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REVIEW

Peer pressure revisited

When the music stops, ten women 
stand in the middle of the studio 
with their hands intertwined, a 
look of satisfaction mixed with 
disbelief edged in their faces. The 
enthusiastic clapping and cheering 
from the thirty-odd people in the 
audience cradles them in a cocoon 
of success. They did it.

 After being in prison, going 
through mental health issues 
or falling into some kind of 
addiction,  they all decided to turn 
a new page in their lives.

They have now completed a 
drama course in Clean Break, an 
organisation that brings women 
like them back into themselves 
and into society.

In Kentish Town, where the 
theatre company is based, there’s 
no place for men. “In the criminal 
justice system, because they are 
such a minority, women tend to 
be fitted into a male’s system”, 
explains Clean Break’s Head 
of Education Anna Hermann. 
“Women benefit more from 
relationship-based work, so 
gender specific programs respond 
better to their needs”.

Kathy, Katharine, Sema, 
Adeline, Jacqueline, Ayla, Cathy, 
Pamela, Caryn and Louise have 
been working for ten weeks  to 
perform in DeoxyriboNucleic 
Acid, a play by Dennis Kelly 
adapted by director Julie Knight. 

 DNA, premiered at the National 
Theatre early this year, dives into 
the dynamics that hold together - 
and sometimes apart - a group of 
teenagers who find themselves on 
the line after taking their jokes on 
an outcast a step too far.

In Knight’s adaptation, harsh 
language and meaningful eye 
contact make the tension reach 
its peak when the group starts 
dealing with the guilt for causing 
the death of the ‘weird’ one in the 
bunch. 

Raw feelings of fear and 
confusion invade the improvised 
performing space and make the 
simple atrezzo disappear in the 
background. 

“Are you on my side?” barks 
Sema, whose performance as 
both the leader of the group and 
the outcast speak of a skill and 
a strength that she hides well 
when she´s off stage. “I feel 
exhilarated… but I’m not very 
good with words”, she half-
whispers. 

Peer pressure is the only thing 
that holds the group together and 
prevents the truth from emerging, 
but in the end, the women find 
themselves leading lives that are 
all but happy. 

Back on their feet
 
 Through what Knight described 
as a “tremendous commitment, 
focus, hard-work, honesty and 
vulnerability”, these women have 
proved to themselves and to others 
that they can break barriers. 

They are not the first ones, and 
they won’t be the last. Every year, 
Clean Break accepts seventy new 
students.

Like Claire, who after doing the 
first drama course in the centre, 
is thinking of becoming a theatre 
technician. 

She says that joining the 
organisation has allowed her 
to discover her talents, believe 
in herself and deal with her 
addictions. 

“Acting makes me feel success 
and confidence, it helps me deal 
with the everyday life”, says 

Claire. “Who would’ve told me 
two years ago when I was living 
on the streets that I could do this.
Me!”.

Clean Break’s Head of Education, 
Anna Hermann, explains that the 
students’ sense of self “has been 
very much damaged by very 
negative experiences, not only 
with men”. T

That’s why the company 
provides them with “a safe space 
where they feel able to take 
risks”.

But that safety has a double 
edge. “Here everyone wants 
the best and sees the best in 
people, and that’s not the same 
in reality”, says Hermann. “We 
work hard in nurturing these 
women’s independence and we 
try not to give them unrealistic 
expectations”.

Even so, sometimes the weight 
of reality is too heavy to carry. 
“It’s a lifelong process. Some 
women move on, find full-time 
jobs and succeed, but there are 
others that have relapses with 
drug use or mental health issues 
and come back for additional 
support”, admits the Head of 
Education.

After going through the Clean 
Break experience, the women 
seem to have a second chance, but 
it’s not always that easy. “Some of 
them don’t say that they have been 
here, especially when they are 
looking for a job in professional 
theatre, because being part of 
Clean Break does immediately 
label someone”, says Anna.

For many of the women, 
the drama courses are also an 
opportunity to distance themselves 
from their own life and reflect on 
their past.

Michelle, who worked as a 
volunteer coordinator and is 
still on probation, explains that 
the theatre company “helps 

these women to open up doors 
to deal with issues and difficult 
backgrounds in a third person 
scenario”.

And when emotions get the best 
of them, they are not alone “We´re 
very close, there’s a great feeling 
of trust, we are like a family”, 
says Ayla, one of the actresses.

Pamela, who doesn’t hide 
that she’s been recovering from 
addiction to alcohol for a year and 
a half, adds that all the women in 
the group are “bonded”. 

Now thinking of doing a course 
to prepare for university, like 
many of her classmates, Pamela 
is convinced that Clean Break 
has had “a great psychological, 
emotional and intellectual impact” 
on all of them. “Where life was 
dark and empty, now it’s opening 
up and blossoming”.

Going pro
 
If she’s good enough, she will 
be invited to audition for Clean 
Break’s professional theatre 
company, made up of not more 
than four people. 

Each year, the team stages a 
piece by a female playwright 
who has previously run a writing 
workshop in a prison. 

 By bringing those plays to 
small-scale but fairly well-
known theatres, Clean Break 
aims to compensate the 
“underrepresentation of women 
in mainstream theatre”,  Anna 
Hermann explains. 

This Wide Night,  their 
latest commission, explores 
the relationship between two 
women that meet in prison and 
find themselves rethinking their 
friendship once released. The 
play, written by Chloe Moss and 
directed by Lucy Morrison, will 
run at London’s Soho Theatre 
from July 30 to August 9 and will 
later be brought back to prisons.

