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CHARACTER 
BREAKDOWN

A chorus of actors called the World Makers and Super Movers, a choir and a band create the world of 
the play and bring London and its many inhabitants to life, surrounding and supporting the characters whose 
story we explore.

TERRY’S FAMILY

Terry is an older man who is deeply committed to a sustainable lifestyle. He cycles everywhere, doesn’t buy 
from supermarkets and grows a lot of his own food on his allotment. He was grief-stricken after the death of 
his wife Rosemary, when she was in her thirties, leaving him with two small boys. Rosemary had asthma and 
the poor air in London may have contributed to her death, which started Terry’s campaigning lifestyle. At the 
start of the play, he doesn’t have a great relationship with his sons. He is very close to his neighbour, Alice, 
who helped him raise the boys and is a loving and loyal friend. He is generous and friendly.

Aaron is 19 and is Terry’s grandson and Michael’s son. He is the lead singer in a band and is living with Terry 
after an incident where he took a legal high that made him quite ill. He is living in London to get him away from 
his previous lifestyle, and to work with his band.

Michael is Terry’s oldest son and Head of Sustainability Strategy at BP. He doesn’t see eye-to-eye with his 
father, who is critical of his job, suggesting that he has sold out.

Narina is Micheal’s wife and Aaron’s mum. She is loving and concerned about Aaron’s welfare.

Sally is Aaron’s younger sister. She is lively and caring, and a bit fed up that Aaron’s misadventure has meant 
that their parents are more strict with her.

Fran is Terry’s youngest son and a bit of a rogue. He is fun and sociable.
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LOUISE’S FAMILY 

Louise is 19 and has newly arrived in London from Liverpool. She is due to start studying Molecular Plant 
Biology at Imperial College. She is working in Sainsbury’s and living alone in her aunt’s flat over the summer.  
She is feeling lonely and a bit overwhelmed, as she has discovered she is pregnant with her ex-boyfriends child. 

Carol is Louise’s loving but slightly overbearing Mum. She has raised Louise by herself and has used her 
savings to support Louise going to university.

Nan is Louise’s nan and Carol’s mum. She grew up in the countryside and gave Louise her love of plants  
and nature. She is a free spirit, loving and fun.

THE SAINSBURY’S STAFF

Rafa is pregnant, married to Ray. She is fun and friendly and excited about being a mother. 

Tracey is dreamy, friendly and happy.

Dave is kind and opinionated, he is unconventional, energetic and a bit of a romantic who likes people.

Myra is quite cynical and critical of the shoppers. She is pragmatic and sarcastic, but ultimately joins in  
and enjoys being part of the community.

Simon is the manager at Sainsbury’s. He tries to assert his authority, but not very successfully. He is a loving 
new dad, and we discover that he’s tired all the time when we hear a phone call to his wife.

THE ALLOTMENT CREW

Zoe appears to be very particular as she sets up the buns for the allotment party. Later we see her hanging 
out with Kevin on his canal boat.

Ger is lively and enjoys the food and drink of the allotment party. She is great friends with Bernie.

Bernie is Phil’s partner. Like Ger, she is lively and enjoys the food and drink and teasing Zoe  
(and anyone else).

Phil is getting stuck into allotment party preparation, and teases Bernie and Ger about drinking all the cider.

Sam has cooked some home-made ravioli. He playfully banters with Bernie and Ger and flirts with Greg.

Greg is handsome and serious and engaged in conversation with Steve about birds when we first meet him.

Steve is passionate about birds and organises bird-watching events. He records birdsong, which he finds 
beautiful, and he loves to talk about birds with anyone who wants to listen.

Mrs Brady is an older lady who knew Rosemary, Terry’s wife. She is also from Ireland, but hasn’t been  
back for a while. Though she means well, she can be a little bit annoying. She is quite straight-talking.

Alice is Terry’s neighbour. They are extremely close. She is loving, practical and a wonderful host and  
cook. She helped Terry after Rosemary died and she is able to challenge Terry to reconcile with his sons.

Kate is Alice’s daughter and Matt is her husband. She may be a little concerned that Terry is taking 
advantage of her mum.
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THE SOUTHBANK CREW

The Queen is a living statue and Marion’s mum. She got Marion and Blessing jobs as Mermaid living statues 
over the summer.

Marion is Blessing’s best friend from school. She is kind and excited by her summer job.

Boris Johnson and Charlie Chaplin are also living statues

BLESSING’S FAMILY

Blessing is a mermaid living statue on the Southbank for the summer. She is originally from Nigeria but has 
left because of the drought and violence. She is friendly, bright and interested in the world. When she is older, 
she would like to be a vet, but she doesn’t feel her life can truly begin until her family are together again.

Blessing’s mother speaks Igbo and is delighted that her husband can join the family. She rushes to 
Southbank to tell Blessing as soon as she hears her husband and their father will be joining them.

Oneka is Blessing’s younger sister. She loves school, her hairdressers and the Catford Cat statue.

Aruwa is Blessing’s father. He is delighted by joining his family and loves being shown London by his 
daughters.

ADDITIONAL CHARACTERS

Kevin is in Aaron’s band and he lives on a canal barge.

Loretta and Peter run market stalls and have known Terry for a long time, they are friendly and interested in 
his life.

John, Micky and Nathan are rowdy young men who find Louise upset on a bench. John and Nathan  
behave inappropriately but Micky apologises for their behaviour and encourages them to leave Louise alone.

Andrew is Louise’s ex-boyfriend from Liverpool who cheated on her but tries to win her back.
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SYNOPSIS

ACT ONE

Rise opens a busy day in August 2016 in London, the World Makers celebrating their favourite places in 
London, the things that they love to do and what they hope for the future of the city.

Scene 1 
Louise is wearing her Sainsbury’s uniform and sitting on a bench on the Southbank in London texting her 
Mum in Liverpool. Terry cycles in and asks if the band that is busking has finished. He asks to share the 
bench and unpacks his homegrown lunch of veggies from his allotment. Aaron comes over to say hi and 
joins them on bench. He likes Louise, who shares her biscuits with him. They all chat, and Louise is angry 
when she thinks that Aaron is critical of her job in Sainsbury’s. She shouts at him and leaves for work. 

Scene 2 
Louise is late for her job in Sainsbury’s. The other cashiers, Rafa, Myra, Tracey and Dave have covered for 
her with their boss Simon. Aaron arrives and buys some chocolate, though he’s really trying to ask Louise 
out. Rafa, Myra, Tracey and Dave all think that Aaron is very handsome. They gently tease Louise and 
encourage her to accept Aaron’s invite to the gig, as they know she has felt lonely since moving to London. 
Simon appears and shouts at them all to get back to work.

Scene 3 
On the Southbank with exciting street performers entertaining the passersby. Marion and Blessing are 
chatting to Aaron about the performers, and when Aaron leaves to get the bus Blessing invites herself  
to join him. Aaron is angry about Louise’s rejection but Blessing wants to chat and listen to his music.  
He is annoyed with her until he realises that she has fled extreme violence and drought in Nigeria, where 
her father is still living. Blessing can’t wait for her father to join her mother, sister and herself in London – 
that’s when she feels her real life can start.

Scene 4 
Louise, Terry and Rafa are chatting in the front garden of Terry’s house about his green home, with solar 
panels, solar water heating and insulation. Rafa thinks it all seems hard and complicated, and Louise and 
Terry try to convince her that small actions, like turning the lights off, will make a difference. Rafa and Louise 
are at Terry’s to return Aaron’s wallet, which he left at Sainsbury’s. Aaron arrives home and is surprised 
to see them there, Terry offers to make tea but Rafa leaves to meet her husband and go to the cinema. 
Aaron and Louise talk about Terry’s environmental beliefs and sustainable lifestyle. Alice arrives and chats 
to Louise, Aaron and Terry. As they laugh and talk, we see all of London relaxing and enjoying a summer 
evening. Kate, Alice’s daughter, arrives and asks her to mind Astrid, her granddaughter, for the evening  
so Alice leaves. Louise rushes off while Aaron is busy carrying a box of Terry’s veg round to Alice’s house.

Scene 5 
Aaron is waiting outside Sainsbury’s for Louise. He invites her and Rafa to Terry’s allotment party. Zoe, 
Bernie and Ger are setting up cakes and cider, Alice brings a pot of melted chocolate to dip strawberries 
in and Phil helps out too. Sam arrives with homemade ravioli and takes it to Greg, who is in charge of hot 
food. Steve is chatting to Greg about birds and birdsong. The atmosphere is friendly and playful. Mrs Brady 
arrives, she knew Terry’s wife, Rosemary, and chats about Ireland. Terry tries to escape her company when 
she suggests he should marry Alice. Michael and Narina arrive; there’s tension between Terry and Michael 
about their different lifestyles. We hear that Aaron shouldn’t be drinking, he took a legal high with a friend 
at a party and it made them both ill, the friend is still in hospital – this is why he has come to live with Terry. 
Michael shares that he is not finding being a father easy. Louise and Rafa are talking about the allotment 
party guests and how they all know each other, through Clean Air and cycling campaign groups. 
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They clash over Rafa’s desire to have lots of children, which Louise suggest is environmentally irresponsible. 
Sally and Louise chat about Rosemary’s death and what happened afterwards. We learn that Alice looked 
after Terry’s sons as he was grief stricken and desperate to make the world as safe as possible. Aaron’s 
band plays and afterwards he chats to Louise, before offering to walk her home.

Scene 6 
In Louise’s tiny flat, Aaron is looking out of her only window, a skylight. They are really awkward with each 
other; Aaron wants to kiss Louise, but she keeps avoiding him and then shouts at him when he says he’s 
confused, as he thought Louise liked him. Louise says she is fed up of people trying to run her life, like Rafa, 
her mum and Aaron. They argue a little, and Louise asks to be friends, which Aaron rejects before leaving. 
Louise’s phone rings, It’s her mum, and she doesn’t answer but flops on the bed.

Scene 7  
Aaron is angry and sad. He walks along the canal and on one of the boats finds his bandmate Kevin and  
Zoe from the allotment party who are drinking and smoking marijuana. They invite him to join them and  
he accepts.

ACT TWO

Scene 8 
In Sainsbury’s, Marion and Blessing are chatting, a man is bemoaning climate change and Tracey, Myra, 
Rafa, Dave and Louise decide to go to Hampstead lady’s pond, sneaking Dave in. We move to the lady’s 
pond and see all the swimmers enjoying the water, Rafa, Dave and Louise are happily sunbathing and 
chatting. Rafa and Dave are gently teasing Louise about Aaron and want to know why Louise won’t date 
him, she confesses that she is pregnant. It is not planned and she has split up with the father, a boyfriend 
from Liverpool. She is really worried about how she will cope with university and being away from her  
family. Rafa is excited and positive about them being mothers together. Louise makes them promise not  
to tell anyone.

Scene 9 
On London Road market, Terry is shopping and chatting with all the stallholders who know him. He brings 
his own containers and bags for them to fill. Aaron arrives, and we discover that he has not been home 
for four days, or called Terry. Terry has told Aaron’s mother that he has gone missing and reminds Aaron 
that he made him a promise that he’s broken. He tells Aaron that life is hard and he needs to grow up and 
recognise all the good things he has before cycling off.

Scene 10 
On Southbank, Aaron is walking past the human statues when Blessing’s mother and sister arrive, excitedly 
talking in Igbo. Blessing’s father will also be arriving that day. They are all very happy, and dance and hug 
one another, pulling Aaron into their happy gathering. Aaron says to Blessing that now her life can begin, 
and reflects that maybe his can too.

Scene 11 
Aaron and Louise are on different benches outside Waterloo station. Aaron is calling his mother to reassure 
her he is ok and apologise for his behaviour. Louise calls her mother to tell her she is pregnant.

Scene 12 
Louise is crying on a bench and three rowdy young men, John, Nathan and Micky, pass by and chat to 
her. John and Nathan are quite intimidating but Louise is assertive and Micky tells them off, apologising to 
Louise as they leave.

Scene 13  
Louise bumps into Terry who is cycling past, and he is concerned that she doesn’t look well. She asks after 
Aaron, and finds out he has been away playing at festivals with his band. Louise admits to missing home 
and Terry tells her about his late wife, who would look into the Thames because it flowed into the English 
channel and the Irish sea, and that connected her to home in Dublin. Terry says that everyone around the 
world is connected by the air, the seasons, the rivers and the sea. Louise cries and Terry is worried he’s 
upset her. He invites her to his upcoming birthday party, before giving her a lift home on his bicycle along 
the river and the canalside.
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Scene 14 
Blessing and her sister Oneka are showing their father around Catford, their school, the hairdressers and 
the big cat statue. They love it because when they see it, they feel that they are home. Aruwa is delighted 
with the city and his daughters.

Scene 15 
The doorbell to Louise’s flat rings; it is Carol, her mother. She has arrived because Louise told her she was 
pregnant. She wants to know if Louise has seen a doctor, Louise is worried about university because Carol 
has used her savings to pay the fees. Carol confesses that she has told Andrew, Louise’s ex-boyfriend 
and the father of the baby, and that he is outside. Louise is furious with her mother. Andrew comes in with 
flowers and says he wants to support Louise and the baby, we learn that he was unfaithful to Louise and 
she rejects him. Louise is adamant that Andrew and her mother will not start organising her life again.

Scene 16 
Sally and Aaron carry a surprise cake from Alice’s house into Terry’s. Louise arrives with a gift,  
is embarrassed to meet Aaron, and explains that Terry invited her. In the garden of Terry’s house, Michael, 
Narina, Fran and allotment friends are chatting and enjoying the party. Aaron is doing a fundraising gig for 
Blessing’s family the following weekend and Alice offers everyone more food. Steve shares some flyers 
about a bird-watching event and Fran gently teases him. Michael and Terry clash about Micheal’s job and 
Terry becomes angry and pessimistic about the future of the planet. Louise is upset about the future and 
lets slip it is because she is pregnant. She is upset and leaves. Everyone looks at Aaron, who denies that 
the baby is anything to do with him. Alice intervenes in Michael and Terry’s fight, and tells Terry that he 
needs to sit down and talk honestly to his sons, something she has never seen him do. Then she tells Aaron 
that he needs to go after Louise and tell her how he feels about her. Aaron leaves and Terry tells his sons 
how upset he was after his wife died, and how he just wanted to protect them. The family become closer, 
and Sally asks Terry to tell her everything about the grandmother she never met.

Scene 17 
Louise and Aaron are talking in her flat. She apologises for not being honest with him and tells him about 
her ex, Andrew. He is just delighted that she doesn’t love her ex and likes him. Louise is unhappy and 
confused, until Aaron gently suggests that the baby seems like a wonderful new start, and that he’s wanted 
to love her since the moment he met her. They kiss.

Scene 18 
Aaron and Louise are in Terry’s garden, talking to Alice and Terry. They want to move in together into Terry’s 
house. Louise has deferred her university place and plans to work part-time at Sainsbury’s for the next  
two years while the baby is little. Alice and Terry acknowledge it’s a big decision but support the couple,  
and affectionately talk about looking after each other. 

