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Introduction: Young Writers Festival 2006/07

We asked them to say the unsaid and write the unwritten

And do you know what? They did.

The Royal Court Young Writers Programme (YWP) is the youth, community and education department of the Royal Court Theatre and every two years we produce the Young Writers Festival (YWF).  Occupying the Jerwood Theatre Upstairs, for up to 3 months and featuring full length productions, readings and special new writing events, the YWF is the YWP’s flagship project introducing vibrant world premiers of plays written by a new generation of young writers under the age of 26.  

Throughout 2005 we spread the word to young people across the country and beyond, through a series of playwriting residencies; one-off workshops; a comprehensive outreach and education programme; master classes and a global publicity campaign encouraging them to say what they see and write a play!  By 31st January 2006 we had almost 400 plays lining the walls of our office.  Post trays were bulging and the YWP staff had broken out in paper cuts. With the help of our dedicated readers, writers, directors, practitioners and Royal Court staff we read them all in five months. Then the incredibly difficult task of the short listing began...

The short list was to be frank, enormous, but we persevered until eventually we identified 25 young writers who’s plays really grabbed our attention.   We worked with the 25 young playwrights developing their plays, through workshops with professional directors and actors and one to one tutorials with professional writers to spur the young people on to one last re-write. The quality of the writing was overwhelming, so many plays at such a high standard, it was almost impossible to decide, but after great deliberation and cogitation we did.

The two plays finally selected for full productions, `Gone Too Far!’ by Bola Agbaje and `The Eleventh Capital’ by Alexandra Wood, are a combination of vivacity, humour, politics, pertinence, and poignancy.  Making for contemporary theatre that is refreshing, provocative and inspiring.

So we were still left with a long list of exceptional pieces of work, demanding a place in the festival in some shape or form. Thus we are delighted to be producing rehearsed readings of a further 8 plays from our shortlist of contenders, with a great team of professional actors and directors.

Needless to say the YWF fills everyone at the theatre with great excitement, anticipation, and pride.  Not only does it represent an amazing opportunity for young people to fulfil their potential, achieve a fantastic goal, see their work professionally produced and to be celebrated as a writer, but it also serves a key aim of the theatre.

Through the YWF the Royal Court Theatre is able to meet the major objective of finding and producing the next generation of leading playwrights.  Hence previous festivals have launched the careers of numerous leading contemporary playwrights including:  Leo Butler; Chloe Moss, Rebecca Pritchard; Christopher Shinn and Simon Stephens. 

The aim of this Education pack is to offer insight and further information about this year’s YWF and to also document the great wealth of ability contained within this new and exciting generation of playwrights.  In this respect we hope you find it an invaluable reference as you explore this fascinating new work.

We very much hope you enjoy the Young Writers Festival 2006/07 and would like to take this opportunity to welcome you and your group to the theatre.

Ola Animashawun, Associate Director Young Writers Programme

Claire Birch, Assistant Producer Young Writers Festival 06/07

The playwrights

Alaska by DC Moore

Alaska is DC Moore's first full length play and was written as part of a Royal Court Young Writer’s Programme course, taught by playwright Simon Stephens. Alaska was short-listed for the 2006 Bruntwood Prize.

Assistant Director at Royal Theatre, Northampton to Rupert Goold and Simon Godwin on productions including The Weir, Waiting for Godot and Habeus Corpus.

Writer and Director of various one-off short plays, performed at venues including Trafalgar Studios, Old Red Lion Theatre and the Latitude Music Festival

At University, Director of Liquid by Lucy Prebble, which was performed at the Stephen Joseph Theatre, Scarborough as part of the National Student Drama Festival

Writing process

Alaska was written whilst I was on the Royal Court Young Writers Programme in late 2004, taught by playwright Simon Stephens. This was the introduction course and it was genuinely inspiring and what really made me want to write for theatre. Simon managed to capture the right balance between encouraging you to write and being honest about how difficult is it to be a professional playwright. As a group we really appreciated his honesty and his willingness to challenge us for any lazy thinking or crass assumptions we had made, which is what I think all great teachers do. So during the ten weeks of the course I started from scratch and by the end I had finished my play – using lots of the exercises and ideas that Simon had shared with us. I already had the characters of Frank and Chris in my head as I had previously written other drafts of the play. One of these, called Nine Screens, I had unsuccessfully entered into the 2004 Young Writers Festival, which had Frank and Chris in it and similar themes but lacked any real structure or narrative drive. Prior to this I had written a cheeky rip-off of Sarah Kane’s Crave and Samuel Beckett’s Play, which also had Frank and Chris in it and featured three inter-cut monologues. Also, all the characters were dead. I entered this into the 2003 National Student Drama Festival but it didn’t get in. So I’ve had Frank and Chris in my head (and mostly in fairly bad plays) for nearly four years now.  Anyway, Simon liked the play and the Young Writer’s Programme put on a rehearsed reading of Alaska in July 2005, which was very useful. Since then I’ve entered the play into lots of competitions and sent it to lots of theatres but had no luck getting a production. The closest I came to any success was being short-listed for the Bruntwood prize and I’ve also had some fairly encouraging thanks-but-no-thanks letter from theatres. However, all in all, I think the only way you really learn as a playwright is seeing your plays on their feet in a production, so I’m going to learn as much as I can from the rehearsed reading on 17 January (about what does and doesn’t work about Alaska) and then, with the help of a friend who is setting up a theatre company, try to get the play on somewhere.  Wish me luck.

Main themes

The main theme in Alaska is race. Race has fascinated me from a young age, partly because I’m from a very ‘white’ and provincial part of the world, Northampton, where the play is set. I grew up surrounded by an unapologetic, very casually racist, lower middle class culture, which feels very threatened by non-white immigration. Unfortunately, I think this kind of attitude is very prevalent in Britain today and is reflected by the resurgence of the BNP in some parts of the country.

What interests me about the themes?

Personally, the most interesting aspect of race is that I’ve had white friends who I genuinely like but whose racial politics I’ve strongly disagreed with, which is another strong theme in Alaska – whether you should judge someone on their personality or their politics. Should you stop being friends with someone who is bigoted? What about if they’re a member of your family? What if you’re stuck in halls of residence with them? What to do if you’re working a twelve-hour shift behind a bar with someone who makes you laugh and is great company as long as you don’t get on to immigration or foreign policy? This is why I’ve tried to make Frank likeable and charismatic. To provoke Emma, Mamta and Chris into having to make their own decision about this question. 

