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“Pericles”
The Project
I wanted to experiment with putting on a Shakespeare play without the ‘respect for the text’ which often accompanies productions. I especially wanted to experiment with playing with the text and what was included in it (for example footnotes, modern speech and texts from other sources). I also wanted to experiment with using games as ways of representing the narrative, in order both to use an acting style which is more in the moment by trying to compete in the games and make certain relationships clear to the audience. 
I was drawn to Pericles for several reasons. Firstly I loved the meta-theatricality of it; the way that it is narrated by the author of the text it is based on and he is constantly pointing out the failings and benefits of having the piece on stage. Secondly the fact that it is such a sprawling and bizarre story meant I could see it in opportunities both to challenge myself to make it clear to an audience and also to try out many different things in different sections of the story. Lastly the fact that the versions of the text that we have left are generally seen as ‘bad copies’ and are not sure they’re written by Shakespeare made it the perfect play to encourage people to play with the text of.
While not taking the power away from the beautiful and disturbing aspects of the play I wanted to create a sense of playfulness, both in rehearsals and in the performances. Inspired by many ‘Shakespeare for Kids’ productions which I have seen I wanted to use the way they focus more on the audience’s experience than the text itself when creating the piece.
Rehearsal Process
Due to exam season we sadly were not able to rehearse as much as desired so more focus was put on workshopping different themes and sections of the play and we then stitched the play together as a whole mainly in the last week before the performances. Some examples of workshops we did were on the role of Gower as the narrator and using modern comedy in combination with the idea of the Shakesperean fool. These workshops were highly collaborative and very successful in the way they brought up from the cast ideas that I hadn’t thought of and went on to be used in the play. One example of this is the use of the ‘Don’t get me started on...’ game for the fishermen who serve as a comic interlude at the beginning of Act II. In the play they satirize society with sometimes very astute and sometimes foolish comparisons with their knowledge of the sea. We used the game to come up with rants relevant both to our society and the world of the play and to give the scene a sense of context. The workshops were also very useful in getting the cast into the tone of the play and meant that when we had to put things together very quickly everyone was on the same page and able to work together very effectively.
One of the main things we worked with throughout the workshopping process was the idea of games. We used inspiration from drama games, drinking games and popular games such as Twister and Jenga. As our main focus it was these sections of the play which I thought were the most innovative and successful. By giving the actors the game objectives it made certain tensions and relationships obvious to the audience and also meant the actors were concentrating on the game rather than being in their head when acting. It was incredibly helpful rehearsing and performing in the Reinvention Space as the playfulness of the space fed into the performance and we could use all the interesting and strange aspects of the room. Because of this we decided to stage the play with the audience scattered throughout the room and different locations in the play (of which there were many) being placed in different areas of the room.
Sadly due to time restrictions we were not able to either mess around with the text as much as I’d hoped. While we workshopped some of the techniques I wanted to use, looking at short sections of text, working with them in our own words and taking sections from footnotes/other texts and incorporating them we were not able to incorporate this into the majority of the script. However the limited work we did with these techniques was still very interesting and made me want to work with similar techniques again in the future. Some of this work did find its way into the piece in short moments, including spoken footnotes and added lines in modern English.
 When it came to the last week and to putting everything together we often started with cutting the text as a group. This way it meant no one was ever saying anything they didn’t understand and working together we could produce a more creative and appropriate cut for our version. We cut the play a lot removing several scenes and characters and shortening the whole play to an hour and a quarter. We put together all the sections and games we’d already worked on and blocked the remainder. In order to augment the playful nature of the play we used simple costumes reminiscent of dressing up for Halloween and party decorations.
The Performances and Reflection
	Due to it being the end of term and many other performances happening around the same time as ours we had quite a small audience but this worked well for the intimate/informal performance style. I was also pleased as because we had members of the cast from many courses including maths and history as well as theatre and English, their friends and family made up an audience who don’t often see theatre at Warwick.
	Due to the time constraints the performances were script in hand, with the actors only learning certain sections for which they couldn’t be holding scripts. We also found creative ways of getting around this, having other actors reading out lines for the characters in the scene to repeat – this especially worked in sections such as the brothel scene, where it allowed the two characters to keep eye contact to create a sense of tension and also gave the sense of the brothel owner manipulating the characters in the scene. However using the scripts did give much of the dialogue a stilted quality and prevented the text from being as engaging as it could have been. This, combined with the fact we had not had the time to work on the delivery of the text, meant that the performances outside of the sections we had worked on with games and other exercises weren’t up to the same standard as within these sections. 
	One of the last ideas we had when putting the piece together was having an audience member who we knew to be the apparition of Diana in the dream. We gave them minimal preparation beforehand, just the page of text and their cue. In performance this was one of the most effective parts of the piece as it came as a surprise to the rest of the audience and gave Diana a sense of otherworldliness.
	The audience enjoyed the show and I was very pleased with feedback in which the audience noted that while the plot was obviously complex they had managed to follow it. However the feedback also brought up what I’d noticed in that in the text-heavy sections which we’d spent less time on. People found these sections much harder to engage in and sometimes lost what was going on due to this. There was a real sense of fun in the room during the performances. People seemed to engage most in the parts where we used games and did silly things with the text.
	Looking back I think I should have either chosen a term when the cast would have been able to commit more time to the project or decrease the ambition of the project, choosing to focus on, for example, just games within the performance. However while it may have made it harder to put the piece together and meant there were certain sections which were neglected I’m quite glad that I had  a chance to at least try out most of my ideas as the ideas and development that came from the cast allowed me to think a lot more about what more I would have done if we’d had more time. I also think that this process has given the cast a chance to think about Shakespeare from a different perspective and possibly in the future use some of the way we messed around with the text and its performance in their own approaches to his works.
	One of the things I thought about in terms of approaching similar projects in the future is the role of the games. Due to the nature of the story there is not often a real sense of uncertainty in the games and our games were occasionally quite controlled to ensure that they didn’t go on for too long/give the wrong outcome. However I’d quite like to see how much the uncertainty in these games can be stretched, still not to change the story by its outcome, but, for example, to stretch how much freedom can be given to how long or short the game is.
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