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Leading several lives 
 
Maybe it’s my greed for experience, but I have 
always wanted to lead several lives, a desire 
made manifest through my choice of projects 
and parallel careers. I have been a physical 
theatre performer, a chambermaid, a live art 
practitioner and a relief aid worker in war 
zones. I have written librettos, radio drama, 
short film, prose; sold shoes, meat and copy; 
directed film and dance theatre; been a writer 
in residence and Creative Fellow; and 
supervised postgraduate degrees in writing for 
performance whilst participating in Deaf arts, 
disability culture and the mainstream. 
 
I think one of the most important lessons I 
have learnt is never to perceive myself as one 
thing. This business will often try to label us, 
slap a convenient sticker on our forehead and 
file us away under a limiting, narrow definition. 
Although often seen as perverse, I pride 
myself on not being easy to define. I try to 

keep experimenting, taking on new challenges 
and developing my skills. 
 
I’ve often found in the UK that diversity is seen 
as an anomaly, a vulgar excess to be treated 
with suspicion. Phrases like ‘Jack of all trades, 
master of none’ damn the Renaissance 
wo/man. I know writers who have limited their 
careers and creativity by believing it’s 
inappropriate to try something new, or that 
there are set patterns and processes to 
adhere to (if only they could decipher them), 
rather than inventing new ones. 
 

 

Trust your own impulse 
 
But it’s difficult and daunting to initiate projects 
and career paths, especially when writers are 
often solitary figures in an industry that seems 
to work in mysterious ways. How to progress 
is a central question. I spent years expecting 
everything to suddenly become clear once I  



had gained enough experience, but now I 
don’t believe there is one route, method or 
direction. This is a territory that can’t be 
definitively mapped. Yet when I look back over 
my own career, there is a logical pattern, an 
apparently designed trajectory, although my 
progress felt haphazard and peripatetic at the 
time. The only conclusion I can draw is the 
importance of being guided through the 
labyrinth by individual curiosity and passions. 
It is the only way to stop getting ‘lost’ or losing 
time in dead-end pursuits. 
 
For example: I’m currently the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council (AHRC) 
Creative Fellow at the Drama Department of 
Exeter University. With its focus on research 
through practice, it’s one of the best gigs I’ve 
ever had. Apart from working with post-
graduate students on the Playwriting and 
Script Development MA, my brief is to make 
my own work, exploring practically what I coin 
‘Alternative Dramaturgies informed by a 
d/Deaf and Disability Perspective’. I have 
recently formed a company, The Fingersmiths 
Limited, which is a bilingual performance 
group using spoken/projected English and 
theatricalised British Sign Language. We are 
currently making our first production, to be 
premiered in London later this year.  
 
I’ve been exploring this area for over twelve 
years, usually self-funded, largely invisible (to 
the mainstream culture) and given little status. 
Suddenly, with new opportunities in the 
academy and support from organizations like 
AHRC and Arts Council England, this work is 
valued and financially supported. My 
fascination with the relationship between 
spoken/written and visual/manual languages – 
and the extraordinary theatrical dynamic that it 
can create – has paid off, although for years I 
was told by professionals within the industry it 
was an eccentric pursuit, leading nowhere. 
Sometimes it’s essential to trust your own 
impulse and be guided by your interests, even 
if at the time it flouts convention or goes 
against professional advice. 
 

Too often emerging writers second-guess 
what directors want, or copy trends rather 
than setting them, or enter into a strange 
ventriloquism using a borrowed voice, not 
their own. When developing new writers, I 
encourage them to work from their passion/s, 
to identify and locate what engages or 
fascinates them. I’ve found that this 
engagement will often translate into the quality 
of the work, providing the writer with their 
particular viewpoint, whilst sustaining them 
through the long and often arduous process of 
rewriting. When writers are truly connected to 
their material they are unlikely to abandon the 
project – and I think it essential to finish things 
– their practice is often richer and more 
complex and they’re less willing to accept 
second best. It also means the work has 
content – the writers have something to 
communicate.  
 