Coming at this from another angle, I once worked in a warehouse over a summer holiday and I was really getting on with a girl working next to me. She was attractive, intelligent and funny. However, a week down the line, she revealed that she was a very devout Christian and believed that I, as an agnostic, would burn in Hell for eternity. What on earth do you say back to that? Unfortunately, all I came out with was, ‘Oh. Right,’ and went back to work. I’m still a bit angry that I didn’t come back with a better response. 

Did I do any research?

Chris has a high-functioning and undiagnosed form of Asperger’s Syndrome (a milder variant of Autism), so I read a few books on it, including a fascinating book on women who had married men with the condition. In most instances it had only been diagnosed after they had got married, as everyone had just assumed the husbands were a bit ‘odd’, rather than thinking there was any medical condition to explain their eccentricities. 

I haven’t really researched racism as I think it is everywhere around us and it is difficult to get through the average day without experiencing some aspect of it. Though I have tried to read the odd book or see the occasional film which has race as a theme. This included a recent film by Shane Meadows, This Is England, which (annoyingly as I had written mine first) isn’t too far from Alaska in the way it explores what race and ‘white’ culture are all about.  

How do I hope it will affect the audience?

I do hope Alaska is thought-provoking. A word Simon Stephens used about his play Motortown - which was on at the Royal Court in 2006 - about the effect he wanted it to have on his audience, was ‘inculpate’, which means to incriminate and place guilt on to them. I would love Alaska to do this to an audience (after having made them laugh a bit first) because I think even people who have very liberal outlooks tend to stick to their own and have friends and partners of the same ethnic background and class as them. I know there is an increasing amount of mixed-race marriage but I really feel that there is an inherent tribalism in people, which is very hard to shed or escape from. So as much as we (rightly) condemn people like Frank, I do think there is a little bit of him in all of us. I should also stress that I don’t see it purely as a ‘white’ issue. You only have to look at the riots between blacks and Asians communities in Lozells, Birmingham in 2005 or the so-called ‘honour’ killings of girls who marry outside their race, to see that this is a much bigger issue and something you will find in nearly all ethnic communities in Britain.  Whether Alaska does actually ‘inculpate’ the audience or not, I don’t know. I think you have to be a very good playwright to achieve this effect and I’m not entirely sure I’m there yet. 

How relevant is it to young people?

I don’t really think it is any more relevant to young people than it is to old people. I think race affects all of us and so to target it specifically at young people would be odd and wrong-headed. I hope it is relevant to people of all ages. The only difference, I think for young people is that the ethnic background of first-generation and second-generation immigrants has changed. In the early part of the twentieth century, Irish immigrants were the focus of a lot of casual (and often not-so-casual) racism, and this focus changed to black and Asian immigrants in the period after the Second World War. More recently, immigrants have arrived from a vast array of countries, such as Somalia, Kosovo and South Africa, but I think the issues raised by immigration are always the same. For instance, Darcus Howe made a very interesting documentary for Channel Four on how some within the Afro-Carribean community negatively perceive recent Somalian immigrants (who have fled civil war in Somalia) in a very similar way to that in which white communities first perceived Afro-Carribean immigrants of the ‘Windrush’ era. History has quite an odd and often awful way of repeating itself. 

Why did I want to be a playwright?

In his essay, Why I Write, the famous novelist and essayist George Orwell wrote that people write because of the four reasons listed below. He was mainly writing about prose writers and I think his comments about people not being selfish after thirty has dated a bit (he wrote this in 1947) but otherwise I think this is pretty much bang on for most people (including me): 

Sheer egoism. Desire to seem clever, to be talked about, to be remembered after death, to get your own back on the grown-ups who snubbed you in childhood, etc., etc. It is humbug to pretend this is not a motive, and a strong one. Writers share this characteristic with scientists, artists, politicians, lawyers, soldiers, successful businessmen -- in short, with the whole top crust of humanity. The great mass of human beings are not acutely selfish. After the age of about thirty they almost abandon the sense of being individuals at all -- and live chiefly for others, or are simply smothered under drudgery. But there is also the minority of gifted, willful people who are determined to live their own lives to the end, and writers belong in this class. Serious writers, I should say, are on the whole more vain and self-centered than journalists, though less interested in money. 

Aesthetic enthusiasm: Perception of beauty in the external world, or, on the other hand, in words and their right arrangement. Pleasure in the impact of one sound on another, in the firmness of good prose or the rhythm of a good story. Desire to share an experience which one feels is valuable and ought not to be missed. The aesthetic motive is very feeble in a lot of writers, but even a pamphleteer or writer of textbooks will have pet words and phrases which appeal to him for non-utilitarian reasons; or he may feel strongly about typography, width of margins, etc. Above the level of a railway guide, no book is quite free from aesthetic considerations. 

Historical impulse: Desire to see things as they are, to find out true facts and store them up for the use of posterity. 

Political purpose: using the word "political" in the widest possible sense. Desire to push the world in a certain direction, to alter other peoples' idea of the kind of society that they should strive after. Once again, no book is genuinely free from political bias. The opinion that art should have nothing to do with politics is itself a political attitude.

How/what was my journey?

I used to want to act or direct theatre but stints at both made me realise I wasn’t very good at them. Then I started writing and found I enjoyed it. 

Who are my influences?

At the moment the best writing is on American TV. Watch The Wire, The Sopranos or Deadwood (all on HBO in America) and I genuinely think it’s the most compelling, character-driven stuff about, which is exploiting all the best things you can do with television in a way I don’t think has ever been done before. The level of honesty, ambiguity and scope in most HBO stuff is astonishing.  In terms of theatre, here are some plays which have inspired me:  Penetrator by Anthony Neilson (I got so excited when I saw this play at the Old Red Lion in Islington I bought a tramp a Burger King meal afterwards because I wanted to talk to someone), Glengarry Glen Ross and Edmond by David Mamet, Stallerhof by Franz Xaver Kroetz, On The Shore Of The Wide World by Simon Stephens, Mammals by Amelia Bullmore, The Pillowman by Martin McDonagh, Waiting For Godot by Samuel Beckett and Private Lives by Noel Coward. I should probably recommend some Shakespeare or old Greek plays but I haven’t got around to reading any yet. Sorry.  
Neither Have I Wings to Fly by Elinor Cook

It was during an MA in Classical Acting at Central that I really started to care about language and style, and privately began to wonder if I was capable of developing my own.  After graduating, I worked briefly for a literary agent who had several up-and-coming playwrights among his clients. The more jealous I felt, the more I realised that I had to give it a try myself.

