The possibility of theatre for children

Matthew Reason

Introduction

The introduction to Jacqueline Rose’s The Case of Peter Pan contains one of the most notorious assertions about any art for children. ‘Children’s fiction’ writes Rose, ‘is impossible, not in the sense that it cannot be written (that would be nonsense), but in that it hangs on an impossibility, one which it rarely ventures to speak. This is the impossible relation between adult and child’ (1984: 1). Rose’s book uses J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan as a fulcrum to explore adult fantasies of childhood and her argument is, of course, more extensive and complex than this introductory statement alone. However, although Rose barely mentions theatrical productions of Peter Pan, and is primarily concerned with published literature, her statement is a useful provocation for exploring some of the ideological issues at stake in theatre for children: particularly concerning the power relations between adult and children, and questions of how young audiences are able to construct meaning from the performances they witness. Indeed, Rose’s statement of ideological impossibility is a valuable critique to consider in the context of all culture produced by adults for children and young people. To this end in this chapter I first want to explore a little further what Rose means by the impossibility of children’s literature and consider how it might be related to theatre for children. Later this chapter engages with qualitative audience research conducted with young audiences to explore notions of ownership and interpretation in children’s lived experiences of theatre. Here I assert the central necessity of engaging with such reception processes in order to fully understand what theatre for children entails and to seriously confront claims of ideological impossibilities.  

Spoken for, not speaking

For Rose the impossibility of children’s literature rests on a number of overlapping ideological positions. She rightly points out the difficulty of any generalised concept of the child that might exist outside of divisions of class, culture, gender or literacy. Instead, while children’s literature is invariably about children – containing stories and adventures involving children – the image of childhood presented is an idealised construct motivated by adult desires: ‘If children’s fiction builds an image of the children inside the book, it does so in order to secure the child who is outside the book, the one who does not come so easily within its grasp’ (Rose 1984: 2). The image of the child and childhood constructed in children’s literature, Rose argues, is of a kind of innocence and asexuality that adults desire as a means of ‘prolonging or preserving […] values which are constantly on the verge of collapse’ (44). Here Rose is drawing on Philippe Ariès’ (1979) influential historical tracing of the invention of a myth of childhood, central motifs of which include innocence, vulnerability and the need for protection and nurturing in the formative, educational years. For Rose, children’s literature is not a passive reflection of this cultural conceptualisation of the child but a central means through which images of childhood are regulated (139). Children’s literature, in the end, is impossible because it is less about what children want or need, but instead about what ‘adults, through literature, want or demand of the child’ (137). 

Rose’s claims are provocative and have been influential, attracting both support and rejection in equal measures (as discussed by Rudd and Pavlik 2010). Certainly her arguments are important and the assertion of conceptual impossibility is one that cannot be ignored in the context of theatre for children. If children’s literature, as Rose writes, ‘sets up a world in which the adult comes first (author, maker, giver) and the child comes after (reader, product, receiver)’ (1984: 2) then with theatre for children the adult also comes first (writer, director, performer) and the child after (subject, audience, receiver). Rose’s central focus on adult projections of childhood in children’s literature is motivated by the fact that it is adults who purchase books for children and, if anything, the economics of theatre for children – the greater resources required, the more public and social context, its status as a treat or special event – make these arguments even more valid with theatre than with literature. 

The impossibility of theatre for children, therefore, invites us to recognise the impossibility of thinking of children as a single homogenous group, outside of class, race, religion or gender, and of how a single identity of childhood that might seek to elide these differences could only be constructed from outside of the child him or herself. The impossibility of theatre for children asks us to explore how childhood itself is an adult construct that is in part constituted through art, literature and theatre. The impossibility of theatre for children requires us to acknowledge the unequal power relationship between adult and child, with children in our society largely constructed as powerless and vulnerable, needing protection and needing to be spoken for. This speaking for children, it might be argued, takes place in theatre for children, in literature for children and in other cultural products produced by adults for children. 

