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The Worst Thing
by Ruth Howard, Artistic Director, Jumblies Theatre
A report on a workshop conducted under the auspices of Nightswimming’s Pure Research
program, in association with the University of Toronto’s Graduate Centre for Study of Drama.
Conducted at the Centre’s Glen Morris Studio Theatre, in Toronto, October 19-21, 2010.

Background:
I belong to a generation of artists that has valued
collaboration, social activism and expansive inclusion,
and that felt an imperative to uncover buried and
marginalized histories, and to depose standard and
dominating cultural narratives. I share roots, goals and
values with other popular and applied theatre forms, even
if my aesthetic convictions and inclinations have
diverged. Inspired particularly by my work with the
Community Play movement, as brought to Canada from
the UK by Dale Hamilton in 1990, I turned, in the late
1990s, to creating my own theatre/arts projects that
allowed me to explore permutations of this form, and led
me to found Jumblies Theatre in 2001.
In seeking alternatives to archival research that engender
a certain kind of episodic historical theatre, I turned to
oral history, asserting that anyone’s words and stories could be the stuff of drama. The result was several
large-scale productions that drew from recorded life stories, more or less fictionalized and transformed.
These projects necessitated an attention to the process of collecting and transforming personal stories,
especially as the explicit goal was to nurture people’s confidence and creativity, not to traumatize or
expose them. Over the years, the creative work was always accompanied by critical thinking and
conversation, most notably with my good friend and colleague Julie Salverson, who is now acclaimed for
her artistic and scholarly insight into the complexities of witnessing and testimony in theatre.
My overarching motivation was, however, never the voicing of personal stories, traumatic or not. In a way
it was territory I wondered into unawares, with other destinations in mind. All my large-scale productions
also contained elements of myth, folklore, literature, local history, geography and visual imagery, at least
as prevalent as the material derived from oral histories. And all of these modes were themselves
strategies in pursuit of other social-aesthetic goals. Only much later have I taken account of the fact,
rather to my dismay, that I have perhaps played a role in encouraging and legitimizing a type of artistic
practice of which I don’t necessarily even approve.

The Idea:
I applied to Nightswimming’s Pure Research program in 2010 to explore an idea that came to mind earlier
in the year during a series of oral history training workshops for a group of younger artists interning with
Jumblies. I realized that everyone was so interested in giving people voice and telling people’s stories usually taken to mean their more traumatic stories - and that, in fact, this was assumed to be the main or
default activity of community-engaged arts. It has become one of the earnest truisms of the arts world I
inhabit that this must be a good thing. Is it always?
Of course, much has been written about re-traumatizing and different approaches to witnessing,
testimony and confessional theatre that allow for degrees of distancing, safety, transformation,
fictionalization – or the opposite: verbatim forms, autobiographical performance, documentary theatre,
etc. But the thought that came to me was, “What would it feel like to tell the worst thing that has ever
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happened to me and then have it performed or presented ––anywhere along this spectrum?” and then,
“How about trying this out where it’s safe to ask and act on that question?” It was an amusing notion, and
one that we artists who do interview-based work often don’t get to pursue for ourselves, partly due to the
(often accurate) assumption that our “worst” stories aren’t nearly as bad as those coming from many of
the community participants we are working with.
I mentioned the idea to several close colleagues, and they all loved it. I envisioned a workshop in which
we could play out this question from the perspectives of the story-giver, the listener, the story-transformer,
presenter and audience, paying attention to all the humour, awkwardness, absurdity, risk and depth of
feeling: going slightly too far, taking ourselves as the guinea pigs, as well as the artist-researchers trying
to deal with the material and process.
I brought to the proposition certain personal tenets, all of which I was interested in questioning through
the Pure Research lab:
• inviting open-ended conversations rather than stressing issues or trauma;
• not having people perform their own stories, especially if the material is traumatic;
• using theatre directly for working through unresolved personal material;
• feeling free not to represent everyone’s story, accurately, recognizably or at all;
• being aware of the appropriate audience for each stage of a process.

