Please show your documents
How to write plays using newscasts, headlines and quotations from interviews
by Aleksey Gvozdik 

Photos for the Reporter by Oleksiy Solodunov

Documentary theatre does not tell made-up stories on the stage, but talks with the viewer on thorny social issues using a dispassionate style of news bulletins and newspaper publications at that. This phenomenon is one of recent years’ trends in theatre. The renowned political scientist and gallery owner Marat Guelman considers it no less than the redemption for theatre. The trend found its way to Ukraine as well. A correspondent of the Reporter made his way to the Ukrainian Documentary Theatre Festival “Document,” performed in one of the plays and found out why this art form is so important.
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A closed-door meeting of the secret order of documentary theatre writers and actors

Theatre sociology
“I like documentary theatre for providing so much possibilities of expression,” the festival’s organiser Andriy Mai comments.

We are sitting in a Kherson restaurant “Bourgeois” whose name so well fits the subject of our conversation. It seems to me that documentary theatre is addressed to this very social layer. To all those satiated has-beens who are no more sensitive to traditional theatre. I am trying to make Mai explain to me what actually documentary theatre is.
“There exist different approaches to this art form in the world. Documentary theatre in its pure form is bringing the non-censored speech of living people on stage. This is when an actor first takes an interview with a person concerning a certain subject, then assembles the answers into a monologue and reads it on stage. This approach, for historical reasons, put down roots in Russia. But in Europe, documentary material is being performed. It is handled according to the rules of classical dramaturgy. The essence, however, remains the same: these are non-fictional stories on social issues,” Mai explains.

Documentary theatre plays are based on newscasts, interviews, newspaper stories—that is, texts that are not designed for stage performances. The core difference between documentary theatre and classical one is that the former does not present stories conjured up by a playwright but tells about dramatic events and social problems.

This form is especially actual in the stressful periods of history. For example, in the 1960s, when Germany was reconsidering the crimes of fascism, there appeared one of the world-famous documentary plays,The Investigation by Peter Weiss based on the records of court proceedings of the trials of officials in the Auschwitz-Birkenau camp.
The 1925 play In Spite of Everything! by the German director Erwin Piscator may be considered the first documentary theatre production ever. The play which is an assemblage of politicians’ speeches, newspaper publications, photographs and films, tells about revolutions in the history of mankind.

At about the same time, the Soviet director Vsevolod Meyerhold was actively introducing documental features to theatre by using the Soviet Civil War battlefield reports in his productions. In this regard, it is not accidental that a documentary theatre festival is being held in Kherson. It was in Kherson that Meyerhold established the Society of New Drama, a theatre company which started speaking a new language to the audience.

“This is a unique method. I witnessed the four-day process of creating The Motovilikha Working Man, a quite powerful and interesting play about plant workers in the city of Perm. Two playwrights, the Durnenkov brothers, went there and talked to the people who kept coming to work although they knew they would be fired out in two months. We can hardly empathise with made-up stories anymore. And if Russian theatre has any chances to assert itself on the global international stage, I believe it will be possible only through the new dramaturgy, such as the one practiced in documentary theatre,” says Marat Guelman, a political consultant, gallery owner and former director of the PERMM museum of contemporary art.
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The creative team is discussing the details of an upcoming production
(…)
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The distinguished experimental director Wojtek Faruga has found in Kherson a natural living environment for himself
Working on documents
(…) We have got five days to write a script, to study our lines and to perform before the audience. The whole process is supervised by the distinguished Polish theatre director Wojtek Faruga. He is giving out sheets of paper with our monologues.

“Read them and define the problems hidden in the texts. But these have to be really troubling questions. The aim of practicing theatre is to ask questions you do not have answers to. If not, the performance will fail,” Wojtek explains.

Our monologues appear to be adapted interviews with a few score of Kherson residents. These are just stories about how they usually spend their days. This is not to say that the subject matter is inspiring. But I have to get some non-evident internal dramas of ordinary people out of the monologues. This is my first task.
So here’s the monologue of an elderly woman who is afraid of dying. Here’s the one of a guy who wastes his life on beer and video games. And here's the story of an eleven-year-old boy who is entrusted with his first responsibility as he grows up—his parents charge him with getting his younger brothers to bed.

“All these stories are just the same. Just an empty life. It’s gonna be something of a one-sided performance,” a girl sitting opposite to me declares.

“Maybe. The main point is: do not think out your own purpose-made dramas. Just take a deeper insight into the texts,” Faruga replies.