These are perceptions echoed by Klein, who writes that, ‘What might be taken as children’s culture has always been primarily a matter of culture produced for and urged upon children [...] Childhood is a condition defined by powerlessness and dependence upon the adult community’s directives and guidance’ (1998: 95). Klein suggests that the notion of culture for children requires a silenced child whose voice is assumed by adults, a muteness that largely equates to powerlessness over those cultural experiences. The question, however, is whether this conceptualisation of child audiences as powerless has credence in practice, and the central focus of this chapter will be to question whether this powerlessness of the young audience is absolute when it comes to how children perceive, interpret and play with their cultural experiences.

In her discussion of children’s literature Rose makes the following very brief, passing comment:  ‘I am not, of course, talking here of the child’s own experience of the book [Peter Pan] which, despite all attempts which have been made, I consider more or less impossible to gauge’ (1984: 9). This statement is not elaborated on, but introduces a second impossibility that is very telling. Although clearly the exact nature of any individual’s experience of art is extremely challenging for anybody else to access, raising many philosophical questions about the nature of the aesthetic experience (see for example Belfiore and Bennett 2007), one would be very unlikely to state so confidently that an adult’s experience of any particular book was impossible to gauge. Rose is, therefore, perpetuating a disempowering of children – as spoken for, not speaking – while at the same time reiterating the positioning of children as a kind of unknowable other. These are points raised by Rudd in his 2010 article ‘Children’s Literature and the Return to Rose’ where he argues that ‘children’s fiction is only really impossible if we see children as distinct from adults, standing outside society and language, rather than being actively involved in negotiating meaning’ (2010: 290-1). 

The concept of literature or art or theatre for children situates children as the receivers and audience, which can be perceived as a largely passive and disempowered position: watchers rather than actors; observers rather than participants. The theatre audience is, literally and typically, required to be silent, only heard at appropriate moments. Yet this depiction of control ignores that the processes of reception is fluid and the position of receiver an active one. As  Bennett observes, audiences ‘are trained to be passive in their demonstrated behaviour during a theatrical performance, but to be active in their decoding of the sign systems made available’ (1997: 206). The child audience is active in this process of decoding as much as an adult one, and, as Rudd points out, adults simply cannot control the detail or nature of this response. If we consider that children have agency and subjectivity over their own experiences, then culture for children becomes more ideologically possible: not necessarily in its moment of creation, which remains largely for children and by adults, but certainly in its moment of reception. 

Researching the audience experience

The surface stillness and passivity of the theatre audience is a public appearance that hides the specific nature of any one individual’s lived experience. Exactly what an audience member is thinking or how they are responding and interpreting a performance is largely concealed and easily labelled too problematic or even impossible know. The result is that it becomes all too commonplace to speak for the audience, to theorise, generalise and assert the nature of the experience – or even to deny that it is relevant at all. This occurs with all theatre (and indeed with much literature and art generally) as Hobart writes, ‘Audiences rarely get to speak for themselves where it matters. Privileged knowing subjects usually enunciate for them or on their behalf’ (2010: 204). With child audiences the added dynamic is of course that of power, with the privileged knowing subject inevitably being an adult who speaks for the experience of the child.

Engagement with audiences is something that theatre studies as a discipline has been largely happy to ignore, whether in the context of adult or children’s theatre. As Ginters observes, ‘spectators have historically been the least studied and most generalised’ of all elements of theatre (2010: 7). With theatre for children this requirement to engage with actual audience experiences is made urgent by the potential risk of otherwise fulfilling Rose’s description of ideological impossibility. If we do not pay careful attention to the experiences of actual child audiences then not only is theatre for children produced by adults but, additionally, its meanings and values and reception processes are defined by adults as the knowing subject enunciating for the absent child. 

The challenge of finding out from young audiences the detailed and specific nature of their lived experiences of theatre is something that I undertook in depth for my book, The Young Audience: Exploring and Enhancing Children’s Experience of Theatre (2010). In this publication I was interested in what it was possible to uncover about how children watch, remember and process theatre performances. The key ideological and methodological focus on this was to explore the experience of theatre as theatre, to focus on the aesthetic, social and empathetic experiences of watching theatre rather than to consider questions of instrumental benefit or educational value. This research was structured through visual arts workshops in which children were asked to respond through drawing and painting to a performance they had just witnessed. During the workshops, myself and the other workshop facilitators moved around the room talking to individual children as they drew, or as they finished a picture, asking them to tell us about their drawing and through that their experiences of the theatre production. Our conversation with the children was deliberately open, often beginning with a question along the lines of ‘Tell me about your drawing?’ This was followed by questions or conversation as led by the child, the drawing, or the performance being discussed. As Mayall notes, if the objective is to understand the perceptions and lived experiences of children then it is vital to recognise and work with the knowledge that children already have, at least in experiential terms, of what it means to be a child: ‘I want to acquire from them their own unique knowledge ... I present myself as a person who, since she is an adult, does not have this knowledge’ (2000:122).