Practical dreaming 
 
When I started out as a playwright, it was still 
usual to send one copy of the script out at a 
time and then endure an agonizing wait of 
many months to hear from the agent/literary 
manager/editor/director, only to repeat the 
hateful pattern all over again. I learnt to 
cultivate a third skin (a second isn’t thick 
enough) and, despite my sympathies for the 
invariably over-worked literary gatekeeper, to 
loath the power balance. I wanted to be in 
control as much as I could be of my life, my 
work and any emerging neuroses. The 
depressive, solitary writer waiting anxiously by 
the letterbox was all too possible, so I 
distracted myself by exploring a performance 
aesthetic which had fired my imagination.  
 
Soon I was researching Grotowski and Kantor 
and practically experimenting with form in 
workshops led by Odin Teatret, Brith Gof, 
Gardzienice and Academi Aruchu, amongst 
others. I discovered that organizations like 
CPR (Centre for Performance Research) had 
barter places for emerging practitioners on 
their summer schools and masterclasses, so if  



funds were tight, I could ‘work’ the event. A 
new horizon of performative and 
dramaturgical possibilities opened before me, 
along with new markets and opportunities 
outside the UK. Without realizing it, I had 
embarked on my freelance career and begun 
my own professional development. 
 
And so it continued. As my most recent script 
languished in a slush pile on some poor 
literary manager’s desk, I was training with 
Augusto Boal, finding his pro-active, 
empowering techniques a valuable antidote to 
the ennui and helplessness I’d felt within the 
new writing circuit. I learnt how to run 
rehearsals and work with actors by being one 
myself, later translating Boal’s ‘arsenal’ into 
exercises for developing my own writing. I 
became more adept at interrogating 
characters and their motivations (I agree with 
directors who complain writers don’t research 
their characters enough) and understanding 
conflict and ‘mental script’. Through 
deconstructing then reinventing short scenes 
on the floor, my comprehension of dynamic 
and structure improved – experienced from 
the ‘inside’. 
 
In addition to experimental theatre, I was 
drawn to what’s now coined ‘the third sector’, 
making projects within education, the health 
system and the ‘community’. A major 
discovery, which has sustained me throughout 
my career, was learning how to adapt projects 
I wanted to do to fit within grant guidelines. 
Initiating my own work kept me busy and 
successful on my own terms, a salve against 
the disappointments and rejection so evident 
in this profession. By the time the literary 
managers responded to me in the affirmative, 
I had several burgeoning careers: one as an 
actor/facilitator; one as a dramaturg/tutor; and 
a third as an experimental writer/director 
within the subaltern culture of disability arts 
and Deaf arts. 
 
Throughout the 90’s I was a voluntary relief 
aid worker during and after the war in former 
Yugoslavia, accompanying my friend the 

writer Christina Katic. Using Boal’s ‘Theatre of 
the Oppressed’ techniques with war stressed 
young adults confirmed my belief in the 
necessity of us being the protagonist of our 
own lives. Through leading sessions in Forum 
Theatre, I reaffirmed that we cannot use 
magical thinking to transform our lives. We 
have to initiate, problem-solve, be active. By 
our own actions, we can improve living and 
working conditions. Through practical 
‘dreaming’, then putting that into action, we 
can move forward in the future we want – or 
one that is at least in the right direction. 
 

Chance favours the 
prepared mind 
 
But writers are often shy creatures, 
backstage, off-camera. It is asking a lot to 
expect them to be suddenly dynamic and 
inventive, which is where networks or informal 
support systems come into their own. I have a 
close group of allies and friends who act as 
sounding boards, dramaturgs, editors and 
actors for readings of works in progress. We 
barter and pool our skills, mentoring and 
nurturing one another. When starting out, we 
even impersonated each other to bypass 
nerves or modesty, finding it easier to chase 
up one another’s contacts and scripts rather 
than our own. Being part of a ‘community’ is 
invaluable, as is learning to collaborate and 
ask for help. 
 
