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Introduction



C
ontem

porary theatre 
has crossed boldly 
into therapeutic 
terrain and is now

 
the site of radical 
self-exposure.ǮFake I� ǮTil Yo� M

ake I�ǯ Ȃ
Bryony K

im
m

ings
and Tim

 G
rayburn



S
ince the 1970s, and 

accelerating since 
2000, there has been 
a rapid expansion in 
Whe XVe of people¶V 
personal stories in the 
theatre, in both 
applied and 
com

m
ercial theatre 

contexts. 
Spalding G

ray, 1987
Sw

im
m

ing to Cam
bodia

I�ǯ� A
l�igh� �o B

e 
W

om
an Theatre, 

1970-76



I�ǯ� A
lrigh� �o B

e W
om

an Thea�re
Perform

ers, P
ioneers, A

ctivists, Creators

From
 1970 Ȃ

1976
I�ǯ� A

ll Righ� To Be W
om

an Thea�e�inspired 
audiences as they perform

ed in non-traditional perform
ance 

��ace� in N
e�

 Yo�k Ci��ǡ and ��a�elled �o �
om

enǯ� cen�e��ǡ 
colleges and universities and w

ere seen on PB
S. Founded by 

Sue Perlgut and Lynn Laredo, the troupe created fresh and 
innovative form

s of expression based on stories from
 their 

lives.

“I believe that you have to study It’s All Right To Be W
om

an 
Theatre and other collectivist groups, if you’re going to 

understand the history of Am
erican theatre.”

Dr. Sara W
arner, Associate Professor in the Departm

ent of Perform
ing and 

M
edia Arts, Cornell U

niversity

A
bout the Troupe Ȃ

Its A
ll Right To B

e W
om

an Theatre



G
iven the highly personal and 

exposing nature of m
uch of 

the m
aterial that is used in 

such processes, it is 
im

perative that theatre 
practitioners interrogate the 
ethics of this w

ork and develop 
m

odels of practice that 
m

aintain sound ethics, stay 
w

ithin appropriate boundaries, 
and avoid exploiting and 
harm

ing participants, 
perform

ers, and audiences. 

S
elf-R

evelatory Theatre

B
aby / Lon 

The B
ig H

ouse



The B
ig H

ouse, London
Cast of B

aby / Lon
2014



S
taging the P

ersonal
exam

ines the ethics, 
risks and 
responsibilities 
associated w

ith 
applied theatre w

hen 
personal stories are 
used, w

hether this be 
in classes, w

orkshops, 
rehearsals, or 
perform

ances.

The Tw
o W

orlds of C
harlie F ±

B
ravo 22 C

om
pany / O

w
en 

S
heers



I describe guidelines for 
ethical practice and a 
m

odel I have developed 
called the D

ram
a S

piral. 
This is a practical 
decision-m

aking tool 
intended to help theatre 
and arts practitioners to 
negotiate the com

plex, 
contested, and 
inherently risky terrain 
of personal stories. 



The D
ram

a S
piral first appeared in 

pXbliVhed form
 in C

lark Baim
¶V chapWer 

in:

R
isk, Participation and 

Perform
ance Practice: 

C
ritical Vulnerabilities in a 

Precarious W
orld 

EdiWed b\ Alice O
¶G

rad\, pXbliVhed 2017 
by P

algrave M
acm

illan.



C
hapter 2 ±

H
istory



Theatre as 
the site of 
therapeutic 
process is 
an ancient 
idea.







The sanctuary of Asclepius, or Asclepieion, show
ing its position 

adjacent to the theatre of D
ionysus Eleuthereus, in Athens



The sanctuary of Asclepius, or 
Asclepieion, show

ing its position 
adjacent to the theatre of 
D

ionysus Eleuthereus, in Athens

Parthenon

Theatre of 
D

ionysus 
Eleuthereus



The sanctuary of Asclepius, or Asclepieion, show
ing its position 

adjacent to the theatre of D
ionysus Eleuthereus, in Athens



ǮA
� �a�� of �he 

healing, the patients 
w

ere required to 
w

itness 
perform

ances and 
som

etim
es 

participate as 
m

em
bers of the 

cho���Ǥǯ (p. 168)



Dancing w
ith Parkinson’s

Tufts U
niversity, dance-m

ovem
ent program

m
e













The m
ove from

 the 
fictional 
to the 
biographical
to the 
autobiographical



The Theatre of Personal Stories
Four suggested categories:

