence and role in making their own meaning. As a result of his dissatisfaction with these industry conventions, Crouch wrote his first play My Arm in 2003 in which Crouch tells the story through the animation of random everyday objects – keyrings, lipsticks, pens, lighters – collected from the audience in each performance.
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