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    From Bryony


    I pitched this play to Soho Walthamstow a good few years ago. 2021. A show about our very human reaction to the climate crisis. I think I mentioned ostriches with heads in the sand. I also mentioned kindness and forgiveness. It was over ramen. Me and Steve Lock. We were both excited I’d return to Soho. It had been a minute and we missed each other!


    I was very happy when they said yes, it’s not immediate bums-on-seats, dollar-signs-in-eyes fodder… environmental work. And it was a theatre just opening! Plus it was my biggest house to date, nearly one thousand seats a night. Risky. But it’s the reason I love Soho so much. They court risk. Champion it.


    Delays to the building meant delays to the work. It’s funny how art works sometimes. Because I’m really glad that happened. And I shall tell you why…


    Life evolves and ideas and thoughts evolve… particularly when it comes to topic-led work. I think the early days of learning about something, being injured or outraged by something are not always ideal for art-making. That initial charge often has to go. The same as when something life-changing happens to you. You need distance.


    The inception of this work was called Soil and Water. Even the title irks me now. It would’ve been a much more worthy and angry piece back in 2021. Dare I say OFF-PUTTING AND RANTY.


    I was only a little way into my environmental awakening and I was scared and confused. Writing when scared and confused is not good. Writing when you have BEEN something is best.


    The time helped. Even when my instinct was ‘How can we delay a show about the urgency of climate change?!’ it gave me a chance to figure out HOW to speak about the topic. So people might actually listen.


    What I grew to understand, after I committed to only making work about the climate crisis in 2020 (and thus began researching more on what people would and wouldn’t engage with), was that scare tactics, bleak statistics and boiling rage don’t make for galvanising, connective or fun watching.


    Between committing to write this play and it being on stage, I have also written a BBC One drama about the climate crisis. And have learnt a great deal about storytelling at a time of overwhelming crisis. You have to look to the micro not the macro for it to have emotional weight. You have to connect to character over concepts. We are social, nosy, empathetic beasts, after all.


    So time brought great consideration of HOW to speak to a mainstream audience about engaging with the climate crisis and ecological emergency. Without performing to an empty house!


    So what is the problem with storytelling and the climate crisis…? Because I believe there is one.


    In the book The Myth Gap, Alex Evans explains that we used to be able to make decisions in our lives based on age-old myths and stories that were passed down to us or rewritten anew. Ethical, procedural or simply didactic, we were able to assess where we were in the world, what our logical options and actions were, with oral and written stories. But with something as huge as the climate crisis being faced, we struggle to find our guiding narratives. It’s unprecedented. We don’t have that story.


    It doesn’t follow the hero’s journey. It doesn’t even follow a beginning, middle and end. And time is expansive and long-form, not neatly sectioned into episodes or act structure. So we find ourselves untethered. Scrabbling for a narrative, for instructions, for that structure. When the results of our actions will often be unimaginable and unseen in our lifetimes


    Reading The Myth Gap (and others like it) made me realise how much of what I had seen about the climate in theatre and onscreen had tried to tackle the issue as a whole. It was dystopian-future scenarios, end-of-days action, scientists warning vs politicians denying. Disengaging, doom-laden and heavily repetitive. No wonder people continue switching off.


    For context, when I make work the following three things have to align:


    1. A rage / sense of injustice about an issue.


    2. A personal story / experience that connects me to the issue (usually what’s induced said rage!).


    3. A lack of stories already existing about said issue.


    I am drawn to it too, if no one is talking about it. Not just because I like being first (but I’m a middle child and an Aries so of course that is good too!) but because it means it is necessary, ripe and urgent and I get the chance to be a small part of helping start the conversation. That to me is an artist’s job. The soothsayer, the truth bomb, the instigator, the agitator, the court jester.


    Now of course MANY people are attempting to talk about the climate, but what I have found time and time again is this pervasive message that everyday people are NOT ENGAGING with these climate stories. Commissioners turn their noses up, ratings tank. (There are think tanks and organisations set up simply to change this, it’s that prevalent.) Yet evidence upon evidence, global south statement upon statistical survey, confirms we must engage, and frankly, yesterday.