From the mass of material that this approach elicited I then sought to trace and analyse particular threads describing the nature of young audience’s theatrical experiences. These included a description of how young audiences possess a strong and self-aware (if sometimes latent) theatrical competence; how while typically lacking the vocabulary through which to easily articulate their knowledge, young audiences are able to not only decode the stage performances but also to analyse and reflect on their decoding (that is, to a degree, say how they know what they know); finally, young audiences engage with both the illusion and material reality of a performance, interested in both imaginatively completing a story or illusion in their minds and in figuring out how something was done and appreciating of the skill and technique involved.

There is, of course, a lot more that could be said about these findings and the methodological philosophy behind them. I have explored this in detail elsewhere (Reason 2010) and do not want to repeat this reflection here. What I want to focus on instead are those particular moments when the children seemed to claim the performance for themselves, when in acts of rebellion or playfulness or empathy or creativity they made the theatrical experience their own. In focusing on these moments I am presenting them as instances that demonstrate, with regards to Rose, how theatre for children can become ideologically possible through the active agency of the young audience. In doing so, I am drawing on Rudd’s description of how we need to focus on processes of consumption, on the retelling, editing and customising that children engage in and the ways in which ‘children themselves rework stories’ and make them their own (2010: 298).

The active audience

In my research with young audiences I asked children to remember, draw and talk about a performance they had seen. In some instances they had seen it that morning, in others the day before. In all cases it was no longer there. This is the nature of the theatre performance which, as Peter Brook puts it, ‘is an event for that moment in time, for that audience in that place – and it’s gone. Gone without a trace’ (Brook 1969-70; cited in Melzer 1995: 148). However, while the performance may have gone, a trace does in fact remain in the memories of audience members. Recognition of the memorial afterlife of performance is most succinctly expressed by Eugenio Barba, who writes that ‘the performance is the beginning of a longer experience. It is the scorpion’s bite which makes one dance. The dance does not stop when you leave the theatre’ (1990: 98).

 This is of course the case with children as much as with any other audience, with one of the most common ways in which theatre continues resonate with young audiences being through repetition and imitation of things seen in the performance. In research I have carried out this has taken the form of repeating favourite lines from the performance, the humming of tunes and the mimicking of sound effects or funny voices:

 
Eilidh: And she was very very sad and went down on the ground and screamed. 

Sophie: The man said she was very sad and then and then he went waaaahhh!

Eilidh: And then he said, she wasn’t that sad, she was just upset. And then she went, ewww ewww… Sophie I’m doing an impression.

Sophie: Of what?

Eilidh & Sophie: Ewww ewww [both mock crying together, with actions] 

As with this kind of verbalisation or re-enacting, children frequently structure their memories of a performance around favourite instances or moments, which in part might be considered favourite instances precisely because they can be re-enacted and taken ownership of. It is the potential for repetition, and the act of repetition, which makes them successful as much as anything inherent in the moment itself. In particular they become favourite moments because they could be re-enacted, as in the above example, with friends, therefore marking a shared and stronger group experience and peer identity. 