Method:
I proposed to focus on 2 phases of the process: research and creation/presentation. (In fact, in hindsight,
it’s clear that this should have been articulated as 3 phases, and that the conflation of creation and
presentation led to some discomfort and some insights).
Research Stage: I wanted to identify the differences in feeling between:
– pursuing a specific theme or issue, versus a more open-ended approach,
– group versus one-on-one processes, and
– a verbal interview versus a multi-arts research approach.
Creation/Presentation Stage: I wanted to see how the following elements affect the experience of
having your distressing stories transformed and performed:
– shaping and performing your own story versus someone else doing so,
– a comedic treatment,
– working through different disciplines: music, movement or imagery,
– degrees of abstraction,
– working with ritual, and
– degrees of fictionalization or fidelity to words and narrative.
I proposed that Day 1 would focus on gathering material, Day 2 on creative process and presentations of
our own stories, and Day 3 on creative process and presentations of each other’s stories. I outlined
activities for the 3 days, drawing on approaches we commonly use at Jumblies, and inviting some of the
core artists to contribute from their own disciplinary perspectives and interests. All 3 days were to allow
ample reflection and feedback time, as our responses and feelings throughout were what I was
particularly interested in gauging.
I said that we would give ourselves permission to go too far and repeatedly fail in our attempts to make
art from awful stories, with an ultimate intention to move towards forms and approaches that really do
work for us: find glimmers of new convictions – whether an affirmation or repudiation of the power and
value of the performed confessional story. The aim was a greater awareness of the complexities and
subtleties of this kind of work and experience, and some new insight to take back to our own practices.
Overall, the intention was to push ourselves into areas and material that had a tendency to weigh us
down and make us too distressed, depressed, embarrassed or uncomfortable to function well as artists
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and participants – and then to find ways out through artistic response: ways to do justice to the material,
and to maintain a balance between identification and distance.

The Artists:
The artists were chosen to form a group of people who knew and trusted each other well enough to feel
comfortable entering into this experiment with honesty, vulnerability, good humour and complete
seriousness, and also people with a genuine interest in the question in relation to their own work history,
reflections and future directions.
The final team included myself and:
o Lisa Marie DiLiberto, clown, actor, theatre creator
o Sean Frey, puppeteer, designer, projection artist, performer
o Penny Couchie, choreographer, dancer
o Juliet Palmer, composer
o Keith McNair, actor, songwriter and Jumblies’ Managing Director
o Liz Rucker, writer, theatre artist
o Beth Helmers, theatre artist
o Dan Watson, actor, director
We were joined by Leora Morris, Nightswimming’s intern, who became our much-appreciated note-taker
and documenter, and Nightswimming Artistic Director Brian Quirt.

Procedure:
The day before we started, I sent an e-mail to all the participants:
This is an exploration concocted and applied for by me, and discussed along the way with
several of you. I’m excited that it’s about to happen and that you’re all joining in. The idea is
to be free to go deeper into some of the things we do in our work, without having to worry
about an end-product or a process of facilitation. That said, we still need to take care of
ourselves and one another. I know I’m asking us all to take a risk in offering up personal
material for artistic experimentation. The intention is not therapy, nor forced disclosure of
things we’d rather keep private. Although I am suggesting that we venture a bit outside of our
comfort zones, this is in order to experience artistic processes. The choices are under our
control – and there is no obligation to bring up things we’d rather not nor put aside our own
barriers and instincts.
We mostly adhered to my initial structure, with some intentional and accidental variances.
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DAY 1:
Opening: movement warm-up, lead by Penny Couchie.
Objects: I had asked everyone to bring 2 objects: one that had
personal significance but purely positive associations, and the other
pleasing for its sensory quality, and without personal
associations. We introduced ourselves through the first and second
set of objects, placing them on a cloth in the centre of our circle.
Questions: Everyone posed their questions, wishes and interests
for the workshop.
Mapping: I lead an activity of mapping “the worst moments of our
lives”, with large pieces of watercolour paper, ink, tempera paints, pastels and assorted papers, glue and
scissors. The group, myself included, was talked through each stage of their artwork:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
9)

Outline the path of your life.
Add some basic landmarks.
Start to add in key moments of crisis and trauma,
External/ environmental crises,
Inherited crises (inherited family or cultural history),
Embarrassing moments & secrets,
Fears (about the future),
Minor crises (other sad or upsetting events), and
General finishing touches – connections, patterns, emphases, details.