Scene 19 
Simon is the only employee in Sainsbury’s with a group of disgruntled shoppers. Dave, Myra and Tracey 
are on Southbank, getting ready for the concert and fundraising for Blessing’s family. Myra announces that, 
like Rafa, she has joined the Green Party. Rafa and Louise arrive and they catch up. Dave gets everyone to 
pick up a bucket to collect for environmental refugees. Carol arrives with Louise’s nan, they embrace and 
reassure each other that even though they are far apart they love one another. Louise introduces her family 
to Terry and Michael. Blessing takes the microphone to thank and welcome everyone, and together they 
affirm that they hope to keep the world safe. The band plays and we see all the families and community, 
singing and enjoying each other’s company.
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THEMES

ENVIRONMENT & SUSTAINABILITY

The impact of human behaviour on the planet is a central theme of Rise. 
Terry is motivated by a desire to keep his sons safe following the death of 
his wife from asthma. He believed that the polluted air in London contributed 
to her death, and this began his lifelong mission to create change and make 
the world better for everyone. He has changed many aspects of his lifestyle 
to make less of a negative impact and live more sustainably. He powers his 
house with solar energy, grows his own food, cycles as a form of transport and 
reduces waste by shopping with his own containers and re-using everything 
he can. Terry is also actively involved in campaigning for change, including 
starting a group that campaigns for clean air. When Louise meets him, she is 
impressed and inspired by his choices. Others, like Rafa, think it all seems  
hard work and not much fun. Terry acknowledges that it can seem a lot of 
effort, but encourages everyone he meets to start small and take action.

COMMUNITY AND CONNECTION

When Louise arrives in London she feels lonely. Aaron and Blessing are also 
new arrivals in London, looking for friendship and community. Central to Rise 
is the idea that by coming together we are stronger, we can create change 
and support each other. The happiest and most transformational moments of 
Rise are when we see characters coming together, despite their differences, 
to share experiences, food and to celebrate. The allotment party, the trip to 
the lady’s pond, Terry’s birthday and the final fundraising party for refugees 
are all moments it which the bonds between people are strengthened. They 
aren’t always easy, as we see characters deal with difficult emotions and 
have hard conversations with each other. These events embody the values  
of generosity, kindness and connectedness, which enable the communities 
of friends and family to change. 

LONDON

The London we explore in Rise is filled with people from around the UK and 
the world, all bringing their stories, dreams and energy to the city. From the 
iconic locations of Southbank to an allotment, from a bus to the Thames,  
the city is almost a character in Rise. The community cast, choir and crew 
who have created Rise represent the best of Londoners, working together  
to achieve something – there are so many examples of this across our city. 
The team of people who lifted a bus off an injured pedestrian, the convoys of 
aid that Londoners have sent to people living in terrible conditions in Calais, 
the volunteers who welcomed the world to London for the 2012 Olympics, 
the thousands of volunteers who give up their time and energy to make each 
day a little better for someone else. At the same time, London can seem  
big and overwhelming and it can be easy to feel lonely. Rise invites  
us to celebrate the things about London we love and, by working and  
playing together, change the things that we don’t. 

 

CONVERSATION 
STARTER

What is your favourite place? 
Why? 

What could you do to help that 
place flourish?

What actions do you take to care 
for the world we live in?

CONVERSATION 
STARTER

What does community mean  
to you?

How can people in London  
build stronger communities?

What could you do to build 
stronger community?

CONVERSATION 
STARTER

If you had to give a visitor a tour 
of London, what would you show 
them and why?

What do you bring to London?

If you were Mayor of London, 
what would you do?
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TIMELINE
SOME HIGHLIGHTS OF THE FIRST 18 YEARS OF OLD VIC NEW VOICES 

1998  
The Old Vic Theatre Trust buys the theatre building and establishes Old Vic New Voices, beginning with a 
UK/US exchange which encourages the development of new talent.

2004  
The Old Vic becomes a producing house, with Kevin Spacey as the new Artistic Director. A schools 
education programme, £5 tickets for the local community and backstage tours highlighting local people’s  
role in the theatre are all introduced. 

2005  
100 tickets costing £12 are made available for every performance to young people under 25.

2005  
The first Old Vic New Voices 24 Hour Plays sees six young writers, producers and directors and 36 young 
actors create six new ten-minute plays in one 24 hour period. They are performed on The Old Vic Stage to 
an invited audience. It is the first of seven 24 hour plays. Participants go on to form The Old Vic New Voices 
Club, who are offered professional development, mentoring and networking opportunities. It’s so successful 
that the model is duplicated in New York, creating the OVNV Network.

2005  
Soapbox works with 900 9-11 year-olds from 30 schools, exploring communication skills and literacy.  
It culminates with a performance, Communic8 by Michael Pagnotta & Sammy Phillips – a new play about 
communication skills for 9-11 year olds.

2006  
On the Middle Day by Gavin Birch and directed Matt Wilde is OVNV’s first community play, exploring the 
Battle of the Somme and the connections to Southwark and Lambeth. Created in association with the Imperial 
War Museum, London, it features 106 community volunteers aged 13-65 and performs to an audience of 
1,486 members of the community. All tickets are free. The project is a National Lottery Awards Best Heritage 
Project Award winner.

2006  
Somme Theatre is the education project that accompanies On the Middle Day and 870 participants aged  
14-18, explore the Battle of the Somme to commemorate its 90th anniversary.

2007  
All education projects, including theatre tickets, become free of charge, increasing access to schools 
and students who wouldn’t otherwise be able to attend. Over two years more than 2,600 14–19 year olds 
participate in projects developing personal skills like teamwork, confidence, aspiration and critical thinking, 
exploring theatre skills and attend performances.

2007  
Ya Get Me, a new play by Ashmeed Sohoye, directed by Nathan Curry and exploring ideas of identity and  
self esteem, was performed to over 700 students aged 13-15 in seven schools around London.

2007  
Sky’s the Limit enabled 300 participants, aged 9–11 from 9 schools participate in workshops exploring 
aspiration and self respect, with volunteers from 3i working alongside the creative team. A production of  
Sky’s the Limit by Emily Nightingale and directed by Matt Wilde exploring the same themes was performed on 
The Old Vic stage to over 1,155 primary school students and their teachers.
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2008  
Branded by Simon Bent, directed by Matt Wilde performs to an audience of 5,025 at The Old Vic. 101 
community volunteers participate in the production exploring the environmental impact of consumerism  
and individual responsibility. Featuring inventive hip hop choreography by Aletta Collins and new music  
by Ben and Max Ringham.

2008  
Go for Green is the education project that accompanies the community play, 900 participants aged 9-11  
from 33 schools explore the environmental impact of consumerism and their choices.

2009  
Schools Club is launched. Working with 900 students aged 13-18 from 30 schools, the programme includes 
four free performances with an introductory workshop before each show. The programme also includes two 
INSET days for teachers and resource packs for each production. The programme expands to include 40 
schools, four INSET days and special end of term events, and is still going strong in its seventh year,  
with competition for places on the programme high.

2009  
Staging Success is launched and works with 1,200 students aged 13-18 in a series of day long workshops at 
The Old Vic exploring producing, directing, design and marketing before participants take over the stage and 
pitch their own ideas. The day ends with a free visit to the production, this successful programme runs for the 
next four years.

2009  
OVNV becomes a founding partner of Ideas Tap, a creative portal for young people.

2010  
Platform by Duncan Macmillam and Morgan Lloyd Malcom and directed by Alexander Ferris is performed in 
The Old Vic Tunnels under Waterloo Station. A community play celebrating London with a volunteer company 
comprising 61 performers and 56 crew performed to 2,500 audience members who enjoyed free tickets to 
this innovative promenade performance.

2010  
TS Eliot Exchange begins, and over two years 200 emerging actors, directors, writers and producers from 
New York and London swapped lives. They experience workshops, devising sessions, networking and theatre 
trips. 25 new plays are produced as a result of the exchange.

2011  
Time Warner Ignite OVNV Club members created 16 new plays in response to The Old Vic season,  
six of which were turned into short films.

2012  
OVNV Edinburgh Season sees five emerging companies supported by OVNV perform in a season at the 
Underbelly as part of Edinburgh Fringe Festival.

2012  
Pop up Panto, an interactive modern day panto with a twist, is performed to 3,500 students in 17 schools, 
plus a one off performance at The Old Vic.

2012  
Epidemic by Morgan Lloyd Malcom and directed by Alexander Ferris, a new community musical focusing on 
mental health and obesity, is performed in The Old Vic Tunnels. The show features a community company of 
volunteers, comprising 43 performers, five musicians, 62 backstage crew, 61 backing singers and ten front 
of house staff. More than 1,600 people attended the free-of-charge performances and the show received 
an Arts and Health Award from Royal Society of Public Health, in recognition ‘of innovative theatre work 
highlighting the major challenges of mental illness and obesity’.
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2012  
Health Wealth by Morgan Lloyd Malcom and directed by Simon Pollard, a new 30 minute play and workshop 
for 11-14 year olds, is performed to 8,000 students in 46 schools.

2013  
Old Vic Community Company is launched – over three years, an inclusive company of 200 Londoners will 
participate in theatre bootcamps, workshops, pop up projects and inspiring productions to build confidence, 
raise aspiration, improve wellbeing and learn new skills. 

2014  
Housed, written by David Watson and directed by Alexander Ferris, is performed in a warehouse in London 
and on stage at The Old Vic. A company of 75 community members performed to an audience 2,125,  
80% of whom had never been to a community play before. 

2015  
The Old Vic Workrooms is launched. Taking over an old school building, free rehearsal space is offered to 
emerging artists and Community Company projects.

2015  
Ages written by Alexandra Wood and directed by Alexander Ferris created with a community company of 100 
actors and backstage crew to an audience of 1,957 people. In addition 340 people engaged with the ides  
of ageing through a series of debates and post show Q&As at The Old Vic and the workrooms.

2015  
Old Vic New Voices Festival showcases the three strands of Old Vic New Voices’ work Education,  
Talent and Community and celebrates the end of Kevin Spacey’s tenure as Artistic Director. 20 new plays  
by emerging writers had rehearsed readings on stage, providing opportunities to emerging directors, actors 
and producers. Seven new writers from the community company had their first ever writing bought to life  
by community actors, and a new play about mental health, Match Fit, was performed to more than 4,500 
young people.

2015  
Matthew Warchus, the new Artistic Director of The Old Vic, launches his new talent programme, Old Vic 12, 
offering a year-long programme of support and opportunities to writers, directors, producers and a composer, 
choreographer and designer.

2015  
Front Line offers paid work experience to 16-25 year olds in front of house roles for every show. At least one 
participant goes on to be employed by The Old Vic.

2016  
Rise is a a new play by Dierdre Kinahan, directed by Alexander Ferris. The Community Company cast of 200 
performers, choir and backstage bring the production to life in a purpose-built pop up theatre in Waterloo. 
As part of the process, a weekend of performances of work by community writers and debates engaged with 
the show’s themes, and an innovative digital project, London Calling, accompanies the main show bringing 
Londoners together.
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INTERVIEW
WITH ALEXANDER FERRIS, DIRECTOR OF OLD VIC NEW VOICES AND RISE 

When you’re approaching a community play, 
do you have a process that you’ve developed, 
or does it change show to show? 

I think it changes show to show. The reason is 
obviously every show is different. The way that the 
play is written dictates the process so much. In Rise, 
for example, we have a core of ten characters who 
all relate to one family, which means that is where 
the focus of the story is. So you have to find a way to 
rehearse that is fair to everybody, so that everyone’s 
being called to rehearsal for a certain amount of 
time, everyone’s getting as much attention as they 
need. It does mean you have this group of people 
who are called into a lot of rehearsals and obviously 
you have to be sympathetic to the fact that they  
have jobs and children and they have all these  
other things in their lives that they need to do.  

One of the things that we were very clear about  
with Rise is that we wanted to see a real, community 
piece of theatre, something that Matthew Warchus 
(the Artistic Director) really wanted us to develop.  
I think that there’s something special about the 
way that we’ve approached Rise, which is to have 
two choruses. We have a chorus of people who 
do movement and we have a chorus of people who 
do text. Together they bring the play to life, and we 
call them ‘World Makers’. So that really feels like a 
community-spirited thing. I think the play is written 
in such a way that it allows us to do that. Last year, 
it wasn’t written in that way. That’s not to say that 
last year was not right, it’s just different. Last year 
was using the story of the Odyssey to say something 
about people growing older in this country, and in 
London specifically. So that needed certain episodic 
moments, whereas Rise has a much clearer narrative 
at its core, and it’s populated by all these people 
who exist in London, all these amazing characters 
that we walk past, we see on the tube or on the bus 
every day. 

There isn’t a rehearsal process, but there is a 
logistical process in the way that we cast the show 
and plan rehearsals. We try and give people enough 
interesting things to do and enough characters to 
get their teeth into, so they can really be thinking 
about this the whole time. Then we will only try and 
call them in when they’re needed, and wherever 
possible, make sure that whenever they are in, 
they’re being used to the best of their abilities. 

This year, we have a lot of different dialects and a lot 
of different accents that aren’t necessarily people’s 
natural ones. For example, there’s a Nigerian 
family and a lot of people playing those roles don’t 
necessarily have Nigerian heritage. We’ve got a 
couple of characters from the north, from Liverpool 
and Clitheroe. So we have a had a voice coach 
come in and do some accent work, which we didn’t 
need to do last year, because everybody was from 
where they were from. It’s those little things that 
make a big difference in terms of process. We have 
got a way of doing these shows that we’ve honed 
over the years, but it’s not hugely concrete, because 
when you have 200 people involved in a process, 
you almost need to have a different technique or 
approach for every single one of those people, 
because everybody learns in different ways. 

Is the role of a director on a community play 
very different to a director in a professional 
production? 

Yeah, I haven’t been called in to do this. There 
wasn’t a play that The Old Vic wanted to put on 
and needed a Director for. They didn’t call me up 
and say, ‘Can you come and do this?’ It was much 
more driven by me at the very, very early stages, 
in the sense that we wanted to do a play about 
the environment. So we went out and did lots of 
research, got lots of people’s viewpoints, and then 
we commissioned the writer to write in response  

Alexander Ferris
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to that. So the starting point is different, you don’t 
start with the play, you start with the idea that you – 
and the community you’re working with – want  
to discuss. 

Then you begin the process of making sure that it’s 
as water tight as possible, in terms of consultation, 
making sure that people have an opportunity to feed 
in. Making sure that what we are talking about is 
grounded in the reality of a situation, and we’re not 
just going off and making up stuff, which is where 
our interviews with experts come in. A lot of my work 
was overseeing that process and making sure that 
the things that came out of that research were  
useful and could influence a writer. The casting is 
very different. We do open auditions, and we have  
literally thousands of people come and see us.  
It’s about making sure that through that process 
we can identify, not just the people who are brilliant 
performers, of which there were so many, but also 
people who are going to benefit from being involved. 
So that’s where it’s slightly different as well. You’re 
not just looking for the right fit for parts. You’re also 
thinking about, ‘Could this person be involved and 
benefit from it?’ And therefore, can you fit a part to 
them rather than the other way around. So that’s 
quite a big difference. 