The course offered by the Young Writer’s Programme was a brilliant way to get the focus that I had been craving. All I hoped for was to complete a first draft of a play, so I was amazed when I heard that I was to have a reading as part of the Festival. I’ve just written a first draft of a new play that I’m really excited about, and have several ideas for future pieces as well. I can’t wait to take it all further.

Writing process 

I wrote my first (extremely incoherent) draft as part of the Young Writers Programme, which I started in February 06. Even though it was all over the place in terms of plot, I really started to develop a voice and a writing style that felt right. It’s been a long process – I’ve only recently completed a draft that I’m happy with (although I’m sure I’ll be worrying up until the performance).

Main themes 

The themes are loss, betrayal and longing. What interests me about the themes is the idea of yearning for something that you can never quite reach – I find that a simultaneously very chilling and very human concept.

Did I do any research? 

No. I wanted to create a world that felt a little bit strange, a little bit different. The rules of our world don’t quite apply to it.

How do I hope it will affect the audience? 

I hope that they’ll be unnerved at first; then touched.

How relevant is it to young people? 

It’s very much a tale about the contradictions and unpredictability of adulthood. The baby is the only innocent character, but ends up as a pawn in the manipulative games they all play.

Why did I want to be a playwright? 

At first I wanted to be an actress, but then I realised that it was the words that really preoccupied me. I love theatre because it’s so transient, and so elusive. Writing dialogue is very liberating, even though it’s constricting – I love trying to say as much as possible with as few words.

How/what was my journey?  

I have finally churned my way through all the problems of plot and clarity, and have tried to raise the stakes whilst simplifying the central idea. Discovering my ‘voice’ has been fantastic – a lot of people find it rather surreal and unsettling, but to me it captures the fragmented way that we speak; endlessly evading and assuming. I can’t wait to develop it further.

Who are my influences? 

I love the sparseness of Beckett – he is so emotionally-economical and it’s pretty devastating. Caryl Churchill has always had such a strong voice, and I love the sense of madness that always seems to be brimming just below the surface

Beyond the Neck by Tom Holloway

In 2003 I was an Australian delegate at World Interplay, the International Festival for Young Playwrights. There I met Simon Stephens and in 2004 I travelled to London to study in the introductory writing course, and then led by him. Upon returning to Australia I began work on Beyond The Neck. With the support of The Australia Council I travelled the country interviewing survivors, family members of victims and other people involved in the tragedy of the 1996 Port Arthur massacre in my home state of Tasmania. I heard incredible stories of loss, breakdown, survival and heartache. 

My time at The Royal Court, both in 2004 and now, as well as working on this play, are changing my entire approach to theatre and writing. I'm not entirely sure how yet, but they have made me question what I want from theatre and why I want to do it. I know these experiences will change the way I write for years to come.

I cannot explain what it is like to be part of this Festival. I come from a place on the other side of the world, a place the size of Ireland with the population of a small city. A place with no professional theatre company at all. To bring one of my home's hardest stories here, to London and to the Royal Court, to be accepted to be part of this Festival, there is no way to describe what that feels like.
Writing process

Because this play came from interviews with people involved in the massacre, the writing process was not like anything I had done before. It is not verbatim though. I felt that Verbatim Theatre lacked a sense of drama. Generally I feel everything has already happened in verbatim and this was not what I wanted in this play. The structure came as the story came. I did not have one and then choose the other. They came together. The musical structure of the quartet came as the rhythm and timbre of the play developed.

Main themes

The main themes in this play are death and loss and the importance to share these stories. A number of people I interviewed talked about how the moment they were able to tell the story of what they had been through was an important part of them coming to terms with it. The conflict of people needing to tell their own painful stories is the dramatic drive at the heart of the play.

What interests me about the themes?

I am from Tasmania, which has a very small population, and I remember the day of the massacre. In the weeks and months and years after it, it became talked about less and less until it was not allowed to be mentioned at all. It is an incredibly sad and important part of Tasmania’s history and it didn’t seem right to me that as a community we couldn’t share the story. I think silence is a common response to loss, whether on an individual or community level, but I feel it can also be destructive. In this play I hope to show the benefit of a community sharing all its stories, both good and bad.

Did I do any research?

For this play I did a lot of research, particularly interviews with those people directly and indirectly involved in the tragedy. The interviews were very moving and people were very generous in talking to me. I also visited Port Arthur a number of times as well as doing the kind of research I normally do - listening to music, reading books and plays and watching films that might influence what I write.

How do I hope it will affect the audience?

I think the main thing I am hoping the audience will feel is empathy. I’m hoping the play will create a sense of intimacy and community.

How relevant is it to young people?

There is a 17 year old character and also a 7 year old character so hopefully young people will hear their voices in the play, but also I think the themes are things that affect everyone no matter what age or background.

Why did I want to be a playwright?

I have no idea. It seemed more fun than getting a real job. 

How/what was my journey?

From Tasmania to Sydney to Melbourne to London, I got the sense that there was so little money and future in playwriting that I should jump at any opportunity I could. In London and England there is so much more to help a young playwright than in Australia and my time here has had a huge effect on my work I think.

Who are my influences?

I used to love Sam Sheppard deeply, especially his early plays. They were so cool and funny and surreal and cool and he’s a movie star and tried to be a rock star so he just seemed cool. I wanted to be like him. But his later plays just aren’t as good and his movies tend to be a bit boring. A few years ago I read Martin Crimp for the first time and I love him. I think they are the two playwrights I am most influenced by.

Blossom by Hannah Davies

Hannah Davies trained as an actor at Mountview Academy of Theatre Arts where she won the BBC Radio Carlton Hobbs Award. Since graduating in 2001 Hannah has worked as an actor and produced shows on the London and Edinburgh fringe. Hannah was selected to represent England at Interplay European Festival of Young Playwrights 2006.