The maps provided our basic subject-matter for the next 2 days.
Theatre Games, lead by Lisa Marie DiLiberto:
Lisa asked us to look at our own maps and make note of 2 events about which
we didn’t mind talking, and 2 events that we were willing to name (but didn’t
need to talk about).
Theatre Game #1 – The Wind Blows:
Using the second set of stories, we played this familiar theatre game, in which
one chair is removed as someone calls out, for example, “The wind blows for
anyone who has ever contemplated suicide”, everyone who it describes runs for
a new chair, and the person left in the middle calls out the next cue.
Theatre Game #2 – Storytelling:
We were asked to choose some kind of rhythm or type of speech (e.g. radio
announcer, phone recording, sex line, priest giving sermon, little kid, etc) and try
to recreate it while alternating between narrating what we did in the morning,
and one of the first set of stories (those we were willing to share). Lisa banged her drum when she
wanted us to switch stories.
Theatre Game #3 – Imitation:
Three people stand in a row. The facilitator asks the person on one end a question, he/she answers, and
the other 2 people in turn, repeat, imitate and exaggerate the person’s utterances and mannerisms.
Closing: I noted that we had already dipped into 4 modes of experience: being researched, performing
one’s own story, seeing oneself performed and being the audience for the stories of others.
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DAY 2:
The overall goal of Day 2 was to explore being the confessional performer of one’s own traumatic story,
the assumption that this is moving for an audience and “healing” for the performer and how this notion
relates to the quality of performance.
Opening: Neutral Mask, lead by Dan Watson:
Dan facilitated some physical theatre warm-ups, an a basic
introduction to neutral mask. Most of the group donned
neutral masks and enacted some simple scenarios (e.g.
sleeping and waking up, throwing a stone in the water).
Discussion: We listed different artistic modes that can inform
a process (gathering of stories) or product (presenting of
stories):
Metaphor / symbolism / allegory / fable – Words, poetry –
Storytelling – A scripted and acted play – Performance art – Social rituals (including food) – Sitespecificity – Fiction & fantasy – Ritual and ceremony – Pagean t/ parade – Abstraction – Opera, music –
Objects/ puppet – Installation / exhibition – Physicality, movement, dance – Verbatim presentation/
documentary – Clown – Playback / Forum theatre / other interactive forms
Writing Exercises, lead by Liz Rucker:
We made a list of themes/issues that are recognizable in
popular/applied theatre projects: e.g. sexism, body image,
abuse, betrayal, violence, isolation, depression, etc. These were
written on bits of paper, put into a trauma box, and each of us
picked one out. We were allowed to trade with each other until
we each had a theme that we felt inclined to work with.
Writing Exercise #1: Stream-of-consciousness writing non-stop
for 3 minutes, titled, My (insert theme here).
Writing Exercise #2: Stream-of-consciousness writing non-stop for 3 minutes; this time titled, Our (insert
theme here) – focusing on the theme or issue in a broader social/historical/cultural context: what about it
is important to tell?
Liz asked us to pick two stories connected to our themes: one that we had told before in our lives and one
that we hadn’t.
Writing Exercise #3: Using the story that we’d told before, we wrote a detailed description of one
moment (which didn’t have to reveal the greater context of the story) with focus on describing sensory or
emotional details.
Reflection: It can feel like you’re trapped because you are stuck in the moment and going deeper and
deeper. Moving through the story can be less scary.
Writing Exercise #4: Using the story we had never told: we wrote down characters, words, phrases,
feelings, etc, without worrying about a coherent narrative.
Performing our own stories: We all created a solo performance stemming from the writing exercises.
We could work completely alone, with a director, or enlist someone else in some way (e.g. someone to
provide musical accompaniment).
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As a bridging activity between private writing and full-fledged creation, Penny suggested and lead a
movement activity to recorded music.
We then took time to prepare our pieces, and performed them for each other at the end of the day.
Performance sites included the basement of the Glen Morris Studio, the lighting booth, the men’s
washroom and the park across the road.
Closing: The presentations served to close the second day, and we deferred feedback until the next
morning.