There is the pastoral care as well. You genuinely care 
about every single person involved, whether they’re 
backstage, whether they’re in the choir, whether 
they’re on stage. That’s not something you just leave 
to stage management, it’s something that you have 
an active role in. And I guess the whole process, 
the Community Company, is very close to my heart, 
and something I really wanted to do at The Old 
Vic. That has been a much bigger role, with more 
responsibilities, than just being a director of a play. 

I also think it’s very important to make sure that the 
ethos and the values of how you want to work are 
really communicated clearly. I’ve actually learned a 
lot from this, and communicating that ethos in the 
very early stages. It has informed the work that I’ve 
done with professionals, because actually, if you 
state that stuff at the beginning of the process, 
then more often than not, people respond to it. 
They go, ‘Okay, right. I get what this is.’ If you can 
make that clear in the first instance, then everyone 
gets on board whether you’re a professional, 
nonprofessional, whatever. 

A lot of what I do is about shaping the whole project 
and bringing all these different elements together. 
We’ve got an amazing team on this project, from 
the composer and the musical director, the sound 
designer, the lighting designer, to the movement 
director, everybody is just really, really on board and 
working in a brilliant, collaborative way. So really a 

lot of my job is about making sure that the design  
fits with the sound, which fits with the overall 
concept of the show. I guess in that sense,  
it’s much more like a traditional directing role. 

Also making sure that things on-stage are working 
well and make sense and the story is being told 
in the best possible way. In the most exciting way. 
That’s been one of the brilliant things about this 
process. It’s a beautiful, beautiful script, but there 
are loads of locations in it. There are lots  
of quick moments that happen and there are so 
many different characters in the show. A lot of my 
job is just about making sure that, for an audience,  
it’s not going to be too jarring or too overwhelming.  
That there’s something that they can hook into. 

We’re really careful, or I’m trying to be really careful, 
about the way we represent these things, because 
from my point of view, it’s a community piece, so it 
needs to be for everybody. There has to be a point 
of access for everybody, and that’s why it’s good 
to have those other elements, like music. But when 
we’re doing representations of the Nigerian family, 
for example, making sure that that is fair and well 
researched and very, very clear is important. But 
equally, making sure that a young woman who’s  
just moved to London from another part of the  
UK, to make sure that that is really fair and well 
researched too. 

With that in mind, the support structure for the 
cast is probably much greater than it might be for 
a professional show. We start every rehearsal with 
warm-ups, some of which are fun, silly games, 
some of which are technique based. That’s really 
valuable for us but I wouldn’t necessarily do it with 
a professional cast. We might do it to a degree, but 
we’re much more fulsome with it on this show. It’s 
important that people bond and get used to working 
together and feel comfortable with each other and 
feel that sense of trust that theatre can really bring. 

Why did you choose the subject of climate 
change and its impact on London? 

This goes back quite a long way! When we did 
a show called Epidemic back in 2012, all about 
health and well-being one of the things that came 
up in the research was about housing. So we 
started researching housing for our first Community 
Company show back in 2014, which was Housed. 
In the research process for that, there were several 
other things that people were concerned about. 
Those two things were about how we look after 
our older members of our community, in terms of 
housing, and how housing affects our mood.  
How bad housing and a bad environment can be 
very, very negative for your well-being. It was really 
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those early stages where it started to be explored. 
And every time we’ve gone back and done more 
research it came up again, the environment, and 
it’s important that people live in a comfortable 
environment. 

It just seemed like the obvious choice. Also, there 
was something quite nice about doing something 
very political for our first show about housing, 
something very personal for our second show 
about ageing and then looking at the environment, 
which is both political and personal in a really, really 
strong way. That felt like a good completion of the 
cycle. The other thing was just the fact that you look 
around the world and you look at the weather that 
we’re having at the moment. Britain is always known 
for being a very temperate climate, and it’s just 
not that anymore. So the evidence of there being 
changes in the climate are absolutely manifesting 
right in front of you. So you can’t really get away 
from that. 

Then on top of that, there were lots of other things 
like the Paris agreement. There were all these 
elements that kept cropping up that seemed quite 
pertinent. And the fact that Theresa May has just  
got rid of the Climate Change Secretary, it’s all 
these terrible, frightening things that are happening.  
But it is very much an issue that politicians haven’t 
got to grips with, and therefore probably society, 
as a whole, hasn’t really got to grips with. I think 
generally people in society want to do good, they 
want to do the right thing. But often there are lots 
of barriers to that. A lot of it is about understanding, 
and knowledge, and information. A lot of it is about 
confidence and about understanding what you 
can do. A lot of it is to do with the economy. There 
were loads of barriers that were in the way, and I 

just thought that community theatre is such a great 
crucible to explore these ideas. 

If you are doing it in the right way and it’s genuinely 
responsive to what people think, then hopefully 
they can come and see it and go, ‘Oh, that kind of 
reflects something I was thinking about, but now it’s 
given me a form and it’s given me a reason to talk 
about it with my brother who I brought to the show, 
or my mum.’ Or whoever. And then those things start 
to get discussed. And the interesting thing that’s 
happened this time around is lots of people who 
have worked on this project in various ways have 
made small changes. In some cases, big changes. 
Our Associate Director has switched to Ecotricity  
as a provider, and it’s saving money. Hurrah! Toby, 
who did our research, has got a Fairphone and  
been on his first political demonstration, about 
climate change.

A lot of the cast and people involved in the project 
have also made those small changes, and we asked 
them all to make a pledge of one thing that they 
would do. This process has made me much more 
wise as well. There’s lots of literature out there that 
we read in the lead up to this, Naomi Klein being an 
obvious one, and Steven Emmott’s book as well.  
The depressing Steven Emmott book! When they 
write in stark language like that, you realise actually 
there are things you can do that make a difference.  
The biggest thing in that Steven Emmott book was 
about eating a burger and how much water and how 
much energy that takes, to just create one burger.  
I never really thought about that before. I would have 
meat every single day, and I would be like, ‘Yeah, 
well I like eating meat, and I’m okay with that.’  
But then you realise, actually, just that simple thing, 
just deciding to switch, and maybe only have two 

Production team
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meat dishes a week. You could be making a massive 
impact on the problem. That’s my little pledge!  
But you know, I think it’s quite extraordinary that 
there are so many things that we can do that we 
probably don’t realise we can do. That was really 
why I wanted to explore this issue. 

Also, I haven’t really seen a play that quite presents 
it in this way. We were really keen to not do a 
post-apocalyptic, ‘here’s what could happen in 50 
years’ time sort of thing, and Deirdre, the writer, was 
brilliant about that. That was her instinct as well, and 
we bonded over that. She has written something that 
is very contemporary, and that doesn’t yammer on 
too much about the environment, which I think is a 
danger, that you present a two-hour lecture. There 
are bits in the play that make the situation quite 
plain, but it’s more about people, and it’s more about 
connecting and people doing things together and 
trying to make the world safe. 

It just felt like the right time to do something like 
this, that there is so much we can do. In researching 
this, I realised there was so much I didn’t know. The 
information’s there, but I didn’t access it for whatever 
reason, or it wasn’t presented in necessarily the 
most understandable way. I was surprised to learn 
a lot of the things. The fact that I always thought 
that two-degree rise was a preventable thing but 
everyone’s saying it’s pretty much going to happen, 
we just need to work out how to manage it. So I just 
feel like it’s really, really the right time to do this play. 

I think that that was self-evident in the workshops 
we did in the lead up to it. One other thing that was 
interesting that came up was that when we said to 
the Community Company, ‘This is the idea we think 
we’re going to explore’ and then we did a three-hour 
workshop just trying out different ideas, devising 
little scenes, seeing what characters might feature 
in that play, what kind of places, there was a slight 
concern in most people. They were all about, ‘Oh, 
but how’s this a London thing?’ And actually the 
more we explored, it’s like, ‘Well, it absolutely is a 
London thing.’ London is one of the biggest capital 
cities in the world and it could be the starting point 
for great things to happen. You’ve got lots of worries 
about the air quality in London. So that was another 
key driver for a lot of things that happen in the play. 
There is this idea that the environment is something 
so global that it couldn’t be personal. But I hope that 
we’ve addressed that and that we’ve made it a bit 
more personal. 

If the company could take anything away from 
this process, what kind of things would you 
like them to take away? 

People are making genuine life changes, and 
sometimes that’s related to the topic of the show 
and sometimes it’s not. Sometimes it’s just having a 
bit more confidence to do what you want to do. The 
digital element has been really interesting. The idea 
is that cast members call up and leave a message 
for someone that they haven’t spoken to for a long 
time or would like to speak to. The audience will then 
pick up telephones and listen to those messages. 
I think that’s been an interesting process for a lot 
of people, because I think that they’ve thought, 
‘Actually, I should just get in touch with that person.’ 
That’s been really interesting, that there were those 
simple things that we let fester. We don’t seize the 
day, to coin a phrase, we don’t make the most of our 
time in some senses. 

I hope that people feel empowered to do something 
themselves, and that could be a small change.  
It could be about writing to their MP, but it could 
also be about, ‘Do you know what? I actually want  
to go and do a community show of my own. I want to 
do that, and they seem to have quite a good model 
at The Old Vic, so why don’t I use some of that to 
go and do it?’ There’s a couple of people who have 
moved out of London since joining the Community 
Company and have said that they would quite like  
to set up groups themselves.

There’s a couple of groups that have spun out of this 
as well who are meeting regularly and doing stuff. 
I think there’s a sense of ownership. An ownership 
of possibilities would be a really amazing thing for 
people to walk away with. I think that being involved 
in theatre is a very empowering thing because 
it’s about people. Theatre doesn’t exist virtually, 
really. It only exists when you have people there. 
Whether that’s an audience, or someone performing, 
or someone singing, or whatever. I think there’s 
something very, very empowering about that idea  
of citizens doing things, of people coming together. 

I hope that’s been a good thing that people would 
take away, and I also think that what we try and do 
as much as possible is encourage the participants  
to really reach slightly beyond what they think  
they might be able to do. For a lot of people  
who have never been involved in anything like this 
before, whether they’re in the choir, or whether 
they’re backstage, or whether they’re on stage as 
performers, we try and set them mini challenges.  
So we think, ‘That person thinks they can get to 
there, but let’s see if they can just get to there.’  
A step higher than they think they can. That’s when 
the moment of magic happens because suddenly 
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someone does something that surprises them  
and it’s like, ‘Oh wow, there is this other part of me  
that I can reach.’ Sometimes that can be a physical 
thing, sometimes it can be an emotional thing, 
sometimes it can be a sort of intellectual thing. 
There’s lots of different avenues for it but I think 
that idea that we are not necessarily confined by 
our own expectations of ourselves. That would be 
a really, really wonderful thing. And if people were 
able to take that back out into society, then you 
have a greater possibility. You are not beholden, 
necessarily, to the structures that are imposed  
on us, for good or for bad. You can change things. 

What’s been the most challenging bit of this 
process for you? 

The most difficult thing is just the fact of not having 
everybody there, and things happen to create 
changes at the last minute. I think that’s hard for 
everybody, because for someone who’s never done 
anything like this before, you go, ‘Right, okay, this is 
how it’s working.’ And then all of a sudden, something 
has to change because someone injures themselves. 
That could happen anywhere but here everyone is a 
volunteer, and we have so many people involved. It’s 
just one of the realities of working in this way. You’re 
working with people who are juggling all these other 
priorities, and sometimes those will need to take 
precedent. We can’t sit here and go, ‘Well, I don’t 
care that your child is crying and needs their mother. 
You need to be in rehearsal. How dare you?’  
We can’t ever do that, and we wouldn’t ever do that. 

But it is a big challenge to work with that, especially 
because this play is so technical. That’s one of the 
reasons why it’s quite difficult. It’s very, very hard to 

keep a handle on who is doing what. And so we’ve 
got our Directing Assistants, who are members of  
the company, tirelessly doing actor journeys. Every 
single performer on stage has a mapped-out route  
of what they’re doing. We’ve worked our way through 
an entire play, and that’s been the number one goal 
- that they are done for 85 performers. So there are 
about 85 actor journeys, which is pretty massive. It 
has to be really detailed, and obviously, things slightly 
change. So then they go through and update it again. 

I think one of the challenges is the fact that 
ridiculously, someone thought that it would be a good 
idea to build a theatre, just in a park, which was a bit 
nuts. No one seemed to question me at the time but 
with reflection, I would definitely question myself! It’s 
the right thing to do, and it’s correct for the project, 
and it’s a brilliant, exciting end for the community who 
have performed in warehouses, they performed on 
The Old Vic stage, they’ve performed in our rehearsal 
rooms here in Bermondsey. They’ve performed in all 
these places, and how brilliant just to have a purpose-
built theatre for them to perform in, smack bang in 
Waterloo, which is where The Old Vic’s community  
is centered. In a park where the moment the audience 
come in, they’ll be looking at the wonderful flowers 
and stuff in Waterloo Green, and then they’ll come 
out and they’ll see the Green, and it will just feel so 
right, and it will feel like a real summery love letter to 
London. So that’s a big challenge, because obviously, 
things change. We’ve had three different mark-ups 
(taped outlines of the stage) this week, with three 
different measurements for each entrance and exit. 
So that’s been a bit of a nightmare when you’re trying 
to build things and work out how to get people on and 
off stage quickly.
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We’ve just added a building project into a rehearsal 
process without necessarily knowing exactly what 
it will be like when it’s built, because no one’s ever 
done it before. That’s been an amazing thing. It’s that 
spirit of ‘you can do more than you think you can.’ 
And The Old Vic is very good at that, and I think  
The Old Vic’s commitment to this kind of work is 
really an example of how you should be ambitious 
with community theatre, because why shouldn’t you? 

Other than that, it’s actually been a relatively 
straightforward process. Touch wood! It’s been 
bumpy along the way, and there are lots of different 
elements to the process. But it’s just down to the 
spirit of the people involved, who have just gone with 
it and have never moaned. There’s always a couple 
of things that don’t necessarily go right, but they 
all get on really well and they all work well together. 
They’re all very, very open and very supportive of 
each other, and that’s true of the professional team 
and of the participants. Everybody has just gone, 
‘Right, we’re doing this,’ And they’ve committed  
to the idea. And by committing to the idea,  
they’ve made something extraordinary happen.

I suppose one of the things that has been hard from 
a directorial point of view, although this would be 
true of any project really, but may be useful to talk 
about, is that we have music. So we have a band. 
We have a choir. We have things happening on 
stage. We have lots of things moving on and off 
stage. There’s quite a lot to get right. One of  
the difficult things has been how do you make  
that process work, so it doesn’t just feel like you’re 
constantly timing; how long it takes to take a box 
off stage and bring it back on? How to make that 
creative and fun for people? I think that’s been one 
of the big challenges, because we have had to 
just concentrate on the technicalities of it, and the 
danger with that is that you then neglect elements 
of the creative journey for a lot of people, because 

you’re going, ‘Oh no, it needs to be done quicker.’ 
Rather than, ‘Oh it needs to be done because you 
really want to get to work’. I’m trying to find those 
interesting ways. As a director, I think that’s hard 
because you’re effectively directing a musical, really, 
even though it’s not a musical. It’s got all of those 
elements. With half the time to rehearse it than you 
would with a professional company! So I think that’s 
been challenging. 