The script of the performance depends on in which monologues we will find something worthwhile. I got the monologue of a girl who recognizes she is a workaholic. The drama here is more or less clear: in point of fact, the girl tries to get her ex-boyfriend out of her head by overloading herself with work. I feel like in Literature class when you have to analyze the characters of a novel.
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The organizer of the Document festival Andriy Mai
Bringing direct speech of ordinary people on stage is a common method in documentary theatre. This technique is called ʻVerbatim.ʼ The text of the play is assembled from people’s stories. With that, it is important that actors very accurately render not only their characters’ lines, but also the peculiarities of their pronunciation, accents, speech inaccuracies. In short, I will have to warm to my role. And there’s me thinking that I would get off by merely reading the text out loud!

“This approach is practiced in Russia where documentary theatre is now a big hit. The Moscow-based Teatr.doc theatre is the most famous one. Trendy Russian playwrights and directors such as Maxim Kurochkin, Ivan Vyrypayev and Mikhail Ugarov stage their productions there. But this is not only a metropolitan movement. In Russia, documentary theatre events attract crowds of young theatre-goers all over the country,” says Mykola Homaniuk, a Kherson-based sociologist and playwright.

Having picked out the stories, we get into threes and read the texts from hard copies to one another. My team includes Ira, teacher at the Crimean University of Culture, and Anton Romanov, director of the Simferopol-based Karman Art Centre. They both are not outsiders to theatre.

“My name is Svetlana. I am thirty-three,” I start my monologue and understand that a social drama is rapidly turning into a comedy.

By the end of the day, Wojtek Faruga gives us the task for the night. It appears that the interviews with Kherson residents are only a small part of the upcoming production. Thе main task is still ahead of us.

“By tomorrow, you should surf on the web to find out events which took place on November 3, 2012. These can be newscasts, YouTube films or blog posts—anything you consider interesting,” the director says at parting.

The first night of the performance we stage is scheduled for November 3. We will have to tell about the absolutely ordinary day that happened exactly a year ago. The performance is titled, The Day That Nothing Happened.
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The actors’ costumes came at a cost of a couple of toilet rolls
The news of the day
“Scientists Prove There Is No Life On Mars,” “Femen Activist Naked Live On Arab TV,” “Ukrainian TV Channel Surveys What Men Need To Be Happy.” The next day, in a room at a Kherson night club, we are reading the news of November 3, 2012 to Wojtek Faruga.
“These are just headlines so far. Work on them as you did with yesterday’s monologues. Find some hidden conflicts there,” the director suggests.

(…)
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Beginner playwrights working 

Our group has selected three news stories: a zombie walk in Odessa, an inauguration of a self-proclaimed guru’s spiritual seminar in Moscow and an internet video about hunting for pedophiles.

“And now figure out how to show these news stories on stage,” the director gives us a new task.

After half an hour of suffering, our task is simplified. Faruga suggests that we focus on one news story. We solve the issue by voting. The story about pedophiles wins, as it is the most dramatic one.
(...)
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The Kherson planetarium was designed with having the Colosseum in mind
Actors respect the criminal code
The next day, we go on working on our news story. The film our team chose for the performance features shots of Kherson-based “hunters for pedophiles” catching a man who went out on a date with a teenager. He is humiliated, urinated upon and accused of corrupting a minor. The video is very brutal.

“This is a promising material. But it’s very important for you not to get into the trap of your own assessment of the events. You should not assess the facts and say whether they are good or bad. Just try to tell what actually happened as objectively as possible,” Wojtek Faruga instructs us.

We watch the video over and over for several times, analyzing every phrase. There are no double entendres in it—everything is admirably clear. A certain twenty-five-year-old man arranged a date with a sixteen-year-old boy he had met on a dating site and suggested that they have sex. But instead of the boy there came a bunch of young men who made up there mind to punish the “criminal.” Their aggression is backed up by accusing the man of committing a crime under Article 156 of the Criminal Code.
I open my notebook and type “Criminal Code of Ukraine” in a search bar. Article 156 states, “Debauched actions committed in regard of a person under 16 years of age, shall be punishable restraint of liberty for a term up to five years, or imprisonment for the same term.” Taking into account the fact that on the video they speak of a sixteen-year-old teenager, this article is inappropriate in this case, which means that “hunting for a pedophile” turns into “hunting for a homosexual.”
“I’ve found the social network account of the guy who uploaded this video,” Anton informs us.

