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Reflective essay
Having been given the task of putting on a performance as a class, we were tasked with writing a creative piece, which we could perform on the night. We were tasked with deciding on a theme which the event would be revolved around, and then to create a piece and workshop it within the class. Throughout this journey, I pushed myself to write in a form I wasn’t too familiar with and push my abilities as a writer when it came to writing a horror themed piece. I wanted to create atmosphere and evoke a reaction from my listeners, and in this reflective essay, I’m going to explore the process and the journey I took while creating this performance piece. Along with this, I’m going to explore what I hoped to achieve in the early stages of the journey and look back to the performance itself to decide whether or not, I achieved this.
The first step in this process, was to decide what kind of piece I was going to write and perform, which proved to be an easy decision to make. Starting our first session with a discussion of the event and what kind of event we wanted to create, we began with discussing if we should have a theme. This was a key first step and as we began to whittle down potential themes, it became clear that ‘power’ was something we could all relate to and was a theme we could all interpret individually and uniquely. The decision of the theme was also my first step into exploring potential topics for my creative piece. I began to brainstorm ideas in the form of a mind map, looking at topics such as isolation, the power dynamic between a couple and insomnia. I struggled to begin with on deciding on a solid idea, turning to my classmates for a preliminary workshop of my ideas. I explained my thoughts and ideas and was given extremely constructive criticism, where I was told that there was something unique in my idea of exploring my insomnia. As we further discussed this idea, we also decided that as a piece of writing and as a performance, I would be able to explore this topic of insomnia in a more creative way than the other ideas I had considered.
As a class, we also collectively researched examples of performance pieces, where I was particularly inspired by ‘Why I rise: a poem in ten parts’ written and performed by Maureen Onwunali. While the topic of the poem, her dealing with her mental health was a powerful theme in itself, I was particularly inspired by her use of counting. There was an extremely powerful effect with her use of the counting, creating a feeling of crescendo and anticipation and I was curious to see if it would apply to my own dealing with insomnia. This was something, during my workshop later on, that was pointed out and I was told that the decision was clear and effective in my own piece.
As I further discussed this idea of using counting in my own piece with the class, I received a lot of support with this idea, and was also supported and given direction on where to take my piece. I had already thought of playing with the idea of the longest amount of time a person has gone without sleep, using my own reflections of my dealing with insomnia, so from this idea, I decided to use the technique of counting to count down the days of how long my character hadn’t slept. This final workshop helped shape the piece tremendously, giving me a lot of direction on where I could take the piece, and what would appeal to a listener, which was given to me by my peers.
Having received a lot of positive feedback about the idea from my peers, I then discussed with both Sarah and Richard the form I would choose. I was completely undecided on what to do and I was originally considering writing a piece a flash fiction. Having had this discussion with my peers, it was suggested that I try and write a monologue, given the ideas I had and how it would translate well in this form. This helped me develop the piece and gave me a real sense of direction and in my reflective thoughts I made the comment, “This was helpful as I was able to flesh out my idea, hearing an outsiders perspective on the idea and I was able to start deciding what would work”.
Having come to this decision to write a monologue, I had to conduct research to give me a better insight into what techniques I would need to use. The first monologue I read, which helped guide me with my own piece was ‘A tired mum’s monologue’ by Halima Bob. One of the primary things I took from this monologue was the informal tone she used, which added a sense of normalcy and humanity to the piece “The latter is like a piercing through my heart. Yes, I know so many mums who are rested and look wonderful after doing a spot of controlled crying. I don’t judge you for it. In fact I don’t blame you. Having 16 months of shit sleep makes me understand why people do the whole cry it out thing. I just can’t physically do it myself.”[footnoteRef:1] This helped me create the voice of my character, where I aimed to portray a normal young adult who the reader could relate to. [1:  Bob, Halima. “A Tired Mum's Monologue.” HalimaBobs, 23 Sept. 2019, https://www.halimabobs.com/2019/09/tired-mum.html. 
] 

This monologue also gave me a good insight into someone dealing with prolonged periods of lack of sleep, and how that affected the writer, “But I’m tired. I’m oh so tired. And I’m surviving. Yes, over a year in and I’m still in survival mode. I didn’t think I’d be here but I am. I can’t see beyond naps and bedtime. Feed, sleep, repeat”. This was useful when it came to developing my own monologue, where I was able create a better affect in terms of the character voice and the intention of my piece.
During my research, I also explored monologues that I wasn’t particularly fond of, which was useful when I was writing my performance piece as I was able to see physical monologues that I wanted to try and avoid. This was a crucial step I needed to make, as it had a great effect on the tone and language I used. Reading monologues I wasn’t fond of also helped me shape the voice of my own character, which could be seen in the first re-write I did when it came to the language and the flow of my own draft. 