1. Autobiographical theatre
2. D

ocum
entary and investigatory theatre

3. W
orkshop-based and therapeutic form

s
4. W

orkshops w
here personal and / or fictional stories 

are used



The Theatre of Personal Stories: 
1. A

utobiographical theatre:
S

elf-revelatory P
erform

ance 
A

utobiographical and A
uto-ethnographic Theatre

Life S
tory Theatre

Theater of W
itness

Theater of R
eal P

eople
R

itual Theater and Transform
ational Theater

Veteran D
ram

a
R

efugee P
erform

ance
R

em
iniscence Theater and Living H

istory Theater
P

layback 
Lifegam

e (K
eith Johnstone)

A
utobiographical S

torytelling, including A
pplied S

torytelling 



















The Theatre of Personal Stories: 
2. D

ocum
entary and investigatory theatre:

Testim
onial Theatre

B
iographical Theatre 

D
ocum

entary Theatre
C

hronicle / E
yew

itness Theatre
Investigative / Journalistic Theatre
Verbatim

 Theatre
Living new

spaper
E

thnodram
a and E

thnotheatre
Tribunal Theatre
W

ar and battle reenactm
ents, m

useum
 theatre

H
istorical reenactm

ent, rem
em

brance reenactm
ents













Stalking the B
ogeym

an ±
M

arkus Potter and D
avid 

H
olthouse



N
irbhaya ±

Yael Farber



ǮThe E�one�a�edǡǯ b� Je��ica B
lank and E�ik Jen�en





A
 Few

 M
an Fridays Ȃ

Cardboard Citizens





London Road Ȃ
N

ational Theatre



Bloody Sunday: 
Scenes from

 the Saville 
Enquiry ±
Tricycle Theatre



G
uantanam

o: H
onor 

Bound to D
efend 

Freedom
 ±

Tricycle Theatre



The Theatre of Personal Stories: 
3. W

orkshop-based and therapeutic form
s:

P
sychodram

a &
 P

sychodram
a-inform

ed dram
a w

orkshops
Therapeutic enactm

ents (e.g. w
ith veterans: Balfour,  W

estw
ood, Buchanan, 2014)

Theatre of S
pontaneity

D
ram

atherapy
Theatre-as-therapy
N

arradram
a

S
ociodram

a and S
ocio-psychodram

a
Theatre w

ith Traum
a S

urvivors
R

ole play
Issue-based dram

a w
orkshops

A
pplied im

provisation



The Theatre of Personal Stories: 
4. W

orkshops w
here personal and fictional stories are 

used:

P
rison D

ram
a

Issue-focused theatre
C

om
m

unity-based perform
ance and social justice theatre

S
enior theatre

A
pplied theatre w

orkshops and residencies
Forum

 theatre and related form
s



-Em
ergence of psychodram

a after 1925 (personal life on the stage ʹ
as therapy)

-Docum
entary and activist theatre, based on real lives (personal and collective 

storiesͿ͖ BBC ͚radio ballads͛
-The focƵs on the ͚trƵe face of the people͛ in the ǀisƵal arts͕ literatƵre and 
theatre
-Perform

ance art͖ ͚real͛ perform
ance͖ Liǀing Theatre

-Stand-up / confessional com
edians

-Confessional ballads / singer-songw
riters

-M
oth / spoken w

ord com
petitions

-Confessional talk show
s (O

prah W
infrey)

-Voǆ pops on the radio and teleǀision͖ ͚hƵm
an interest͛ neǁ

s featƵres
-The hum

an craving for the authentic ʹ
the ͚real͛ ʹ

in an atom
ised ǁ

orld of ͚fake 
neǁ

s͛͘
-Reality television

O
ther historical and m

odern trends influencing 
the em

ergence of the theater of personal stories:



-Social m
edia, influencers, and citizen journalism

 (including Facebook Live, 
Periscope, etc.)
-Street-level and activist photography
-Actiǀist ͬ cam

paigning joƵrnalism
 ;e͘g͘ Jacob Riis͗ ͚Hoǁ

 the O
ther Half Liǀes͛Ϳ

-Ciném
a Vérité / N

ew
 W

ave (La N
ouvelle Vague) cinem

a; Fly-on-the-w
all 

docum
entary

-W
erner Herǌog

s͛ film
s͕ Ƶsing ͚poetic realism

͛
-The rise of the ͚eǆperience econom

Ǉ͕͛ e͘g͘ hƵnger for im
m

ersiǀe eǆperience͕ incl͘ 
audience involvem

ent / active participation
-Trends in social history and academ

ia: investigating the everyday lives of 
ordinary people
-Trends in sociologǇ͕

 ͚people
s͛ historǇ͕͛ anthropologǇ͕

 and political science ;e͘g͘ 
focus groups)