DAY 3:
The focus of Day 3 was the interpretation & presentation of each other’s stories.
Opening: Movement and voice activities, lead by Sean Frey:
1 – Dance Tag: to music – someone starting a dance move,
everyone copying, the initiator tagging someone else who
changes the move and tagged the next person.
2 – Person Twister (two people facing each other with a caller
offering instructions, such as “knee to head”, “elbow to ear”).
3 – Body scan soundscape (lying down with closed eyes: a
body meditation on memories or stories attached to parts of the
body, leading to a vocal soundscape).
Before moving to the next exploration, we took time to reflect on
the previous day’s presentations (see Results section below for
details).
Performing other people’s stories: The next step involved pairing up for one-to-one interviews about
our life maps (10 minutes each). Then, once again, we took time (this time only 40 minutes, as we were
running late) to prepare individual pieces, and, even more than before, since we were no longer the lead
performer in our own story, could look to each other for artistic support. Once again the performances
were interdisciplinary and site-specific. This time, we included improvised participatory transitions from
one piece and one site to the next – e.g. vocal and movement calls and responses – and the pieces
flowed into each other without commentary.
Audience: I had, at the start of the workshop, agreed to invite U of T Drama Centre graduate students
and faculty to observe our final performances. At the time, this had seemed like a fairly safe plan, as I
assumed there would be something to share by then, and that an influx of people might even be useful.
As it turned out, our creative process had become crammed into the end of the afternoon, and our
audience had to wait longer than expected. Moreover, the participating artists, some of who hadn’t even
realized that these new people were expected, didn’t feel comfortable with the outside audience, and the
audience members themselves weren’t welcomed and included as I would have liked. This, as you will
see, although distressing at the time, lead to some interesting discussion afterwards.
Closure: After the performances were over, I stayed in the theatre for a Pure Research question and
answer session arranged by Nightswimming and the Drama Centre, while the rest of the artists went into
the basement for a closing session. This final session was recorded so that I was able listen to and
selectively transcribe it. The following morning, in response to a shared desire to spend a bit more time
together after such an intense experience, most of us met at a café, and continued the discussion, this
time with written notes taken.
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Results:
Day 1, Two Objects: It soon became clear that finding an object
with exclusively happy associations was an impossible task: that
even objects with the most positive of associations inevitably
carried shades of nostalgia and sadness if only by virtue of the
passing of time.
Feelings about the second set of objects (picked for sensory
appeal) also proved to be complex, as our sense of beauty was
influenced by personal experience, and the focus on sensory
pleasure, held in its shadow an awareness of absence,
transience, vulnerability, superfluity, etc.
Day 1, Opening questions, desires and interests:
- To explore collaborative narrative development.
- To experience the other side – what does it feel like to tell, hear, and see my own story?
- Is it possible to make a container for the trauma (that isn’t therapy, and happens before the
performance)?
- How far/deep can we go?
- What do we do with what is divulged?
- How do I know if I’m leading someone into dangerous territory?
- How do we ask questions, and what questions do we ask?
- What are the storyteller’s expectations, and what obligations do we have to them?
- What should the storyteller’s involvement be throughout the process?
- How can we make the stories entertaining to the audience?
- Can humour and lightness be part of it?
- How much distance do we need? How do we choose our material so that it is invested and
personal, but not too traumatic or private?
- How do we know where the line is?
- Is everything interesting? Are the traumatic stories necessarily the interesting ones? What’s the
relationship?
- How do we move from the mundane to the epic?
- Why do we do this kind of work? What is our intention?
- Why do the storytellers come and tell us their stories?
- Is honesty/openness always good? When might it not be?
- What is the connection between personal expression and telling other people’s stories?
- How is it different to tell a story if you are or aren’t a trained artist with comfort in the medium?
How can we understand the experience of someone who can’t rely on artistic skills? The closest
approximation is perhaps to perform in a medium with which you have no comfort (i.e. music if
you’re a dancer, theatre if you’re a painter, etc).
- How much context do we need in order to be respectful interviewers?
Day 1, Comments on Theatre Game #1, The Wind Blows:
- It allowed us to laugh and also experience pleasure in sharing of tragic moments.
- What do we do with what arises, when we don’t go on to talk about or respond to the material
disclosed?
- What is the value of solidarity in these situations – is it always positive?
Conflicting feelings were expressed: of comfort because other people had experienced the same thing
and discomfort because of the details and distinctions than this game didn’t allow. There was also a fear
voiced that no one else would stand up when we called out our trauma and that this would feel
embarrassing and upsetting.
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Day 1, Comments on Theatre Game #2, Double Storytelling:
- It put a distance between the telling and the subject-matter.
- Putting the rhythm at odds with the content (e.g. not telling a sad story sadly) was different and
interesting.
- It was easier this way for the listener – as the storyteller seemed less vulnerable.
- What is the difference between telling a story that you’ve told many times and one you’ve never
told before?
- We begin to draw associations between the two incongruous stories, and, thus, the whole effect
becomes theatrical.
- Giving the mundane story equal focus places the traumatic story in whole-life perspective and
lightens the whole thing up (e.g. when the flavour of your morning coffee is as big a deal as the
key moment in your distressing memory).
- What happens over time when you’ve shared your story? It might feel great immediately after and
then plunge you back into trauma 2 weeks later. Or vice versa.
Day 1, Comments on Theatre Game #3, Imitation:
- When people knew upfront that they’d be imitated, they didn’t feel inclined to share something
serious.
- The proximity and immediacy of the imitation made one feel more vulnerable.
This was the least successful of the 3 games, in allowing us to deal comfortably and artistically with
traumatic stories, as subjects and witnesses. Interestingly, this was the game that introduced the idea
of someone else performing ourselves.
Day 2, Comments following neutral mask exercise:
- What is the relationship between neutral mode and an emotional content?
- How much can you translate these activities into use for non-performers?
- When do or don’t you attend to the artistry of an activity?
- Cultural rituals effect what people are used to or comfortable with (e.g. in cultures with ritual
mourners, excessive emoting is familiar, and neutrality is not).
- Where do people choose to end? In some cases the process is the product; in others it is just the
gathering of material to be used in a theatrical presentation.
- In some cases people know their stories are traumatic, whereas in others people will feel they
have nothing to tell (“My life is really not that traumatic”).
Day 2, Comments on performing our own stories:
– It was a lot to tell, perform and hear.
– I felt torn between desire to tell it and fear of telling it.
– I wanted it to be funny: didn’t want to be in the void of what it would be if it wasn’t funny.
– I made new discoveries about my story through the process of working on it.
– I felt torn between wanting my story to be normalized and wanting people to be really blown away by
how hard it was.
– I felt great during the creation process, then felt regret in the moment after the performance.
I became acutely aware, in all the presentations, of “the moment after”, as the performer resurfaced: a
feeling of, “Oh god, what just happened?” or, “Okay, now what?”
– I wanted to tell it even though it hurt to do so. There was a delight or thrill in confession.
– I realized that I carry my stories around with me everywhere.
– Afterwards, I felt strange: unsure whether people knew what the story actually was, and vulnerable that
people knew something about me.
– The power of witnessing all of the pieces reminded me of how much we ask of audiences.
– Were people misinterpreting the story and getting the wrong ideas about me? I was aware of a desire
to explain and justify.
– It made the question of “why do we do this?” so potent. I was struck by how beautiful and how awful
the process was – a good reminder of the fact that we too, the artists doing this work, come to it with our
own humanity and our own experiences.
– I ended up loving what I was doing, but wished that I had been able to craft it more.
– I felt successful: it was the least rehearsed thing I’ve done.
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– I picked a story that was sexually explicit, and then felt inhibited by the age gap between myself and
everyone else. This makes me think of the specifics of relationship to an audience.
– It was good, as an audience member, to go in and out of having interactive roles – to move between
