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How did you get started as a playwright, and what has your journey been like up to this point?

I started generally when I was about nine or ten, when I started writing stories and things that were mostly just rip-offs of films that I liked. I kept doing that and when I was about twelve or thirteen I thought that perhaps I wanted to be a novelist – I wanted to be Stephen King, basically – so I wrote lots of very violent stories about monsters and things like that. 

There were two things that got me into theatre. The first was that I always wanted to make films, but that was never available to me at secondary school – the equipment etc. – so I realised I could write a play and do that quickly and easily with my friends. The second thing was that while I was still trying to write stories and novels and things I realised that really all I was interested in was writing dialogue, and the rest of it just seemed like a bit of a chore to me. So I started writing plays, and that was much easier because I could put them on: you could write a play on a Saturday and start rehearsing on a Wednesday if you were quick enough. 

So, I wrote my first play when I was sixteen, and I wrote quite a few around that period. By that point my hero was John Hughes, so they were mostly Breakfast Club rip-offs and things like that. And so I probably wrote a play every couple of months while I was in my teens, and at that point I didn’t think too much about the nature of what the stage was and why it was exciting – it was just something that I could do actively and quickly and fairly easily. But, as I kept doing it, I got less and less interested in making film and – to use the clichéd term – I kind of fell in love with theatre and the nature of what it could be, and so I think by the time I started sixth form I felt that writing plays was what I wanted to do now, and so I started thinking and reading more widely and experimenting.

When I came to university in Manchester I wrote several plays – none of which I think would really stand up today – but when I look back at those plays I think I had a bit of a head start. Because a lot of people seem to start writing plays properly at university and, because I’d been writing plays at secondary school, by the time I was at university I was already experimenting a bit more because I’d got bored of writing the same thing. So I wrote plays that did very odd things or had lots of audience involvement or had an inventive structure, so by that point I was really experimenting a lot more with my writing. So this meant that by the time I finished university it was quite easy for me to make that shift over to the Fringe, because by that point I had a fairly decent understanding of how to write a decent one hour play that would play well enough to a pub audience or festival circuit.

So – you as a playwright – do you have a process that you use or does every play that you write happen differently? Where do you start from when an idea lands with you, and what is that sort of ‘landing moment’ for you?

I suppose the first point of call is that you have your idea – and I’m no good at telling you where ideas come from or anything – I don’t think it’s a mystical thing. I know some people get quite romantic about it and think that ideas come to them in dreams or from God and I don’t think it’s like that, I think that your ideas are just an amalgamation of everything that is happening to you at that point in time really, so everything that you’ve been reading and watching and doing. And then an idea will just come to you – I think it’s something involuntary, something like a belch that your brain will suddenly just throw up.

It’s not mechanical either – it’s biological, it’s gutsy, it’s kind of squishy. 

And so, I’ll have my idea, and then the next step – which I think is the one that some people neglect – is that I’ll think: ‘So what is it about my idea that means it should be a play?’ What is it about this story that means that I feel people should pay money – because it can be quite expensive to go to the theatre – to sit in the same room as that? And if I think that this idea could be just as good in a book or a film or a radio play or a poem, or a graphic novel – if I think this idea could work in any of those media just as well or better, then I’ll just put that idea away and just log that and maybe do something with it at a later date. Because for me that is point one – that’s your first dead end point, really.

So, I’ve got my idea, I think ‘This is definitely a play’. I’ll carry notebooks around and my phone and stuff, and I’ll just mull on it and sit with it. Quite often I won’t actually be sitting down and thinking about it, I’ll just be going about my business, doing the dishes and stuff – and this changes all the time, this is just a basic method – but there’ll be lines of dialogue that just come to me and I’ll note them down. So my phone and notebooks are generally just full of lots of little scraps of things – I’m always worried that someone’s going to find one of these things, which, out of context… I had a play once which said a very offensive line - some horrible collection of words that was just massive in my notebook and I thought ‘Jesus, if someone finds that…!’ But that’s the nature of it – there are things that happen and it’s not always logical but there’s just something about those collection of words – and you might not make a play out of it but you think ‘That has to go down – that’s important’. 