I’ll tell you what else has been challenging; the heat 
of the rehearsal room. No air conditioning during 
some of the hottest days of the summer. I mean,  
it’s a bit ironic really that we’re all there sweltering in 
the heat, working on a play called Rise. So that has 
been very difficult, trying to get everybody energized 
and focused when the heat is so much... it’s beyond!

What have been some of your highlights?

There have been lots. There’s a cheeky moment in 
the play, which I had in the back of my brain as an 
idea, and I thought, ‘If we’ve got time, maybe we’ll 
do it.’ Which I won’t go into too much, but it involves 
choir performers, lighting, and the band. And it’s a 
very, very quick gag, basically. I was thinking, ‘I don’t 
even have time to do it.’ But anyway, we came to it, 
and I thought, ‘Right, okay, let’s give it a go, and we’ll 
just try it really quickly.’  The thing that I really loved 
is that we tried it on stage, and David Gregory in the 
sound design, as a joke, played some music over the 
top. I was like, ‘Oh yeah, it should be that.’ And then 
Dom, who’s the composer, was with the band, and 
he said, ‘Actually, we could probably play that.’ So 
then they started doing it. Then Aimèe, the musical 
director, said, ‘Well we should get the choir to sing 
that line as well.’ And then suddenly, everybody in 
the room was working towards making this tiny little 
gag happen, everyone could see the value in it. 
Everyone could see that... hopefully, it’s quite funny. 
Let’s hope it works! People watching might go, 
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‘What is that about?’ But just that moment there was 
genuine collaboration happening in the room, and 
it was collaboration between all of the professional 
creative team and all of the community. I think that 
that was a real, real highlight because there was that 
electricity in the room, we had a hundred and thirty, 
forty, people in the room. Not all of them were on 
stage, a lot of them were sat around watching,  
but just that ripple of excitement with everybody.  
And that was a really, really fun thing. 

I think one of the other highlights was after the first 
read through. We do a big meet and greet where 
we get everybody together and we read the play for 
the first time. For the people who are reading, it’s 
the first time they’ve ever seen the script so it’s a big 
ask, and if you gave that to most professional actors, 
they’d be like, ‘Oh no, I have to read it first. I can’t 
possibly read it blind.’ But there they are, the cast, 
in a room full of 200 people. So most of those are 
audience, basically, watching them. And they read 
the play, and they absolutely brought it to life in a 
way that I hadn’t quite anticipated because it’s quite 
a tricky script in some ways. But they just made it 
work, and it was just delightful to hear everybody 
laughing at the funny bits that Deirdre had written  
in, and laughing at the way the cast were interpreting 
it and playing it. 

That feels like real community to me, I think. And I 
think that that is when you start to go, ‘Yeah, this will 
be okay. We can make this work.’ I hope... people 
might not think so when they see it, but I think it’s 
good! So yeah, that moment was really fun. 

How did you end up as a director of the 
community play? 

I grew up in South Wales, in a little town called 
Newport and there wasn’t really much theatre there 
at all. In fact, there wasn’t a theatre. So I didn’t really 
do much theatre stuff, other than the odd school 
Shakespeare play until much later on. I accidentally 
joined a youth theatre. I never really knew anything 
about youth theatre and never really thought it was 
for me. Then there was something about this project 
that came around our school, and they said they were 
looking for people to be in Henry V, in the birthplace 
of Henry the Fifth, in Monmouth Castle. I thought,  
that sounds cool because I quite liked history.

I thought, ‘I’ll go and try that.’, and I did, and I loved 
it. It made me think differently about myself, and 
it gave me lots of confidence. It taught me how to 
stand, which I know sounds ridiculous. When you’re 
a gawky 17 year-old teenager, you don’t really know 
how to hold yourself, and suddenly there were 
people there to talk you through those things. 

I met lots of really great friends there. So that 
moment was when I was like, ‘Oh, there’s something 
in this.’ Anyway, I left school, I worked in an 
electronics factory, wasn’t really sure what I was 
doing, just spending all of my money buying records 
in the local record shop. I thought, maybe I should 
do something with myself. So I applied to do drama 
at Liverpool John Moores University. They give you a 
comprehensive view of all elements of drama, and in 
the second year they take you out, and you go and 
do things in the community. And I really, really loved 
that. I’d done quite a bit of acting up to that point, 
because invariably when you study a drama course 
there’s way more women than men, and there’s way 
more parts for men than there are women so you 
end up doing a lot of acting. 

I thought, ‘Well, I’ll try directing,’ and that was the 
thing that I really loved. There was something about 
being in those settings, working with young people 
in really, genuinely rough areas of Liverpool that I 
could see that there was something transformative 
about theatre. 

So that was where my passion for that sort of work 
came from. I carried on directing into my third year, 
and really enjoyed that and then went back to South 
Wales to see what was going on. I set up some new 
writing nights, did some community outreach stuff 
there, and then moved around into various theatres, 
Sheffield, Plymouth, and did lots of things in various 
places, and then ended up at The Old Vic where 
Steve Winter very kindly asked me to be Community 
Manager in 2010, to work on a community project 
called Platform. We were looking for a Director, 
and we interviewed a few people, and no one quite 
seemed like the right person. Steve and I were 
saying, ‘Oh, this is really strange. Why can’t we 
find the right person?’ And then Steve called me up 
about two days later. I can’t remember why I wasn’t 
in the office, but anyway, he called me and he said, 
‘I’ve been thinking about this a lot, and I think you 
should do it.’ 

And before I even thought about it, I just went,  
‘I would love to.’ Just came out of my mouth.  
‘I would love to.’ He said, ‘Yeah, it’s weird you didn’t 
put yourself forward.’ And I was like, ‘Yeah, it is,  
isn’t it?’ But then that was it, we had a great time 
on that. I think that that really set the model for me 
in terms of doing big, big community theatre shows. 
The Old Vic has been amazing in terms of support 
for that kind of work, both for me as a director, 
but also just in terms of committing a fair bit to 
community theatre, which not many places are  
able to do. Some places aren’t even willing to do it. 
It’s been a really extraordinary thing from my point 
of view, and I think it brings something very different 
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to a lot of other theatre that I see. Not necessarily 
better, but I think just a different thing. 

I think for me the point is that community theatre isn’t 
just a sub-genre of theatre. It is a genre in its own 
right. It’s as valid as musical theatre. It’s as valid as 
physical theatre. It should be up there and it should 
be as much a part of any artistic program as any  
other art form should be. 

This is your last Community Company play 
with The Old Vic as you are leaving for a new 
role. Do you have any other ambitions as a 
community theatre director? 

I’m going to be doing a community show in my new 
role with West Yorkshire Playhouse. I think having 
done the big scale work, for me personally, I’m really 
interested in seeing how the different scales of 
community theatre can work. I’d be really interested 
in looking at what a much smaller community theatre 
piece is like. When I say much smaller, I mean two 
performers maybe. I also have a theatre company 

called The Working Party Theatre Company, and the 
executive director and myself who co-founded the 
company have been wanting to do a project for  
ages about young people and their relationship  
with youth workers. That will probably only have  
a couple of performers in it, but it will be rooted in 
the community in terms of the way we approach it.  
I guess it’s just trying to find those ways that you  
can make genuinely effective, and affecting, 
community theatre on a variety of different scales 
and in a variety of different styles.

Every show that I’ve done at The Old Vic had  
slightly different style to it. Platform was promenade,  
and that was kind of nuts, but brilliant, and actually 
promenade lends itself very well to community 
theatre, I think. Then we had Epidemic, a musical 
in 2012. Housed was very much a straight play 
but done in the round. Last year in Ages we had 
a gospel choir, and that worked as part of the 
narrative. This year Rise is basically a mini festival in 
a tent, that’s a different thing again. I think there are 
possibilities, it’s about expanding that idea about 
what community theatre can be. That excites me. 
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A LOVE LETTER  
TO LONDON
SHARON KANOLIK TALKS TO RISE WRITE DEIRDRE KINAHAN 

Rise is a play about sustainability and caring 
for the environment – how did you go about 
making it personal?

I found it quite a challenging prospect when I was 
initially asked to write the show because there had 
already been so much research into the subject before 
I came on board. What I did first was to throw myself  
into all of the research; interviews with politicians, 
campaigners, so many people connected with the 
issues and with very diverse roads into their 
involvement with campaigning and climate change.  
I then looked at postcards written by Community 
participants to imaginary and real grandchildren. 
These postcards were a doorway into people’s souls, 
expressing their love affair with London and what they 
still wanted to exist in 100 years time. What people 
told me was gold dust. 

As a playwright I’m interested in people; in people’s 
motivation and the psychology behind who they are. 
What are our feelings and hopes? How do we 
negotiate and navigate life? I didn’t want the play to 
feel like a lecture, to feel too scientific. I wanted to 
sew the details in a way that felt real, personal and 
truthful. It was important for us to look at climate 
change in a positive way. We need to try and get 
people to engage with the issue step by step, 
engaging positively with their problems, fears and 
loneliness. It’s a far more promising prospect than 
making people feel guilty because they’re not 
responding in the way that they should. 

What is at the heart of the play for you?

I think the heart of the play for me is the fact that  
we are all connected, from Zimbabwe through to 
Stockholm, back to London and round again.  
We all live on the same planet and we affect each 
other every day. When I think of London, I think of all 
of the bridges over the Thames and I think of all of  
the history that’s walked over those bridges that feeds 
into the present, and that there’s something elemental 
about the water. Every city everywhere, every town 
whether you’re in Africa or Asia is built around water, 
it’s where people gather, it’s where animals gather. 

There’s something about it. All of those rivers and  
all of those oceans swarm around us all of the time 
and we’ve got to look after them. And each other.

London plays a big part of the show.  
As someone who is not based in the city did  
the process change your perception of it?

Yes it broadened my vision of London in a positive 
way. When I sit on the Underground I can’t help 
imaging why Tube stops are named that way and 
what the history and architecture of the city is.  
The theme of connection keeps coming back to me. 
London has an edge to it but it’s an edge that moves 
its shoulder – it doesn’t necessarily knock you over. 
The pace of it is like a dance but nobody ever knocks 
you to the ground.

There are little pockets of the city. Lambeth and 
Southwark surprised me, an oasis of 1930s London 
and the sense of community so close to the Shard. 

Deirdre Kinahan
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You think of the city as a place of work or tourism but 
there are loads of people and groups around there 
and that was a surprise. I didn’t doubt that there was  
a strong community in London, I’ve always felt that, 
but I was surprised to find it on Waterloo Bridge. 

What was it like working with the Community 
Company?

It’s been just fabulous. Meeting the company members 
and interacting with them was invaluable in getting a 
sense of who they are and what’s important to them. 
In this play I wrote the characters for the people that 
were in front of me. Their dialects and cadence isn’t 
mine but that made me sharper, seeing things through 
their eyes. I wanted to write something that was 
meaningful, enjoyable and something meaty. 

I forgot about the fact that they weren’t actors, I wrote 
it as I imagined the characters saying it and knew that 
they would be able to deliver it. London’s diversity is 
much more in the fabric of the community and in the 
texture of how people interact and respond to each 
other and mix. 

The Community Company is like a social experiment, 
having people of different classes, backgrounds and 
levels of education in one room. There’s such a comfort 
that people have with each other and something really 
special in terms of what the company is creating.  
It feels effortless. The production has become more 
ambitious by the hour and the team and the Community 
Company are so committed to making every single 
element, every single person more fulfilling.
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INTERVIEW
WITH CHRIS MCGOLDRICK, RISE CHOIR MEMBER

How did you get involved in Rise?

I guess you could call it a midlife crisis! I was  
looking for something. I come from a film and music 
background. I stopped working as a musician in my 
mid-30s, and then I stopped working in film a few 
years after that. I was a Production Manager and 
Assistant Director for films and commercials.  
The money was great and all the rest of it, but it’s a 
nasty business and I’d been in it for too long, I’d just 
had enough. Theatre is a wonderful world to come 
into at a later stage in your life. It’s just kind of 
overtaking me. It’s become the main thing that I do 
now, I write, I sing in choirs or whatever I can to get 
involved in as many projects as I can.

This is my new thing and it’s great. It’s new for me, 
even though I’m 50. It’s good to know that even 
though you’re a bit older and wiser, that there’s still  
a lot to learn. If I’d gotten into theatre in my mid-20s 
I’d have been so arrogant and so cocksure of myself. 
I’m at a good age to kind of learn new stuff now. 

I learned the film world through being a runner and 
working my way up. I think that’s a good way to do it. 
Just do it, just be involved, you know. It’s what I’m 
doing now with theatre.

What have been some your highlights of 
working on Rise so far?

I always thought I couldn’t sing and it was the first 
audition that I went to, actually at the Young Vic.  
They were looking for a choir for a show, a really good 
show, an opera in fact and there’s always a shortage 
of guys for choir, always. I just wanted to keep the  
free tickets to shows coming so when they asked me 
if I could come along, or get any of my mates to the 
audition, I said yes. So I went along and I got the part. 
I got the thing, and it turns out I can sing, and then I 
just loved it, absolutely loved it. 

You hear it on the TV, choirs are the new thing. 
Everyone’s dead right, it’s good for you. You do sleep 
better. You do feel better after a bit of a sing-song.  
So when you’re in a bad mood, have a little sing, off 
you go. You feel a bit better, it just... it does something. 
So singing’s a hobby that I do at any opportunity. 

Is there anything that you’ve learned through 
this process?

There’s always stuff! It’s a kind of stamina thing for 
these rehearsals. I know that. It’s good to know that 
and learn. So people keep saying, ‘I saw you guys 
having to sit around doing nothing all the time.’ But 
we’re not sitting around doing nothing. We’re sitting 
around getting to know each other. We’re sitting 
around telling jokes, amusing ourselves and helping 
each other out, ‘There’s a couple of parts I need, 
what’s that bit again? 

I’ve learned quite a lot about the technique of singing, 
which I didn’t know before. At the beginning, half of a 
three-hour rehearsal I would be making strange noises 
and Amy, our choir master, explained how the voice 
works, where it resonates in the front, where it 
resonates in the back and you learn how the whole 
body works. She’s been relentless with that. I think 
that’s definitely a very, very big positive I’ll take away 
from this. If I ever had to go to another singing 
audition, I’ll be less stressed about it. I’ll know how to 
prepare my voice a couple days before, and I know a 
bit more about the technique of singing.
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How has the choir worked? What have you 
been doing in the choir?

Every choir master is a bit different, you know?  
They’re not all the same. The one that we’ve got,  
Aimèe, is very, very, good and she’s very, very good on 
technical singing lessons, which is really, really good. 
That’s a real luxury. When you do other shows, they 
start off saying, we’ll teach you how to sing, build your 
voice and do some proper breathing exercises and 
give you a lesson. But they never do. It’s just learn  
the material, polish it, learn the material, polish it,  
and I always come out with a hoarse voice. I’ve got  
no technique. Now I’ve got a wee bit of technique.  
You know what I mean? Now my voice doesn’t get 
hoarse, and I look after it and just do the breathing 
exercises with straws and stuff like that. 

You’ve talked a lot about the creative side. 
What’s the community side of this project like?

