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Synopsis

The aim of this report is to share the experiences we had devising a piece of theatre which was
selected as one of twelve items for the National Student Drama Festival in Scarborough in March
2009.

Acknowledgements

Return to the Silence could not have happened without the support and dedication of so many
people. In particular we would like to thank the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund for the financial backing
to make our dream a reality.

Background and Objectives

The University of Warwick is renowned both for its academic excellence and for its highly
rated student experiences, based on the incredibly wide variety of organisations and societies
enabling students to fulfil both their intellectual and creative potential, within the university and in a
wider cultural context.

In recent years, a number of groups from the Warwick Drama Societies have taken shows to
the National Student Drama Festival (NSDF). By partaking in this internationally acclaimed drama
festival Warwick students are provided with an unparalleled opportunity to develop organisational,
creative, production, and performing skills – not to mention enjoying the experience of a lifetime.

Return to the Silence is a student-written piece which was devised by a group of actors at the
end of the 2008 summer vacation and during the weeks of the first term of the 2008/09 academic
year. It was the first purely devised piece in three years to be accepted into the Warwick Arts Centre
Studio and the first ever Warwick devised piece to be nominated by the selectors of NSDF who each
year see over 120 shows, selecting only twelve for the festival.

Due to the minimalist staging in the show, only four-hundred people were able to see Return
to the Silence. At NSDF we were able to perform to a further six-hundred young theatre-goers and
professionals of the arts world who were eager to see what sort of theatre Warwick University and
its students produce.

The whole project involved twenty-eight Warwick students, including cast and crew. The
objectives of the project were to enable students who previously had not had the opportunity to
perform or work at NSDF to partake in producing a show worthy of presentation at the festival,
whilst greatly increasing their creative and practical skills. We wanted to widen the number of
people who could benefit from the continued exploration of the show and also receive feedback
from professionals in the arts world and other students outside of the Warwick environment.

Not only is NSDF a fantastic opportunity for performers and a production team, but Noises
Off, the official NSDF festival reviewer, is open to anyone wanting to write articles of a theatrical
nature. Several members of the cast have written for the Arts section of the Warwick student
publication, The Boar, and we hoped that NSDF would an opportunity to flex their writing muscles.

On a more personal level the objectives we hoped to achieve were to produce theatre
outside of Warwick and Edinburgh, gain experience from a vast number of professionals through
workshops and discuss and work with students from other Universities and schools

Unlike some of the larger festivals, NSDF is the springboard to many other opportunities in
the world of theatre. Four members of the team were invited to join the NSDF Ensemble (consisting
of only 14 students from 120 productions) which ran a series of workshops in Oxford before taking a
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devised piece to the Latitude Festival in mid-July 2009. This was an incredible opportunity to work
with students from other Universities, to share and develop ideas. NSDF was not only a place of
work, but enabled the whole team to have a great time with other likeminded people.

The grant we received from the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund was of key importance in
enabling the project to develop, maximising the positive aspects of this wonderful experience by
eradicating financial implications for the students involved.

Inspiration for the Play

The inspiration for the play started back in July 2008 with a popular science book, The Man
Who Mistook his Wife for a Hat by Neurologist, Oliver Sacks. We wanted to raise the bar of Warwick
students and their capabilities within a production process which aimed to:

 Create a precise and well-researched physical theatre response to the text

 Explore the actor-audience relationship

 Discover the possibilities of audience staging

 Engage with multi-media in a progressive and dynamic way

 To include as many Warwick people as possible (Codpiece, Warwick TV, Tech Crew, MTW,
Warwick Engineers, Psychology department, Artsoc and Classical and Modern Dance Society)

 To archive not just the production but the entire process from the very first camping trip

We felt that we achieved these objectives in Warwick Arts Centre and taking part in NSDF
would provide us with the opportunity to maintain this high standard with a view to pushing the
boundaries of what we could achieve further.

After advancing the idea for the production through a tough Warwick Drama Collective
submissions process, we set out on our journey. From the very first casting auditions, a great
importance was placed upon the actors themselves, their experiences and their ambitions. Over the
summer holidays every two weeks, the cast learnt a new skill, read a new book, and engaged in a
different activity, all focussed upon the subject of devising theatre about neurology.

During the devising period, despite the fact that no one from the cast was studying a Science
at Warwick, they all engaged with complicated terminology, formulas and theorems. The ensemble
ran workshops in swimming pools, car parks, lifts and various other innovative locations, on many
topics from the human anatomy to the categorisation of abstract movement, all with the aim of
creating an intelligent, accessible and elegant story.