    So that extra time gave me the space to ask…


    What is it about the WAY in which we are telling stories that fails to inspire, encourage and help people to engage?


    And, moreover, what parts of the climate crisis make it hard to engage with? And how do we change that?


    The answers are multiple; both complex and extremely simple. And have given me huge food for thought when writing Bog Witch.


    In short, we are human. We are scared, overwhelmed, selfish, paralysed by our own guilt and hardwired to self-preserve. Our brains don’t compute; evolutionarily.


    Brutal, but we can’t care to the extent it seems we are being asked to. But wholly understandable. Humans are not designed to a) hold the woes of an entire planet and b) sustain long periods of time in fight or flight. We are animals after all.


    So the problem is very often overwhelm then shutdown (or it’s more toxic cousin, denial).


    Mostly we are sheep. Herd. Trained to feed the machine of capitalism. Indoctrinated in a particular code and way of living that is fundamentally counter to survival… and continue even when it feels weird, making us ill and unsatisfied. We are taught to foster an existence of isolation and existential poverty. Don’t think, consume. I am speaking of myself in particular in this show. I lived my life this way for many, many years. Again, forgiveness and kindness must be forefront in changing this.


    Powerful, rich, complex strategies, and literally billions of dollars have been invested in making and keeping us this way.


    Okay, so I started to think of the average viewer (of which I am one), building a presumptive picture. I fathomed that… engaging with the climate crisis for us represents extra time needed in already busy lives, lifestyle sacrifice, destabilising grief, potential mental health problems (depression, anxiety, overwhelm), criticism and ridicule from our social groups and a life LESS than what you currently have.


    Furthermore, climate engagers are the OTHER people that do that sort of thing. It’s not me. It’s the dropouts, the hippies, the young, those annoying middle-class, middle-aged white women who block traffic but don’t understand that ordinary working people have to get to their jobs, etc., etc.


    None of this assumption and stereotyping involves or includes the truly transformative benefits of engaging in planetary emergency. Again great forces are at work.


    In short until we change THAT narrative we can ignore our duty to the planet and all who live on her. It’s other people – not me – who engage with that stuff.


    And thus that became my goal. Mainstream the narrative. Make it fun, make it stand-up, make it normal to chat about in the pub, in your WhatsApp group, and the dog park. Make it strange and other NOT to be doing your bit.


    That made certain decisions like the title, the stand-up nature, the silly songs, the ‘I am the least likely eco-convert in the room’ easy. Our job was set. To make it micro, personal and wholly accessible.


    There are things that it would be too didactic to put in this play. But I wanted to mention them here. They are the things that have really helped me engage without tipping into doom and paralysis.


    To place the planet into your thinking is a very easy step – do I want to buy this, what is the REAL cost? You’ll be surprised how unappealing a pair of sunnies become when you really think about who made it – how long that plastic sticks around for when you are dead, etc. – and this thinking is very easy to adopt.


    Specialising is also one of my favourite take-homes from our research. If the entirety of the problem causes shutdown then you break it into tiny pieces. You cannot eat an elephant whole. You do something you have time, enthusiasm and love for (volunteer at an owl sanctuary, picket a company, plant trees) and trust that other people will take care of the rest. The worms, the seas, the Indigenous lands. You can’t do it ALL. The capitalist system wants you to be overwhelmed and untrusting. But if each one of the masses takes a small job… masses gets done.


    Additionally, guilt and shame shut down action. So it’s essential to make the mainstream-climate-movement tasks scalable and non-judgemental. Those with two jobs, hungry children and a disability aren’t expected to do as much as time- and cash-rich DINKYs, for example. You are grown-ups, you don’t need to wait to be told exactly how much to do. Just what you can. It’s great tonic, I promise.


    How do we effect change? We tell stories of ordinary people effecting change. To inspire. To hand-hold. To show it is possible. Same as we have always done, only this time what we are fighting for is an entire ecosystem.


    And if you are a writer, I call on you to take up the mantle of writing the new canon the world needs to survive what is coming and what for many is already here.


    The fables, the myths, the folklore and the tales that
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