Well that’s the bonus, I mean, it’s good. It’s a transient 
social life, but I’m used to that from my previous work. 
For some people, it really breaks their heart when they 
go, the ones that you’re gonna keep in touch with, 
you’ll keep in touch with. It’s nice to have met a whole 
bunch of people so it’s a good social scene, and I’m 
really looking forward to doing the shows, and that’ll 
just re-energise everyone.

Thinking about the issues in Rise, issues of 
connection and the environment. Did you have 
any strong feelings about those before you 
started the process? Have they changed?

Certainly not about the environment, particularly.  
It’s not something I got a cold heart about. It’s not a 
burning issue for me. Although I am quite political,  
I’ve got strong opinions on things. I suppose human 
interest is more my kind of thing. I don’t think you 
know what Rise is saying, yet. You know what I mean? 
I haven’t studied the script or anything like that. So it’s 
probably best to ask me that question at the very end. 
I’m still finding out what the show really is, you know?

What’s next for you? Have you been inspired to 
do more?

The next thing I’m involved in, I’ll have a big part in a 
very small show. At the Clapham Omnibus theatre in 
November. The Director wants me to be in that, and  
I know the Director, and I’ve worked with him before. 
It’s just I don’t know if I can actually do it, if I’m 
physically going to be able to fit it around other 
commitments. I’d like to make it work if I can. 

Do you have any more creative ambitions? 
Things you want to do? 

Yeah, oh there’s tons, tons! I’d like to write. In fact,  
I do write plays and that’s my thing, that’s what I’m 
really interested in. I write other stuff, short stories  
and songs, but I’m very, very keen on writing for 
theatre. Hence, I do as much of this stuff as possible 
and workshops and director’s courses, as it all helps 
to form writing for theatre if you know about the 
process and how it works, and what not to get  
worked up about, and not to overwrite. 

Do you have any advice to somebody else who 
was at home thinking, ‘I’d quite like to do this’?

Definitely, I would advise them to go for it! I tell you, 
the only way to do it is to just throw yourself out there. 
If you’re not used to it, it makes you feel self-
conscious and daft, but you just have to get over  
that. You have to find a way. I can’t honestly say... 
there’s lots of good tips. The best tip I got from  
a director at one rehearsal, it was all getting very 
serious, and she’s quite a heavyweight director and 
she said, ‘Listen, guys, it’s just play acting. You’re  
just pacing about pretending to be someone else  
for a show. And people know it’s make believe, and it 
doesn’t matter if it’s ‘Hamlet’ or whatever or ‘Singing 
in the Rain’. It’s just pretend.’ That was a good tip.  
I thought, ‘Okay, okay, it is just play acting. That’s all  
it is.’

You know, ten years ago if you said to me,  
‘Oh you get a bunch of guys from the prison,  
who’ve committed a serious crime and like, do theatre 
workshops and writing plays. It’s going to enhance 
their inner life.’ I’d have just said, ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ 
But I know it for a fact that it’s true because I’ve seen 
it. I worked on a project with offenders and it was life 
changing. I include myself in that as well. It has helped 
me out. And like I said, finding something new like the 
theatre when you’re in your 40s – it’s amazing. I’ve  
got friends of mine that are my age. They’re 50, and 
they’re bummed out. I feel like I’ve got a second wind.  
I’m enjoying life. I wanna keep doing it, and do more  
of it and up the ante every time. So when they said, 
‘Sing in a choir.’ Yeah, of course, why not? And I’ll 
learn something along the way, and I’ll meet some  
old friends and meet some new friends.
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INTERVIEW
WITH CATHERINE GREEN, RISE BACKSTAGE CREW MEMBER

How did you get involved in the community 
company? What inspired you to take part?

I saw the project promoted on Twitter, and at the time 
I was looking for something new to do, a way to meet 
some new people and do something different. It’s hard 
to meet new people in London, apart from people you 
work with. So yeah, just do something different from 
what I normally do. Get out of the house, you know.  
It just went from there, luckily I got an audition and 
was selected to take part. 

What is your role on Rise? What have you been 
doing?

I’m in the design and props team, this year the show 
has lots and lots of props, so we have been making 
from the get-go, from fake leaves, to scarecrows it’s 
been awesome! It’s just nice to do something practical 
with your hands and make stuff. I think I cut out 400 
leaves a few weekends ago! We had a production 
line, cut them out of felt, and then somebody painted 
them, then someone else put a bit of glue and wire  
on the back and then a couple of weeks later we 
attached them to these rose plants. Oh, and we’ve 
made these boxes to stand on the stage, and you turn 
it over in a different scene, it becomes something else. 

During the performances I’m part of the Stage 
Management team. This year I’m operating the blinds 
on stage, which have video projection on. They also 
open and close to reveal actors, the choir and band  
at certain times during the show. 

What has been the biggest challenge about 
your role?

The biggest challenge is the time commitment,  
though the more time you can commit the more you 
get out of the project. I will be having a few days rest 
after the final show!

What skills do you think you’ve learned?

I’ve learned some prop making skills, such as how to 
make fake food, I’ve also developed my people skills, 
mixing and getting along with such a large group of 
people. And of course stage management skills, I’m 
operating the blinds during the show, I have 41 cues 
operating nine blinds, so listening and timing will be 
important!

What have been the highlights of your time  
in community company and working on Rise?

The people, mixing with different age groups,  
and people from many different backgrounds,  
from pub workers, lawyers, students to people  
in their retirement. You really feel part of a team,  
it’s like a family, whatever your age or background.  
The professionals that are involved are always so 
positive and helpful. It’s such a positive place to be. 
You just go away feeling good when you leave at the 
end of the day.

Were you interested in green issues before 
working on Rise? Has the process changed 
your opinions or ideas?

Yes, environmental issues are very much in the  
news this year, especially air pollution. As a cyclist, 
I’ve really noticed how bad this is getting in London. 
The story in the play makes you more aware of people, 
and what’s important to them and why. In this case the 
environment. Sometimes activists can seem a little 
extreme, though you just need to dig a bit deeper to 
understand where they are coming from if at first you 
don’t, we all do our bit, just in different ways.

What might you say to someone who saw a 
similar opportunity? What tips might you give 
to someone trying to get involved?

Go for it! It doesn’t matter if you haven’t done 
something before, everyone has a go, there’s no 
pressure to be perfect, everyone just does what  
they can when they can, you go away feeling great.
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INTERVIEW
WITH JUDITH ARKWRIGHT, RISE ACTOR

How did you get involved in The Old Vic 
Community Company?

I was already a little bit involved with another local 
theatre company, London Bubble. I think I just saw a 
poster outside The Old Vic. I go to the theatre a lot, 
and I think I was feeling a bit confident because of 
being involved in Bubble. I thought, ‘Well, I might as 
well give it a try.’ And then I was quite alarmed, you 
know, because you had to do three auditions, and I 
thought, ‘Oh, well. It doesn’t really matter to me that 
much.’ So in a sense, that made me daring enough to 
do it. I think, if the stakes had been too high, I wouldn’t 
have gone through that process. The third audition, 
you actually had to do on The Old Vic stage. That was 
for Housed in 2013. I’ve been involved in everything 
they’ve done for this three-year project. Honestly,  
I was so excited when they phoned me to tell me I 
was going to do it. I couldn’t believe it.

What do you think you’ve taken out of the 
whole experience, what are the things that 
you’ve learned?

I think the main thing I’ve learned about is the process 
of theatre making, because I’ve always been 
interested in theatre. I did a lot at school, but I haven’t 
been involved since then. So it’s the process of how 
you can have all these different parts and bring them 
together. Every single time we’ve got a production 
coming up, you’re at one point where you think,  
‘this is just not going to work’, and then, suddenly, it all 
miraculously comes together. I do find that a bit of a 
miracle. I’m also quite involved politically, and I really 
like the idea of community theatre. The fact that you 
can have that sense of community – obviously outside, 
that you’re trying to relate to – but also the community 
that’s within it, in the company. It’s fascinating to me 
because that’s how it comes together, because 
everyone decides to pull together. Even in an art 
where people can be quite competitive with one 
another, I’m sure they are in the professional theatre 
world, but when it comes to the actual show, you’ve 
got to put aside your egos and stuff and make sure  
it happens for everybody. So I find that really just 
interesting, the process. And obviously that’s made  
me more confident. I mean, to me, it’s a miracle. I was 
doing theatre at school; haven’t done it since. I left 
school at 18. I did play quite big roles, and now I’m 
64. So, you know, to be able to do that! I do get very 

nervous. But still it does give you confidence, and I’m 
sure that would be true for a lot of the older people 
who get involved, actually. I’ve retired during the time 
I’ve been part of the community company as well,  
so you don’t have to think retirement is like you’re 
becoming a non-entity, because you can actually  
do something that you didn’t know you could do.

I was a teacher. So, I guess, in that sense, it was a bit 
of a performance type thing going on there, but it’s not 
the same at all. As a teacher, you’re kind of in charge 
yourself, of your little classroom, but when you’re an 
actor you’ve got to really fit in with what everybody 
else wants, you know, as well as keeping your end up.  
It’s a very interesting process. And now, when I see a 
professional production I really notice things so much 
more, and I really appreciate all they’ve been through 
to get that far. So it’s just really been fantastic.

What’s been most challenging thing about 
Rise?

I think the energy level thing is challenging for me. I do 
get very tired. But again, that’s kind of a good thing to 
be made to draw out of yourself as much as you can, 
rather than just sit back. Because I’ve stopped work, 
I’m out of that routine, so I’m not getting up at 6am 
anymore, which is very nice. It’s quite nice to have 
challenge, but it is physically very challenging. That’s 
the thing, which I’m sure is not the same if you’re 
younger. I think I do struggle with nerves a bit. It’s to 
do with perhaps not trusting yourself as much when 
you’re older, because my memory’s not as good. I 
mean, before, when I was at school, I used to learn 
lines, but I don’t even remember doing that. They just 
seemed to go straight in. Now, I have to really work at 
it, and then I get worried I’m going to forget. That’s the 
thing about getting old. In some ways, you’re more 
confident when you’re old because you’ve been 
through it all. You know that, in general, in life, if you’re 
very lucky, of course most things turn out for the best. 
The thing that undermines you a bit is that you get 
anxious about silly things that young people don’t get 
anxious about. So I suppose those are the two things: 
the fact that it’s physically demanding and the sort of 
slight anxiety about certain things which I can tell all 
the young people are just breezing their way through.
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What about some highlights of the Rise 
process?

I was involved in the pop-up, that was really a 
highlight. I think it was five plays that we did here 
on-site at the Workrooms in Bermondsey. There was  
a different play in each part of the building and it was 
sort of a post-apocalyptic thing in all the plays, on the 
theme of ecological green issues. The audience were 
taken, it was like a promenade performance, so they 
went into different plays, and the last play was in the 
main hall, and that was the one that I was in. It was  
a two-hander written by one of the community 
company and it was really good. 

We were sort of like the Green Police and we were 
going up to members of the audience, accusing them 
of not recycling adequately or using too many carrier 
bags or whatever, and it was really enjoyable. What  
I enjoyed about that process was getting it up and 
running in two weeks. That was quite good for me in a 
way, because I didn’t have time to get all these things 
to worry about. We just had to go ‘bang-bang-bang’, 
straight into it. Also it was really great because  
I drew on my kind of teacherly thing: you had to sort  
of tell them off, and I had to sit at the front and look  
at them over the top of my glasses. It was really 
enjoyable.

That was a great opportunity for lots of people to just 
suddenly have an extra little thing, and also, of course, 
it made you think about the green issues. That’s 
definitely a highlight for me. The issues are very close 
to my heart, and so I enjoy the idea that we can think 
about and have a discussion with people about those 
issues. I hope that’s the purpose of it, in a way, to raise 
the issues amongst the wider community.

I think another highlight is just the people that I  
work with, because the way it works in these huge 
productions is you just get in with a smaller subgroup 
and you’re doing all your rehearsals with them,  
and so you get quite close to them.

Who are you playing in Rise?

I’m playing this character called Alice, who’s the 
neighbour, and she’s a little bit in love with the main 
guy, Terry, or he’s a little bit in love with her. So it’s 
perfect for me, because it’s quite a chunky role, and 
I’m getting to work with people who I really admire in 
terms of their abilities. I think some of these young 
people will go on to work professionally, to great 
things. So that’s a real kind of thrill. 

Also, you’re meeting people who you would just never 
have met. Another thing to do with retiring is you do 
go to some things, and you walk into the room and 
there’s a sea of grey hair. But here, of course,  
I’m meeting all sorts of people who, as I said, I just 
wouldn’t have met through any other thing. So that 
has been really nice. Rise is the biggest show we’ve 
done so far, so the number of people you get to  
talk to and find out about people’s lives, it’s just so 
fascinating, you know? That has been a real highlight 
for me. I’m very sociable, so I just really enjoy that  
part of it.

I’ve been deepening my understanding of the issues, 
the workshops are really good for that. I think green 
issues are quite hard to really take on board, they’re  
a bit over there, and people don’t think they’re that 
immediate. So just getting more into those issues  
and feeling... when you’re in a play, you’re dragged in, 
aren’t you? You give a commitment to all the ideas and 
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beliefs and emotions that are in that play. And you sort 
of get forced to align yourself with all that. So it would 
feel very treacherous to come away and say, ‘Well,  
no, actually I don’t care about green issues after all.’

Could you tell me about the process of working 
on Alice and bringing the character to life?

That’s been another highlight, I really have learned 
about character work - we’ve done a lot of character 
work this time in comparison to other shows. 
Especially about physicality. When I say that it’s 
physically tiring, it’s also the physicality is difficult for 
me, because obviously, when you’re older you’re 
body’s going a certain way, and it’s very difficult to 
change it. And you can see that when you see Judy 
Dench or something, she’s got an actor’s body.  
I’ve seen myself on video for another show, and I was 
absolutely horrified when I saw because I was walking 
around hunched like this, with this arm sticking out, 
because I had broken my elbow previously. I was 
walking like this old... no, it was awful. We did a really 
good session with Joe and Emma, where we had to 
walk around and we had to copy other people’s walks 
without telling them. So you had to think about where 
the tension in the body was and stuff like that. And I’ve 
never really thought about that before, and then you 
have to think about ‘what would your character’s walk 
be?’ So we decided that Alice had been a deputy 
head in primary school, so she was used to walking  
in a very upright way. Trying to sort of impose authority 
a bit and not to be too flappable, which is sort of 
opposite to me, because I’m all over the place. To try 
to have her have a body that is calm and gestures that 
are fairly minimal in order to assert her authority. That 
was really hard, I really learned something from that. 
Maybe I’ll carry it through. I’m trying!

Have you been doing anything outside of the 
rehearsal room, sort of thinking about Alice?

Oh, yeah, everywhere I walk, I’m walking like Alice!  
I try to make my shoulders go down and have my arms 
closer to my body. So I’ve been doing this all the time, 
walking like Alice all over the place. And actually,  
I think it’s speeded up my walking, as well! I’ve been 
doing voice things. There’s been a lot of emphasis on 
voice - that’s been another highlight actually. We’ve 
had a lot of voice training with a bit more continuity 
than before, where it was a one-off workshop, there’s 
a kind of buildup thing now of what we’ve learned.