Synopsis of the Play

“I realised I was no longer the choreographer of my life. Either the doctors would save my body and
give me a second chance at life, or perhaps this was my moment of transition.”

The story takes place on a Sunday morning in the life of a young Neuro-scientist, Jill Bolte.
She spent her life working with patients, researching cognitive neurological phenomena and
documenting her findings in journals.

However, one morning she woke up with a neurological phenomenon of her own, she was
having a stroke. What made her situation so unusual was that as a neurologist, she understood
scientifically what was happening to her. On the morning of her stroke, it takes her four hours to
finally be found by paramedics. In that time, she witnesses the reappearance of the characters and
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case studies from her life. These people possess strange and wonderful phenomena from Capgras
syndrome (the inability to recognise family members or a loved one) to Pica Syndrome (the desire to
eat inedible substances such as paint, chalk and wood). It took Jill eight years to recover from her
stroke and her story is now becoming a cult popular science lecture.

However, what made the true stories behind the characters in Return to the Silence all the
more impacting was the way in which we staged the show. Using a mixture of movable audience
seating, multimedia projections, live camera feed and original live piano music, we drew the
audience into the mind of Jill Bolte. We took the audience through what it would be like to have
certain neurological phenomena as well as telling the humours and tragic stories of the families that
surround these people.

Methodology

The play was extremely well-received and worked magically in its setting at the Warwick Arts
Centre Studio. For NSDF we aimed to change a great deal of aspects in order to perfect our show
and for it to reach its optimum potential. Our aims initially were to tighten the narrative structure
and aesthetic of the show as well as the script which we already had in place.

The director and a couple of members of cast attended a symposium at the Tate Modern
based on the theme of Science and Art. These talks focussed around the increasing importance of
Popular Science, the environment and our increasing obsession with bodily fitness. The members of
the team fed the information back to the rest of the cast, helping to reflect on the vital issues raised
in Return to the Silence and to act as a guide in the group’s ever-evolving reaction and creativity. The
cast were encouraged to keep up-to-date with scientific breakthroughs and new research in order to
maintain their knowledge of the subject matter. They jotted down new ideas and doodled in their
log books, keeping neuroscience at the forefront of their minds.

The music, composed and played by Adam Alston, is an integral part of Return to the Silence,
and so for NSDF we practiced scenes repeatedly so Adam could fit the music exactly with what was
happening on stage.

At the beginning of the process the staging designers tried and tested different ways of
placing the audience on moving trucks. Eventually we discovered that we could safely build trucks
with four people sitting on chairs and five people standing up behind. Once we had this
breakthrough we started working with a team of Assistant Stage Managers (ASMs) on safely pushing
these trucks around the space. The use of audience trucks worked well in Warwick, but we wanted
to perfect the movements of the trucks and ensure that each movement had a purpose within the
piece, fitting in with the aesthetic ad making the audience feel comfortable.

Due to the need for a high level of physical strength and fitness in the show, rehearsals for
Return to the Silence commenced once more at the end of the second week of the second academic
term. These were to ensure the maximum stamina of the cast and crew was reached in good time
for the festival. This was extended to the stage management team who needed to build strength in
order to push the audience trucks during the show.

An advantage of having previously performed the project is that we had already designed
the lighting and set, however we hoped to evaluate our decisions and improve on our initial work. At
the back of each audience truck we hung a sheet of wood. We filled eight of these panels with the
research we had done during the rehearsal process. We made the research an important part of the
show, encouraging the audience to read our notes, look at our drawings and see extracts from the
books on which we had based parts of the stories. Clem Garritty gathered a team of artists to
enhance the research and make it look visually stunning. Members of cast filmed sections of this
research during the show, and we projected these images onto large screens at both ends of the
performance space. The idea was to make the audience concentrate on the facts and the examples
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taken from real life events in order to make our theatre more believable, more profound, and to
make the audience realise how important science is in our lives.

We hoped to make stronger decisions about the costumes and props in the piece, and once
more explored each character, delving further into our research and hoping to create a more refined
and beautifully finished production.

Limitations

Return to the Silence is a complex piece to put together, and as much as we had planned for
difficulties it was hard to predict where problems would arise.

Unfortunately two members of the cast were not able to participate in Return to the Silence
at NSDF and at the last minute we had to replace them. Luckily it was easy to find two replacements
suitable for the roles amongst the talent at Warwick. Due to the strong ensemble feel of the piece
the director and the cast had to work extra hard to help the two new members fit in, however the
fresh perspective brought the ensemble closer and helped them to work together better.

