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\LIFT YOUR MASK’

Geese Theatre Company in
performance

THEATRE COMPANY (UK) has been developing
people at risk of offending. The company

works from the principle that theatre and drama are highly effective vehicles for
exploring behaviour and contemplating the possibility of change. Whilst acknowl-
de range of factors which influence people’s decision

edging that there exists a Wi
making, the company focuses on individuals’ zesponsibilities for their offending,

and invites those individuals to challenge the attitudes and beliefs which underpin
their offending behaviour. Geese's work asks questions and stimulates debate; it
prompts participants to stand outside themselves and to evaluate who they are.
k follows an agenda, that of reducing re-offending,

Although the company's WOr
we do not deliver projects that teach participants not to re-offend, or which provide
and deliver groupwork which

5 moral or lesson to be learned. We present theatre

encourages offenders to consider the roles they play, have played or could play in
the future, and invites them to consider whether or not they are content with those
roles. Any changes that participants make are their own — our work provides the
catalyst or framework but any changes are instigated and owned by the participants

themselves.
rate performance, whether it is an hour-

The majority of our projects incorpo
long five-person full-mask piece, or a two-minute solo scene spontaneously created

by a practitioner and integrated into a wider groupwork programme. This chapter
will focus on the company’s use of performance, as opposed to concentrating on
our more participatory groupwork projects, of which there has been much discussion.’

A detailed analysis of Geese’s performance work must consider some of the
important factors which influence our decision making about those performances.

Firstly, the audience: as with all applied theatre we are creating theatre with a
ience consists of offenders; however, offenders
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recently commented after watching a performance of Gutted, ‘it gave me for probably
the first time an objective look at the effects of my lifestyle on my family.’ This
power can then be harnessed when we enter the more participatory aspects of the
work — if an audience member has recognised an aspect of himself in the performance,
and also experienced a moment of dissonance or ambivalence in that recognition,
we can move forward in the groupwork process exploring what might need to
happen if that participant wants to begin to make changes.

In discussing the early development of Geese Theatre in America in 1980,
Bergman and Hewish (Liebmann 1996: 97) describe a significant moment which
helped to clarify the company’s remit and scope. The first Geese performance took
place in Stateville Correctional Centre in Chicago, a ‘didactic historical/political
.treatise entitled “Gimme a Dollar”’. As Bergman and Hewish reflect, ‘It did not take
long for us to realise that our theatre was amusing to the inmates but wholly
irrelevant. We knew that if we were to continue working in prison, we had to find
theatre that was relevant.’ It was this understanding that led the company to decide
that ‘the work must: create and mirror the inmate’s special world, accurately’ and
this is one of the principles which still holds true for the performances created by
Geese Theatre (UK) today.

All the company's performances are designed to accurately mirror the
audience’s world: our characters, their stories and the situations in which they are
placed are immediately recognisable by the audience. In the example already cited,
Gutted is designed to be delivered to an audience of fathers who have had several
short prison sentences. The performance itself follows the story of Craig, a young
male recidivist who is also a father. The audience immediately recognise Craig; they
are familiar with the situations he finds himself in, the debates he has with himself,
the emotions he feels, and the strategies he employs. The performance is clearly
designed to encourage each man in the audience to ‘catch sight of himself’ (Liebmann
1996: 102).

This close mirroring has several distinct advantages when working with an
offender audience. If offenders attend a theatre project for a number of different
reasons, not all necessarily about wanting to engage with the performance itself,
showing that the performance is relevant to their lives can help to unify those
offenders into an audience. If they are witnessing characters who, although not
them, bear a striking resemblance to them, in situations which they recognise, they
are more likely to ‘see the point” and be willing to engage with what is presented.
In The Plague Game,® the audience watch an inmate struggle to communicate with his
family on a prison visit. This is a scene which the vast majority of the audience will
recognise for themselves — they have been there. In this moment of recognition
they become ‘hooked’ into the performance — they want to know how the fictional
inmate is going to deal with the situation, what impact any decisions will have on
his partner and, most importantly, how he might be feeling during the visit. The
offender in the audience is able to make direct connections between his own
experience of being in a prison visit and the fictional version he is witnessing being
played out before him.