In the exchange above Eilidh and Sophie were reacting a scene from Them With Tails, a production by English theatre company Tall Stories that saw two performers relating various fantastical, mythical stories in a cross between improvisational comedy and storytelling and with varying degrees of input from the audience. One of the stories was of a Clay Pot Boy, who intoned ‘I’m still hungry’ no matter how much he ate. Several of the children who saw the performance remembered and repeated this line, both individually and in chorused groups, and for some it became the central feature around which they structured their memories and drawings. Lines such as these become catchphrases for young audiences, acting much like catchphrases across popular culture in helping shape our memories and vital in terms of establishing a sense of communal experience. Sometimes these elements of recreation were also physical. On one memorable occasion in a workshop conducted after watching The Attic under the Sky by Carte Blanche of Denmark, a number of boys rolled around on the floor while making machine gun noises and gesticulating blood spurting out of their bodies as they imitated the exaggerated bodily movements of a death scene in the performance. In thinking about this physicalized responses, I have suggested elsewhere that children’s embodied re-performances of scenes from performances indicate how they can possess an ability to read a performance beyond their ability to talk about it. In this instance they knew precisely why the exaggeration of the death scene made it funny, intuitively understanding the appeal of hyperbole, but could not argue this linguistically (Reason 2008). In the context of this discussion, their gameplay also connects with the rough and tumble of boys’ play and gave them tacit permission to show off their play-deaths in classroom. It also shows theatre for children – marked by formality, artistic properness and occupying a position between the worlds of adult and child – moving into the child’s own realm of play. 

For much of the research I have conducted into young audiences, the principle methodological tool has been drawing. This has inevitably shaped the ways in which the children responded and the ways in which they played with and transformed their experience. Being asked to make a picture of their experience requires participants to do a number of things: firstly selecting which moment they wanted to draw, then choosing what kind of materials to use, then in remembering and thinking about what they have seen. As Adams and Baynes discuss in their publication Power Drawing Notebooks, drawing is an activity that can be used to help us look more closely at something and ‘develops children’s powers of observation, analysis and description’ (2003: 8). As well as being a process that enhances observation, they also point out that drawing typically requires us to be inventive and creative in our response. Sometimes this is through happy accident (the unintentional mark or slippage being incorporated into our picture) at other times through a more conscious or playful desire to add and change and construct new scenarios in our drawing (2003: 22). 
Some of these additions and innovations might seem banal and yet within them they contain the little impulses to creative play and transformation. In my research, examples include a boy who was so disappointed in his picture of a goose (he was drawing a scene from Martha, also by Catherine Wheels) he transformed it into a toy aeroplane and another who found he hadn’t enough room on his paper for the 100 dogs the story demanded so instead just drew one. In both instances they then constructed spontaneous stories that altered the performance narrative to take into account the new content inspired by their drawing. In another instance two boys worked together drawing many many pictures of a character from a production of Psst! by Teatre Refleksion of Denmark, that their class had named Mr Bean. This naming is in itself an interesting moment of assertion of rights of ownership by the children, as the figure had been unnamed in the production and they had selected his name because he hummed to himself in a manner similar to the TV cartoon version of Mr Bean. At one point in their drawing process a pencil slipped or the charcoal smudged and one of the boys drew a line across the middle of his figure’s face. They realised that it looked a little like a mask and from that point on they drew many many pictures of a new character they called Super Mr Bean (Figure 1 below).

Leo: Look! I’ve accidentally drawn super Mr Bean.

Researcher: You’ve drawn super Mr Bean?

Leo: By mistake, I didn’t want to.

The stories which were then invented about Super Mr Bean were not particularly developed or profound, one involved an encounter with a character named Super Mr Fatso, and in some ways deviated entirely from the original production. Nor were their drawings spectacular compared to some produced by other children. In any adult assessment of them as a response to the performance they might have been deemed inappropriate or improper. However, in terms of asserting ownership over the experience they were very significant. 

[image: image4.jpg]


                         [image: image2.jpg]



Figure 1. Super Mr Bean by Leo and Louis

In community and education theatre there is a convention of distinguishing between work made for a particular audience; produced with a community in a collaborative manner; or made by participants through their own agency. This for, with or by distinction can be paralleled with distinctions in children’s culture: produced for children by adults (theatre for children; television programmes for children etc); made with children in a participative or collaborative manner; and the ‘play culture’ or ‘children’s own culture’ produced by children with their peers and including things such as playground games, chants and jokes (Mouritsen 1998: 5-6 cited in Johanson and Glow 2011: 61). These distinctions cannot, of course, be maintained rigidly as the games and chants that constitute children’s own culture inevitably borrow, intertextually and unapologetically, from existing stories, games and references; while similarly, culture produced by adults for children draws upon children’s own interests and ideas. Indeed, this is what is happening in the above example, where a theatre production (Psst!) and television cartoon (Mr Bean) both made for children by adults come together with a wider cultural reference of masked superheroes as the stimulus for a peer-based piece of imaginative play. 

