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The quiet room

KATE VANDEGRIFT anp JUNE JUDSON spent a year running
a one-night-a-week improvised drama class in what was ironically
called the Quiet Room of a youth club in North London. This
issue of ANARCHY is a blow-by-blow account of their experiences. The
most that they are able to claim for their experiment is that “over
the course of the months, working under conditions more akin to a
street corner than a school room, a very mixed bag of sensitivities
learned to co-operate (if only sporadically) in the creation of highly
personal and original interpretations of their private world”.

: Quite apart from its human interest, and the author’s close obser-
vation of, and intense sympathy with the participants, this story is
valuable on several levels.

Obviously it is useful for people involved in similar or analogous
activity. How best should one attempt to utilise or cope with this
situation, or that one, when it arises? What alternatives are there?
Which ones should be avoided? 1In a situation which was what the
layman would call anarchic, the kind of approach which we would call
anarchic was applied. Did it succeed? Well, the reader will conclude
from Kate Vandegrift’s narrative that one way to guarantee failure in

such a situation is in the invocation, in one form or another, of exiernal
authority.

Anyone to whom ‘“‘drama” simply means putting on a play will be
fascinated by the resourcefulness which the two drama teachers brought
to their experiment, and will be excited by the potentialities of this
approach in other fields.

Anarchists who, by definition, want to replace authority by volun-
tary co-operation in every sphere of life, have a particular concern with
what we might call the dynamics of disruption. It is a concern with
two aspects, for the anarchists are themselves a disruptive element in
authoritarian institutions, while at the same time they are concerned
by the vulnerability to disruption of libertarian institutions. Why has X
an irresistible urge to break up a series of meetings, why must Y use
so much effort to wreck a self-governing workshop project, why can Z

only co-operate if he is permitted to dominate the scene and to mani-
pulate the others?

This faithful report on what went on in the Quiet Room last year
may help us understand the personality factors involved in any co-
operative group activity.
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Trying it on:
an experiment in anarchy

KATE VANDEGRIFT

‘THIS IS AN ACCOUNT of an experiment in teaching improvised drama to
a group of teenagers at a youth club in North London. It is based on
observations made over a period of ten months, set down following each
weekly two-hour session, Towards the end of the term the Board of
Managers at the particular club wondered, as there had been no produc-
tion forthcoming from the Drama Class, what had the members gained
after all? They asked for a written definition of the teachers’ aims.
Having that, the matter was dropped. The question is reasonable
enough, though there is probably no answer except by depth analysis
of each participant. Yet over the course of the months, working under
conditions more akin to a street corner than a school room, a very
mixed bag of sensitivities learned to co-operate (if only sporadically) in
the creation of highly persomal and original interpretations of their
private world. In order to give an idea of the techniques used, the
reactions and resuits, a general description of each session is set down—
emphasising the more significant details, and passing over redundant
material.

A few preliminanes: June Judson (producer and actress) and
myself (playwright and designer) decided to co-operate on the experi-
ment. Domestic and professional commitments limited our free time
to one evening per week. We applied for admission to the Drama
Teachers’ Panel of the Inner London Education Authority at County
Hall, were accepted, and eventually found a position conforming to our
stated specifications. These were that the class should consist of ten
to fifteen boys and girls ranging between 14 and 19 years of age, and
should, as far as possible, offer a cross-section of the average teenage
community. We further specified that the aim of our venture was not
to set about rehearsin§ and producing a nice play from the bookshelves.
but rather to stimulate the expressive creativity of individuals by
prompting the group to co-operate in improvisations born of their own
experience and fantasies.

The views expressed in this article are those of the author and not
necessarily those of the ILEA or any of its officers.
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Aware that the teenage sector of our society is probably the most

-inhibited, the most beset by uncertainty, and the least likely to partici-

pate in hazy artistic programmes having little definable purpose, we
were not anticipating miracles of released creativity. We had each a
background of work with teenagers, though admittedly, not in this
“average’ category. And perhaps it is relevant to mention that we are
both American and that our previous work with young people had
been conducted in the USA. We had never before worked together,
and our decision to do so in this case was fired by kindred ideas about
the theatre, and the assumption that two minds and two energies are
better than one in such an experiment. The idea was that we would
plan each lesson together in advance, altering our course as required by
the problems arising in the class. June was to do the major part of the
directing, while 1 was to observe reactions and later record them. Our
goals were clear, but we hadn’t the vaguest notion of what to expect.
This is what happened. |

September 29

The youth club i1s a handsome, one storey structure, set apart in a
brief fenced lawn, and dedicated to teenage social life. It is one of
two in London designed specifically on an “‘open plan”, the building
itself encouraging a free flow of traffic and mingling of groups. It was
built three years ago by the GLC, at considerable cost. On entering,
the youth leader’s office is to the left, while to the right are a television
arena, a coffee bar, and a discussion area. Four steps down is the dance
floor; at one end of this level are a couple of ping-pong tables, at the
far side is the “Quiet Room™ and the girls’ lounge. The decor is
modern, tasteful and of good quality.