The significance of this close mirroring goes beyond the initial moment of
recognition; it is more than a rapport-building device to get an audience ‘onside’.
By presenting characters in recognisable situations we are able to invite the audience
to reflect upon some of their own decision making, to explore some of their
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motivations and to consider potential alternative strategies. In Lifting the Weight, a
character who has been released from prison and who has made a commitment not
to offend again could be in a scene in which old associates are putting pressure on
him to return to his old lifestyle. In theatrically presenting a scene which many of
the audience will recognise we are positioning them as active observers in something
very close to their own lives. Our character can articulate how it feels to be placed
under pressure, can demonstrate potential ways out of the problem, and can illustrate
some of the difficulties posed by the encounter. In this articulation of exactly what
is going on for the character at that moment we are inviting the audience to consider
what goes on for them in similar moments; by externalising the character’s internal
process we are inviting the audience to consider their own internal processes, their
own decision making,

Of course, a professional theatre company consisting of trained actors/
practitioners who do not necessarily have experience of offending themselves,
creating performances for offenders and about offenders’ lives can be seen as
problematic. Geese takes this issue very seriously and the company takes great pride
in reflecting the offenders’ world accurately. All Geese practitioners have a dual role
— they are performers but they are also groupwork practitioners, working in a variety
of participatory contexts with offenders. It is through these groupwork processes
that we learn about the offender’s world; through listening to offenders’ stories and
asking questions about their experiences we are able to accurately reflect that world
back to them in our performance work. As two former Geese practitioners, Farrall
and Mountford, stress:

My map of the®world is not the same as yours, because my experiences
are different. The Company moves on therefore, by continually asking
those we work with to share with us the landscape they inhabit so that
we, through theatre and drama, can assist them in living their lives in
a different world.

(Thompson 1998: 125)

Adrian Jackson, in his introduction to the UK edition of Boal's Games for Actors
and Non Actors, discusses why the traditionally ‘reserved’ British might intervene in a
Forum Theatre piece. He states that ‘if the model is right, if it is true to life, and
is sufficiently effective at making the audience angry about the treatment of the
protagonist, then up on stage they will come’(Boal 1996; xxii). Something similar
is true for Geese’s performance work in prisons: if the model is right, if it is true
to life, and the audience invest in the characters and the world they inhabit because
they recognise it, they will engage with what is being presented. The key is getting
the model right and true to life — an audience of eighty inmates in a prison do not
hold back when providing feedback about what you are presenting — if they do not
recognise the characters and the world which you are holding up as a supposed
mirror for them, they are entitled to challenge your interpretation of their world.
An offender who witnessed a performance of Hooked on Empty” clearly summarises
some of the attitudes we might be presented with when working in a prison, but
also goes on to demonstrate the power that the theatre can hold if delivered sensitively
and accurately:
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Before I went in to watch your play, I said to myself, ‘Yeah, yeah, here
we go again, people that don’t know what they’re talking about.” How
wrong I was. In every aspect you got it down to a “T” . .. I think it hurt
me to see what I had been through and what I had been putting up
with . .. The play most definitely put a lot of things in perspective for
me. Before I stepped into the room yesterday, I had an ‘I don't give a
fuck’ attitude towards drugs . .. But I swear, if I've got anything to do
with it, my life is not going to go on like my past.

(Baim, Brookes and Mountford 2002: 198)

By observing a world which is recognisable and believable, this offender is
galvanised into wanting to make changes in his life. The theatre serves as a catalyst,
propelling that offender into wanting to make changes but only because he believes
that the fictional theatre world created resembles the world in which he is living.

Another of the defining features of Geese's performance work, namely, inter-
activity and responsivity, helps to clarify Geese’s position with regards to a
professional’s representation of an offender’s world. The earliest of Geese perform-
ances, Lifting the Weight and Plague Game and some of the more recent creations such
as Inside/OQutside,® have audience interaction at their core. Audience members are
positioned not as passive observers of a narrative which unfolds before their eyes
but as active participants who are integral to both the development of the characters
and the direction of the narrative. As Baim, Brookes and Mountford explain:

The drama takes place between the characters on stage, but even more
crucially, between the characters and the audience. A character will often
need help or advice when facing a desperate situation. He or she turns
to speak with the audience: ‘What can I do next?” Now the character
and the audience are directly linked; the character serves as the conduit
for the audience’s ideas, fears, frustrations and, often, their disbelief that
there is a way out of the cycle of offending.