I find this profession paradoxical: phone calls 
are not returned, letters and e-mails go 
unanswered, access to the decision-makers is 
often impossible, yet there is also an 
astonishing generosity amongst the 
gatekeepers and facilitators of new writing. 
They want to develop relationships with 
writers and, in my experience, are often willing 
to advise or support beyond their brief. I have 
found that once I’ve identified a particular area 
I need to develop, there will invariably be 
people to assist in gaining that skill: writing a 
grant application, structuring a rehearsal,  



creating a press release or brochure copy, 
understanding the processes that lead to a 
production… I learnt through analyzing others’ 
work and by shadowing someone I respected 
during their usual day’s activities. 
 
There are now formal initiatives for mentoring, 
and organizations like writernet and  
literaturetraining to empower writers in the 
workplace, but it is also possible to create 
your own opportunities. Chance favours the 
prepared mind. The important thing is to 
invest in constructive dreaming – what kind of 
projects are you interested in? What 
fascinates you? Identify what you’d love to do 
and where, then research, locate and 
approach potential collaborators, ask people 
for guidance, explore a wider vista – invest in 
the skills and experiences you need to make it 
happen and in many cases, it will. 
 

What I wish I’d known 
when I was starting out 
 
There are many things I wish I’d known when I 
was starting out: 
 
A career doesn’t have to be London-based or 
even in the UK. A writer is mobile; our work 
doesn’t have to be tethered. 
 
One of our main tasks is to find the people 
who love our work, as they will eventually 
make it. 
 
We live in a large world, full of possibilities, so 
it’s essential to broaden our view and keep 
informed. With the internet and free e-bulletins 
from new writing development agencies, it’s 
easy to follow changes in personnel, funding, 
opportunities etc. 
 
Directors won’t come knocking on your door, 
so get your work out there – go for every 
initiative and competition you can. Apart from 
providing useful deadlines and seeding new 
projects, it means there’s always something  

‘out’ and therefore hope. 
Keep as many irons in the fire as you can, it 
takes dexterity and good management, but 
some will eventually get hot. 
 
Know your market. 

 
The harder you work, the luckier you get. 

 
Imagine that you are creating a library of your 
work – enjoy it, be the best you can. It takes 
the same amount of time to make something 
good as something bad, so go for quality and 
longevity. 

 
Evolve, grow, keep asking questions, keep 
learning. Good writers work on their strengths, 
but great writers work on their weaknesses. 

 
Keep alive your curiosity in styles, aesthetics 
and developments in the arts. Know trends, 
but don’t follow them. 

 
Take up new challenges and try not to always 
play it safe – fortune favours the brave. 

 
Life, like food, can be sour or sweet, it 
depends on how you want to season the pot. 
It is within your gift to live a good, happy, 
enjoyable life, despite the profession’s 
frustrations and unfairness. 

 
Living well is the best revenge. 
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informed. With the internet and free e-bulletins 
from new writing development agencies, it’s 
easy to follow changes in personnel, funding, 
opportunities etc. 
 
Directors won’t come knocking on your door, 
so get your work out there – go for every 
initiative and competition you can. Apart from 
providing useful deadlines and seeding new 
projects, it means there’s always something  

‘out’ and therefore hope. 
 
Keep as many irons in the fire as you can, it 
takes dexterity and good management, but 
some will eventually get hot. 
 
Know your market. 

 
The harder you work, the luckier you get. 

 
Imagine that you are creating a library of your 
work – enjoy it, be the best you can. It takes 
the same amount of time to make something 
good as something bad, so go for quality and 
longevity. 

 
Evolve, grow, keep asking questions, keep 
learning. Good writers work on their strengths, 
but great writers work on their weaknesses. 

 
Keep alive your curiosity in styles, aesthetics 
and developments in the arts. Know trends, 
but don’t follow them. 

 
Take up new challenges and try not to always 
play it safe – fortune favours the brave. 

 
Life, like food, can be sour or sweet, it 
depends on how you want to season the pot. 
It is within your gift to live a good, happy, 
enjoyable life, despite the profession’s 
frustrations and unfairness. 

