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“Error is not just acceptable, it is
necessary for the continuation of life, provided it is not too
great. A large error is a catastrophe, a small error is essential
for enhancing existence. Without error, there is no movement. Death
follows."






-- Jacques Lecoq, 'The Moving Body'
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Introduction to the Second
Edition






By the Spring of 2011, I had stopped calling
myself a "theatre practitioner". I had left my days as director,
actor and workshop leader behind to set up a management
consultancy. However, I still had many notes, handouts and
scribbles I had created over more than ten years with Forbidden
Theatre Company, stored away in my computer.

When Amazon opened its Kindle platform, I saw
the opportunity to release my notes into the world, in the hope
that they would be of use to other teachers using physical theatre
in the Drama classroom. So I gathered my notes, looked for some
short scripts and created this handy companion.

Most theatre books have been written with
teachers and practitioners in mind. They are thorough in their
approach and they're also very long. When I put this book together
I envisaged a student looking through it and using every single
page during their devising process. I also imagined a teacher
having to teach a unit on Devising for the first time reading the
book, making notes and creating from them the lesson plans for half
a term.

The book made it on to the reading lists of a
couple of schools and an examination board. I barely marketed the
book and yet it seemed to sell: I was obviously meeting the need
for a concise book about creating physical theatre in the
classroom.

So here is the second edition of ‘Your Handy
Companion to Devising and Physical Theatre’. I've restructured it,
added some chapters (mainly on Devising from a Stimulus, Getting
Feedback and Recording Your Process) and included some notes to
help you use five plays to explore different aspects of physical
theatre. Do visit the online site
www.devisingandphysicaltheatre.com when you get the chance and let
me know how you get on.

Creating theatre together is a celebration of
all the good things we do together as humans. Enjoy!






Pilar Orti

April 2014



Introduction


More and more young people are studying
physical theatre as part of their Drama programmes. Most
qualifications (be they Drama, Theatre Studies, Performing Arts
etc.) require students to devise their own work. This is an
opportunity to encourage them to be as theatrical as possible in
their approach and steer them away from naturalism. Sometimes this
will be difficult as students' performance style is mainly
influenced by television. Furthermore, most young people will have
seen little theatre where the acting doesn't resemble what you see
on the screen, like in a traditional musical theatre show or a
straight play.

I am of course making a broad generalisation
but my experience of working with young people in the UK is that
most under-16s will have had little exposure to highly theatrical
work. Once students get older, teachers find it easier to organise
trips to see more adventurous work and the students themselves
begin to seek more challenging experiences as an audience.

So it can be difficult to encourage drama
students to use physical theatre in their own work, when they might
not have come across the art form before or when they do not
consider it to be "proper acting". However, physical theatre allows
your action to be filmic and it can take place in different
locations, as the need for realistic sets is removed. Through the
use of music and movement, the audience's experience can be made
memorable, regardless of the length or complexity of the piece.
Finally, most physical theatre requires an Ensemble, a group of
performers who all contribute equally to the piece: there is no
need for "main parts".

I've written this book to support those drama
teachers who, with little experience of physical theatre
themselves, have a genuine interest in the style and are keen to
enthuse their students to use it in their work.

At the same time, I hope this book will prove
valuable to those students who are already passionate about the
subject and are keen to bring the style into their own work. I can
safely say that in every group of drama students, there is always
one who will go beyond the call of duty, driven by a genuine
interest in all kinds of theatre and a passion to contribute to the
art form. If you are this student, this book is for you.


Why Use Physical Theatre?

Our imaginations are boundless. Our lives are
surrounded by stories of all kinds: urban myths, fairy tales,
stories which are so rooted in real life that we mistake them for
the truth. We explain the world around us through myths and
stories, even through fables whose characters are not human.

As audiences, we enjoy stretching our
imaginations. Therefore, when creating a piece of theatre, we can
allow our imaginations to run free. We do not need to limit our
situations to those based in reality: our characters can travel
across rivers, they can fly or even exist in dreams and other
surreal places. As humans we crave stories that will take us away
from our ordinary world – that is why, despite the birth of film
and television, theatre still has an audience today.

