Four languages and a drama

Andy Kempe 

John Comenius was a Czech born champion of universal education in the 17th Century who has given his name to a European Union educational initiative which aims to help young people and their teachers better understand the range of European cultures, languages and values.  This paper reports on a Comenius funded project which brought students and teachers from three different countries together in order to stage a specially written play called Krabat in each of the countries. While some ground work had been done in each country following a tri-partite meeting between representative parties in November 2012, the first time the entire ensemble came together was on a Sunday afternoon at the end of May 2013. Twelve days later the cast had travelled almost 1000 miles. They’d performed to an audience of over 300 in the huge forum of a school in Bielefeld, Germany, transferred to a compact community centre in Prague where they played under the imminent threat of evacuation due to the city flooding, then moved on to a beautiful baroque theatre in Jelenia Gora in southern Poland. The two primary aims, so often intertwined in drama projects, were to create a piece of theatre that had artistic integrity while giving the participants a chance to develop personally, socially and emotionally. However, this paper focuses on a third aim which was implicit in the whole venture, and that was to enhance the students’ learning of other modern languages. The satisfaction of these aims is captured in these reflections from a 15 year old Polish boy, and an adult member of the German audience with no personal associations to the schools or cast:
At first I felt really strange because I thought I should be the same as the Germans but then I started to be more like I am from my country and it was better. Now I feel glad because I love playing and it is a nice experience. Also I am on stage with other people who have the same rules as I have got. It makes me feel nice because I always know that I am not alone and if I do something wrong they will help me and I can rescue them too. So I really feel proud that I take part in ‘Krabat’.

Three different nations with three different languages come together. And you see how people, how pupils, come together and there’s no language problems, no border problems. They’re just having fun working together on this theatre project and you feel that they are enjoying themselves not so much because of the story but because they are young people.  You don’t always have to listen to the words because you know what it means.

Three countries, three schools, four languages!

Krabat involved teachers and children from the Martin Niemöller Gesamtschule, Bielefeld, Germany, PJZŠ, Prague, Czech Republic and Liceum no. 1, Jelenia Gora, Poland. In addition to the three native languages of the schools, English was the most frequently used conduit for communication between individuals and groups. 

The Martin Niemöller Gesamtschule caters for students aged 11 – 19 and has a significant number of minority ethnic students. It is named after the Lutheran pastor who spoke against the Nazis and later became an anti-war activist and president of the World Council of Churches. He is best known for his statement which begins: First they came for the communists, and I didn't speak out because I wasn't a communist and ends with: Then they came for me, and there was no one left to speak for me.

The school is committed to the ideal that underpins these words, that is, that everyone must have a voice and that it is the responsibility of everyone to protect the rights of others to have that voice. The Krabat project reflected these principles in its determination to bring young people from different countries together and work towards a common, creative goal. Theatre is a popular option for students entering the 12th grade and participation in Krabat was open to all those who had opted for the theatre programme.

PJZŠ is a state elementary school that specialises in teaching foreign languages. The school is attended by pupils aged 6 to 15. The pupils involved in Krabat all came from the same 8th grade class.

Liceum no. 1 has around 900 students. The school’s patron, Stefan Zeromski, is a well known Polish playwright and although drama is not a formal part of the curriculum a number of the teachers use drama to support classwork in language and literature. Krabat was an extra-curricula project and open to any students who wished to take part.

Language learning through drama

Stinson (2012 p 70) notes that research into drama affords second-language learning a range of benefits through:

· The contextualisation of language

· The way drama promotes motivation, confidence and enthusiasm 

· The encouragement of a safe atmosphere that typifies the drama classroom

· The shift in power from teachers to students in a good deal of drama work.

Much of Stinson’s work, and that of Cecily O’Neill whose research she draws on, is more concerned with the process of making drama than performing scripted plays such as Krabat. Nonetheless, it may be argued that collaborative projects such as Krabat engender the four elements that Stinson recognises as being beneficial to language learning not least due to the way drama exemplifies what Cook (2000) identifies as three interlocking levels of language: the formal, the semantic and the pragmatic. The ‘formal’ level refers to the rhythm and patterned repetition of linguistic forms. He relates this to the sort of playful language used with and by children, for example, nursery rhymes and skipping chants, and notes the ‘unusual attention and affection’ associated with such language play. These forms persist into adulthood as, for example, prayers, songs and verse. Rhythm and repetition are, of course, major factors in rehearsals of plays as the players move beyond the mechanical recitation of learnt lines to giving them meaning and an aesthetic quality, while the  ‘unusual attention and affection’ is heightened by the desire to perform well in front of an audience.