O
ther historical and m

odern trends influencing 
the em

ergence of the theater of personal stories:



The key challenge em
erges: 

H
ow

 to draw
 on relevant 

therapeutic theory and practice 
to re-connect therapy and 
theatre and prom

ote best 
practice in the theatre of 
personal stories.
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Ethics



C
H

A
PTER

 3: 
E

TH
IC

S

R
ef: D

w
ight C

onquergood, 1985



D
�

igh� Con��e�goodǯ� g�id �ho�
ing ǮM

o�al M
a��ing of  Pe�fo�m

a�i�e S�ance� To�
a�d� �he O

�he�ǯ



Typical roles played 
out in conflict 
situations and in 
situations of abuse. It 
is im

portant that 
facilitators w

ork w
ith 

conscious aw
areness 

of these role dynam
ics 

and avoid being pulled 
into unconscious 
conflictual and abusive 
dynam

ics.



S�ella B
a�ne�ǯ 

ǮR
i�k Tableǯ in

Participatory A
rts w

ith Young Refugees -2009
Young-Refugee-Essays.pdf



Four A
rticles in O

ral H
istory Journal

Exploring the ethics of oral history practice:



S�ella B
a�ne�ǯ 

ǮR
i�k Tableǯ in

Participatory A
rts w

ith Young Refugees -2009
Young-Refugee-Essays.pdf
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Praxis: 
The D

ram
a Spiral
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m

erican Life

https://w
w

w
.thisam

ericanlife.org/218/act-v

A
bout PPA

 Ȅ
Prison Perform

ing A
rts 

(prisonartsstl.org)
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2011 H
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B
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ouse Theatre











Positive personal stories
(exam

ples of story prom
pts)

1.A positive m
em

ory.
2.A m

em
ory of a m

om
ent filled w

ith m
eaning for m

e.
3.The birth of a new

 role.
4.A favourite m

em
ory of being w

ith a friend (or friends).
5.A tim

e w
hen I have enjoyed being out in nature.

6.W
hen I have felt loved, or w

as able to show
 love or care for som

eone 
else.

7.A m
om

ent of aw
e, or m

ystery, that I have experienced.
8.A role m

odel for m
e, and w

hat they offer(ed) as an exam
ple of how

 to 
be in the w

orld.
9.A

n aspect of m
y fam

ily, com
m

unity or culture that gives m
e strength.

10.A
n im

agined scene from
 m

y hoped-for future.
11.R

em
em

bering childhood joys.





O
ne Suitcase, Four Stories

-Linda C
atalano



Playback Theatre





Caution: The D
ram

a Spiral is not to be view
ed like a target or a 

dart board. The centre is not the goal or the m
ost valuable spot.               

A
ll rings of the Spiral are of equal value.







D
ifficult and resolved stories

(exam
ples of story prom

pts)

S
om

ething I (or w
e) have recovered from

 / m
y journey through recovery 

A tim
e in m

y life w
hen I needed other people and they w

ere there for m
e 

A
n experience I had that I w

ant others to know
 about and learn from

 
A turning point in m

y life
Finding the strength to get through difficult or painful tim

es
A challenge I (or w

e) have faced and overcom
e

W
hen m

y fam
ily / our com

m
unity / our city / our region / our nation cam

e    
together to help each other to face a crisis
A tim

e w
hen I learned I can change and m

ove on 
A tim

e I m
ade a m

istake and w
hat I learned

A tim
e w

hen m
y beliefs, ideas or assum

ptions w
ere tested







Lloyd B
eckm

ann, B
eekeeper

-Tim
 Stitz





Playback Theatre









D
ifficult and unresolved stories

(exam
ples of story prom

pts)

A challenge I am
 facing now, w

here I am
 struggling to cope (or, a challenge w

e all face, 
w

here w
e struggle to cope)