I feel like we’re getting a very good deal in a sense.  
We’ve not paid anything for it, but because we’re 
getting so much professional help, compared to being 
in other companies. There’s lots of different models of 
community company, that’s also what I’ve learned 
because this is very different to my other company.  

All of them have their merits, but definitely, if you’re the 
sister company of something like The Old Vic, you’re 
getting a very good deal in terms of the resources.  
I’m really excited to see the actual venue, to see what 
that’s going to be like. That’s definitely going to be  
a highlight, if you’d have interviewed me next week!

What are you most looking forward to about 
the performances? Is there anything in 
particular?

I’m just looking forward to seeing what it’s going to be 
like, performing in the temporary theatre – it’s like a 
tent. The experience of different spaces has been very 
interesting. We have performed here, at The Old Vic 
workrooms, and those who have been involved from 
the start obviously got to perform on The Old Vic 
stage. I’m quite looking forward to walking in my 
costume from the tunnels where our dressing rooms 
are to the tent. 

There is a real buzz once you get up there on stage  
if you do it. Well, there’s just nothing like that buzz.  
It’s so nice to feel that you can still have excitement 
like that, even though you’re not as young as you 
were. I think they’re going to have some post show 
discussions this time, I am interested to see the 
responses to the issues. After the pop-ups, we had  
a panel discussion that was really, really interesting.  
I think they got some of the ideas for the piece from 
that. There was a guy there who came to the pop-up 
discussion who lives this kind of green lifestyle, who’s 
a bit like the main character, you know, so I hope it’s 
opened people up to all those issues.

Are there any highlights from the whole 
experience of The Old Vic Community 
Company?

I think Housed was very thrilling for me because it was 
the first one, so I just couldn’t believe I’d got into it 
and I think everybody was very excited because it was 
at the beginning of that process. I definitely think there 
was something very special about Housed, and 
because we did it at The Old Vic. The point about it is 
that they’re all so different and that’s another good 
learning thing, to understand that every production 
you do is a totally different experience. So you really 
see the appeal in that sense, being involved in the 
theatre is very different to any other job. 

It’s kind of weird, in a way, because you’ve invested so 
much of yourself in something and then suddenly, 
bang, it’s over. That must be hard if you’re a 
professional and that part of it I probably wouldn’t 
have liked if I had gone into the profession. I did enjoy 
the pop-ups and the rehearsed readings, perhaps 
they was a little bit less pressure in a way. I’m pretty 
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convinced that doing something in a tent is going  
to be a massive highlight, you know, because  
when would you ever get to do that, really?

What next for you? What ambitions do you 
have creatively? 

I’m hoping that we’ll keep going with this company.  
I’m on the steering group, so hopefully after this,  
we’re going to have a discussion about what sorts  
of things might happen. Some of us have kind of got 
things going, we had a play-reading group, and a 
group for people who want to hone their acting skills.  
I think that’s really good, and the fact that The Old Vic 
give us a space to do that has been really good.  
I’m hoping we might build that sort of thing up. 

Another thing that’s been really nice for me is that  
I’ve been doing a lot of work with refugees during the 
process. I’ve been to Calais and the group have been 
really supportive, and I’ve been keeping them in touch 
with what I’ve been doing. I put up a display and  
I’ve talked to people about it. That was just purely 
accidental, because it just happened to be me,  
and I was doing it, and I told people about it and they 
all got interested. I’ve raised money here for Calais.

I wouldn’t mind doing something with refugees,  
but that’s just an idea of mine. I’m definitely going to 
stay involved in the theatre, for as long as I possibly 
can now. It’s a project that’s opened up for me. I mean, 
before this, me and my partner were talking about, 
‘Oh, should we go and live in the country?’ and stuff 
like that. We’re not doing that now. We’re staying here 
because I’m too busy!

Could you tell me a bit about the Steering 
Group and what you do there?

There’s people representing the different areas of the 
company, like stage management and the choir, every 
part of the company is represented on it. It doesn’t 
make major decisions because the permanent team 
make the major decisions, but we have been very 
involved in particular things like getting feedback  
from the different groups about how things work and 
what they would like to see. Talking about all these 
wonderful things about community and everyone 
working together, it doesn’t all come like that. The fact 
that we’ve had somewhere where people can come 
and say, ‘Oh, well, I’m feeling a bit unhappy with this,’ 
has been really good. We’ve come up with these 
suggestions for doing extra activities too. We’re going 
to get to discuss the possible future of the community 
company. I hope it has got a future because it’s a pity 
to dampen down this momentum. If you look at the 
political situation as well, we really need ways of 
getting these issues out. Plainly we have a problem  
in this country’s political culture, and we need 
imaginative ways of getting these issues debated. 
Even if we just carried on doing workshops, which 
don’t have to lead to a full-scale production, that’s 
something.

It’s this dual role of developing a theatre and the 
community within a theatre, but also the wider 
community. For me, it’s just like the perfect recipe, 
because it’s two things I’m really interested in.
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AN INTERVIEW WITH
ROSS CROSBY, OLD VIC NEW VOICES COMMUNITY CO-ORDINATOR

What do you do? What’s a regular day in  
the office?

I’m the community coordinator for Old Vic New 
Voices, I started in this job in October 2015. The 
idea was that I’m here to offer more opportunities  
for members of The Old Vic Community Company  
to communicate with the theatre, to provide a central 
point of contact throughout the year. It’s a bit like 
being a company manager over the year, rather 
than just working on the show, talking to people 
and keeping everyone in the loop with the work that 
we’re doing. I help run the steering committee,  
a group of company members who offer suggestions 
and feedback from the company. I also plan and help 
deliver community drop ins regularly throughout the 
year. I support effective communication between the 
rest of the theatre’s activities and and the community 
programme too.

It’s always very different, especially at the moment 
as we are working on the production. I’m not full 
time, so I usually start my day by checking my 
emails, which can vary from being as low as six 
emails to my current record of 80. That was a great 
start to the morning! I will be in contact with lots of 
local organisations to tell them what we are doing 
and build new relationships. I might have one or two 
meetings in the morning with a local group, getting 
to know about their work and looking at how we can 
involve them in the work that The Old Vic does. Then 
I might be getting on with one or two project tasks. 

I also work on a brilliant project called Front Line 
for young people to get paid work experience in 
different front of house jobs; managing that can 
be quite a big part of my job. We are just about to 
start a new cohort for Front Line, which means I’m 
in regular contact with ten young people. I’m doing 
that as well as helping on the production. In addition, 
I’m currently planning for a community drop in in a 
week’s time.

What’s a drop in session?

An Old Vic Community Company drop in is open 
to anyone in London aged 16 and over. They vary in 
topic, and we try to come up with a topic that is both 
current and challenging for people to get involved 
in. The purpose of those drop ins is less about 

getting a group of people into a room to be actors 
and performers, and more about getting them into 
a room and talking. I worked with people in those 
sessions who came along because they wanted  
to meet some new people, yet we’re trying to create 
some challenging kind of debate. We did a big 
one on the EU referendum. That was a few weeks 
in advance of the vote and really I think opened 
a lot of people’s minds to different sides of the 
argument. With the one that we’ve got coming up 
we are looking at doing it about the aftermath of the 
referendum and how to strengthen communities in 
the face of such a big decision and so much change.

Is Rise the first full production you’ve  
worked on?

It’s the second, I worked on Ages last year assisting 
Clemmie, the producer. This means that I have an 
understanding of The Old Vic approach, this idea of 
the community company. I also know the members 
quite well, I’ve managed to build really good 
relationships with them.

What’s the most challenging aspect of  
your job?

I think something that is really challenging is getting 
the balance right so that you’re able to really be 
there for people as much as you can be, and really 
making sure that you know who those people 
are, and have an understanding about who you’re 
working with. I also think the really big challenge 
is that we have very ambitious plans and projects. 
Making those happen can be extremely challenging 
but in the best possible way. Although it’s 
challenging, I couldn’t imagine doing anything else. 
There are days when I walk into the office and I’m 
like aaaahh! We’re just so busy. But then it all just 
happens, so worth it.

What are your highlights of working on Rise?

Walking into the temporary space we’ve built for 
the first time and seeing it, knowing that we’ve been 
working on this project since October 2015 and 
now it’s really happening. In fact, we were talking 
about this project when we were still doing Ages. 
To actually see it happen is amazing. Also getting to 
see groups of young people working front of house 
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on every show, and then finding out that they’ve 
since been employed with us or in various other 
organisations is probably the best part of  
my job.

How did you end up doing what you’re doing? 
What was your route into community theatre?

At university I studied Drama and English. In my 
second year I started studying applied theatre and I 
was really interested in it. I had a lecturer who said, 
you’re really good at this and this is what you  
should do. 

I was never really interested in working with 
professionals. I was always really interested in 
working with non-professionals, but giving them the 
chance to make theatre that has the same values 
as any other show. Somehow I’ve managed to meet 
the right people who also share that view. I feel very 
fortunate to be working on this kind of project. 

I did internships, I did a lot of emailing people and 
begging them to let me work on their projects until 
eventually people started to let me. I’m now running 
some projects that I started out assisting on, and 
that’s really lovely. Whenever someone asks me this 
question, I always say I don’t know, because I just 
think that when you work in this kind of job, it always 
just kind of falls into place, there isn’t a defined path.
You say yes to one thing and no to something else, 
and it always just seems to happen.

What sparked your interest in theatre?

I grew up in the northeast of England where there 
wasn’t really a lot of arts career opportunities, or 
a huge amount of theatre happening. As a young 
person I was obsessed with musical theatre, I was 
very into amateur dramatics. I was Oliver Twist,  
I did all of that stuff! I always knew I wanted to work 
in theatre I think, and then from 17 I allowed myself 
to accept it, to know that I could work in theatre, 
it wasn’t just a hobby or a dream, it was possible. 
Then, I just didn’t quite know what I wanted to do. 
I love just being surrounded by people and giving 
them a chance to say what’s on their mind. That’s 
what I love.

Do you have any creative ambitions?

One day I would like to direct a show the size of  
Rise in the middle of nowhere with a bunch of 
people who’ve rarely had the chance to go to the 
theatre. It would be all about them. And it would be 
bonkers and huge and fun. That would be a brilliant 
thing. That’s what I’d like to do.



The Old Vic  Rise insight pack 34

REHERSAL DIARY
BY ANDREA POPE

Andrea has been an Old Vic Community Company 
Member for three years. After seeing an advert 
for Epidemic auditions in a paper at her friends 
house, she came along for an audition. She didn’t 
get a part but had always been more interested in 
developing her skills as a Director. She wrote to The 
Old Vic New Voices team to ask about opportunities 
and was invited to work as one of the Assistant 
Directors for Housed, then Ages and now she is 
working on Rise. Her role involves undertaking 
research; collecting pictures of all locations in the 
plays, writing a glossary of words or ideas used 
in the plays so that everyone understands what is 
happening, and recording every actor’s journey so 
there is complete clarity about who is meant to be 
where, and when. 

During the shows, Andrea will be backstage, 
supporting the stage management team and the 
cast to ensure that everyone gets on stage in the 
right place and at the right time. Working as part 
of The Old Vic Community Company has given 
Andrea the chance to learn about managing large 
groups of people and develop her organisational 
skills. As someone with dyslexia, she has found 
the opportunity really inspiring and plans to put 
her new skills to use, developing her own summer 
programmes for young people. During the Rise 
rehearsal process, Andrea has kept a diary, a little 
glimpse into the rehearsal room and The Old Vic 
Community Company process.

DAY ONE

One of the greatest sounds you will ever hear is the 
sound that comes from a school playground. It’s the 
sound of imaginative energy, the sound of creativity, 
the sound of freedom. Our rehearsal room sounds a 
lot like that!

Today is Saturday 11 June and it’s 9.30pm. One hour 
before we all meet our co-creators, the community 
cast and crew of Rise. We’ll have one hour to do 
paperwork. Name, email, next of kin, and oh yes,  
the ‘you can take my photo’ form. I do my own 
forms, then move into lend a hand in the office, 
armed with a stapler. At 10.30pm we all move into 
the workroom, the old school auditorium and our 
rehearsal room. 
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We stand in a circle. This is the beginning, the 
first day of our ten weeks of playground noise and 
making a new piece of theatre. We all look so 
different: shorts, skirts, socks, bright blue, dark 
blue, dull yellow, green, long hair, short hair, plaits, 
stubble, beards, piecing, tattoos, four foot, six foot, 
brown eyes, open toe sandals, Nikes, old boots  
(we shouldn’t wear boots oops!) Whatever was 
decided to be worn that morning, one thing stood 
out. Our name stickers. Some stuck it on the left, 
some on the right, the odd few stuck theirs in the 
middle of their chest. These little white labels, 
this small gesture, made us the same, made us a 
company. Alex (the Director) gave a pre-match style 
welcome speech, to steady the unsure and awake 
pride and passion in this premiership team. Team 
leaders gave short introductions to their department 
– it’s a huge team effort.  

And so, on to the games! Games introducing new 
members of the company, catch up time with the  
old. We jump, we cheered, we waved. We cried,  
we laughed. All through this activity Richard took 
photos and Paul was capturing everything on his 
trusted video camera. Group photos! Silly ones, 
styled ones, ones to give your mum. Then we 
took photos for our houses, teams, departments, 
platoons. The different bits that make this 
powerhouse company. Then lunch. Be back at two.  
To read Rise! To find out the plot…

WEEK ONE

Who am I? This is the question. The writer, Deirdre 
Kinahan, has written us a great play, with emotional 
and colourful dialogue. The characters have names, 
the scenes are set in places in and around London.  

There is a beginning and an end.

But the play only represents a brief moment of six 
weeks in these characters’ lives. Six weeks in the 
summer of 2016. I wonder, the performers wonder, 
what happened before these six weeks? What will 
happen after the six weeks? 

Where did I go to school? When did you get your 
section of the allotment? How long has she been 
working at Sainsbury’s? Does his bike have a 
name? The questions are endless, but to make the 
performances real, to bring these fictional characters 
to life, all these questions must be answered by 
everyone. Even the person at the back of the chorus. 
They all need history. Alex wants every one on stage 
to think about. ‘Who am I?’, ‘How do I feel?’ and 
so on. But the ‘I’ is not the only part of a character 
breakdown. Movement also plays a part. Anna, the 
movement director, put numbers to a set of moves. 
Set to music, she shouts out the numbers at random 
points, creating a contemporary art movement piece. 
The cello string vibrated under my feet, chromatic,  
c sharps, f flats.

What the characters say pushes the play along,  
but what is seen makes the play complete.  
How characters sit, stand, walk, greet, ignore,  
smile. All actions need an intention and should 
communicate a message. This is breaking everything 
down, getting to know everything about your 
character. How to think like them. When the cast 
are satisfied with the personality of their character, 
they fill in all details on a form, which is placed in the 
show bible.
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WEEK TWO

The space between.  A space for us. ‘When you 
walk into a large room look up at the ceiling’ I 
was once told, by a civil engineer. This ceiling is 
a complex grid of equilateral red steel girders. 
Triangles, holding up 18 large square room lights, 
drape (curtain) tracks, a cube constructed from 
scaffolding poles, designed for hanging up F650 
and PC650, code names for theatre lights. This 
ceiling is balanced on more than four brick walls, 
coated with Tricolor blue, or even, darkest blue statin 
paint. Chalkboards, double doors, stacked chairs, 
spiral stairs and a piano. Are around, by, in, and 
on the walls. Walls that are steadied by the floor. 
Light, warm, and polished, not quite parquet but 
wooden. Two steps or platforms circle the room, 
sinking the main playing area. This space is The Old 
Vic workrooms. A lent rehearsal space, the place 
between pre-production and breaking a leg. 

