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Pomona by Alistair McDowall
Pomona by Alistair McDowall is a contemporary play first performed in 2014. The play explores themes of violence, exploitation, corruption, and isolation within modern urban society. Set around the neglected area of Pomona in Manchester, the narrative follows Ollie as she searches for her missing sister. McDowall uses a fragmented and non-linear structure, forcing the audience to piece together events themselves. This creates an unsettling atmosphere and reflects the confusion and fear experienced by the characters. The play combines ealism with surreal and dystopian elements, making it psychologically intense and socially critical.
One of the most significant aspects of Pomona is its structure and style. McDowall frequently shifts between time periods, locations, and perspectives, challenging performers to maintain emotional truth while navigating abrupt transitions. The script combines naturalistic dialogue with moments of tension and dark humour, giving actors opportunities to experiment with pace, physicality, and vocal contrast. Understanding the rhythm of the text and the emotional stakes behind each scene is essential in communicating the complexity of the play to an audience.
The themes and style of Pomona encourage exploration of physical theatre, ensemble work, and psychological realism. The characters are morally ambiguous and emotionally damaged, requiring performers to create detailed backstories and strong emotional connections to their roles. The fragmented storytelling also means actors must focus on transitions, spatial awareness, and sustaining tension throughout the performance. McDowall’s writing leaves much open to interpretation, encouraging experimental rehearsal techniques and creative staging ideas. This ambiguity allows performers to explore how tension, atmosphere, and fractured storytelling can be communicated through movement, silence, and interaction.

My Character-Charlie
My character, Charlie is one of the most unusual and unsettling figures within he play. Charlie works as a security guard in Pomona alongside Moe, and initially appears awkward, geeky, and strangely endearing. He s heavily interested in fantasy role-playing games such as Dungeons & Dragons, and this influences how he understands the world around him. His socially awkward behaviour and enthusiasm can make him appear harmless or comic at first, creating an effective contrast with the disturbing nature of the play. As a performer, this duality is important because Charlie constantly balances humour with discomfort, forcing the audience to question whether he should be trusted or feared.
Although Charlie can appear innocent, McDowall gradually reveals a darker and more unsettling side to his character. Charlie exists within the morally corrupt environment of Pomona and often engages in disturbing conversations and surreal ideas. One of the most shocking aspects of the character is his obsession with “helping” people through bizarre and uncomfortable methods, highlighting how detached he is from normal social behaviour. This surreal aspect of Charlie reflects the wider themes of the play, where reality feels fragmented and dreamlike. Performing Charlie requires balancing his sincerity and vulnerability with the disturbing undertones of his behaviour.
Charlie is also anxious and skittish, which adds vulnerability to the role. His nervous energy contrasts with the violence and corruption surrounding him, making him emotionally unpredictable. His relationship with Moe is particularly important because it combines ordinary workplace banter with moments of menace and tension. Their scenes often shift rapidly between comedy and darkness, requiring careful control of timing, pace, and physicality. Through Charlie, McDowall explores how loneliness, isolation, and escapism can distort a person’s understanding of morality and reality.
As an actor, playing Charlie provided opportunities to explore physical characterisation and psychological complexity. His awkward mannerisms, nervous behaviour, and obsessive imagination could be developed through posture, movement, vocal delivery, and interactions with other characters. Charlie’s unpredictable nature meant that even casual moments carried an underlying sense of tension. This made him a fascinating character to analyse and perform because he exists on the boundary between comedy, vulnerability, and horror.

Viewpoints 
To support the rehearsal process, we explored the practitioner technique of Viewpoints, originally developed by Mary Overlie and later expanded by Anne Bogart and Tina Landau. Viewpoints is a movement-based acting technique that focuses on time, space, physical awareness, instinctive reaction, and ensemble collaboration. The technique was particularly useful for Pomona because the play relies heavily on atmosphere, tension, and fragmented storytelling. The technique allows performers to create dynamic stage images and relationships that reflect the unsettling and chaotic world of the play.
The Viewpoints of Time were especially helpful when exploring pacing and emotional tension. Tempo allowed scenes to suddenly shift in energy, reflecting the unpredictable tone of Pomona. Fast movements could create panic or aggression, while slower pacing built discomfort and suspense. Kinesthetic Response encouraged nstinctive reactions between performers, particularly during moments of tension or violence. Repetition also became important because repeated gestures and behaviours helped reinforce the obsessive and unsettling nature of characters such as Charlie.
The Viewpoints of Space supported the creation of the eerie environment within the play. Architecture was significant because the abandoned industrial setting of Pomona feels oppressive and dangerous. Interacting physically with the environment helped communicate the harshness and emptiness of the setting. Spatial Relationship also allowed performers to explore power, fear, and isolation through distance and positioning on stage. Shape and Gesture were useful in developing physical characterisation and communicating emotion non-verbally. Through movement patterns and Topography, the ensemble could create fluid transitions between scenes while maintaining the dreamlike quality of the play. Overall, Viewpoints strengthened ensemble awareness and helped deepen the physical storytelling within the production.
The most commonly asked question about Viewpoints is “How do I use this in rehearsing a play?” The application of Viewpoints training to the rehearsal process is complex and changes according to the material, the director’s and/or play-wright’s point of view and the dynamics of the cast.
Viewpoints training can be incorporated throughout all the stages of the rehearsal process and has a wide range of benefits.
· During the first stages of rehearsal, it can be used to (1) create an ensemble and (2) develop a physical vocabulary for the world of the play.
· In the second stages of rehearsal it can be used to (1) deepen character, (2) find the physical life for the play and (3) apply directly to the staging of scenes or transitions.
· During the running of a show it can be used to (1) provide a company warm-up and (2) maintain freshness and spontaneity in performance. (Bogart & Landau, 2005, p. 121.)