Whatever the stimulus or theme of a devised
piece there is a need to ensure that the audience is taken on a
journey. There might be elements of the story that seem difficult
to communicate to an audience because it is difficult to act out
their "reality". However, physical theatre can help to communicate
the most fantastical or abstract concepts.

When using physical theatre we can:

• Depict fantastical physical journeys. For example,
by creating the illusion of travelling through the air (without
literally being flown through the space with a rope),

• Create surreal environments (such as somebody's
mind),

• Develop characters from another world (such as
those that are half human and half animal or grotesque
villagers),

• Have flexible, easy to use sets – created by the
performers as they become walls, rivers, furniture, etc.

Through believing fully in what you're doing
and committing to the piece, you will carry the audience with
you.

'Physical theatre' is a broad term and means
different things to different people. You will find physical
theatre pieces which have very little speech and have been devised
in the rehearsal room or solo clowning pieces, or even adaptations
of Shakespeare where only sections of the original text have been
used. So your ensemble will need to find a style within a style.
Here are some suggestions.

• If the intention is to convey emotion, the
movement used can be choreographed, almost dance-like. In this way
you can create abstract sequences intended to make the audience
feel in a certain way.

• If you're using physical theatre to create a human
set, your movement (or stillness) will need to be more literal. For
example, to create a wall you'll use rigidity, or a crumbling
movement if it is smashed. If you are depicting furniture, the
performers will have to look like the real thing as much as
possible.

• If the main aim is for the audience to fully
understand the story, then physical theatre can be used to create a
range of distinct characters, while keeping their actions
realistic. Dialogue and narration can help to make the story
clear.


The Ensemble

If there is one thing that all physical
theatre practitioners will agree on is that we pride ourselves in
creating ensemble pieces, where ALL performers are vital to the
piece. Ensemble members work well together, feeding off each other
during the creation process, listening with their ears and bodies,
in tune with what they are all doing, all the time. When an
ensemble is working well together, the audience FEELS the
performers' joy in collaborating and this in turn heightens the
audience's experience.

Working well as an ensemble does not
necessarily mean that everyone gets on incredibly well all the time
and that they are all great friends. It means people respect each
other, share a common theatrical language and believe in what they
are creating together. It is very important therefore that
performers warm up together before rehearsals, carry out games and
exercises to increase awareness of each other and spend as much
time as possible trying out ideas in the space. Only in this way
will they really understand how they operate individually and as a
group.

It's worth remembering that the ensemble is
made up of individuals and as such, everyone needs to take
responsibility for their role in the creative process. Everyone
works in different ways. Understanding how this enriches the piece
will make the work even better. On a practical level, the ensemble
needs to take care of the whole piece while the individual is
responsible for developing his/her own character/s and bringing
emotional truth to them. Although you might have some great ideas
about how others' characters should be developed it is important
that each performer explores their own ideas first, as long as they
are within the constraints of the piece and story. This will
hopefully remind the more vocal students that everyone needs to
take ownership of the piece.


Using this Handy Companion

This is by no means the authoritative guide
to physical theatre or a thick volume of exercises (I have included
a list of books at the end that will fulfill that function). It is
a reminder of the ways in which physical theatre can be used to
nurture the imagination and sense of collaboration in the
classroom.

It's a guide to devising for students who
have to create, rehearse and perform a piece together as part of a
post-16 qualification, maybe for the first time. I hope it will
also be a book that teachers can use to help their students go
through the process without holding their hands.

In this second edition, I have gathered all
the chapters containing exercises and advice on the devising
process and put them together to form Part 1. CREATING PHYSICAL
THEATRE.

This part begins with a suggested structure
for the devising process for those students who need to create a
piece for their assessment. This is followed by a small number of
exercises to help with building the ensemble, creating a character
and story and using theatrical devices.

As a teacher, you can also use the exercises
on Creating a Character with your students outside of the Devising
unit. As well as giving them an insight into how to create a
character physically, you can also use them to raise their physical
and emotional self-awareness, debriefing each exercise by asking
questions like "How did that make you feel?", "What movement was
easier/more difficult to do?" etc.

In Part 2, I introduce masks, for the more
adventurous students or for those teachers who know they can push
their students a bit further. For students, this part might allow
them to create a large number of characters if their piece requires
it. For teachers, using masks can help to illustrate
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