 
Living well is the best revenge. 
 
April 2006 
 
© Kaite O’Reilly 
 

 
Useful links 
 
Kaite O’Reilly 
www.kaiteoreilly.com 
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A Journey Through Other Spaces – Essays 
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Academi  
The Welsh National Literature Promotion 
Agency and Society for Authors with 
responsibility for a range of writer services. 
www.academi.org 
 
Arts Council England   
The national development agency for the arts 
in England. Funding for writers and literature 
professionals is available through the Grants 
for the arts programme. 
www.artscouncil.org.uk 
 
Arts and Humanities Research Council 
Fellowships in the Creative and Performing 
Arts Scheme: Supports writers and other 
artists as research fellows within a higher 
education environment.  
www.ahrb.ac.uk 

BBC writersroom  
The BBC’s online resource for writing for TV, 
radio and film featuring writers’ guidelines, 
script archive and advice. 
www.bbc.co.uk/writersroom 
 
Birmingham Rep 
Leading national producing theatre company 
which has  introduced a range of new and 
foreign plays to the British theatre repertoire.  
http://www.birmingham-rep.co.uk/ 
 
The Bush Theatre, London 
Runs a free script reading service which is 
open to all and will consider any new writing 
(full-length plays only) which it feels it could 
potentially stage. 
http://www.bushtheatre.co.uk/writers.html 
 
The Centre for Performance Research (CPR) 
A multi-faceted theatre organisation located 
and rooted in Wales and working nationally 
and internationally which aims to develop and 
improve the knowledge, understanding and 
practice of theatre in its broadest sense.   
http://www.thecpr.org.uk/ 
 
Contact Theatre, Manchester 
Interested in new work that pushes the 
boundaries of form and content and will 
resonate with young people between the ages 
of 13-30 from diverse cultural backgrounds.  
http://www.contact-theatre.org/ 
 
Dramaturgs’ Network 
An organization for UK theatre practitioners 
committed to developing dramaturgy and 
supporting practitioners’ development in the 
field. 
http://ee.dramaturgy.co.uk/index.php/site/front
/ 
 
Graeae Theatre Company 
A disabled-led theatre company that profiles 
the skills of actors, writers and directors with 
physical and sensory impairments. Offers 
writing commissions and training to disabled 
writers. 
http://www.graeae.org/ 
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Lapidus  
Membership organization promoting the 
benefits of the literary arts for personal 
development, health and wellbeing. 
literaturetraining 
www.lapidus.org.uk 
 
Live Art Development Agency 
Supports the development of live art practice 
in the UK and internationally. 
http://www.thisisliveart.co.uk/index.html 
 
NAWE (The National Association of Writers in 
Education) 
The one organization supporting the 
development of creative writing of all genres 
and in all educational and community settings 
throughout the UK. Maintains artscape 
(www.artscape.org.uk), an online national 
directory for arts in education. 
www.nawe.co.uk 
 
Peggy Ramsay Foundation 
Awards grants to professionally produced 
playwrights who need time to write again for 
the stage. 
www.peggyramsayfoundation.org 
 
Shape 
The country’s leading disability arts 
organization which aims to improve access to 
the arts for deaf and disabled people whilst 
supporting deaf and disabled artists to 
challenge perceptions and promote deaf and 
disability culture. 
http://www.shapearts.org.uk/ 
 
Soho Theatre Writers’ Centre 
Aims to discover and nurture new writers and 
awards. Services and programmes include 
script reading service, open access 
workshops, and Soho Young Writers. 
Publishes free monthly newsletter. 
www.sohotheatre.com 
 
The Writer’s Guild of Great Britain 
The trade union for professional writers in TV, 
film, theatre, radio, books and new media. 
Guidance for theatre writers on applying for 

G4A funding is available in the Rates and 
Agreement section of the WGGB website. 
www.writersguild.org.uk 
 
writernet  
Provides dramatic writers with the tools they 
need to build better careers. 
www.writernet.org.uk 
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