Katie Mitchell 
I also explored the work of Katie Mitchell and her “6 Layers” rehearsal process. Mitchell is known for her detailed and psychologically truthful approach to naturalism. Her method focuses on creating believable performances through deep analysis of character and circumstance. The 6 Layers consist of Location, Time, Immediate Circumstances, Character Biography, Events, and Intentions. This process was particularly effective when working on Pomona because it helped ground the surreal and disturbing aspects of the play in realism.
The first two layers, Location and Time, were mportant because the setting strongly influences the atmosphere of the play. Defining the exact place and time of each scene helped performers to understand how characters physically interacted with the environment. In a dark and oppressive play like Pomona, environmental details such as weather, lighting, and surroundings contributed significantly to mood and realism.
Immediate Circumstances and Character Biography helped build psychological depth. Thinking about what happened in the 24 hours before each scene allowed performances to feel continuous and emotionally truthful. This was particularly useful in Pomona, where scenes often begin abruptly. Character Biography also helped explain Charlie’s awkwardness, obsession with fantasy role-playing games, and distorted view of morality. By developing a detailed backstory, I could create a more layered and believable interpretation of the character.
The final layers, Events and Intentions, were essential for maintaining tension and focus within scenes. Identifying the small and large events within a scene helped clarify emotional changes and shifts in power. Intentions also clarified what each character wanted from others in every moment. In Pomona, where scenes can quickly shift from humour to menace, understanding these changes was crucial. Charlie’s intentions often shifted between wanting reassurance, connection, and acceptance, even when his behaviour appeared unsettling.
Overall, Katie Mitchell’s 6 Layers provided a strong framework for approaching the complexity of Pomona. The process encouraged detailed analysis, emotional truth, and realism, helping performers ground the fragmented structure in believable human behaviour. Combining Mitchell’s naturalistic approach with McDowall’s surreal writing created performances that felt authentic and psychologically intense.
An ‘impression’ is the term I use to refer to information that I derive from a reading of a line or a section of a play that contains no obvious facts. You might use these ‘impressions’ to piece together information about the characters and the world they inhabit. Reading the text carefully for the simplest or clearest impression of what the writer intends is an important skill to develop as a director (Mitchell, 2009, p. 20).

Self-Evaluation 
Reflecting on my assessment, I was pleased with how I portrayed the vulnerability within my duologue. Although Charlie is unsettling at times, I wanted the audience to still recognise his insecurity and awkwardness beneath his eccentric personality. I felt that my vocal delivery, posture, and hesitant movements effectively communicated his nervous energy and social discomfort. Through my reactions to Moe, I was able to create moments where the audience could sympathise with Charlie despite his disturbing behaviour. I also felt that the emotional tension between the characters was believable and engaging.
However, I believe I could have explored more of Charlie’s positive and endearing qualities. At times, I focused too heavily on the unsettling aspects of the character, which may have overshadowed some of his geeky charm and innocence. In future performances, I would like to include more warmth, humour, and enthusiasm within Charlie’s interactions, particularly regarding his passion for fantasy role-playing games. This would create a stronger contrast between his harmless exterior and the darker undertones of the play, making the character feel more balanced and complex.



Reference List 
1. Bogart, A. and Landau, T. (2005) The Viewpoints Book: A Practical Guide to Viewpoints and Composition. Theatre Communications Group.
2. McDowall, A. (2014) Pomona. Nick Hern Books.
3. Mitchell, K. (2009) The Director’s Craft: A Handbook for the Theatre. Routledge. 