Acting credits include: Two (Gilded Balloon Edinburgh), Ex! Domestic Bliss (Arts Theatre), Mrs Lemons Lodger (Hill Street Theatre. Best Play Fringe Report Awards 2003), The Sandwich Maker (Script Factory), Pinocchio (Ono Theatre Co.), The Frederica Quartet (BBC Radio Drama), Wife to Mr Milton (BBC Radio Drama), Bird of Paradise (BBC Radio Drama).

‘I love watching my characters claw their way onto the page. As they become more animated they stamp their feet and demand I write on their terms. Getting a grip on the play is essential. It is the most challenging and rewarding part of being a writer.

I’m thrilled that Blossom is going to be performed as part of the Young Writers Festival. I can’t wait!’

My writing process

Blossom is my first full length play. I think I had the idea in my head for a long time, maybe years in some form or another. I liked the idea of a big house with the relics of a modern age gone by in it. And the covering up of an idealistic period with blandness. Whitewashing away the notions that the world could be changed.

I found a short story that I wrote about a child waking up in a strange, old battered house after a party, when all the grownups are still in bed with hangovers, that was where the location of the play came from. 

The characters emerged over a period of months when I was just messing around really. Writing free form dialogue just for fun. I tried not to restrict myself too much at that stage and just listened to what the characters in my head were saying to each other rather than deciding what they would say to each other. Working instinctively. It was the characters of Sky and Natty, the children in my play that came first. I wrote with these characters over months just for pleasure and it was rereading these short scenes a long time after I had written them, so I didn’t have a clue what was coming next, and really enjoying them that made me decide to develop it into a full play. 

Once I decided to make it into a play I became a bit more methodical. I wrote biographies for all the characters, where they were born what happened in there life, how they felt about things. Then I wrote down their desires. What they wanted from life, major ones and minor ones. From wanting a new toothbrush, to wanting to find inner peace. Then I began to think about why they couldn’t get what they wanted, what obstacles they had to overcome. And I began to think of what they might do in order to try to overcome them. From this I formed the basic elements of a plot and a story.

It was very difficult at this point though because it was a big jumble in my head, and although I had the story I didn’t know which bits I wanted to show on the stage. I went out and walked a lot which I found really helped me to think. Also because it was the first play I had ever written I was harboured with self doubt and the constant nagging that the play was fundamentally flawed, that the story was cheesy, clichéd and indulgent, that no one would like it, that people would laugh at my efforts, who am I to be a playwright anyway? All those kinds of things. I think that was the hardest thing about the writing process for me at that point actually. Not giving in to the inner demons that destroy creativity. Clinging on to the playwriting methods I had explored in the Young Writers Programme was absolutely critical at that stage. Replaying Simons Stephens comments in my head and snippets from the other people on the course and looking back on notes I had made in sessions. I also found it useful to doodle. I did lots of pictures of characters and stills from scenes, or sketches of the stage layout.

The major factor in getting the play finished was the deadline. I knew I wanted to hand it in for the Young Writers Festival competition, the deadline for which was the end of January 2006. I think I began writing in earnest around October 2005. My son was not even a year old at that point and I remember telling myself that I couldn’t afford to be precious about my writing process, if there was a window in my day I grabbed it and wrote in it. If Max was asleep I wrote, if he was playing happily, I wrote. I wrote in the evening and carried a notebook when I went to the park in case I had an idea. I remember some days typing one handed while breastfeeding. Once I had a quite a lot of material I organised a babysitters for one day a week for four weeks and spent each whole day trying to put the play into some kind of form, a structure, something that was clear and coherent. The first draft I handed in was a pretty rambling version as I remember it and full of typos and a bit ram shackled and unresolved in places but I just ran out of time and had to hand in what I had because there was no way I was going to miss that deadline! It was also really very long I think. Too long. But I was basically happy with it although I wished I had more time to perfect it. 

Then there was a long wait.

The Court rang me up in the spring and said they had loved the first draft and would I be interested in going to Interplay the European Festival of Young Playwrights as an English delegate! I was over the moon! I got to spend a whole week in Liechtenstein, in the Alps working on my play, reading other peoples plays, talking about plays, it was fantastic. The feedback I received on my first draft was all helpful even if I didn’t agree with all of it, because it helped me to form strong ideas on where I wanted the second draft to go. I think spending this week working in this manner was so valuable. To have such a broad spectrum of people read the play and see how different cultures responded more to different characters or had wildly contrasting ideas about where the play should go next was fascinating. It helped me to be objective about it and without that objectivity I wouldn’t have been able to make the next step. Cutting. Letting go of all the bits that I could do without, even if they are full of good jokes!

The Royal Court asked me for a second draft of Blossom by the end of July and I was enthused with all sorts of ideas after Interplay. I cut loads. I cut whole characters, changed the ending completely and streamlined it, made it more one persons story, cleaned up all the typos, had my family read it and tell me which bits they didn’t understand, extracted hugely detailed feedback from everybody, then I made relevant changes, then sent in. I think I got the call that it had made it into the Festival in about October. So all in all the whole process took about a year on and off. I was blown away. I was glowing for days. I learned a lot about my process while writing Blossom. I’m staring to think about writing my next play now and I’m only at the very beginning point. I’ve started to keep a scrapbook of anything that grabs me. Pictures, poems, newspaper clippings, bits of rubbish, postcards, photos, flowers, notes. That helps. It means I can log the very first sparks of what makes me go ‘I have to write that…somehow…!’

Main Themes

I think there are many themes in Blossom. The major one I think is family. And what it means to be a family and how the roles can get screwed up sometimes. And how you can create new family if the conventional one isn’t there. Also yearning for a deeper meaning. I wanted to write something that tackled the new age world and the casualties of it. Loss is in there. Abandonment. Post-idealism. Childhood hyperactive disorders. Shall I go on?..

What interests me about these themes?

I find the family theme interesting because nowadays there are so many different kinds of family, the norms have been stripped back and the nuclear Mum Dad thing has had its day. I don’t think family is valued enough in this country. Spirituality intrigues me because it is about belief, and with belief comes religion and with religion comes war and conflict. Post-idealism, the aftermath of the enormous movement during the 60s and 70s is really interesting because I think there is such an apathetic ‘p.c’ blandness in today’s society, human beings worth in measured on money and looks and status and for people that are searching for more like the character of Kate in my play, there is such a vulnerability there that can so easily be manipulated and abused.

Did I do any research?