Erin, Charlotte and their back stage team have 
marked out the stage dimensions with white tape. 
Where the lines go has been determined, by the set 
designed by Carla, and shaped by Collected Works 
and Illusion Design and Construct.

Black tape, marks out numbers, indicating where  
the upper level blinds and up stage entrances will 
be. Red tapes show the curve of the river Thames, 
green and yellow tape show the outline of Terry’s 
garden. The blue walls have plans of the outer 
structure, our brand new venue pinned up on them. 
The ideas soon to be made real. There are walls set 
aside for research, pictures of the set taken from 
the model, showing each scene at a 25th of the 
actual size. We have put real images of allotments, 

the South bank, canals, Hampstead Ladies pond. 
These photos, prints and poems are a reminder of 
the grace, intricacy and quirkiness of our great city, 
London.

WEEK THREE

It is called raising the energy, before each rehearsal 
we play. We play games. These games are played 
to help prepare the actors mentally, physically 
and emotionally, depending on the nature of the 
rehearsal. Be it to pull the company together or  
just looking at options of how to play a scene.

There are games to focus you in the morning or to 
wake you up after lunch, a fun way of getting the 
cast and backstage ready for work. The games allow 
you to do silly walks, pull funny faces, make loud 
noises, dance like Michael Jackson, be competitive, 
and then see the fun side of losing when you don’t 
make it to be King of the Jungle.

In week three, we played the Red Carpet game.  
We made two lines facing each other. Someone was 
made a reporter and their job was to announce the 
person or persons about to walk down though the 
middle of the lines, being a celebrity. The people on 
each side of the line would clap, cheer, take selfies, 
and so on. We all laughed so much.

Then on to recapping the previous rehearsals that 
took place throughout the week. On Saturday we  
put scene one, two, three, four and five together.  
The Super Movers were also added, as they had 
been rehearsing separately. It was the first time  
the World Makers and the Super Movers had 
rehearsed together. Before this the World Makers 
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had rehearsed with Emma and the Super Movers  
had rehearsed with Anna, and her assistant Lama.  
We also had the track ‘London Calling’ from the choir. 
Back stage we have put up a props table. The Super 
Movers have their rucksacks. And Aaron has his Twix 
– the beginnings of the show are taking shape!

WEEK FOUR 

In every large organisation we get generals or a prime 
minister. They appoint captains or doctors or ministers 
to manage these bodies, these organisations.

So this week I have been thinking a lot about one of 
the captains. They may not be an active creative but 
I kid you not, they create. They create with sickness, 
lateness, holidays, child care issues, jobs – any 
reason why I, or anyone else, may not be able to 
get to or attend rehearsals. The Old Vic Community 
Company welcomes everyone and we have company 
members with long term illness or disabilities, 
some members have never worked in a structured 
environment and some are so organised that the 
chaos interferes with their karma! Not to mention  
the different ages. Our ages range from 16 to as  
old as you can get. We all have many needs.  
So working out the rehearsal schedule must be an 
impossible task.

But every week we all get our schedule telling us 
what act and what scenes we’ll be looking at. What 
time to meet, what room we should be in and who 
will be missing. There is always someone on the end 
of the phone reassuring you if you’re running late. 
Calling you to make sure you’re ok if you haven’t 
made it in. At the beginning of every rehearsal they 
know who is here and who is not, then they let the 
appropriate people know. So the missing or late do 
not disrupt the rehearsal. With all these elements to 
contend with, they still watch the rehearsals getting 
a sense of where we are as the play moves forward.  
They process forms, they chase us for forms we 
should have done. They send hundred and hundreds 
of emails, which aren’t always read. They are the glue, 
the thread, the rock of the company. Without Emily, 
our company manager the whole rehearsal thing just 
would not happen. Thanks Emily.

WEEK FIVE

We build it up, we break it down. The company has 
worked really hard over the last few weeks. The chance 
to play with ideas is over. It is now we make decisions 
that will not change. This is the next step. The point 
when an artist puts down their brush, to let the 
masterpiece dry, to stand back and just look. To do any 
more painting will just spoil the landscape or portrait 
one has strived to create. Time to look for a frame.

I am one of the community assistant directors.  
Our jobs range from standing in for missing actors to 
making tea. At this point in the rehearsals, we start 
working on something called ‘the actor’s journey’. 
Each performer had a path though the play. Where 
they stand, where they go off, what they bring on 
etc. Because it is such a big cast, this task is very 
important. We may have drop-outs due to sickness, 
transport or ‘I didn’t tell my mum I have a part in a 
play. So sneaking out was a bit difficult tonight’.  
The reasons can be endless. The main performers 
are double cast. Meaning two people play one part. 
The smaller roles are played by one person and one 
person often plays many parts, about three each. The 
small parts all have to move props, or pieces of set. 
They make the world of the play. We have a choir, 
there are a team of super movers. All have a journey 
throughout the play. When all these journeys have 
been documented, they go in to the show bible. This 
folder has all the creative decisions, all the character 
profiles and movement ideas recorded in it. The idea 
is that someone could take the file and recreate the 
play at a later date. This is the beauty of working on 
a new play. It is brand spanking new in all aspects. 
New pictures have gone up on the walls, showing the 
actors in their costumes. More and more props are 
appearing on the props table. Moveable pieces of 
set, like wheelbarrows, tables, a scarecrow carrying 
a save the bees sign, are being brought on and off 
stage though out the rehearsal. Maybe we should 
name the scarecrow!

WEEK SIX

A directors job is to tell a story. To do this they need 
to get the best out of the performers. Directors 
can see the potential in a performer and a knack of 
pulling a winning performance out of anyone. This 
process seems to take place shut away in rooms 
with just the actors and the directors spending hours 
on a ten-minute scene. Alex invited me to sit in on 
one of his rehearsals, while he did some character 
work with Paul and Phillip who both play Terry, and 
Rob who plays his son Michael. Michael and Terry 
have opposite beliefs so in the play the relationship 
between them is often charged.

As we work through scene five we stop and reflect 
on our experiences with our own fathers, how we feel 
about the relationship with them. What we expect 
from a father and what we get. How sometimes in any 
relationship, we never say what we want or what we 
mean. Alex gave the actors an exercise. Before they 
said their line, they said what they were thinking as 
their character. This exercise gave their voices more 
colour and depth, you could hear the pain and the 
hurt in the lines. If I said ‘it’s raining’ without colour, 
tone or intention you would not know if I was happy  
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or sad about the rain. The play will run for two and  
a half hours but it may take three hours to develop  
a scene to the level where it can really move you.  
This is the hard work of the rehearsal room.

WEEK SEVEN

Oh wow! Hilary has been sprayed silver from head 
to toe, even her face. Bill is now Boris, a cycling Boris 
and Jackie, is really Charlie Chaplin. Week seven has 
been about working up to our first dressed run.

This week, the cast really embodies their characters, 
the costumes take the performances up to another 
level, the transformation is incredible. The South Bank 
has come to The Old Vic workrooms. People from 
The Old Vic theatre and the community are seated  
on chairs in areas where tape marks out the audience 
seating. The anticipation in the room is like bubbles in 
home-made jam, seconds from the right consistency. 
Even with all the time we have spent rehearsing,  
we are still walking in to the unknown. The performers 
long to have a run without stopping. The adding  
in of the choir, placing their songs in the scenes,  
the emotions in their voices will carry belief, pain,  
and joy. The Super Movers circulate through the 
acting, their ebb and flow lightening the drama, 
inspiring dreams that will continue in thoughts long 
after the audience have left. All these elements will 
alter the play again. Each time I watch the same 
scene I feel something different. But this is theatre.

It is why we go and create theatre. It is one of the 
oldest forms of entertainment. The best way to 
teach. A constant. Of giving and receiving. Between 
audience and performer. Theatre, the mirror that 
reflects our lives.

WEEK EIGHT

Time – It is the one thing we cannot stop. It seems 
like only a few minutes ago that I put my first words 
of this diary on the page. In two more weeks we will 
be performing our final show and this will be over. 
And I, we, will all be moving on. To new productions, 
plays, shows. Some may never go on the stage 
again, some may go off to drama school, some may 
change from actor to stage manager. It is all about 
seeing what’s out there. And asking yourself can I do 
it? And being allowed to try. And when you find out 
you can, you wonder why you never tried it sooner.

There is no age limit to being an actor, writer, 
director or designer. I would never have had the 
confidence to write this diary before joining the 
company. Community theatre gave me the chance, 
to write and be read. It’s a place where it’s safe to 
make mistakes, a place where you are encouraged 
to try again, a place to meet new friends and 
become a family for a brief moment. When the 
curtain falls, we scatter, back to the life we left ten 
weeks ago, it is still there waiting for us. I, and many 
in The Old Vic Community Company, will walk past 
The Old Vic Theatre and The Millennium Green and 
say to themselves ‘Once upon a time there was… 
and I was part of it’
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CLIMATE CHANGE
THE IMPACT ON LONDON

 ‘Preparing for extreme weather and further climate 
change is about managing risks and increasing our 
resilience to them – it is therefore as much about the 
economy, quality of life and social equality, as about 
the environment. Early action today will not only 
manage current and future risks, but save Londoners 
money and create jobs.’  
—  The Mayor’s Climate Change Adaptation  

Strategy, 2011

June 2016 marks the 14th consecutive month of 
record-breaking heat across the planet’s land and 
ocean surfaces, and the greatest reduction in Arctic 
sea ice we have ever known. The period 2011 – 
2016 marks the hottest five years in our planet’s 
recorded history. Evidence shows that our climate 
is already changing, and more extreme changes are 
inevitable unless we reduce our carbon emissions.

The predictions are that London will experience 
warmer, wetter winters and hotter, drier summers. 
While this may bring some advantages to tourism 
with more visitors attracted by a hotter climate, 
the London Climate Change Partnership report 
London’s Warming concludes that ‘on balance  
the social impacts of climate change upon London 
are probably more negative than positive.’

As well as a change in overall climate, London  
can expect to experience more intense periods  
of extreme weather and we need to adapt our city,  
and our lifestyles, to cope with more frequent 
heatwaves, droughts and flooding.

HEAT

London has its own micro-climate, called the Urban 
Heat Island or UHI, which results in the centre of 
London being up to 10°C warmer than the rural 
areas around the city. The higher temperatures 
are because roads, buildings and pavements all 
absorb heat, compared to lakes and parks. This can 
aggravate the effects of hot weather and can impact 
on our health, especially that of the very old, the 
young and the sick, and on our power supply, which 
will struggle to cope with demand for refrigeration 
and air conditioning. The knock-on effects of 
extreme heat affect our transport, buildings and 
economy. There are plans to increase trees and 

green spaces in Central London by 5% by 2030 as 
well as have more weather stations around London 
to help us better understand the micro-climate.

FLOOD

Did you know that 15% of London is built on  
flood plain? 49 railway stations, 75 underground 
stations, ten hospitals and millions of peoples’ 
homes and businesses are in an area that relies  
on the protection of flood defences, most notably 
the Thames Barrier. In addition to flooding from  
the Thames, London is at risk of flooding from  
tidal surges, rainfall, sewer and groundwater.  
The changing climate will bring more frequent, 
heavy downpours and as well as rising sea levels. 
We need to adapt our city to increase the amount 
of surfaces that can soak up water, less concrete 
and tarmac and more green space, green roofs 
and permeable surfacing. Our antiquated Victorian 
drainage systems and sewers just aren’t equipped to 
cope with the sort of rainfall we can come to expect. 

DROUGHT

While flooding will be an increased risk, London 
will also face more drought as our future rainfall 
is expected to become more seasonal, with more 
winter rain (up to 26 per cent more by 2080) and 
less in summer (up to 29 per cent less by 2080).  
This means that we will need to be more effective 
at storing water, as shortages because of increased 
demand during times of heatwave will increase. 
Creating a sustainable water supply, using water 
more effectively and initiatives like grey water 
recycling will all become an essential part of  
life in London.

The London Assembly report, Weathering the 
Storm, which investigated the probable impact of 
Climate Change on London makes a number of 
recommendations, including:

 — Looking at where climate change could impact 
on our economy through the supply chain, in 
particular the impact of climate change on other 
parts of the world that we rely on for goods, 
like food, and making plans to deal with the 
inevitable changes.
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 — Transitioning away from investment in fossil 
fuels, particularly coal.

 — Supporting innovation by launching an award to 
celebrate climate change adaptation initiatives.

 — Supporting the development of a resilient 
green economy (things like renewable energy 
and sustainable food) by promoting skills and 
encouraging innovation.

 — Integrating Climate change adaptation into  
the Mayor’s Economic Development Strategy.

It’s not just our changing climate that is impacted 
by human behaviour. The air quality in London is 
amongst the worst in the world, with illegal and 
dangerously high levels of nitrogen dioxide (NO2), 
thought to cause between 4,000 and 9,000 deaths 
in the city per year. NO2 is a pollutant that inflames 
the lungs, stunts their growth and increases the risk 
of respiratory diseases such as asthma and lung 
cancer. In addition, particulate matter is currently 
twice as high as the World Health Organisation 
guidelines permit. Linked to heart disease and 
strokes, particulate matter is likened to breathing  
in lots of little pieces of tar. 

The primary cause of air pollution is road traffic, 
though air traffic also contributes. There is currently 
a plan in place to improve air quality in London but it 
won’t bring NO2 down to safe levels until 2025. 

The way we live in our city affects our environment 
and contributes to climate change, both here in 
the UK and around the world. In turn, the changing 
climate will impact on every part of life in London 
– from our transport to our food supply, from our 
health to our happiness. As Londoners we can 
hold our elected officials to account, to make sure 
that they are taking action to enable our city to be 
resilient and its inhabitants to thrive. We can also 
all take action to make London a healthier and safer 
place to live for everyone. 

‘We are all connected aren’t we? Nothing we do 
is in isolation. None of us live in isolation. So how 
we chose to live in London affects how people live 
on the other side of the world… because ultimately 
we all breathe the same air don’t we and rely on 
the same sun and the same rivers and the same 
seasons.’ — Terry, from Rise by Diedre Kinahan
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SMALL CHANGES 
TO MAKE A BIG 
DIFFERENCE

 ‘It’s never to late to start…and nothing’s impossible. Every effort makes a difference.’ 
— Terry, Rise by Diedre Kinahan

When you first start to explore climate change and 
sustainability it can feel overwhelming – where do 
you start? Can you actually make a difference? 
Quite simply, yes. If everyone started making small 
changes to their lifestyle, it would make a big 
difference. We’ve got some suggestions about what 
you could do. It’s ok to start small and pick one area 
of your life that you’d like to change, make one new 
habit over a couple of months and once you’ve done 
that pick the next thing. You’re much more likely to 
be successful than if you try to change everything  
at once. 