So, after it’s been something I’ve been sitting with for a while I’ll start to get an idea of – well, that’s going to happen in Scene One, and that’s my ending and that’s my opening and that’s my sort of middle bit. And then depending on whether I feel I need to or not I’ll probably start planning it out, scene by scene. 

What I tend to do now is I’ll start planning, and I’ll maybe plot out Scene One and Scene Two. I’ll go as far as I can, and I’ll maybe do some drawings – I tend to do a lot of drawing and things – and then when I’m bored of my planning I’ll start. And usually by the time I’ve written Scene One, then I’ll either think ‘Right, well I need to plan this more’ or I’ll think ‘Right, we’re off’. So, I need to keep myself excited about the show but I also need to think that I know what I’m doing – you need to walk before you can run, basically. 

And then I’ll just write the thing. That’s the fastest way to say it but obviously that can take forever – it usually takes me four to five weeks, something like that, depending on what it is. And that will be my first draft. Now, for some people, a first draft is literally when they get to the end of the play then they stop and that’ll be their first draft – so for some people first drafts are very messy and all over the place. But for me, first drafts are more like 1.5… so when I open my computer each time I don’t just start from where I left off, I’ll start again from the beginning and I’ll sort of comb through it. So constantly as I’m writing it I’m going over it and putting more coats of paint on it and just washing over it and washing over it. So by the time I get to the end of a play, the rest of it has been constantly re-drafted as I’ve gone along. 

And then after that point, that first draft is usually the one that I’ll send out to people, and then the ball’s in other people’s courts really. I hope that’s useful – that’s a very nuts and bolts way of saying it.

You’ve said that when you come with an idea, the first road you take it down is, ‘Is this a play?’ What is that question about – what does that mean for you? What makes you go, ‘Yes, that’s a play’, or ‘No, that’s not a theatre piece’?

It’s just… your audience is an active participant. They don’t just sit there and the thing just washes over them, they are making the show. No matter how good your show is, if the audience aren’t on board then that show will just die on its arse, terribly. So, it’s arrogant and idiotic to just say, ‘I write this, and then people watch it’, because that’s not the process of writing a play. 
That’s not theatre – theatre is a participatory medium. So, I’m not saying that your play has to have lots of frenetic spectacle, it doesn’t have to have audience address – your play can have two people sitting in chairs and debate and never stand up and never even look at the audience. But there has to be something about that situation that makes it more exciting to be in the room rather than to watch it through a frame or in another medium. So, I’ve written plays that are very kind of over the top and frenetic and with lots of things going on and I think that’s exciting because it’s exciting to watch that. And then I’ve written plays that are very quiet and still and have very realistic sets, but I think that it’s still exciting to be in that room because there’s something about the way that I and a director and actors will craft those moments that make it essential to be in the same room as that. I think a lot of it is to do with silence – I think silence is incredibly powerful in the theatre, more so than in other media. And I think the way that you can craft silence can be one of the most inherently theatrical things about your work. Obviously Chekhov knew that, and Ibsen knew that and all those guys knew that. Pinter obviously knew that.

That’s just one example I guess, but it’s just about, ‘Do I want to sit in the same room as that?’. Because your competition isn’t just film, your competition is – I heard someone say this the other day - ‘I don’t want to go out tonight’, or, ‘I’ve only got a tenner, why should I spend it on seeing this play?’. Or, ‘My mates are coming round’, ‘There’s a film on TV or at the cinema’, ‘There’s a football match’… It’s everything. So your drive has to be: These people are in this room. Why are they in this room? Why should they stay in this room? And that’s something that I think was really drilled into me because I came off the Fringe. And recently I’ve worked with lots of writers who haven’t come from the Fringe, they’ve come from writers’ programmes and working with theatres. But I would really say to anyone: Put your play on in a pub, with people you don’t know in the audience. Take it on tour, play it to audiences of ten or fifteen people, because if it’s crap they will just leave because it doesn’t matter to them in the slightest. They don’t have to stay there because they’re your mate or because they work in the theatre and it would be rude to leave. They’re just there because it’s entertaining or it’s not. And that doesn’t mean that it has to be funny and fun, it can still be bleak and tragic and depressing but it’s still a form of engagement and entertainment. And if your play is not engaging then people will just leave. And that’s a good boot camp to have, I think. The Fringe knocks the romanticism out of you a bit.