paying attention to the content and distancing through focusing on the performance needs.
– What is left behind in a space (both literally and imaginatively)?
– It raised questions about audience response to these shared stories.
– It raised question of guilt and anxiety about putting events and people from your life onstage.
– I found it very funny, but also felt horror at the fact that it was funny.
– Having a repetitive and symbolic activity or gesture helped the performer to stay grounded and able to
tell the story (and the audience to receive it).
– Why go back there, open it back up?
– On the one extreme there is the desire to create a piece of art that people will want to see (the story as
a means to good art) and, on the other, the desire to change something for the better (art as a means to
healing).
– The path towards healing is complicated; how can this
activity be a part of it? Is healing even a reasonable goal?
– We create safe spaces, in community arts work, and can
trust to a certain extent, that people will take care of each other.
– Do you need a narrative to address a theme?
– The use of small objects and dolls made it more empathetic
and blame-free.
– How is “the moment after” for performer and audience
different if there is a concluding redemptive moment?
– There is something extra-compelling about knowingly
watching people tell their own stories. On the other hand, when
it’s not done well, it is extra embarrassing for an audience
member.
– What is the role of detachment? Can creating a certain distance be useful and make it an actually doable activity (and not retraumatizing)? How far away can you go before it becomes a different story?
– How much room for interpretation do you leave the audience? When is accuracy the point?
– Who is the piece for: the performer or the audience?
– How much we ask of other people!
– The art part and the humanity part were powerful.
– I was very nourished.
– I felt better for having seen and done it.
Two people performed their pieces together and their comments and the responses to their piece were
interestingly a bit different:
– It was more emotional to be inside each other’s pieces than inside their own.
– People enjoyed the combination of forms, but weren’t able to identify details of the stories.
– Because of the question of how to combine stories, the creative process became immediately more
practical and less emotional. This made it artistically interesting, but less of a cathartic experience.
Day 3, Comments on performing someone else’s story:
– It was hard to perform some one else’s story.
– The stakes of performing each other’s stories was high.
– It felt really messy. I feel okay about what I performed, but I was nervous: didn’t want her to feel bad or
made fun of.
– I felt anxious and responsible. I could see that black bit approaching on her map… she started to tell
the story and I knew it was going to be bad. Then I remembered that something like that had happened to
someone I was close to, and then it felt more right. I was struck by details that weren’t specific to her
story. I still felt scared and worried: was I being too goofy and disrespectful? It felt dangerous. I was really
aware of her being there.
– I worried: “Am I theatricalising it too much? Am I making too big a deal of it? He gave it to me and I did
that with it. Do I have the right?” (Reply: “Yes, you did, because I gave it to you”).
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Day 3, On witnessing our own stories being performed:
– I was really excited about having my story performed. Then when it happened it was really intense to
be in the physicalised experience. I felt exposed and uncomfortable. The words were hard to experience.
I hadn’t really talked about it before. I loved it, but also didn’t feel safe.
– It was about a bad relationship, and I feel that I’ve dealt with it. I was happy that it was light,
even though it was a dramatic and intense story.
– I realized that, even if it’s a story that I’ve looked at and dealt with many times, there are still a lot of
parts to it and ways to look at it. It was hard to experience someone else’s choices.
– I was very affected because she captured the essence of my story – it was such an accurate depiction
of how I felt. I wanted to interject with all the good stuff, because that situation is resolved and things are
hopeful, but there I was sitting in the emotion of the story.
– I was scared the moment before it happened, even though I knew I was okay with it.
– I did feel happy that you didn’t act; it was okay and good that way.
– I wondered, “Am I going to have an emotional reaction to this?” But, even though it was an emotional
memory, it was distanced.
– I laughed until I cried. Clown is a great form for dealing with trauma. I was comfortable with the
discomfort of the form. I was okay with parody; it became about a new character, with a more general
insight into obsession, failure and persistence.
– It’s an odd sensation: seeing someone else acting your story so literally.
– It was actually fun. Making light of it was quite liberating. I had chosen familiar, comfortable traumas. If
it was something going on right now, it would be different.
Day 3, On the audience:
When I saw the audience, I thought, “I don’t think they should be here”.
– It didn’t feel like the right time.
– It wasn’t meant for an audience; and then it became for an audience “begrudgingly”.
– It was good that the stories were anonymous.
– I thought everyone would know it was about me.
– Unless you’ve been inside the process, would you understand it?
– The professional performers felt uncomfortable for their reputations.
– It doesn’t feel good to be messy in front of strangers.
– Although it would have felt better without the new audience, it wasn’t a bad experience, because it
generated insight and discussion.
– I cared about the person whose story I was telling more than about the rest of the audience.
– How are we opening the work to outsiders?
– Once you move to performance and audience, the introduction of critical opinion makes “art” come into
it; do you then forget the participants?
– Who is it more meaningful for, the audience or performer? Which of these makes it artistic?
– There needs to be a coming out before a public telling.
Day 3 – Overall comments:
Everyone agreed that Day 3 was the hardest, for a number of reasons:
1. The creative process got crammed into the afternoon. Everyone would have liked more time, It felt too
fast – Next story, next story!
2. Our transitions were rapidly and loosely added in, and the experience of coming out of one story into
the next was awkward. We all agreed that the transitions were important moments, with great artistic
potential. We speculated that a comedic transitional mode might have counterbalanced the emotional
content of the pieces.
3. The introduction of an outside audience was an imperfect experiment, not only for the participating
artists (see above), but for the audience members themselves, who had to wait longer than expected,
with no place or person to receive and welcome them, and who likely felt uneasy or bored as the
performances ran later than we had advertised.
Even taking into account these exacerbating circumstances, and contrary to my expectations, the
consensus was that it was harder and more stressful to perform someone else’s traumatic story than to
perform one’s own.
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Overall reflections:
– I learned a lot, and I feel raw.
– I have more questions than at the start.
– I realized the personal dimension of the work.
– Now I feel more clear-sighted & aware.
– I felt exposed and uncomfortable with the vulnerability of it.
– It reinforced the sense of gravity of our work.
– There is a value in intimacy and smallness.
– There was a difference between dealing with past and present stories.
– I felt I had to remove myself from the emotion, which is the difference between art and therapy.
– How can we incorporate this into our actual work?
– How can we create immediacy within a show, but avoid being too workshoppy?
Penny Couchie talked about the important of a super-objective (e.g. the hope for peace), of recognizing
common experience and about how she draws on Aboriginal ceremony in facilitating phases of an arts
workshop or process: placing something in the centre; going in; coming out and telling, and about the
concept of organic time, in which the ceremony “doesn’t end until it ends”.
When listening to the recorded conversations, I noticed that references to our own stories were often
accompanied by laughter and hesitation – a mixture of embarrassment, reluctance to disclose the actual
story and desire to do so. We also evidently shared conflicting feelings of curiosity about each other’s
actual story details versus polite reluctance to ask.
Further questions and lines of enquiry:
When asked what further questions or topics people would
like to explore, responses included:
– Trauma is still interesting,
– A longer period on interdisciplinary creative process,
– Being directed in my own piece,
– Presenting a piece and then reworking it,
– how to bring in outsiders?
– How to have smaller groups of people move through the
story or performance?
– Are there better places to deal with trauma?
– Further explorations with clown and trauma,
– Finding ways to be grounded while leading,
– The divide or link between “real world” and play/art,
– Limits and possibilities of our work to incorporate art into
life,
– How to deal with diverse religious rituals and beliefs (e.g. when a participant suddenly wants to say a
prayer – or for everyone to pray – in the middle of a workshop)?
– how to maintain distance – for the art and for the teller?
– the evaluative discussions were so important – what we if we more directly asked participants how they
feel?