Five members of our team visited Scarborough four weeks before the festival. We had one
hour to look around our venue and work out how the piece would be transferred. This was also the
only opportunity we were given to meet our venue manager and his deputy before arriving at the
festival in March. Warwick Arts Centre Studio is much larger than the venue we were allocated at
NSDF meaning we had to make a few changes. We realised that the ladders we used in Warwick
were not tall enough and the balcony in Scarborough meant we had to restage some of the balcony
scenes. There were also slight complications with the layout of the changing rooms and backstage
areas, so we had to re-think cast and ASM positions. Our original audience truck positions would
have blocked fire exits and we had to change the wheelchair positions, so a redesign of the truck
positions proved necessary.

When we arrived at the festival we had two days to construct everything in our venue and
get prepared for our eight performances. Unfortunately some of the technical equipment we had
ordered did not arrive and some wheels for the audience trucks were broken. We lost a lot of time
trying to solve these issues and locate alternative equipment. This had a huge impact on our
schedule, delaying everything by at least four hours, and the cast were not able to rehearse in the
space until the morning of our first performance. We were not able to run a full dress rehearsal and
the lighting was not completely focussed or finished. Fortunately the whole of our company acted in
the most professional manner and the first performance ran without any hitches, but the stress
levels were extremely high and if we had had enough time the standard would have been
considerably better. By the time the judges came round we were completely prepared but we would
have liked the first audience groups to have seen the polished version of Return to the Silence.

The changes we had made to the audience trucks required a higher number of people to
push them. Our team from Warwick was not large enough, so we had to teach members of the NSDF
technical crew the complicated set of manoeuvres. The limitations with using NSDF crew were that
the crew changed for each performance. This put a large amount of pressure not only on them but
on our stage management team. Each move had to be perfectly executed otherwise both the cast
and audience’s safety could have been at risk.

One major limitation we had was the fainting of audience members. Some of the subject
matter in Return to the Silence is sensitive and combined with having to stand for the duration of the
show a small amount of the audience found it overwhelming. We had to help four people leave the
studio in the first three performances. As we could not ascertain which particular point in the show
was making people faint we had to come up with ways of making the situation more comfortable.
We provided water to people while they were waiting to enter the venue, we made sure all the
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heaters were turned off and we had special benches made for the trucks, meaning that the standing
audience members could perch and take the weight off their feet.

Analysis

Taking Return to the Silence to NSDF was overall a huge success. We were awarded four
awards: Creative Landscape, Best Lighting, Best Sound and The Cameron Mackintosh Award for
Music. The Sunday Times quoted us as ‘amongst the young names to watch’ and in one Yorkshire
newspaper a journalist claimed Return to the Silence to be ‘the most extraordinary piece of theatre I
have ever seen’.

One of the most positive aspects of the NSDF project was the teamwork and the way in
which everyone came together to reproduce the piece ready for the festival. Sometimes there were
breakdowns in communication, both within our team and with members of our venue. These caused
problems and delays to our schedules and were often unnecessary, however we learnt to deal with
the issues raised and resolved them. We all learnt that it is very important to be able to stay calm in
moments of pressure.

As a student at the University of Warwick it is easy to take for granted the fantastic
surroundings. Being able to produce a show in the Warwick Arts Centre is a privilege and students
are spoilt by the patient and knowledgeable staff who work there. When producing a show at
Warwick it is easy to overlook some of the most important safety checks. At NSDF we all learnt
about the importance of health and safety and of always being aware of fire exits and escape routes
in a venue.

Many of the cast attended workshops led by professionals at the festival. These workshops
covered a huge range of material including acting, singing, movement, stage management, budget
management and design, allowing every member of our team to benefit from the advice of experts.

The majority of our team wrote something for Noises Off during the festival, commenting on
other shows and writing about experiences at the festival. This allowed us all to become a real part
of NSDF.

Following on from the success of Return to the Silence at NSDF, we were invited to perform
in SHUNT Lounge in London in July 2009. We were able to use everything we had learnt at NSDF to
improve the production once again. Performing in a professional venue where we were no longer
regarded as students was an honour, and something which we could not have achieved had we not
been able to go to NSDF.

Personal Reflection

NSDF was undoubtedly one of the most rewardingly difficult experiences of our lives. The
week was exhausting both physically and mentally and the stress levels were incredibly high. The
first few days we were in the venue from 8am until 11pm and had sleepless nights worrying about
what still needed to be done to open the show in time. The rest of the week we were all working
hard to perfect each and every second of the play, ready for the NSDF judges to see.

