When we were performing at the lMational Student
Drams Festival with A Smile Fell in the Grass,
(2003 ), we attended a workshop run by Vicki
Middleton (Frantic Assembly) and Amanda Joseph
(Stephen Joseph Theatre)$ the workshop was
called How To Set Up a Theatre Company. This is
vhere it all started for me: the penny suddenly
dropped that we could continue working together
outside of university and actually make a living
out of it. Following advice, we wrote a business
plan which forced us to articulate how we would
operate as well as create. I remember writing
this plan without actually believing a word of
vwhat was saidi it was a three-year plan, which
sounded far too ambitious and included salaries,
which seemed a laughable concept. Ten years on
we know that it wasn't unrealistic at all, and
it provided a basis upon which we would grow,
driving us ambitiously forward as businesswomen
as well as artists.

Elle Moreton, Founding member, Performer
and Creative Producer 2003 - 2012.

Theatre managers and technicians across the
country were always in shock when six 22-
year old girls rocked up in a ten-metre van,
with a plastic bag full of lighting gels,
and a roll of gaffa. We knew these
Th e Pa erxr Bir d s (predominantly) men were thinking WHO is

p in charge of this lot, and WHERE is the
responsible adult?

Michelle Folliot, Founding member
and Performer 200> - 2005,
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10 Years of The

By Ben Francombe

Longstanding dramaturg
for The Paper Birds,

Ben Francombe, invites
reflections on ten years
of making theatre from
Jemua McDonnell and
Kylie Walsh.

Paper Birds

Ben: Does |0 years seem like a long time?

Jemma: Well, it sounds like a long time! In some
ways it’s gone really quickly, but in other ways,
when you remember the early days when we had
to make everything ourselves and do everything
ourselves and it was all such a struggle, you realise
that... yeah, 10 years has been a long, long time...

Ben: So when did The Paper Birds start being The
Paper Birds and why and when did you choose to
do what you do?

Jemma: We began being The Paper Birds as
undergraduates [at Bretton Hall] and in our 3rd
Year, as part of the course. Five of us decided we
wanted to work together and we made our first
show called A Smile Fell in the Grass [2003]: it was a
devised piece about the life and work of Sylvia
Plath. We heard about the National Student
Drama Festival and we decided to enter the show
into that festival. We liked the idea of taking the
work outside of the College and sharing it with
others and seeing where that might lead. The
application form for the NSDF asked us for a name
and we found the phrase in an old notebook, a kind
of a scrapbook of difference ideas and quotes we
had written down. The show got into the NSDF
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and we took it to the festival in the Easter holidays
when we should have been writing our
dissertations! Some people at the festival loved it
and some people hated it, but some important
people did see the show and gave us support
including [playwright] Willie Russell and his wife,
Annie. Willie gave us a small sum of money and so
we decided we'd take the show to the Edinburgh
Fringe. So the ball was rolling before we'd even
graduated. As part of the preparations for
Edinburgh we started to have conversations about
being a company, all living in Leeds together, and
we all committed to that: we'd give it a go. In those
first few years we did everything together: we
didn’t have any defined roles, we devised and
wrote the shows together, we'd run workshops
together, if there was a meeting we'd all go to the
meeting. .. which was a bit overwhelming, for the
people that encountered us in the early days, I'm
sure!

Ben: What was it about being at a place like
Bretton Hall that made you come together?

Jemma: | think that the course at Bretton was
really open to different peoples’ ideas. By the end
of the second year we had, as a group of friends,
developed a shared interest in devising and creating
our own work and Bretton Hall gave us the
resources and the support to do that. It gave us
time and space but it also gave us deadlines and
feedback and it challenged us. One of the most
important things was that it wasn’t just a practical

course: from the first year you had to write about
the work you were producing and that was really
valuable because when we started to create our
own work we were able to really articulate and
explain our ideas. We were thinking about what we
were creating and how we were creating it and
what the audiences were getting from it, so Bretton
was a wonderful training ground.

Ben: So those early days were very, very different
to the set up you have now... there’s been huge
changes that have shaped your work: methods that
have changed, climates that have changed, genres
that have changed, politics that have changed. Can
you think of one change - one event or issue or
decision or crisis or falling out - that does a lot to
explain the way a company or community of artists
can shif?

Kylie: | think there are two main shifts, for me: both
about people leaving. One is when half the
company left [after In @ Month of Fallen Sundays,
Michelle Folliot, Helen Lindley and Jenny Robinson
left to pursue different careers] and it went from 6
to 3 very suddenly... We became far more
organised and systematic. Jemma started to focus
on the artistic direction, | worked on education and
workshops and Elle [Moreton] looked after finance
and administration. So we had a whole new
learning curve where we all learnt to adjust to those
roles and made shows together in a very different
way. The second shifting point for the company was
when Elle left: this was really significant. Elle had run
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all the administrative side of the company: so much
so that Jemma and | hadn’t really even looked at
budgets... we just knew that Elle was taking care of
it. So this past year, without her, has been another
revaluation: it’s enabled us to really look at our
company in the context of how the arts is funded
now and how small companies work in such a
context. We've opened things up a bit and use a
more flexible method of creative producing and,
with the appointment of Becki [Haines, as
producer] we have a new lease of life. Of course
we miss all the old Paper Birds but, if you are to
survive as a company, you have to accept that
people are going to leave and job descriptions can
be written and people can move on.

Ben: In terms of genre, style, form and the content
of your work, what has been the biggest shift in
terms of the identity and purpose of your work?