(Baim, Brookes and Mountford 2002: 182)

The performances act as a forum in which the audience can debate, often very
passionately, the situations presented. The audience may be provoked into discussing
the best course of action in a given situation, or to analyse what certain individuals
(not just the protagonist) might be thinking or how they might be feeling. They
may be asked to suggest advice or to consider some of the obstacles which might
stand in the way. The structure of the theatre performance creates a dialogue between
the on-stage action and the audience. This dialogue allows the audience of offenders
to engage directly with versions of themselves, to suggest alternative ways of behaving
and to view the consequences. The audience is encouraged to take ownership of
the action, of the narrative, and in doing so they are invited to consider the role
of the fictional offender not as a passive victim of circumstance, but as an active
participant in the narrative who makes clear decisions about how that narrative will
unfold. In effect, audience members are encouraged to reflect upon their own role
of offender and consider how some of their decisions have influenced the narrative
of their own lives.
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1 place @ different interpretation on the role. Many men describe the ‘Consmith’
'dm destructive, negative voice that we all carry with us; others see him as a
egative father figure, an anti-role model. The majority of the men make very strong

<onal connections with the character — for many the ‘Consmith’ is an external,
yisual representation of an internal process. By concretising this internal process we
~ are able to invite the men to challenge the Consmith, to unpick what holds him in
power, and to rehearse the counter-arguments which might

place and gives him
vehicle and a language for that

work against him. The metaphor provides a
exploration.
One of Geese’s most recognisable metaphors is that of the mask and the concept

of mask lifting. In performances such as Lifting the Weight, Plague Game, Gutted and

[nside/ Outside actors wear character half-masks. These half-masks represent the ‘front’
down the character is

that people show to the outside world. With the mask
demonstrating  their external, presenting behaviour. However, audiences are
encouraged to ask the characters to ‘lift their masks’ throughout the performance.
When requested to do so, an actor will literally lift the mask from their face and
the character will reveal something to the audience, and to the other characters,
that they have kept hidden, thoughts and feelings which are not publicly shared.
The mask is not necessarily about lying; when we lift the mask we are inviting the
character to verbalise their ‘inner voice’, often revealing attitudes and beliefs which
might motivate the behaviours we are witnessing, ot allowing the character to reveal
vulnerabilities, insecurities and fears which might otherwise remain hidden. Audience
members, especially inmates, quickly comprehend the metaphor. They acknowledge
that survival in a prison environment often involvesthe use of masks or fronts but
also that the masks which are used to justify offending can be very destructive.
Of course, the company acknowledges that everyone wears masks throughout
their life, and probably different masks for different situations, and also that some
masks might actually be useful and constructive. It is the destructive masks which
we concentrate on when working with offender groups; the masks that they accept
cause damage to themselves and others; the masks which support and justify their
offending; the masks which bold them in role as offender. The mask and the concept
of mask lifting allows the audience direct access to a character’s internal world and
becomes a powerful groupwork 0ol for challenging distortions and exploring the

underlying thoughts, feelings and behaviours which contribute to a presenting

behaviour.
Geese utilises other masks in its repertoire of performances and groupwork

projects. Half masks such as the Fragment Masks which represent key behaviours
or coping strategies'”; helmet masks such as Death Bird'' which represents the
impulse to offend; and Buzz, Suck, Wheedler and Crash, four masks used as repre-

sentations of different elements of addiction in Hooked on Empty. Again, these are

highly visual, powerful theatrical images which make concrete attitudes, behaviours

or feelings which otherwise might be hard to explore. By inviting participants to
recognise the masks they use we are also inviting them to become aware of how
they might be perceived by others, aware of the internal processes which feed into
their more destructive behaviours, and aware of the situations which might provoke
their appearance. It is through this awareness and recognition that the men and
women we work with are able to consider the efficacy of their choices, and can
start to generate alternative strategies and rehearse new skills and roles.
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