Can you tell us a bit about entering Bruntwood, and what brought you to entering? Because it was the second time you’d entered I think, wasn’t it?

Yes.

And then, what it was like winning, and what has that process been since you got the Judges’ Award at the Bruntwood last year?

Yes – so I mean, there’s two reasons that people enter the Bruntwood. The first is that you’re probably going to get a production out of it. And, to be blunt about it, the second reason is the money. Because if you’re writing plays, you don’t have any money, unless you come from people who are supporting you, or you have a great job that you don’t have to work at that much that pays you a lot of money. So that is a big reason – because that amount of money basically enabled me to not work for a long time, it enabled me to work on my writing full time. What the Bruntwood buys you is time, which I think is essential. Time is an incredibly expensive commodity, which isn’t always on offer to you.

So, I entered in 2008 and I made the long list from that, and then I entered it this time and I got one of the prizes. But it isn’t really part of a big plan – I mean there are a lot of writing prizes and this is probably the biggest… I didn’t write my play for the Bruntwood, I already had it, whereas I think there are a lot of people for whom entering is a bigger thing because it made them write a play, and I think that’s one of the fantastic things about the Bruntwood. But winning it was obviously a huge deal, because it bought me time.

Does anyone have any questions? I could keep asking questions all night, but does anyone else have any?

Q: Talking about plays that are bad, do you take elements from that and re-do it, or do you just move on?

I think it depends. My problem doesn’t seem to be – touch wood – I don’t often have a shortage of ideas, it’s what I do with the ideas and whether I treat them well or not. Whereas some other people seem to have – they’re really good at crafting their work but they maybe only have one or two ideas a year. With me, I seem to have quite a lot, and then I just have to make sure that I look after them properly. Because they’re kind of your children – not to be too twee about it. You can’t force them out into the world before they’re ready - you have to make sure they’re sorted out first. So, with this awful play, for example – there are elements in that I’ve kind of cannibalised and taken – maybe like mood, for instance. Or, the way that I use weather, for example, I think, ‘Oh, the element of weather in that is exciting’, so I take that over into this other play and that feels like it fits more. So, sometimes it’ll just be, ‘Right, bin that.’ Sometimes it’ll be, ‘Bin that, but I’ll take this and this’, and sometimes it’ll be, ‘Right, I’m gonna re-write that completely’. There’s a play that I have in circulation at the moment that took me about two years to write. And it’s not that it’s a massively complicated play, but that’s just how long it took me to hit the right chord with it. You know, I was just fannying about with it, and then finally I realised how to write it. But that play wouldn’t exist if I hadn’t about three or four times. So I think it’s on a project to project basis.

I think – it is heart-breaking when you realise that something isn’t going to work out, but you have to be able to think, ‘That’s just the way it is.’ It isn’t the end of your life, hopefully.

Q: How protective are you of your ideas? So, you say you go through this process of writing – do you share your idea with people or do you wait until it’s completely finished before you put it out there?

I don’t tell anyone what I’m doing – no one. And that’s not necessarily because I think people will steal it – I think it’s because your idea, in its purest form, it’s like a couple of cells – and if I put it out there and go, ‘Here, look at this’ then it’s just wrecked because I’ve aired it way too soon. Something that is amazing in your head, as soon as you try and kind of say what it is it just sounds dreadful, and you say, ‘Oh, well it’s kind of like this, but not like that’, and, ‘Well it has this scene here, but not as crap as that sounds’. So I don’t tell anyone anything. Sometimes now because there are certain hoops you have to jump through with theatre companies and stuff, if I’m having a meeting with a literary manager or a director or something and I feel like they want to get a sense of whether they’re interested in what I’m doing, I might say something vague. So the thing I’m writing at the moment, I think a lot of it’s going to be in a different language. And I don’t speak any other languages, so that’s kind of exciting for me. But I can say to them, ‘Oh, I think about half of it’s going to be in Turkish actually’, and that means that when my email comes through they’ll can go, ‘Oh, that’s the one that’s written in Turkish, that sounded like a car crash, let’s see what this looks like.’ But every time I’ve told someone what my idea for a story is it’s kind of burnt, really.
Q: Then in terms of once it’s written, do you send it round to people you trust to read over it? Or do you then just send it straight out to festivals and places like that?

