Director on attachment at the Royal Exchange, Charlotte Lewis talks about her experience of Graeae’s Playwriting 101 Workshops
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I was lucky enough to participate in some of the brilliant workshop days led by Graeae in December as part of their Write to Play initiative in partnership with the Liverpool Everyman & Playhouse, The Royal Exchange and The Octagon Bolton.
When I tentatively poked my head into the rehearsal room on their second day at the theatre, what I found was a wonderful reception of warmth and excitement - followed by some handy tools to get the dormant writer in me up and scribbling again. I had been working as Assistant Director on Little Shop of Horrors, so went from glitz and gore back to a blank canvas with pens gripped at the ready.
The workshop was led by Kaite O’Reilly and Mike Kenny. Kaite works extensively with Disability Arts and culture; in 2002 she wrote Peeling for Graeae, which toured nationally and throughout Europe, and won British Council Best showcase at Edinburgh Fringe 2003. In 2011, despite her protests, “I’m not a poet, I’m a playwright!” Kaite also won the Ted Hughes award for New works in Poetry.
 

Mike Kenny, the other half of this tour-de-force team, is perhaps best known for his work in children’s theatre, and wrote Whiter than Snow and Diary of An Action Man for Graeae. Like Kaite, Mike’s CV is also riddled with awards, such as his Olivier in 2011 for his adaptation of The Railway Children. To say the group was in good hands is an understatement…I could feel the room full-to-bursting with the question on everyone’s mind, ‘How can I do it too?!’

 

The joy of Kaite and Mike’s answer to this question came when I realised that despite this workshop being entitled ‘Playwriting 101’, it was far from being just a formulaic or sterile paint by numbers approach. In fact it reiterated what is wonderful about this art-form and celebrated the subjective nature of writing practice, rather than putting writers into a singular box. I think this also reflects the work of Graeae, who look for storytellers who desire a platform, not a label. These two wonderful facilitators willingly provide a scaffolding, without dictating how the house is built.
 

One of the most beneficial tools I took away from the workshop sounds glaringly obvious: to stop and really think! I count myself guilty for repeatedly jumping the gun when writing- and am then surprised when the epic masterpiece falters at its first hurdle. Within the workshop, we were asked seemingly simple questions like, ‘How is the character revealed?’ and ‘What makes a play?’ It is amazing how taking the time to answer these simple questions can re-calibrate how you approach putting the next few words on a page.

Short and sharp writing tasks were also pressed upon us, one of which you may want to try at home:
-Two minutes to write a piece of dialogue, where one person wants something from another, conflicting with what the other person wants to give. We are all familiar with the phrase, ‘drama is conflict’, but this exercise addresses the simple nature of conflict through focussing on 'wants'.
Perhaps the most useful, yet equally daunting, aspect of this workshop resided in the group dynamic itself. Playwrights can all too often protectively cling to their babies, or worse still throw them out of the pram! Being encouraged constantly to share our spurts of creativity with one another was liberating. We became excited that some cross-germination with another's idea may occur, that this may lead to our next piece, and that others were interested in hearing about it!
I almost forgot how useful it is to share and socialise when it comes to scribbling—it shouldn’t be an entirely private activity. I highly recommend a strut to that writers’ group you've been dithering over, and I recommend higher that everyone pay attention to this Graeae-fostered writers clan - if they enthuse me this much after a few days, I can't wait to see what they are capable of during the next year...