I read a few really good books about ADHD when I was working on the character of Natty and I looked into the definitions of how it is diagnosed and found that most of the things on the list could actually be associated with normal healthy kids. I also researched the medication for the disorder. The medication of a child for a behavioural problem I find very interesting. That we want a quick fix for our kids; a pill that will make our lives easier.

I also read into a lot of cults and the cult mentality, people’s personal accounts of having been in cults. That was all done on the net. The research I did though was more about inspiring my imagination rather than to give put a factual element in the play. If I wanted to do that I would have written an essay. 

How do I hope it will affect the audience?

I hope they laugh at the jokes and cry at the sad bits. Anything else will be a bonus.

How relevant is it to young people?

I think most young people today will relate to the family theme within it and also maybe the desire to find more meaning in their lives.

Why did I want to be a playwright?

I trained and worked as an actor before I decided to pursue the writing path. I think it was something I always knew I should pursue more deeply at some point. It was something I always did for pleasure. I wrote some stuff at drama school for a devised piece once and I always kept diaries and wrote bad poetry along the line here and there. I did a creative writing course at the Groucho Club once and have loads of half finished short stories kicking around. Ever since being a child I have been fascinated with the lifestyles of people, in history lessons I wanted to know what they wore, how they smelt, what they ate, that kind of thing. As I got older and I started seeing theatre and doing plays at school I found the whole process of theatre incredible. The pure joy of seeing a living breathing play, collaboration between so many people comes out of words on a page. I thought it was brilliant. I first entertained the idea of seriously being a playwright when I found out I was pregnant. I knew I would have to put my acting career on hold whilst I had a young baby and I just sat there and thought what else can I do that I love. It was an obvious sidestep really. I still get to act. Just in my head whilst I write!

How/what was my journey?

After I decided to look into writing more seriously I put my name down to do the Royal Court Young Writer’s Programme, Introduction to Playwriting course which was led by Simon Stephens at the time. They offered me a place in October 2004 at which point I was 7 months pregnant. I loved the course. It was everything I had hoped for and more. At the end of the course we were asked to write a play and given a deadline when we could all come back, meet up and hand in our plays, the deadline was the 31st January 05. My baby was due on the 6th January 05 so that was my very real personal deadline! It was great to have something to occupy my mind while I was sitting around waiting to pop! My son was born on the 15th and we took him down along with us when we went to hand in my play on the 31st.

On the basis of that one act play (I don’t think anyone really thought I would write one!) I was asked back the following year to do an Invitation writers group, again led by Simon Stephens. It was while I was in this group that I decided to write Blossom.

Who are my influences?
Writers I love: April de Angelis, Caryl Churchill, Jim Cartwright, Martin McDonaugh, Steven Berkoff, Fay Weldon, Simon Armitage, Joe Penhall, Sopphocles, Simon Stephens, Dave Eggers, Mike Leigh..

I think I take my most influence from real people. I listen in on people’s conversations, listen to their rhythms, what words they choose to use, watch people, I look at people on train station platforms, in cars at traffic jams, in supermarkets. Watch them doing mundane stuff and make up little stories about them in my head, imagine them making their breakfast, taking there make up off, think about what makes them happy and sad. Human beings are compelling.

Concrete Fairground by Suzanne Heathcote

Suzanne Heathcote is a professional actor and began writing two years ago.  Since then she has attended the Royal Court Young Writer’s Programme and subsequently the Royal Court Invitation Group.  Suzanne was commissioned in 2006 by Buzz Theatre Company who produced her site specific play Reach for a UK tour.  Suzanne is also a founder member of Burning Houses writing company who have had work produced at various venues across London and are currently producing  a festival of works for early 2007.  Suzanne has recently been commissioned by Hampstead Theatre to write a play for their 16-18 year old youth theatre, Heat & Light, which will be produced in March 2007.
Writing process

For Concrete Fairgrounds I started by brainstorming my initial ideas and themes for the play.  I thought through who the characters would be and who’s story it was.  Then I developed a very rough structure for the play with the main beats or moments listed.  Once that was in place I started on my character work, thinking of memories, experiences, wants, needs and desires for the characters as well as working through their back stories.  When I felt I knew the characters and their backgrounds well enough, I began to work on the structure of each scene, thinking of the arc and journey for each character within it.  At the end of that, when I knew who the characters were and their detailed journeys, I then felt ready to write the dialogue, which was the final part of the process for me.

Main themes

The main theme is that of the relationship between a daughter and her father and how that relationship effects her and those within her life.  It is also about youth and the choices or lack of them that some young people have to face.

What interests me about the themes?

I felt when developing the play, that the relationship between fathers and daughters was rather unexplored in modern drama.  It occurred to me as a woman that the blue print for my adult male relationships has been influenced directly by the relationship I had with my father.  I then started to think about an extreme version of that father - daughter relationship and the knock on effect it has.

Did I do any research?

Because the piece was so character driven there wasn’t a lot of external research I could do.  I looked into long distance lorry driving, as that is one of the character’s occupations, but aside from that it really was just detailing the characters histories and emotional backgrounds in order for me to understand and know instinctively how they would react in any given circumstance.

How do I hope it will affect the audience?
Katie is a character I hold very dear to my heart.  Many people would make assumptions and judgements about her and her choices.  I wanted to illustrate why those choices have been made and show the effect and responsibility all parents have to their children emotionally.

How relevant is it to young people?

Because the protagonist is a fourteen year old living in the present climate, I think there is significant relevance to young people in the play.  Of the four characters two are fourteen and one is twenty, so it really does centre on young people and their culture.  I hope it would be something that young adults and teenagers could relate to on several levels.

Why did I want to be a playwright?

We all have a voice and something to say.  For me, being a playwright is the most rewarding and exciting way to use that voice.

How/what was my journey?

I am a trained actor and have been working professionally as such for over five years. I began writing; I am ashamed to admit, because I thought I could create something that I would eventually be part of as an actor.  When I attended the Young Writers Programme and subsequently the Invitation Group at the Royal Court, my whole perspective on this changed.  I realised I wanted to write, not to enhance my career as an actor, but simply because there was so much I wanted to say.  I think it is partly due to this I have never written anything I could actually be in.  Now my writing is such a huge part of my life I couldn’t imagine a day without it.

Who are my influences?