Information found in social networks is a kind of material that can be used in documentary theatre as well. And that is what we do.

The guy who publicized the video has given his likes to pages such as “Amazing racism” and “Beat up the wogs” and enthusiastically commented on the post showing skinheads killing a man in a commuter train. It seems like this is not the issue of struggle against pedophiles or homosexuals, but hatred towards everyone who is different from the “Aryan model.”
“We’ve had experience with this sort of guys in Simferopol,” Anton recollects. “In our theatre, we showed documentaries about Yanukovych’s summer residence and the activities of Pussy Riot. From then on, masked assailants came to the theatre for several times, beating up people and throwing smoke bombs. Recently I went out for a smoke with one of the actresses after the rehearsal of The Little Prince. A guy about thirty came around, pointed a gun at me, racked the slide and told us not to let our guard down—they would drop in soon once again. Viewers are afraid to come to us, and so are even our actors.”
The influence of documentary theatre on life is not the topic Anton would like to develop further on—performances concerning thorny social issues and, what is more, based on documentary material are dangerous to health. Wojtek Faruga did not want to talk about it either, but for another reason: he sincerely did not understand how one could get into hot water because of a socially charged theatre production.

We reserve the rest of the day for writing the text of the play. After several hours of discussion, we arrive at a quite simple solution: we combine the lines of the caught homosexual into one monologue and all the lines of the “hunters for pedophiles” (this role goes to me) into another one. The two monologues are merged together by Anton’s narrative meant to tell the audience how we worked on the episode.

“I recommend you go to bed early. Tomorrow will be a hard day,” Faruga addresses to all of us.

And we part until the next day once again.
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Dramatization of the first Ukrainian zombie walk
Serbia is for Goebbels
“To change something in the reality is the task of art in general. Documentary theatre is expected to introduce changes to the social sphere. But that’s theoretically,” says Joanna Wichowska, curator at the East European Performing Arts Platform.

I manage to talk to Joanna on the closing day of the festival, before the first night of our performance. The guests from abroad have to work like crazy throughout the festival, and the Polish curator is dead on her feet. Wichowska and Faruga, in fact, conduct the creative process of the whole event.

Our interpreter is ready to drop, too. All these days, he has been working practically without a break. I decide not to bother him again. Joanna and me are speaking a Polish-English-Ukrainian pidgin. I try to find out how far documentary theatre is effective. Is it capable, for example, of sparking a massive public outcry, preferably on a national scale? Or is it just so that all these investigations and dramas stay within the milieu of documentary theatre professionals and their close community?
“Such examples do exist. It may be that even if documentary theatre does not provoke immediate changes in the society, it sometimes happens to be a highly publicized media event,” Joanna assures.

Then she mentions the project of a pair of Serbian playwrights, Maja Pelević and Milan Marković who, within a short period of time, joined all the major political parties in the country at a time: the Serb Progressive Party, the United Regions of Serbia, the Social-Democratic Party, the Liberal-Democratic Party and the Socialist Party of Serbia. Pelević and Marković sent proposals to every party concerning a national cultural reform. All the parties, with no exception, endorsed the playwrights’ initiative. Some of them even offered the artists the positions of cultural advisors.

“There would be nothing wrong in it, if the playwrights’ proposal had not been based in its entirety on Goebbels’ work “Knowledge and Propaganda,” with only “national socialism” being substituted by “democracy” and “ideology” by “PR,” Wichowska explains.

The correspondence of Pelević and Marković with representatives of Serbia’s political forces served as a basis for their drastic political performance They Live. The play was banned in the main theatre of Belgrad, but the authors found the possibility to deliver it to the audience—they presented the play at the influential Belgrade International Theatre Festival.
“Of course, it did not influence the alignment of political forces in the parliament, but those who watched the performance understood what today’s politics is like,” Joanna tells.

And those who did not, read about the performance in papers. The provocative production of Pelević and Marković received nationwide press coverage in Serbia.
Eager to learn whether our domestic authors are capable of such tricks, I call up the well-known Ukrainian playwright Natalia Vorozhbit who is herself an active promoter of documentary theatre in Ukraine.
“Well indeed, there appear contemplative plays on thorny social and political issues. But they ale pale in comparison with the Serbian experience so far. We are not challenging and provocative enough, and we have a highly developed self-censorship,” Vorozhbit explains.
Last year, she watched the performance BerlusPutin in Moscow. It tells about how part of Silvio Berlusconi’s brain was transplanted to Vladimir Putin. It looked like a hardcore satire. The play was performed during protests in Moscow in the city’s public space, at the Clean Ponds.
“I happened to watch the first night of the performance with my Ukrainian colleagues, and they kept being afraid that militia would pick up everyone after the performance is over. But there were no repressions against the Russian actors. So I can hardly imagine a performance about Yanukovych at a Ukrainian theatre. Our authors are less politicized,” Vorozhbit explains.