One monologue in particular that I read and wanted to stay far away form, in terms of voice and flow, was ‘Insomnia monologue’ which I found on a monologue data base. I was particularly struck with the flow of the monologue, which was coincidently also about the topic of insomnia, and I was able to explore how that monologue was formatted, “Oh hey, brain. What’s up. How about you actually turn off for once? It’s not a big deal, but I have an AP History test tomorrow and yeah, it’s going to be the worst on four hours of sleep. Wait”.[footnoteRef:2] The language was clunky and performative and didn’t sound natural at all, and I was able to distinguish this from my own piece in order to make sure it flowed naturally.  [2:  “Download.” Insomnia, Instantmonologues.com, https://insomnia.rest/download. 
] 

While this was a piece written with the intent to perform, I was able to see differences in the flow using the monologue from the data base and other ones I’d read, such as ‘a tired mum’s monologue’. I was able to do this and improve my own piece, through having visual guides and repeatedly performing my piece out loud to ensure the tone was consistent throughout.
When it came to writing my rough first draft, I got to really focus on my own experiences with insomnia. I focused on aspects of indifference and building my character up. While unintentional, I drew upon my own thoughts and feelings of the nights I spent awake, which created a very comedic and relatable character, “I can’t count how many times I’d done this before, and, in my defence, they released a new season of a generic Netflix show that everyone loves but will inevitably forget about in a month or two. I was completely justified in my actions”. I was given feedback during my workshop that I had achieved what I intended to, with one of my classmates making the comment, “your intention with the character was clear”.
After exploring and researching other monologues, I continued to write, using the techniques and ideas I’d accumulated while researching, to develop my own piece. 
Prior to my scheduled workshop with my classmates, I decided to conduct a small workshop myself, where I focused on things such as the voice of the character and how it sounded out loud. My first step was to read the piece out loud, to determine whether or not I had achieved making my character sound natural. I came to realise, that while on paper it sounded good, the language was clunky and when spoken, I found myself tripping over words. One example of this was “I ignored the burning of my eyes in my dark bedroom, lit only by the dim blue glow of my phone screen. I didn’t even notice when the sun began to rise until the birds began to chirp, and the blinding light of the morning sun slipped through the cracks, straight into my eyes.”
Reading the piece out loud gave me an opportunity to hear it, versus how it sounded in my head when reading silently, and this was a crucial step I had to take and re-take throughout the process of writing my piece. Doing this, also enabled to keep the voice of my character consistent, making sure there were no points of weakness and the character lost sanity; “. I got caught up on something with my friends, and then I fell down the Facebook hole; they built their own swimming pool in the middle of the jungle” was an example of my character at the beginning of the piece, and towards the end, I tried to keep the slightly comedic tone with “And the man, the man in the corner of my room, he’s actually nice. He’s actually nice and talks to me; introduced me to his friends, and it’s getting easier to ignore his overly wide-mouthed grin. His teeth are rotting; yellow and cracked, but there’s something comforting about his presence. And I’m getting used to the slugs”. This was backed up with the reaction of the audience when I performed it.
When it came to the official workshop in class, I received a lot of helpful and positive feedback about what I had already written and was given some excellent ideas on where to take it and finish it. To begin with, minor grammatical errors were pointed out and corrected and minor inconsistencies in the piece were also pointed out. One such inconsistency was “I didn’t even notice when the sun began to rise and the birds began to chirp, signalling it was a new day”, where it was pointed out that my character wouldn’t be able to notice the sun rising without contradicting herself, so I made the correction to “. I didn’t even notice when the sun began to rise until the birds began to chirp, and the blinding light of the morning sun slipped through the cracks, straight into my eyes”. I felt this change clarified the inconsistency, which was then further backed up when I had a peer read my piece further on down the line.
It was also pointed out, that the sentence structure and tense of my character was somewhat ambiguous and at certain points didn’t make sense, so that was something I returned to after the session, to re-write and correct. Saying this however, a suggestion that was recommended by quite a few of my peers, was to explore my characters delirium and use intentional sentence structure mistakes to make that more effective. This was a technique I ended up using, which added a powerful effect of insanity to the piece, “Four… four. Another day! Four? I didn’t sleep again; four days. And there’s a man standing in the corner of my room. I’ve told him! I’ve told him to stop watching me; his eyes are crawling across my skin like writhing slugs”.
Another suggestion I was given, was to have my character actually counting the days, which was something I was unsure of myself beforehand. I was concerned that by counting, it would add an unnatural pause to the dialogue, but after discussing it with my peers, they thought extremely positive of the idea. In doing so, I had my character lose track of the days, which according to the audience on the night of the performance, was extremely affective in conveying the insanity my character was experiencing.
Overall, it was clear that my peers understood what I was trying to achieve, was extremely positive and I was able to take their feedback and improve the piece, ready for the performance. I chose to implement all of the suggestions I was given, which in my opinion made the piece stronger and I believe that this was confirmed on the night of the performance. I received an extremely positive reaction and feedback, including that of my lecturer Sarah, who said, “You made an excellent contribution to the evening with a piece of beautifully crafted prose. You performed the gradual disintegration of your character’s mental state with skill and humour, ensuring that your audience was rapt throughout. Well done”.