Reflections:
from an e-mail the day after the workshop ended, by Lisa Marie DiLiberto:
There is a little part in each of us that wants to tell our most traumatic tale. It hurts, but we want to share
it. Because we want to make it real, human. Because we want to understand. And if we are artists, can
we share this at the mercy of ourselves..? Should we? And if we care about the material – doesn’t that
make the art we create beautiful and interesting? Because we really actually care. Because it is somehow
about us. So then, is the goal of theatre, of spectacle, being able to communicate one person's desire for
human understanding and compassion from an audience who then in turn remembers and reflects on
their own life?
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From my own journal notes on the same day, partly sparked response to Lisa’s message:
It was a surprise for me how satisfying it was to make my trauma map: to see all these happenings as
part of life, not aberrations that need to be left out to make a story… the business of understanding, or
even just making a whole picture, without entirely understanding. So – here's a question: how is this
different from therapy? Or, at this level, are we really talking about the realm of art therapy? Maybe we
are – and then there's a move (or a choice to make the move or not) into the realm of artistic shaping and
presentation.
I think that the aesthetic quality does partly emanate from the
caring – certainly within our intimate group that's the case. Even
to a larger public, it makes a difference when we know it’s a “true
story” or the “actual words”, or the actual person portraying it. But
there's more to it than that, because you could see an
autobiographical one-person show, and know that the person
really cares and is really present in the material, and you still
might think that it's "bad" art. Conversely, something that it very
polished and accomplished, but in which you feel that the content
and caring is fake, also makes for "bad art" – probably worse art.
For oral history interviews that are one-on-one, we are already
aware of consent and comfort levels, as it's so obviously
important, and there are quite solid practices and protocols to
which we can refer. In arts-based activities and in working with
groups and drop-ins, it can get fuzzier.
I'm thinking that it's good to be more aware of the spectrum of
arts activities that simply let people into the enrichment of artmaking, those that deal with more general stories (whether
mythical, political or historical) and those that introduce or seek
personal source material. There's really something to be said for
staying on the less personal side unless there is a mutual intention or consent to travel to the other side.
I need to think about this some more, because, if I take myself seriously, the implications are quite large,
and I start to get a sense of a web of ways to engage in art-making with people, where there are many
options, and even the most simple activity that invites personal stories (e.g. Tell me a story about how
you got your name, or draw the place you came from and the place you live now) would not be introduced
without attention to context and consent.