In Russia, however, documentary performances dealing with critical social issues are not always received so smoothly. It was the same year of 2012 when the Teatr.doc theatre staged a performance inspired by the court trial against Pussy Riot. The actual participants of the events, such as defence counsels and their witnesses were invited to perform as actors. The performance was interrupted by a delegation of Orthodox Christians who broke into the audience hall, which was followed by the arrival of a militia unit.

“But there definitely was a wide response. The press wrote about it. I believe, however, that art is pain, not remedy. We should not indulge in illusions that documentary theatre changes reality. You can specify a problem, make it more evident, but art, generally speaking, has never changed anything in the reality,” Marat Guelman says.

[image: image9.jpg]



During the rehearsal. The director told, “Stop dead!”
And how about having a talk?
“We got only a few hours now to put what you’ve been working upon in your teams into one performance. That’s why let’s kick into gear,” Wojtek Faruga says a few hours before the show is to start.
We are hastily making the final run-through. We are reciting our monologues arranged by the Polish director in a certain order. It looks like no one beside him has an idea of what The Day That Nothing Happened will look like in the end.

The hall is filled to capacity twenty minutes before the performance is to start. I am surprised that so many people have come to watch an experimental production, but it seems that documentary theatre is in demand in Kherson.

A white canvas is stretched at an improvised stage. A set of video clips related to November 3, 2012 are projected onto the screen from one projector and the news headlines for that day from the other.
The first group of the actors comes upon the stage. They have turned a news story about a woman who sits glued to the TV all day long while waiting for her husband into an absurd TV show. The young Kyiv-based director Olena Roman plays the role of the anchorwoman. She is kneading dough dyed with food colours, making multicoloured varenyky (dumplings) and telling which one can help solving one or another problem.

The next team comes upon the stage. The news story about a Femen activist who got naked on Arab TV is being acted out as a cross interview. The two actresses playing an activist and an Arab woman are sitting on two chairs. Behind them, there stand grim-visaged men asking questions about women’s rights.

In between the team performances, individual actors appear on the stage to read monologues of Kherson residents we worked on during the first day.

At a first glance, absurd is over the top. However, contrary to my expectations that the performance would fall into pieces, the piecemeal episodes of the production none the less tie into a fluent narrative. They mould an ensemble story about mundanity—and this was the very idea ofThe Day That Nothing Happened.

“Aleksey, it’s your moment of glory,” Joanna Wichowska taps me on the shoulder.

I come onto the stage and start reading my text: the lines of the guys who were bullying the twenty-five-year-old homosexual. I feel uncomfortable to utter the lines out loud. The text is mostly swear words.

The performance lasts for about forty minutes altogether. All this time, the viewers are keeping silence and attentively watching the performance. Everyone is straight-faced. Even the moments we considered funny do not bring smiles to their faces. Whatever the case, no one left the hall during the performance.

With the end of the performance, the whole action is not over yet. Discussing the production with the audience is an important element of documentary theatre.

“Your performance lacked the focal point.”
“The texts are read poorly.”
“I want to understand: how to watch the performance, as an artistic or a documentary one?”
“Don’t you think there’s too much obscene language in the show?”
“Is theatre an appropriate place to raise these issues?”
We have to respond to these questions with lengthy explanations. The discussion lasts for almost an hour, but only three or four viewers take an active part in it. The rest of the audience are silent. But they do not leave.
“Holding public discussions in a theatre format is a part of our project. We’d like to engage those who never did it before,” the moderator tries to get the audience to talk.
But nothing comes of it. The viewers are still keeping silence. During yet another pause in the discussion, they applaud the makers of the performance once again and start to leave the hall. Our audience are now ready to listen to documentary theatre. But they feel shy to talk about it so far.
Translated from Russian by Andrij Saweneć

The original article appeared in the No. 12 (15–21 November 2013) of the Reporter weekly, http://reporter.vesti.ua/25238-predjavite-vashi-dokumenty