The Quiet Room was designated for the drama class, being the
only space separate and suitable. Measuring about 25 x 30 feet, the
room is windowless but has a strip of skylights along the length of the
ceiling. There are no special facilities; two long tables, about a dozen
metal frame chairs with foam padding, wall and ceiling lights. Not ideal,
but good enough. One major fault soon became apparent, however.
In designing this space the architect had not catered for the noise-level
preferences of today’s youth; pop tunes at full blast on the dance floor
seep through the walls like water through sand. The Quict Room is a
very noisy place.

The youth leader, young, sympathetic, trained to his job, welcomed
us and offered assistance any time we needed him. We thought this was
courtesy; it was dead realism. Then 25 or 30 kids flocked in, chattering,
giggling, horsing around. Obviously too many but a gratifying response.
We can sort out the wheat from the chaff in time, and for the moment
let’s show them what we have up our sleeves. It was soon clear that
they were not about to be shown anything—they were showing us.
What a diversion to have two young (American! ) women to jibe. Inno-
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cent remarks from us were quickly inverted, and roars of discomforting
laughter rang in our ears. Our few attempts at organized action were
~easily squashed, and so . . . two hours passed. At the end of the period
they had learned our Christian names and little more. We departed,
feeling wistfully that here was rather more of a challenge than we had
counted on.

October 6

We came prepared with a few costume pieces and several brief plot
lines typed on separate slips of paper. The latter—random in subject
matter and melodramatic in tone. Whatever last week’s chaos had
indicated, it was clear we would need to spend a few weeks playing
around with ideas and wooing interest. In time the non-interested
would drop out.

A similar deluge of kids swept past us and into the Quiet Room
when we unlocked the door, engaged in the same ear-shattering warfare
—boys against the girls, largely, each sex subdivided into gangs. They
came in and went out as their fancy took them, slamming the door, or
worse, leaving it open to the din of the dance floor. Should we lock
the door? But perhaps our best hopes are still out on the dance floor;
better to allow free entry and exit until we have a settled group. Okay,
let’s try this exercise. Those girls not occupied with rib-poking
adamantly refused to participate in any suggested first step. Then why
do you come to the class? ‘“There’s nothing else to do,” was the con-
sistent reply. The boys wavered. This was a surprise—we had expected

them to be the more troublesome. A collapsible top hat was produced

and a particularly exuberant boy was asked to create a character using it.
His success touched off a series of solos and duets among a half dozen
fellows, all wearing various hats. The characterizations were vulgar
and heavy-handed for the most part, but it was an important step.

Within fifteen minutes a sudden exodus left us in an empty room
holding an assortment of damaged hats. Why? A shy, spectacled
young man materialized at our side and explained, stuttering, that a
film was being shown on the dance floor. This was Howard. He showed
us to some seats, lit our cigarettes, and retreated respectfully. We
watched The Glob, a horror film with teenage heroes, and hoped it
would inspire satiric treatment the following week.

October 13

Having failed to get participation from the girls, we separated the
group by sexes and hoped for less inhibition. The snag is the lack of
space. '

The girls sat in a circle at one end of the room with June; the boys
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at the other end with me. In the middle was the uncontrollable fray

from those (of both sexes) who simply will not try anything, nor leave

the room, nor stay in the room for more than five minutes at a time. We
tried exercises in concentration and observation. One person examined
a small object for a specific time, then the next person took it, secreted
it, and queried the first about it in detail. A fair amount of interest
and order was maintained for a while. Then, as an ominous rumble
built up among the fence sitters, we switched to movement exercises.
From this point only boys would participate.

The mirror image gambit was very successful, both in knitting the
class together and in drawing out imaginations. Working in pairs, one
boy played the “real person” while the other represented his mirrored
reflection. In order to anticipate and accurately echo the ‘“‘real” action,
almost simultaneously, the “image” must use intense concentration. We
noticed the quiet Howard outshining all others as the “image”. For the
“real person”” we looked for wit and imagination in devising actions
before a mirror. We discovered Barry—Iloud, rebellious and handsome.
Here was at least a beginning for our class.

Then, almost before we realized it, bedlam broke out. One could
not say why. The youth leader came in to help and, after a while, left
without having helped much.

Into this noisy scene entered a pair of young men, mature, about
19, sure of themselves, known and respected to the toughest ones here.
We were apprehensive. “How de doo? I'm The Face. What’s on?”
asked the wispy bearded one. We told him. ‘““You’ll never get any-
where with this mob,” he sneered. But our accents bridged a gap.
America? He knew all about it—Chicago, Harlem, jazz and drugs. We
listened, while behind us the fury reigned. Then apparently in token
of his regard for all things American, he turned and bellowed: *sHUT
uvp”’. And they did shut up. “The Face” then proceeded to improvise
a snake dance, involving his buddy as the Indian pipe player. His
miming was clever, but better was his audience-control. The room was
crowded and everyone in it spellbound . . . a trick we had not yet managed,
as The Face well knew. Fate had it that just then the principal of a
complex of youth clubs, the worthy gentleman who had hired us, arrived
to see how we were getting on. He gazed benignly at the concentrated
interest of the audience, at the gyrations of The Face, and was quite
satisfied. So were we.

October 20

Following up last week’s performance by The Face, we concen-
trated on miming, and were especially concerned with the imaginative
handling of objects. But, as we explained, we had brought no real
objects with us because we had suffered the loss of a number of personal
belongings since the start of the term. As these things had little value














