Kylie: Well, there’s one absolute answer to this, In
a Thousand Pieces (2008).

Jemma: We spent our first 5 years as a company
finding our feet, learning to work together and
trying to set up a business. Ve were experimenting
and playing and defining who we were and how we
work and what our craft was and what our style
was. After 5 years of that — | felt that we knew,
now, how to make work, but that the substance
wasn'’t there. The style and the aesthetic was
strong, but, with In @ Thousand Pieces, about sex
trafficking, we shifted towards a political agenda.

And we've never looked back: we're really
interested, now, in making political work.

Kylie: But we've shifted stylistically as well, we've
broken the barrier in our work between performer
and audience. The work still had moments of
choreography and physical theatre, but the
importance of verbatim sources in relation to the
physicality has become important. The debate on
ownership became important to us: no longer
could we retire to a rehearsal room and cook up
opinions and scenes for ourselves. .. there has been
far more task-based devising, using real materials
and documentation.

Jemma: After we'd made In a Thousand Pieces we
rewrote our artistic policy because we realised that
we had all these tools: we had movement, we had
music, we had a choric aesthetic, but from this
point we became interested in deconstructing work
with, and for, the audience. Of course, this was the
time we came back to School and did the MA
Theatre Collectives together at Chichester. | think
the whole design and philosophy of the
programme — allowing us to study together as a
collective —was particularly valuable for us at that
point: the programme gave us time to re-evaluate
who we were and what we were trying to do. As
an emerging company we hadn’t had the luxury of
taking lots of time: we simply didn’t have the
money to take a year to make a show, and we had
to keep re-appearing, so we were in this cycle of
activity with no time to step back and think about
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what we were doing. The MA gave us time to do
that: we actually stopped and looked at the
business plan as a document that was important,
not just as a document in place to please funding
bodies. We also made Others (2010) as part of the
MA. | think that was a really complex, but really
important, piece of theatre and the MA gave us the
opportunity and the support and the time to make
it. If we hadn’t been doing the MA | think we
would have felt that we had to create another
show that was a little bit more, you know, sellable.

Ben: | think it’s interesting that you talk about this
period in relation to rewriting — readdressing - your
mission: | think your mission is really careful in the
way it places the company, as a company of
women. Is there something distinctly female about
your process? Are there aspects of the way that
you work that emerge from the fact thatitis a
woman’s company?

Jemma: | think that’s hard to say because we've
never seen any other-.. it’s very rare for artists to
see other artists’ processes, so | struggle to know
what a ‘woman’s process’ might be. Certainly,
some of our processes have involved a lot of time
with other women: interviewing and
corresponding. The verbatim approach to, not only
gathering material, but, using it on stage has a
strong political purpose for me, in terms of allowing
the female voice to emerge....

Kylie: | think it’s important to stress, though, how
our processes are reinvented with each show and,
with it, the politics of the work... For me, the
female nature of the work comes and goes... so
with the current show On the One Hand, it is clear
that this would be a show about women ageing and
so the research and development periods were
with women of different ages and contexts and this
has allowed different stories to emerge that would
not have emerged if there had been a gender split.
But, with Thirsty, the starting point was ‘booze and
Britain’, rather than the specific issue of women
and drink... So the stories we collected were from
both men and women...

Ben: But what emerged was a very distinctive
central story about young women and drink...

Jemma: But it became the focus of the work after
it emerged from an open process. We didn’t make
that story happen, we didn’t manipulate it or
impose it on a pre-defined politic for the work.
And of course we found it incredibly problematic
and challenging and confusing in terms of what it
said about women. But, once you invite stories
openly, it is very difficult to ignore things that might
not be saying things that you are comfortable with.
We told that story because we felt we had to....

Kylie: The personal element in the work always
comes in as well, of course... We weren’t trying to
be objective. It spoke to us because this person
could have been Jemma orl...
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Ben: There’s something about the personal that is
feminist as well, isn’t there? It relates to what you've
been saying about how the company emerged...
You are inherently democratic about the way you
started to work as a collective: the fluid rhythms of
your process and the way you insist on re-inventing
your methodology every time you work... this is
something that | think is anti-patriarchal, anti-
authoritative...

Jemmasz Certainly... Of course, as we have
developed, we have inevitably defined ‘roles’, but,
for example, my having the title ‘Artistic Director’
can be quite misleading to people who have
defined notions of the way that theatre is
structured. We have these titles so that people can
direct enquiries to specific people, but when we are
working together — particularly when it’s just Kylie
and | around, the idea that we have formalised
roles is absurd.

Ben: Okay... Music is an integral part of the work
you do: it’s almost instinctive, in that you never
really talk about it..... Can you articulate why you
have always worked with music?

Jemma: We met Shane [Durrant, Composer] at
university and he has been integral to our
processes throughout the development of the
company. In that first show we just found the
music incredibly fulfilling and beautiful and it
provided a dimension of the whole live experience
that felt very real to us. As consumers of music,

we have always been very committed to the ‘live’
and, as Shane has become more and more part of
the process, we have adopted tones, moods and
methods that are stimulated by his work,
particularly by his brilliance as an improviser. He is a
constant presence, so much so, that we’ve moved
him more and more on the stage and this has
allowed and encouraged a certain amount of
questioning and challenging of the whole balance
and control and potential manipulation of the music
thing... There was a really interesting point in
Others when | refer directly to the emotional nature
of music in conversation with Shane.

Shane Durrant,
Composer.