Many of the team have been involved in productions which have been taken to Edinburgh,
but this festival was a first for most of us. It was a learning curve going to a brand new venue, not
knowing what to expect, and performing to people who had never heard of any of us before. We
had to work hard to raise the money and get the support we needed for the project. It was also a
challenge to find accommodation for the whole group in a suitable location and organise for
everyone to be in the right places in the right times for the duration of the festival.
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Not only are we now much more confident in our individual fields but each member of the
team has been spurred on to work in the theatre industry. Hannah is now working as the Assistant to
the Producer for a theatre company called Complicite, Sarah is working at Battersea Arts Centre,
Rhys is working on a national tour as the lighting technician and designer, others have gone on to
study post-graduate courses in directing or performing and the rest are busy giving all their spare
time to the Warwick Drama Societies.

Return to the Silence beyond NSDF

In collaboration with the NSDF selectors we plan to pioneer a workshop programme run by
NSDF alumni companies. Our cast will do this using the techniques and games developed in our
devising process. Currently we are able to offer workshops on “neurology and physical theatre”. We
feel workshops such as these would give people a very different insight into the use of science in
drama and art, and increase people’s, especially school students’, knowledge and interest in the
subject. Other companies with devised shows based on different themes will hopefully be keen to
do the same and join a forum of companies which schools can contact according to their learning
objectives.

By way of mirroring what Edinburgh projects have begun to do, with the knowledge that we
gain at the festival, we aim to provide an advice evening in the next academic year introducing
students to the NSDF and how it can be approached.

We have also contacted the WELLcome Trust to apply for funding to be able to produce
Return to the Silence again. We hope to take the show with their recommendation to the Edinburgh
International Science Festival and the Edinburgh Fringe Festival in 2010.

Finally, we intend to sell recordings of the live piano soundtrack to the show. We will donate
the money made to charities dealing with the care and support of people suffering from
degenerative neurological diseases, particularly the Child Brain Injury Trust, (CBIT)

Summary

To conclude, the members of the Return to the Silence project believe it was a success and was
worthy of a grant from the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund. We achieved our objectives of creating a
well-researched piece of theatre which pushed the boundaries of previous Warwick productions. We
used multi-media to enhance the visual quality of the show and discovered innovative new ways of
audience staging. We formed a large team of students from a wide range of departments and
societies at the University of Warwick and created something which uniquely combined science with
art. Return to the Silence is still developing and hopefully will be seen by hundreds of people in the
next few years.
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Additional Information

Estimated Project Costs

Item Cost Comments

Accommodation £1,520.00

Based on an average of £20
per person per night (4

nights)

Travel £851.20

Price of 19 Saver Return
tickets to Scarborough from

Leamington Spa

Set £400.00

Hire of 8 pieces of Lite Deck
plus 32 wheels and 24 safety

barriers,

Props and costume £128.50

15 Glowing thumbs @ £2.50
each plus extra costume

costs @ £7 per cast member

NSDF registration costs £90.00 Entrance fee for the festival

Costs for people to partake
in Festival £1,710.00

Price includes a £90 fee for
the 19 members of the team

to take part in the festival

Contingency £300.00

Any extra unforeseen costs
including photocopying,

broken technical equipment

Overall Costs £4,996.70

Actual Project Costs

Item Cost Comments
NSDF Entries £2,465.00 29 students @ £85 each

Accommodation in Scarborough £1,896.00 5 properties in Scarborough for 29 students

Travel to/from/around
Scarborough

£375.64
Petrol for 7 cars, contribution towards a flight
for one student from his study placement in
Amsterdam

Van Hire £270.00 Transport all set and props

Set £140.00
Ladders, Bumpers, Chip board for backs of
trucks, ratchet straps and eyelets

Piano moving/tuning £325.00 Moving in and out of venue, tuning three times

Costume £37.33

Props £123.45 Paint, glowing thumbs, tarpaulin, chalk, flour,
pens, apples, and the hire of stools

Technical equipment £167.00 Lighting gels, electrical tape, cable ties, hazer
fluid, hire of strobe light
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Other costs/extra Tech equipment £105.48 Paint, fixtures, lighting gels (6 sheets @ £3.95 +
£7.50 delivery), BNC connectors

Costs for the Technical day £50.00 Transport to and from Scarborough (for 5
people)

Photocopying £100.00 Research material and programmes

Printer credits £20.00 Research material

Overall Costs £6,074.90