Such a difficult question.  There are so many!  There are countless playwrights I admire and love, but for the sake of this question I would say the people who have directly influenced my work so far have been Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter, Caryl Churchill, David Hare, Simon Stephens, Suzan-Lori Parks and Leo Butler.

Can’t Stand Me Now by Natalie Mitchell

Natalie Mitchell studied Drama, Applied Theatre and Education at Central School of Speech and Drama, graduating in 2005. After graduating she worked in Globe Education at the Globe Theatre in the role of Learning Projects Assistant and has recently started working as a Programme Specialist for children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder. She became interested in writing and its role in education after completing an internship at the YWP as part of her course but it was only this year she decided to write something herself and Can’t Stand me Now is the product.  Her aim is to continue writing and to find a way to combine this and her education work in one convenient package. When not writing or working she can often be found at gigs…mostly of the bands she self-indulgently references in the play! She would like to thank Leo and everyone at the YWP for their motivation and wisdom and Flounder for the material. 
Writing process

I wrote the play whilst attending the 10 week writing course at the Royal Court. Each week we would be set homework to write a scene or something. I wrote a duologue between two boys and quite liked it so kept working on it and the play just came out of that. I handed in the first draft after about 3 months and then did a second draft in a bout another month.

Main themes

I think the play looks at dealing with growing up and messing up and what it’s like to be from Chatham.

What interests me about the themes

I always knew I wanted to write something set in the area I grew up in…I don’t really know why but it was the main thing that stuck in my head whilst I was writing-that I wanted to write about this place and specifically these people in this place. 

Did I do any research?

Not really because so much stuff in there is rooted in fact. All the locations are real, the local bands that are referenced, everything. Also, a lot of the dialogue is just stuff I heard down the pub and stuff- I used to come home and jot down these lines and conversations I heard so I suppose that could be classed as research!

How do I hope it will affect the audience?

I deliberately wanted to build the character of Ben up into someone who was properly decent and then did this thing that was really questionable so that maybe the audience would question their support of him and just look at how grey the whole area is.

How relevant is it to young people?

I suppose because the play focuses on young people I hope a young audience would find something in it relevant. Even if they watch it and think, “that’s not like me”, there might be something in it that they can relate to and identify with, whether it’s going through their parents divorce, or having an annoying mate like Tom.

Why did I want to be a playwright?

I think it’s just because I love the theatre and it was the obvious thing for me to write for when I started.

How/what was my journey?

I’ve always been interested in the theatre and drama and studied Drama and Education at university. I did a placement at the Young Writer’s Programme and totally realised that writing education like this was what really excited me. I then did a playwriting module and tried to write my own stuff. I wanted to be really clever like Beckett or Pinter and basically realised that I’m not! I didn’t write anything for about a year after that because I just thought I was rubbish but then I decided to do the writing course here and it made me realise that it doesn’t matter if I’m not a clever, intellectual writer because anything goes.
Who is my influence?

I really like Simon Stephens but I think that’s because he mentioned Margate in his play Country Music and I remember thinking “ah, here’s someone who writes about things I know and he does it really bloody well and people are interested in it!” I also really like Jonathan Harvey. Basically, I’m a bit of a simpleton and if I see something on stage I can relate to I tend to love it. I also like Martin McDonagh because he’s so dark but hilarious and I would love to be able to bring that quality to my writing.

Early Bird by Daniel Barker

I started writing material at Hampstead Youth Theatre when I was fifteen, writing scenes and acting in them. Early Bird is my first full length play and I wrote the first draft in January 2005 before I turned eighteen. Using a microphone, I record from improvisation and then write down the performance as text in order to edit. This helps me keep things in line with my vision of naturalism. I am interested in the nature of spontaneous prose and how it affects the style of a script. I perform and record spontaneous comedy dialogues and monologues as sketches under the pseudonym ‘Damien Slash’, which I broadcast over Myspace.com. I write in an attempt to understand my society, and its humorous implications. Sometimes this results in a more serious piece of work. Early Bird is a product of a search to find certain truths, about certain people, using methods I usually use to create ironic material.

Without sounding sycophantic, The Royal Court Young Writers program truly changed my life and introduced me to some very cool people. It took me and my play to the Interplay Young Writers Festival in Lichtenstein, where a 6ft 4, Danish, chain smoking, theatre practitioner with no hair, who wanted to take me to a desert Island, gave me some key advice on my play. It was possibly the greatest week a young writer could have and I gained two stone as a result. I would like to thank Simon Stevens and Ola Animashawun, who made me laugh a lot and gave me the confidence to believe in my own voice. 

Describe your writing process

Using a microphone, I record from improvisation and then write down the performance as text in order to edit. This helps me keep things in line with my vision of naturalism. I am interested in the nature of spontaneous prose and how it affects the style of a script

What are the main themes in the play? 

The first main theme is the Freudian idea that men relate to women as Mother, Madonna or Whore. I tired to show this through Katie who is constantly changing from one to the other. I have always been fascinated by how easily, in the eyes of a male, a female can change within such a spectrum.

The second theme is the absence of the mother and how this results in more than a messy kitchen. The idea that she might be murdered is there to give it all a black touch.

The third is the oedipal struggle between Ollie and his 'new Dad' Charlie for his 'new Mum' Katie. These ideas interested me because they ask 'What is a family?' and 'what happens when things get warped?'


Did you do any research?

None was required.  The play is a fantasy built from many different pieces of life experience.


In what ways have you drawn on personal experience?

My Mother's old boyfriend provided much of my inspiration for Charlie. The play became an expression of my fears during my teens concerning the man who was going out with my mother and living with us for five years. It was something that gave me ideas to write about.

How do you hope it will affect the audience?

I hope it will make people laugh for the wrong reasons and unease the over fifties. I hope the audience will say 'the dialogue was very believable'.


Do you have any actors in mind for any of the roles?

As long as they are good subtle actors and look the part I don’t really mind. 


Why did you become a playwright?

I became a playwright out of anger at the generic, tame and tasteless material saturating our televisions and our children. And I find playwriting the most emotionally rewarding art form. 

How / what was your journey?

I joined the introduction Young Writer’s Programme course in 2004 and at the end I wrote the first draft of Early Bird. It went down well and I joined an invitation group in 2005 run by Simon Stevens. I wrote a second draft of Early Bird which had a private reading by actors in The Space. I wrote a third draft. Last summer I went with two other Royal Court Young Writer’s Programme members to the Interplay Young Writers Festival in Lichenstien to help write my final draft of Early Bird.