Another interesting example of this is Ajay and Alastair, two boys who after watching Them With Tails by Tall Stories engaged in a process where drawing – conducted very much alongside each other and in dialogue – allowed them to continue the narrative threads and aesthetic styles presented to them. The story they drew involved a sumo wrestler named Bob who lived in a cave and was fighting an army of flying pigs. Having drawn various elements of this in a storyboard style the two boys then drew Bob (Figure 2) who they described as follows: 

[image: image1.jpg]“BY e,






Researcher: What are all these?   


Alasdair: Five storey muscles.


Ajay: He’s got bigger ones. 


Researcher: Oh, huge muscles!
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  Researcher: He’s so muscley! You’ve both got 

muscles.

  Alasdair: And he’s got muscles on his eyes. 

  Ajay: There!

  Alasdair: That’s why they’re green. 

Figure 2. Bob the Sumo Wrestler by Alasdair and Ajay

Here the two boys started from the point provided for them in the performance, which was of an archaic and sometimes surreal form. They took flight with these ideas and made them their own, with five storey muscles and green muscley eyes. On this occasion part of the stimulation was provided by them working in partnership and the fact that the repetition and development of the narrative became a form of interactive play between them. 

Equally crucially while the first impulse was provided for them by the production this was not complete in itself, as Them With Tails did not present on stage a fully realised representation of a sumo wrestler. As Philip Pullman writes, in the moment of watching the audience ‘contribute their imagination’ (2004) to complete the suggestions made by the performance. This in-the-moment investment of imagination is, of course, ephemeral and we cannot be certain what exactly the children saw in their mind’s eye as they watched. The task of drawing after the performance continues this process and, moreover, makes the act of imagination and investment concrete. Asking the children to draw required them all to add to what they had seen and make choices in representation. As they constructed their representations on paper they came to realise that they had a kind of playful power and ownership over the production as it became what they draw and what they imagined. 

Countersignatures

The kind of playful responses to theatre performances that I have been discussing here involve both acts as factual recall and imaginative construction. They do not limit themselves to things that necessarily happened in the performance, but take that as a starting point for various kinds of innovations and explorations. Here I draw on Derrida’s proposal that readers’ and spectators’ responses to art form a countersignature to the original work, a proposal Caputo elegantly summarises: 
Texts, if there is anything to them, elicit, call for, and provoke other texts – responses, commentaries, interpretation, controversies, imitation, forgeries, plagiarisms, echoes, effluences, influences, confluences, translations, transformations, bald misinterpretations, creative misunderstandings etc. (1997: 189)

Audience responses to theatre can be considered a kind of countersignature, containing many of the mutations and transformations Caputo evokes. These transformations of the work in the audiences’ imagination become a new experience and a new work in their own right. In the context of theatre for children this means that the work exists not simply in the stage performance or written text or adult production made for children, but also in the mind and response made by the young audience. 

The point is that the thing, the work, the performance, is incomplete until it is received, processed and, in a sense, countersigned by the audience. Naturally, these responses are not produced from nothing and here I’d agree with Morley who criticises the way some audience research has ‘romanticized the supposed power and freedoms’ of spectators (2006: 102). Instead responses are produced by a subtle interplay between individual spectators, their peers, the performances themselves and a whole set of wider cultural experiences and influences. In this manner the richest and most successful theatre experiences shift from being culture for children to being children’s own culture that is integrated into their creative play and into their sense of identity and self. 

It is here that theatre for children becomes possible, not in the sense of simply existing (which is prosaic) but in the sense of mattering and being meaningful.  As Johanson and Glow argue, an important element in enhancing children’s experiential engagement with the arts ‘lies in the valuing of children’s critical choices’ and a greater understanding of children’s own aesthetics (2011: 70). The danger of not paying attention to the lived experiences of children is that they become other, outside of language and considerations of personal agency and aesthetics. By engaging in the admittedly complex and methodologically challenging task of exploring how young audiences engage with theatre we can recognised the complexity and richness of their lived experiences. 
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