It depends, because that shifts as you go along, really. My girlfriend will read it first – she reads everything. I now have an agent so he reads it very early on. And then, usually I’ll talk with my agent – you get a sense of where it might sit best so I’ll say, ‘I think it would be good for this theatre’, and he’ll say, ‘Okay, so let’s send it to that theatre’. Or I might say, ‘I feel like this is more of a festival play, and maybe I should do this on my own’ so he’ll say, ‘Okay, so let’s send it to festivals’. It changes because you get knowledge of what kinds of things theatres programme, you get knowledge of who the people are programming them, and you learn. If you think of playing an instrument, if you run into a library and start playing your trumpet really loudly, people are going to be like, ‘What are you doing? Don’t play that in here’. Whereas if you run into the right room they’ll be like, ‘Oh, great – this is the band practice’. That’s a really terrible analogy.

No, that’s a brilliant analogy!

But do you see what I mean? You can send a play somewhere and you’ll basically get, ‘This is awful, we hate this, we never want to hear from you again,’ – which is very rare – but then you send exactly the same play to another theatre and they’ll give you a cheque and say they want to do it. So it’s really important to get an idea of what a theatre does. And that doesn’t mean turning up and swanning about at parties, sometimes that can be as simple as reading their website and finding reviews of shows that they’ve done. I always tell people, again and again, just research, just read constantly and find out stuff. When you read a play, go and look at the original production, and what that director did and what that writer did, and get books about the histories of theatres, and never ever stop working and researching, because it should be joyous. It should be what you want to do anyway so it should be fun and exciting. I think that’s really important, and that will help you with your own work. Because the politics of where to send a play to – it is a very political process, and it is easy to get bogged down in it and get distracted from actually writing the thing. So the more you know off the bat the less you have to think about it.

You’ve spoken about lots of ways to support the development of a writer. But what final bit of advice would you give to aspiring playwrights?

My main bit of advice is just to read constantly. Because people don’t. I get so much free praise from people – just because I’ve read plays that the guy who runs the theatre has heard of but nobody else who walks through the door has heard of. And I think that’s essential. Just go to the library and get on Amazon, go on Wikipedia and look at every play that ever won the Pulitzer Prize and read all those plays and look at every play that won the Drama Circle Critics’ Prize and read all those plays, and the Olivier Award, look at all of those plays. Every play that has ever played at the National Theatre and the Royal Court, and read all those plays. I can’t stress that enough, just read absolutely everything. And read books about performance and about directing and about acting. Read anything that is going to make you think in different ways. 

And similarly, don’t restrict yourself. There are loads of writers I know who are very up on their plays, but you ask them, ‘Have you read this novel?’ and they haven’t read it. So read novels. Read poetry, read comic books, because I think there’s a really interesting cross-over with theatre that people aren’t really tapping into, and I think there’s something interesting there – read those. They work with the reader and audience in a similar way, I think. Listen to music. Listen to classical music and experimental music and opera and hip hop – theatre is a very rhythmic medium and I think that’s important.

A more mechanical bit of advice, I’d say, is either get a system where you can work at night very well, after work, or find a job, somehow, that will enable you to have the time to still be writing. Get a flexible job, or something part time – easier said than done, I know. I worked in an art gallery for a while, and that was perfect, because the day to day stuff was just – I had a notebook in my pocket so I was making notes. And it was very flexible, so if I had a meeting that I needed to go to I could get the day off, and that’s really important.

If you’re going to do it seriously, then it’s going to do it tough times, so hopefully the joy of doing it is enough to lift you through that.

Ali – on that note – ‘the joy of doing it is enough to push you through’ - I just want to say thank you for doing that. And thank you all for joining us, I hope you found it informative and useful and inspiring, because I have. Thank you for coming in and talking to us.

I hope it made some form of sense. Cheers.
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