After-Effects:
Two months later, those of us involved in the Pure Research workshop still often comment on how strong
an impact it has had on our community-engaged work. In one discussion, Beth talked about how, in a
recent workshop with Tamil seniors, one participant told a very traumatic story, “I wasn’t afraid to hear it. I
understood why she might want to tell it”. Sean added, “I’m not afraid of traumatic stories any more”.
At the same time, the difficult and contradictory feelings are still remembered:
– The day after the workshop ended, I didn’t feel great. I burst into tears in public. It reminds me that if it’s
really traumatic, it’s going to go on.
– It stirred things up for me; in some ways it didn’t feel good. I felt shame, embarrassment, fear. It was
also so beautiful; I felt honoured and really important. But it didn’t bring me to a new place of power.
For myself, during and immediately after the workshop, I was fairly unruffled by working with my own
material – more so, it seemed, than my fellow participants. I put this down largely to the fact that, as the
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instigator and facilitator of the whole thing, my anxieties concerned the general situation more than my
personal contributions. However, when I started to review the notes, audio and especially the video
documentation to write this report, I found myself feeling, to quote my own notes, that:
it’s more distressing to see my story performed by someone else, than to see me performing my
own or someone else’s story. Funny, because I felt the reverse at the time. Now it’s painfully
embarrassing to see someone play me, whereas at the time it was just so funny and excitingly
risky and over-the-top. Now I think, “What will people think of me? What do they think the story
is?” I want to explain and set them straight.
Within a month of our Pure Research days, Penny Couchie produced a workshop version of When Will
You Rage?, a dance piece about four generations of women in her family, including herself, drawing on
these real and close-to-home characters to express the general trauma, strength and survival of
Aboriginal women in the face of cultural genocide. Penny has been developing this piece for many years,
as creator, writer, choreographer and director: but not performer. She had invited me to design the
costumes, and so I was fortunate to be present during this 2-week workshop, and to witness Penny
courageously go through a real-life version of our Pure Research enquiries. The process was, by her own
frequent and wry admission, extremely difficult. Family members who were present during the rehearsals,
were frequently in tears. Reflecting on our Pure Research discoveries, I felt that the factors that made her
project a success (aesthetically and ethically), both because of and despite the fact that it walked such a
fine line between therapy and art, were:
- a sense of urgency and imperative to break silence and tell this story, which justified for everyone
involved the discomfort caused by the process of doing so;
- the form of modern dance, which shifted the story into the abstract and imagistic realm (in fact,
too much so, in Penny’s own estimation, so that the obscurity was countered by specific
costumes, recorded narrative and a contextualizing lobby display);
- the fact that, although not performing herself, Penny held control over all aspects of the piece,
and her presence was strongly felt; and
- the virtuosic professional dancers and high production values.