GREEN LONDON 
Grow Wild are offering free seeds to support 
our insect pollinators and bees, whose important 
work pollinating plants provides one third of the 
food we eat. Bees are in trouble, their populations 
are decreasing due to climate change and lack of 
habitat. You can plant flowers that will provide pollen 
and nectar in your garden, a tub or a window box 
or even take on a bit of guerilla gardening – maybe 
there’s a verge near you that would benefit from 
brightening up? Or maybe you want to get involved 
with a community garden? London has loads of city 
farms and community gardens that you can visit or 
volunteer at.

growwilduk.com 
farmgarden.org.uk

NOT FANTASTIC PLASTIC 
Plastic, especially single use plastics, are a real 
problem for our planet. Did you know that on average 
it takes a plastic bottle 450 years to decompose, 
and some plastics will take as long a 1,000 years? 
They often end up in our oceans where huge floating 
plastic islands injure and kill birds, fish and other sea 
creatures like whales and turtles. It is estimated that 
by 2050 there will be more plastic in the sea than 
sea creatures. Invest in your own re-usable kit that 
reduces the plastic waste you generate and save 
yourself money! 

 — Re-usable water bottle – re-fill it for free.

 —  Reusable hot drink cup – lots of cafes and 
coffee shops will give you a discount if you 
bring your own re-usable cup.

 —  Canvas bag – beat the 5p charge with a stylish 
bag with comfy handles that won’t snap.

 —  Lunch box – make your own lunch, save money 
and waste with no more wrappers to go in  
the bin.

GET FIT, GET CONNECTED 
Good Gym: You use your energy to make a positive 
difference in the community while getting fit under 
the watchful eye of a qualified trainer. Whether you 
are new to running or training for a marathon, Good 
Gym lets you put your energy to good use in the 
community, painting a community centre, setting up 
tables for a community fete or quite literally running 
errands for someone who can’t easily get out and 
about. Who wants to hang out in a sweaty gym 
when you could be part of a group of volunteers 
changing the world?

goodgym.org  

CARBON CALCULATIONS 
How much is your lifestyle contributing to climate 
change? WWF has a handy online carbon footprint 
calculator that only takes five minutes to complete.
few details about your lifestyle and it will give you 
suggestions about simple actions you can take to 
reduce your impact on the environment. Why not 
challenge yourself to making one change each 
month?

footprint.wwf.org.uk
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BUY FEWER CLOTHES 
Don’t want your love for fashion to be at the cost 
of the environment or the people who make the 
clothes? Ethical fashion is complex and there are 
no easy answers, but you can make a start by 
buying less and buying mindfully. Look at Fashion 
Revolution for more information. You could buy more 
second hand, have a go at altering your own clothes 
or taking part in a ‘swish’, a clothes swap.

fashionrevolution.org 

GET INVOLVED 
Write to your MP or councillor and ask them what 
they are doing for sustainability. Ask then to make  
it a priority and explain why it’s important to you. 
There are lots of sustainability campaigns and 
charities there that you can get involved with. You’ll 
meet new people, gain new skills and feel part of 
something that’s making a difference in the world.

theyworkforyou.com 

CYCLE THE CITY 
Keep fit, get moving, mix up your commute and 
reduce your reliance on energy guzzling, pollution 
generating vehicles. Ask your employer about the 
cycle to work scheme, which enables you to be 
given a loan for a bicycle. See if your local council 
has any cycling initiatives or hire a bike via TFL’s 
cycle hire scheme.

sustrans.org.uk  
tfl.gov.uk/cycling 

RECYCLE 
Cans, tins, plastics, paper, food waste – most 
things we buy can be recycled. London councils 
facilitate recycling to different degrees and what 
can’t be taken by the council can usually be recycled 
elsewhere. Find out more from your local council

recycleforlondon.com 

SHARE, SWAP OR GIVE AWAY 
UNWANTED ITEMS 
That old sofa you want to replace may be perfect 
for someone else’s living room. That set of tennis 
racquets may be just up someone else’s street. 
You might even save some money by getting that 
new chest of drawers you’re after second hand 
rather than buying brand new. There’s also a great 
opportunity to get creative with a lick of paint and 
some imagination you can create something unique. 
There are loads of sites out there from Freecycle 
to London Reuse which enable you to pass your 
unwanted things on to new homes and not into 
landfill.

londonreuse.org 
freecycle.org

EAT LESS MEAT 
Did you know that every time you cook a meal 
containing meat, you are producing about the same 
amount of carbon emissions as if you had boiled a 
kettle 388 times. That’s a lot of cups of tea! If you’re 
not quite ready to give up the bacon or burgers,  
then try swapping the meat for a vegetarian option 
from time to time. You’ll not only help the planet but 
also your health. You could start by getting taking 
part on World Meat Free Day or Meat Free Mondays, 
which provide lots of recipes and tips for reducing 
meat consumption.

worldmeatfreeday.com  
meatfreemondays.com 

GROW YOUR OWN VEG 
Be like Terry from Rise and start growing your own 
vegetables. As well as providing tasty nutritious 
food (that could bulk up your Meat Free Monday) 
gardening makes us feel good too; reducing stress 
and keeping us active. You don’t need a massive 
garden, in fact a little balcony or window box is all it 
takes to get started. You could look into getting an 
allotment or take part in community gardening  
in your local park.

nhs.uk/Livewell/5ADAY  
gov.uk/apply-allotment  
farmgarden.org.uk
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GETTING CREATIVE!

In February 2015 a campaign was launched called 
Get Creative. The aim of the campaign is to ‘shine 
a spotlight’ on all the different kinds of cultural 
creativity that take place across the UK. From choirs 
and community theatre companies, to people doing 
crafts around the kitchen table, to breakdancing in 
your bedroom, or taking photographs in the local 
park. Get Creative is about raising awareness of the 
diversity of creativity going on across the country, 
and increasing opportunities for people to have a go.

I am a researcher at King’s College London, and 
my work is all about art, culture and creativity. I am 
particularly interested in the different ways in which 
arts organisations provide opportunities for people 
to participate. And in the many ways in which being 
an audience member, making things ourselves and 
performing is important to people.

As part of Get Creative, the organisers of the 
campaign wanted a piece of research to help better 
understand the ‘landscape’ of cultural creativity in 
the UK. What kinds of creative things do people 
do? How do creative activities get started and keep 
going? And what is good about getting creative?! 
Along with two colleagues, it has been my job over 
the past year to do this research.

Get Creative is run by a small team, bringing 
together nine cultural organisations including  
the BBC, 64 Million Artists and Fun Palaces.  
There is a campaign website which provides  
stories, ‘how-to’ guides and tips. 

Part of how the campaign works are the Get 
Creative ‘Champions’ – over 1000 organisations of 
all different sizes and types, from large theatres to 
local knitting clubs. These Champions have signed 
up to offer their support to the campaign. And The 
Old Vic Community Company is one!

As part of the research project, we made a series 
of case studies to understand the different ways in 
which people get creative. We were really keen to 
work with the OVCC as an interesting example of  
a well-established arts organisation developing a 
new way of working with its community. 

Members of the OVCC team kindly welcomed me 
along to a number of workshops taking place as part 
of developing Rise. And this gave me the opportunity 
to see the OVCC in action.

There are many ways to do research. One of the 
methods I use is called ‘ethnography’. This is what 
anthropologists do – joining in with the activity they 
want to understand. So I joined in with some of 
the workshops for Rise. And began to build up a 
picture of how the OVCC works. I also interviewed 
members of the company and staff – to hear about 
the different roles people have, and how they 
became involved.

I was immediately struck by how skilled the OVCC 
team is at making people welcome. With music 
playing in the workshop room, there is a relaxed 
atmosphere straight away. There is a fun physical 
warm-up that gets our blood pumping and the room 
filled with laughter. A series of activities then gets 
us all interacting with one another, and moving 
around the space. All the while, the physical abilities 
of all workshop participants have been carefully 
considered and provided for.

The OVCC have really thought about how they run 
their workshops! And an important part of this is 
helping us feel relaxed. Relaxed in the room, in our 
bodies, and in our interactions with other people. 
Feeling comfortable in our environment is a crucial part 
of getting creative. And the OVCC workshops are a 
great example of how to develop a creative space. 

Through the conversations I had with members of 
the company, I found many different reasons people 
have for joining. Some want to try an activity very 
different from their day job. Or, having just moved 
to London, are keen to meet new people. Some 
want to develop a career in theatre, whilst others 
are returning to a creative interest left behind earlier 
in life. And for many there is excitement about the 
chance to be part of a production run by a world-
famous theatre.

One of the things that’s special about the OVCC is 
that it brings together Londoners from many walks 
of life to work with professional theatre makers. 
Directors, movement coaches, lighting designers, 



The Old Vic  Rise insight pack 44

playwrights (and more) who work around the county 
– and around the world – making theatre for a 
living. The opportunity to work closely with these 
experienced professionals is one important reason 
why many members of the company enjoy being 
involved. There is a commitment within the OVCC 
team not only to provide a welcoming environment 
and an enjoyable social experience. But also to  
give members of the company the opportunity to  
be involved in a high-quality production, and to 
develop new skills.

There are many ways to do ‘community theatre’.  
The approach of the OVCC combines the expertise 
of a world-famous theatre with a commitment to 
making a company that is ultimately owned by its 
members. Some of the OVCC team told me that 
their long-term hope is that the OVCC will lead to 
more community theatre groups - with participants 
in RISE taking the skills and experiences developed 
through the OVCC and setting up their own 
projects.

Our research with Get Creative has found that 
informal local relationships – between organisations 
and between individuals – are crucial to how many 
creative activities begin. 

As the Get Creative campaign moves into its 
second year, the aim is now to support local Get 
Creative networks. These networks will help to share 
information in new ways – letting more people know 
about the creative opportunities near them. 

Through initiatives such as Get Creative, 64 Million 
Artists and Fun Palaces, it may be that there are 
more and more ways in which we can be creative 
in our everyday lives. The OVCC is a brilliant 
example of how creativity can happen. Through 
welcoming environments, through fun, friendship 
and the sharing of skills and experiences. These 
opportunities can be found in many different places. 
We can create them for ourselves and for each 
other. One creative opportunity can often lead to 
another. And for members of the OVCC, the end  
of the production of Rise may only be the start  
of something.

Dr. Jonathan Gross is a researcher in the 
department of Culture, Media & Creative Industries 
at King’s College London. The research report, 
written jointly with Dr. Nick Wilson and Dr. Anna 
Bull, will be published in October 2016. 

For more information, or to receive a copy of the 
report, please email jonathan.gross@kcl.ac.uk 

mailto:jonathan.gross%40kcl.ac.uk?subject=
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GETTING CREATIVE!
YOUR TURN

To be human is to be creative; sometimes we just need a bit of encouragement to overcome our fears.  
So be a producer not a consumer; write, dance, sing, act, read, sew, make, garden, walk. All of these  
things can improve our wellbeing, can be done at little or no cost and are most fun when shared with 
friends. Find a bookclub, a community shed or hack space where you can share woodworking tools.  
Join a samba band or a choir, get involved in a community play. London is full of opportunities to build  
new friendships, express yourself and try something new.

WHERE DO I START?

If you are seeking for opportunities to get involved in creative activities, a good place to start looking for 
information about clubs and groups is your local theatre, library, community or arts centre – check out their 
website, Twitter and Facebook as well as in person.  

You could also try:

 — Meet Up: a website that lists lots of different groups to get involved with meetup.com

 — Arts Council News: a website that you can sign up to and receive information about 
workshops and events in your area artsjobs.org.uk/arts-news-listings

 — 64 Million Artists: a project that encourages everyone to have a go and celebrate 
their creativity 64millionartists.com 

 — Fun Palaces: a campaign to put culture at the heart of community. With a weekend of 
activities each October the website list lots opportunities around the UK to get involved 
in creative projects – better yet – start your own Fun Palace! funpalaces.co.uk 

RIGHT NOW

Why wait? There’s no time like the present to start getting creative. 

POSTCARD TO THE FUTURE

Think about your favourite place in London. Think about what you can see, 
hear and smell or how it feels to be in this place. Now write a postcard to 
your great, great grandchild or niece or nephew in London in 2100. Why  
do you love this place? What do you hope London and this place will be  
like for them in 2100? You could keep your postcard, or share it with a friend  
or family member or leave it in a public place like on a bus seat or tucked in  
a library book. 

 

YOU WILL NEED

— A piece of card (you could 
recycle a cereal packet)

— A pen or pencil
— 15 minutes

http://meetup.com
http://www.artsjobs.org.uk/arts-news-listings
http://64millionartists.com
http://funpalaces.co.uk 


The Old Vic  Rise insight pack 46

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF
TOM WRIGHT, OLD VIC NEW VOICES INTERN

What does your job involve? 

The role has varied a lot in the past depending  
on the interests of the intern, but the essentials 
include a lot of administration and organising for  
the department. Old Vic New Voices runs projects  
in community, education and emerging talent and  
I get to work across all of them in different ways. 
Right now, I’m mostly working on The Old Vic 12  
as well supporting on Schools Club. I also manage 
The Workrooms, our rehearsal space  
in Bermondsey, and our social media.

What do you do on an average day?

It changes every day! Almost every week there is 
project specific activity that I may need to focus time 
on. That work will vary a lot, which is really exciting 
and keeps me on my toes. Most of the time I try 
and steal a few hours in the morning to catch up on 
emails, do the daily tasks required to keep the office 
running and update social media. Then I’ll get out  
my to do list and get cracking!

Have you always worked in a theatre?

I have, almost. I originally trained and worked as 
an actor, so have always been part of that world – 
although that comes with the need to do other sort  
of work between jobs and I did all sorts before 
training. I eventually decided performing wasn’t the 
right path for me and my time at The Old Vic has  
been incredible at gaining lots of experience,  
meeting amazing people and seeing how my  
skills are useful in other ways.

Which part of your job do you most enjoy?

All of the work we do at OVNV is geared towards 
making theatre more accessible, facilitating new skills 
and supporting emerging artists – all things I’m really 
passionate about. I was lucky enough to be involved 
with similar projects when I was younger and it’s great 
to see it working for other people too.

What is your best memory of working at  
The Old Vic so far?

We hosted a set of Inspiration Days all over the 
theatre as part of our Stage Business program and 
that brought an unforgettable energy. The whole 
building was filled with excited young people doing 
different workshops and we saw so many personal 
breakthroughs being made through creativity.

If you were to offer a young person wanting to 
get into the industry some advice, what would 
you tell them?

To get stuck in. Don’t wait around. There are loads of 
opportunities out there, so the best way to start is to 
start. Once you have, keep your eyes and ears open 
for all the different ways to exist in the community. 
Find the right place for you. Oh lastly, careers in the 
arts aren’t always straightforward and that’s fine.  
Do your own thing and don’t panic. Enjoy the ride.

What is the biggest misconception about 
working in a theatre?

That it isn’t a place for everyone. It is and it has to be!

Did you have any theatre heroes when you were 
growing up?

I really didn’t have access to watching theatre when 
I was younger so wasn’t exposed to any heroes until 
a bit later on. That being said, I always remember the 
National Theatre production of Chatroom that toured 
nearby. It was the first time a play felt like it was meant 
for me, and that was really exciting.
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