How did being a member of the Young Writer’s Programme affect your journey?
It gave me vital motivation, confidence and structure. Apart from these things I was taught hundreds of skills which made writing a play possible.

Who are your influences?

Ricky Gervais, Harold Pinter, Simon Stevens, Leo Butler, Lorraine Hanberry
Tamsin Oglesby, Jez Butterworth.

Satellite by Duncan Macmillan

Duncan won the second prize and writer-in-residency bursary in the inaugural Bruntwood Playwriting Competition for his play Monster which was written whilst on the Young Writers Programme at the Royal Court and which will be produced at the Royal Exchange in July '07. His first play, The Most Humane Way to Kill a Lobster was also written whilst on the Young Writers Programme and produced at Theatre 503 in March '05. He has written short plays for the Old Vic New Voices 24 Hour Plays, Paines Plough's Later and Wild Lunch as well as more than twenty shorts for the writers group The Apathists. He is currently on attachment at the National Theatre Studio and was supported in the writing of this play by the Peggy Ramsay Foundation.
Writing process

For a long time I was haunted by two images, a man falling through the air and a couple finding a baby basket on their doorstep. Having not written anything for about a year I eventually just sat down and wrote these two things as scenes, just as they are now in the finished draft, scenes one and two. These two short and visual scenes gave me a rhythm for the rest of the play. Without planning it at all I wrote it very quickly – the first draft took a couple of hours. It felt very liberating to not have to worry about whether the stories were connected, whether the scenes happened in the right order or whether the play was even performable. The play seemed to naturally have a mosaic structure, lots of fragments, intense bursts of life, connection, romance, despair. Having studied playwriting for years it was really refreshing to completely break all the rules of how to go about writing plays.

Main themes

It wasn’t until working on the play in workshop that I really started thinking about the themes of the play. There is a sense of impermanence about the play, passing moments which are all the more precious for their finiteness. Everything seems to be changing or dying – a man is shown in the seconds before his death, relationships are shown forming or falling apart, flowers bloom and die, fireworks burst and even the town changes. Each character responds to this change in a different (and physical) way – Dinah can’t move, Sonny runs away, Richard is constantly in-flux, leaving and returning, Lewis falls to the earth, Danny looks at the sky, ready to leave at any moment, and Josie is in perpetual motion, forever orbiting the spot where her father died. The dramatic moments in the play are those in which these patterns are broken, such as Dinah going into the house or Josie discovering she’s in just the place she’s been avoiding and lying down in the street.

What interests me about the themes?

The impermanence of the play really moves me. Impermanence is what I think makes theatre special. It is unrepeatable, unique and live and at its best makes you aware of being alive. It makes you wake up and feel things more vividly or, like one of the characters in the play says – makes you feel like you’re ‘in the middle of something’. I’m also interested in the growth of satellite towns, and how people often go there to escape the city but the city follows them.

Did I do any research?

It’s very much based on the town in which I grew up. The swings, business district, cottage and nightclub are all based on specific places I know from my childhood.

How do I hope it will affect the audience?

I hope people will be excited by the form of the play and that this helps them relate to the characters. The play is, in many ways, a murder mystery – from the beginning we want to know why Lewis is falling and who left the baby on the doorstep. I hope, however, that the audience will embrace the deliberate incomprehensibility of the plot in exchange for the brief and vivid moments which spring from it and that they find ways to connect with the play on a personal level. I hope it makes them smile and want to hug somebody.

How relevant is it to young people?

A huge part of the play is about growing up and responding to change. The children and teenagers in the play exist in their own world, absent of adults. As the characters get older they lose their directness and honesty, as well as the clarity of their own intentions. At 9 and 10, Titch and Sonny connect very quickly, they have clear ideas of what they want to do and they develop a genuine friendship through honesty, generosity, patience and fun. Even as teenagers this has become muddled, with both of them confused about what they want from life, both full of fears and frustration. For Dinah and Richard, the struggle to communicate has become even more acute, and both of them feel trapped. This is perhaps a pessimistic view of our ability to connect with one another as we get older, but the short scenes and non-linear chronology of the play focus on the moments of connection, however rare, and piece together a story which ends (I feel) optimistically.

Why did I want to be a playwright?

Whilst studying Film and Drama at University I realised that the people I admired most were the writers, in particular Royal Court writers. When I realised that it was possible to write plays for a living I knew that that is what I should try to do.

How/what was my journey?

After my degree I studied Playwriting at Central, then at Birmingham University, but didn’t really write anything until I embarked on the Introduction Course at the Young Writers Programme at the Court. I wrote two plays in a weekend, one which was given a reading at the Theatre Upstairs, and the other which was produced at Theatre 503. I was invited onto the Invitation Group and wrote two more plays, Satellite and Monster, which recently won the Second Prize and the Writer-in-Residency Bursary at the Royal Exchange in Manchester and will be performed in June/July. I wrote a short play for the first New Voices 24 Hour Plays at the Old Vic and curate a monthly night of short experimental theatre writing at Theatre 503.

Who are my influences?

For this play I was particularly influenced by Caryl Churchill, Martin Crimp, Katie Mitchell, William Shakespeare, Jackson Pollock, Tom Waits, Leo Butler, Simon Stephens and my friends and family.

Past Winners of the Young Writers Festival
Simon Stephens: 1998 

I wrote Bluebird in 1997.  I was living in north London with Polly, the woman who was to become my wife.  After the decision to have a baby, I decided to write about the worst possible thing that I could imagine ever happening to a father.  I wrote about a taxi driver who has failed as a father in the most appalling way; about a taxi driver and about London at night, because as a barman I’d come to meet a lot of taxi drivers and travel a lot through London at night.  The characters that populate the play are nearly all based on people I’ve served drinks to at one time or another.  I sent it to The Royal Court.  They produced it in their 1998 Young Writers Festival.  It was my first professional production. 

Bluebird was directed by Gordon Anderson at the Ambassadors Theatre when the Court was residing in the West End.  It was a complete revelation for me.  Not only did it get me reviewed in ‘grown up’ papers, but it also got me working with actors of the highest calibre. It got me a friendship and collaboration with Gordon that is still ongoing.  A series of meetings with TV and film producers followed, the like of which continue to bewilder me to this day.  It also got me an agent: Mel Kenyon. 