Conclusions:
Although I was very prepared, and partly expected, to learn
that I was too fastidious about avoiding a focus on trauma in
my work/the work of Jumblies, in fact, I come out of this
experiment inclined to be even more cautious and skeptical
than before about the healing power of confessional
performance.
I have had to question, however, my previous maxim that it’s
better to create distance by having someone else perform
your own story. In fact, the giving up of control was one of the
most distressing phenomena we encountered. There was
also much more discomfort involved than I had previously
realized in having the responsibility of interpreting/ presenting
someone else’s story. Performing our own stories eliminated both problems: we had control, and were
answerable to ourselves. As for artistic quality, both had potential for artistic interest, but the passing on
of stories wasn’t the decisive factor in aesthetic value.
For all this, I am still attracted to the artistic potential of passing on a story for interpretation or
performance, and so I have started to think about factors that might lessen the discomfort with doing so.
For example, if one scripts one’s own story – and/or designs, scores, choreographs, directs it (as Penny
did) – both areas of discomfort are alleviated (loss of control for the teller and burden of responsibility for
the interpreter). This points to a merit of verbatim theatre: it safeguards for the teller one area of control,
and absolves the interpreter of one area of choice.

Pure Research Report – January 2011

The workshop strengthened several other convictions of mine: in the value of presenting a whole-life
perspective and not just zooming in on trauma; in the power of clown and humour to deal with distressing
subject-matter; in the importance of ritual and transitions; and in being aware of the intended audience for
any piece of art or stage in a process.
I was also reminded of the importance of sense of purpose (Penny’s super-objective). Expressing difficult
personal stories is never easy or entirely pleasant. When done privately, it can come under the banner of
therapy; we expect it to be difficult and yet we undergo it in the expectation of feeling better eventually.
Telling traumatic personal stories in public is not likely to be easier, and personal healing is not
necessarily a direct objective or an incidental outcome, on top of which we now have the public’s feelings
to consider. Confessional stories can be upsetting, embarrassing, or simply boring for people who don’t
know you. It is, therefore, important to know why you wants to do it – e.g. because it might be socially
healing, edifying, provocative or transformational.
Performing one’s own traumatic stories carries many risks:
1. Entering into any personal material is intense and emotional.
2. Focusing specifically on traumatic stories magnifies this hugely.
3. Performing anything is scary:
4. even more so if one doesn’t have skills, training or experience to draw on,
5. and even more so if there’s an outside audience of any sort.
It’s one of the hardest artistic things to do. Why, then, is it often the first thing that gets done with
inexperienced people? As we discovered, performing other people’s traumatic material (particularly if the
other person is present) isn’t easier – in fact, it might be harder.
What kind of activities are the easiest?
– more abstract or stylized arts activities – e.g. making ceramic soup bowls or fabric fall leaves; focusing
on/taking pleasure in the medium more than the content; assembling found objects, listing favourite
words, moving and dancing, playing with sound.
– working with an existing tale or other piece of art (folk tale, poem, painting, song);
– sharing of food and social rituals;
– casual conversation and very simple story-telling (e.g. as happens when you sit around and embroider
or drink tea together).
What other activities are still slightly easier?
– perhaps current affairs and social issues? What would you like to improve in Toronto? is a less intense,
if artistically less interesting, question than, What do you miss from where you used to live? Politics and
social issues can, of course, link to personal stories – but they provide a choice to stay more distant,
– performing in another role – e.g. an existing script, scene or monologue.
All of these things open up depths of expression and feeling – as we know. There’s no reason not to stay
with them indefinitely. That is, you can find yourself in art, without it having to come from your own source
material.
In January, 2011, during our Scarborough Arts Drop-In, we told the story of Shakespeare’s Winter’s Tale
in preparation for an adapted production of that play. Afterwards one of the participants commented that it
was a relief to be invited into a more universal story, after several weeks of activities that solicited
introductory personal information. One of our artists and I exchanged smiles – in shared appreciation of
this comment in the multi-faceted light our Pure Research experience.
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Thank you Nightswimming!

photos by: Leora Morris and Beth Helmers

For more information about Jumblies Theatre: www.jumbliestheatre.org
For more information about Nightswimming: www.nightswimmingtheatre.com
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