U
nfinished business that is holding m

e back; trying to get unstuck from
 the past

H
idden injuries

W
hen I need to know

 I have a connection to other people / w
hen I really need help from

 
others
S

om
ething I w

ant to be a part of changing about m
y culture, region or country

M
y internal struggles; m

y internal conflicts
A tim

e w
hen I have been a reluctant or unexpected w

itness to suffering 
S

peaking m
y truth; som

ething I m
ust say, because it is eating m

e inside
M

e in a dangerous or high risk situation in the past / present / future
A change I am

 struggling to m
ake, w

here I need support and help



Theatre of W
itness

-Teya Sepinuck



Theater of W
itness is a 

form
 of testim

onial 
perform

ance perform
ed 

by people sharing their 
personal and collective 
stories of suffering, 
transform

ation and peace. 
The w

ork brings people 
together across divides of 
difference to bear w

itness 
to truth, healing

and 
reconciliation.



Self-R
evelatory Theatre

Pam
ela Greenburg, w

w
w

.ciis.edu



R
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ShaSe of Whe Pain¶

U
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lein-M
ekongo

µYYeWWe¶



The Tw
o W

orlds 
of C

harlie F ±
B

ravo 22 C
om

pany / 
O

w
en Sheers





Fake IW µTil YoX 
M

ake It ±
B

ryony K
im

m
ings 

and Tim
 G

rayburn





Land of the Three Tow
ers Ȃ

Cam
den Peo�leǯ� Thea��eǡ Londonǡ ͚͙͘͞Ǥ

A
n exam

ple of the sixth ring of the Spiral 
and its uses for advocacy, activism

, 
protest and socio-political change.

Verbatim
 stories, perform

ed by actors.



M
em

oria ±
R

e-Live







Psychodram
a and 

D
ram

a Therapy





Each ring of the 
D

ram
a Spiral 

includes four 
im

portant 
processes.

Identify

Explore
P

resent

Evaluate



















U
ses of the D

ram
a Spiral

-C
an be used to inform

 any theatre project w
here personal stories m

ight be used 
or w

here such stories are specifically N
O

T to be used.

-A decision-m
aking tool for practitioners.

-A m
odel for applied theatre students to use.

-C
an easily be taught to participant-perform

ers.

-A m
odel of safe, structured and intentional practice to explain to funders and 

host organisations.

-Is being used by artist w
ellbeing practitioners, intim

acy directors, m
ovem

ent 
directors, fight directors and acting teachers / coaches, in a variety of w

ays.

-A m
odel to assist in structuring research:
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C
hapter 5 ±

Intentions



C
H

A
PTE

R
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IN
TE

N
TIO

N
S

Levels of integration



The closer one gets to the 
centre of the D

ram
a Spiral, 

the clearer is the 
im

perative to w
ork w

ith 
integrative intention.



Four key findings:
1. Practitioners and students are hungry for practical m

odels 
such as the D

ram
a S

piral to assist in session planning, setting 
aim

s, structuring processes, and m
om

ent-by-m
om

ent decision 
m

aking around safety, ethics and intentions. 

2. The closer one gets to the centre of the D
ram

a Spiral, the 
clearer is the im

perative to w
ork w

ith integrative intention. In 
effect, the crucial question (especially at rings five and six of the 
S

piral) is: W
here is the integration happening in this piece? 

N
otably, this is also the crucial question in psychotherapeutic 

processes.



Four key findings:
3. Practitioners w

ho facilitate theatre processes at rings five 
and six of the S

piral should obtain additional training in 
therapeutic principles and / or should have reflective 
supervision to m

aintain appropriate boundaries and clear 
intentions.

4. B
est practice at rings five and six of the S

piral m
eans m

edium
 

to long term
 com

m
itm

ent to participant-perform
ers, as a duty 

of care. For producers, there is a sim
ilar duty of care to 

autobiographical perform
ers.



M
ethod of research

2011-2018: R
esearch m

ethods and m
odels included: 

R
eflective inquiry: 

-Literature search 
-R

eflection on m
y ow

n practice in theatre and psychodram
a 

-C
ritical observation of 25 perform

ances of personal stories 
-Field testing / Field research ±

w
orkshops, m

aster classes, field testing w
ith m

ore than 350 participants.

M
odels / processes of research draw

n from
: 

-Action research 
-Kolb¶V R

eflecWiYe PracWice C
\cle 

-Applied Phronetics. 

D
evelopm

ent and refinem
ent of the D

ram
a Spiral, w

ith m
ultiple iterations.