NEWS FEATURE

‘Special People’ ready to hit the big screen
A feature about a group of young 
wheelchair users producing 
their  own film that challenges 
the widespread notions of 
disability is now being offered 
for international distribution.

Special People, based on Justin 
Edgar’s homonym short, was 
screened yesterday in the opening 
day of London UK Film Focus. 

The event, which will be held in 
the BFI Southbank until Thursday, 
is an initiative launched in 2004 
“for the export and promotion of 
new British Films and talent to 
the international marketplace”, 
according to Film London.

Over a hundred buyers had the 
opportunity to see Edgar’s new 
film in this business meeting 
supported by Film London, the 
UK Film Council, Film Export 
UK, The London Development 
Agency, The British Film Institute 
and UK Trade and Investment.

Justin Edgar, who runs film 
and video production company 
104 Films with producer Alex 
Usborne, said that selling Special 
People would be “challenging”. 

 “If it was a horror film it would 
be much easier to sell, but we 
love making interesting films”, 
he explained. 

Edgar also insisted in the need 
of making good films regardless 
of the topic. “People make 
allowances and they say ‘it’s not 
good but it’s done by disabled 
people, so it’s ok’. I don’t believe 
in that”. 

“This feature is less about 
disability and more about reality, 
truth and the lies people tell to 
each other”.

According to the British Film 
Institute (BFI), Special People 
is “smart, funny and subversive 
with just a hint of romance”. 

Comedy, which is one of the  
features’ keys,  begins when the 
filmmaker’s and the students’ 
ideas about the film clash.

For Justin Edgar, humour 
“helps to get the message across 
in the cynical age that we live in” 
but it also conveys the idea that 
“disability is not a drama”. 

Robyn Frampton, Sasha 
Hardway, David Proud and Jason 
Maza, all of them disabled,  played 
characters built around their 
own personality and delivered 
improvised performances that 
were enhanced in the editing 
process.

Both the performances and 
the script make it clear that 
“people with disability are 
normal, although they do have a 
distinctive identity”, said Justin 
Edgar, who thinks that a lot of 
the misconceptions are caused by 
lack of contact with the disabled 
community.

“We want to make people realise 
that being disabled doesn’t make 
you that different. That’s why we 
show disabled people falling in 
love, crying and laughing”, he 
added. 

Justin Edgar, who is now 
working on a film about disabled 
people within the Nazi regime 
(The Hunger House), has been 
involved in community projects 
like the one that inspired Special 
People since he created his own 
production company in 2004. 

“Making a film makes no 
sense if it doesn’t have a social 
purpose”, he asserted. 

A showcase for talent
 
Special People also opened 
the eight edition of London’s 
International Disability Film 
Festival, held in February this 
year.

The festival was organised 
by the London Disability Arts 
Forum and co-directed by two 
of its members, screenwriter 
David Watson and producer Peter 
Kinkead. 

When Watson and Kinkead took 
over the festival, they redefined 
some of the parameters set up in 
1999 by the first director, Caglar 
Kimyoncu,. “We decided to 
feature a lot less autobiographical 
stuff unless the director had an 
important point to make and we 
encouraged young filmmakers as 
much as possible”, says Watson. 

“We also tried to raise the 
quality threshold, because 
filmmaking has become more 
accessible as the technology has 
become cheaper, but that doesn’t 
mean that anyone can make a 
film”, explains the co-director. 

For David Watson, “there 
is not the same mainstream 
appreciation of disability arts 
as there is for other minority 
groups”, so the festival “allows 
disabled filmmakers to have their 
work seen and appreciated”. 

The event, which showcases 
dramas, documentaries, shorts, 
video diaries, animations and 
even dance and arts films from all 
over the world, “gives the non-
disabled audience a taste of the 
disabled artists’ life”.

However, says Watson, some of 
the disabled filmmakers “don’t 
see the need for the mainstream 
or non-disabled audience to see 
their work or understand it”. 

The London Disability Film 
Festival, one of the firsts of its 
kind, is also well known because 

of the organisers’ efforts to make 
it accessible for their target 
audience. In its eighth edition, 
all the films and events were 
subtitled, audio-described and 
translated into sign language. 

Another aspect that made this 
year’s edition special was the 
participation of film industry 
professionals in talks aimed at 
budding disabled filmmakers.

“We wanted to show them that 
there are jobs in the film industry 
that they can do”, said Watson. 

The co-director added 
that “if disabled  people 
have opportunities for self-
improvement, they can compete 
in a level playground”.

Lights off
 
From now on, that message will 
have to be conveyed by other 
organisations. 

The London Disability Arts 
Forum (LDAF), previously 
regarded as a Regularly Funded 
Organisation (RFO), lost all its 
funding along with other 184 arts 
groups last December.

After months of “unsuccessful” 
fundraising efforts, LDAF has 
been forced to show its credits 
and has closed its doors after 22 
years. 

David Watson said that “the 
almost complete lack of financial 
support by major mainstream 
UK industry bodies” means not 
only that the magazine Disability 
Arts Culture will disappear, but 
also that this year’s edition of the 
festival may be the last. 

”If that happens, disabled film-
makers will find one more door 
closed to them”, lamented the 
screenwriter and co-director of 
one of the world’s first disability 
film festivals. 
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“Being disabled doesn’t 
make you that different. 
That’s why we show 
the characters falling 
in love, crying and 
laughing”   Justin Edgar     
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