Emma Rosoman: 2002

Having my play selected for the festival was an amazing experience for me. In fact, it was life-changing. I'll never forget being told by Ola and Simon Stephens that my play was going to be produced - I think I exited my body and watched myself from the sky. A girl like me? A play like mine? It was an astonishing and rewarding experience - I went to every meeting and rehearsal I could, every night to every show unashamedly. I loved it. Since then I have been writing more or less full time. I have had a residency at Nottingham Playhouse writing for children and young adults where I wrote several plays. I've had a play at Leicester Haymarket. I've represented the Royal Court at World Interplay twice - once as a delegate and then as a tutor. And I work frequently with the Royal Court running playwriting schemes in schools. I also do that in the East Midlands too for Theatre Writing Partnership, and for other schemes in London. I've recently finished a commission for an adaptation which will be produced in July. I kind of feel a bit of a twat writing all that. Kind of looking at all that has happened since I sat in the YWP garden, shaking, in 2002, it still seems weird. Being part of the YWP at the Royal Court is the best thing that could have happened to me. I am a fervent writer and passionate about theatre and the worth of plays and the process of writing. It's what I've always wanted to do but wasn't sure if it was possible or if I could. Now I just do it and try not to write things like this too much! But I couldn't think more of the YWP and its fantastic staff, the Royal Court and the festival if I tried. I couldn't imagine a better place to start attempting to be a playwright or understand what it means and is to write plays.

Leo Butler: 2000

My first play, Made of Stone, was produced in the Young Writers’ Festival 2000.  Although I had written many plays before, it was the first play of mine that felt honest, original, and, most importantly, complete.  I had been ushering at the Royal Court for a couple of years, and before then I had spent my time either signing-on or odd-jobbing it, trying to support my writing.  

It was only when I started ushering at the Court that I first heard of the Young Writers’ Programme.  After sending in a couple of plays I was invited to join a 17-25 Introduction Group, led by Nicola Baldwin, and later an Invitation Group, led by Hanif Kureshi.  The YWP gave me renewed courage and conviction to write about the world as I saw it, and to try and write with my own voice.  If it hadn’t have been for the YWP, I would probably be still signing-on to this day.

During my time on the course I wrote Made of Stone, and, luckily for me, within a matter of a few months it had been programmed for a full production in the Festival.  Working with a fine cast and a wonderful director, Deborah Bruce, I was able to see my work brought to life for the very first time.  

Though I have since worked with other theatres, I have never felt as much encouragement, warmth and commitment from a company as I did (and still do) from the Royal Court, and the YWP in particular.

Winning the Festival has changed my life completely, both personally and professionally, and it remains the happiest time in my career so far.  

The Young Writers Programme

Empowering playwrights today to challenge and engage the audiences of tomorrow... 
The YWP prides itself on bridging the gap between high art and community arts by providing an essential link that enables young people to make the journey from the locality right through to the stage of the world famous Royal Court Theatre.
We run playwriting courses for young people aged between 13 -25 based at the theatre as well as playwriting projects in schools, youth centres, colleges, prisons, chat rooms, girls groups, refugee centres, the workplace... in fact we will run projects pretty much anywhere!

We accept completed plays from young people in the UK at any time and will always send back feedback on it.

Work with Young People?

Sit up and listen, is the first thing we do when we are running our playwriting residencies in our theatre, schools, youth centres, colleges, prisons, chat rooms, girls groups, refugee centres, the workplace... in fact we will run projects pretty much anywhere. We listen to the young people, and encourage them to get it out and get it down on paper, so they can be heard.

For Schools and Colleges we run:

Workshop packages

Ticket deals

Education Matinees

Playwriting in Schools Projects

Resource Packs

Teachers Forums

INSET Days

Work experience

Playwriting Courses

The YWP runs regular playwriting courses; you do not need any previous experience in playwriting to join.

13-16 group – Most half terms

16-19 group – 1 week summer project

17-25 'Introduction to Playwriting' group – 2-3 times a year 2.5 hours over 10 weeks

17-25 Critical Mass Playwriting Group for Young Black Writers - 1-2 times a year

2.5 hours over 10 weeks

26+ 'Introduction to Playwriting'

17-25 Critical Mass Playwriting Group

Generating a Critical Mass of young black and ethnic minority playwrights at the Royal Court.

Do you have a story to tell? An opinion to express? A voice to be heard? Then create a scene, make a drama out of it… and write a play. What’s more, we’ll help you do it.

The first Critical Mass course started in 2004 and was kindly funded by John Lyon’s Charity. At the end of this course Levi David Addai submitted his first play to the Young Writers Programme. This was first produced in August 2005 for two nights to sell out audiences and great acclaim. On the back of this success the Royal Court / Young Writers Programme has put the production back on the stage in the Jerwood Theatre Upstairs and is sending it off on a national tour in September - October 2006.

Critical Mass continues to run twice a year and has produced showcases and readings of work and great new playwrights. Michael Bhim won the Alfred Fagon award in 2005 for Dreams of Hailey, his play Pure Gold won a commendation for the George Devine Award 2006 and Pure Gold had a reading at Soho Theatre in 2006.

The course runs on a Thursday evening from 7pm to 9.30pm starting on 12th October for 10 weeks. The sessions will be practical and will include discussion, debate, writing exercises, reading and seeing plays.

The course costs £85 or £45 if you are a concession. Benefits of YWP membership include entitlement to £5 tickets to all Royal Court performances during the preview period (plus £5 tickets for a friend); 10% discount at the Royal Court Bookshop; 15% discount at the Royal Court Bar & Food.

No previous experience is necessary but you must have a keen interest in writing for theatre

These resources were created by Laura McCluskey for the Royal Court Young Writers Programme, as part of our Education work.  If you would like to know more about our Education Programme the contact details are as follows:

With huge thanks to Amy Belson, Claire Mcquillan and to Áine Mulkeen for publishing.  

Laura McCluskey

Education Officer

Royal Court Young Writer’s Programme

Royal Court Theatre

Sloane Square

London SW1W 8AS

Tel: 020 7565 5050

Email: education@royalcourttheatre.com
We would appreciate any feedback you have on these resources as we are constantly trying to improve our service to teachers.
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