It is here that the ‘formal’ blends into the ‘semantic’ level. This refers to ‘our proclivity to create fictions and fantasies and be attracted rather than repelled by novel, strange or opaque uses of language’ (Winston 2014). Here again, one may see how a piece of theatre in which language has been carefully manipulated to create dramatic effect offers temporary liberation from conventional meaning and the rationality that governs most of our social interactions.  As an art form, drama foregrounds the communicative potential of the body through the use of non-verbal or ‘paralinguistic’ signs. Gestures, facial expressions, body language and proxemics all communicate meaning. This aspect of communication is explored in rehearsal. While the primary aim may be to heighten the effectiveness of the performance, a visible by-product of the process is the stimulation of social interaction in a developing linguistic and cultural environment. Winston (2012 p 3) proposes that this encourages students to imagine themselves differently, so loosening what he calls ‘the tyranny of identity’, and so take risks in their language use that they would otherwise feel too self-conscious to attempt.

The ‘pragmatic’, Cook argues, relates to the ways in which the use of language is essentially communal, creating solidarity as well as competitiveness, a sense of enjoyment and value, of congregation or intimate interaction. Integral to the Krabat project was the intention to encourage social interaction between the three groups and so enhance their understanding and use of language, as summed up by this Polish teacher:

The project gives an opportunity for self-development through working in theatre but of course they will also get to know people from different countries and the language barrier will break down.

This sub-textual aim of the project hardly needed to be pointed out to the students. The priorities for one Polish boy were:

To become a better actor. And also to speak other languages.

While his friend had a different order of values underpinning his involvement:

First, the most productive thing is language. We learn here in school German and English. In this project we will practise English. It will be a practical use of the language.

The performance of a play demonstrates all three interlocking levels of language at an advanced level while simultaneously generating a feeling of authenticity to the communication process because the context for language use is dynamic and feels ‘real’, a facet recognised by this student:

It’s a better way of learning languages, to speak and not be sitting and writing in a book. It’s practical. More real.

and echoed by this teacher:

The main language between the students themselves is English. It is fascinating for them to experience how the communication moves from one language to another. It’s good for them to practise their English and it’s a chance also to learn a little more about the other languages.
In Krabat the context was indeed real and, as with any performance orientated project, brought to mind Samuel Johnson’s observation that “when a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully."  

Krabat

The play Krabat was written by Anke Koster, an experienced writer, director and performer in her own right who has taught at the Martin Niemöller Gesamtschule for over twenty five years. The major inspiration for her script came from the German fantasy novel of the same name by Otfried Preussler. The tale is set in the late 17th century towards the end of the Thirty Years War. The protagonist is a 14-year-old Wendish beggar boy named Krabat who is strangely drawn to a watermill where he begins his apprenticeship to the mysterious miller. He soon joins the miller’s secret brotherhood and is inducted into the art of black magic. At first, his magic powers seem quite harmless but he soon realises that the mill is a place of dark secrets. Eventually, the Miller’s hold over Krabat is broken by a local girl that he has fallen in love with. 
Projects as complex as Krabat rarely spring into the world fully formed. Rather, they tend to evolve from previous ideas and experiences, the molecules of which collide over time and re-form into new cell structures that start to grow of their own accord. So it was with Krabat. One of the germs that triggered the idea of creating a piece of theatre which integrated three languages was a piece of theatre-in-education that Anke heard about while visiting the University of Reading in 1992. The play, Away Games by Brian Woolland, was commissioned and produced by Hampshire Theatre in Education Company. The play tells the story of a young Scottish football supporter who is drowning his sorrows in a bar in Marseilles having lost his ticket for his team’s away leg European Cup tie. A riot breaks out on the streets outside. He runs out the back of the bar and is arrested and bundled into the back of a police van. Here he meets a German and a French girl. Together, they struggle to make sense of what is happening to them and in the process reveal and overcome language barriers and racial prejudices. In Away Games, the drama arises from the dynamic of young people with different languages needing to communicate with each other in order to understand the situation they are in. The paradox between different spoken languages yet the ability for humans to find ways of communicating regardless of such differences provided not only the content but also the form of this play. The same could be said of Krabat and the whole project that surrounded it.

The catalyst that finally pollinated the seed which was to become the Krabat project was the story itself and, more especially where it was set, in the Lausitz, the low lying wet meadows that now form the triangle where modern Germany, Poland and the Czech Republic meet and where the ancient language of Wendish, or Sorbian, is still used.  In this district different languages are mixed with speakers switching from one to another often within the same conversation. While it’s not all that normal for German people to hear different languages spoken on a daily basis, there are a lot of Polish children in the Gesamtschule which also has a significant Turkish intake so pupils’ discussions there often involve mixing languages in the same sort of way as in the Lausitz. Conversely, while Czech pupils are less used to this, historic links with Austrian give most Czech pupils some purchase on German while its Slavonic roots links it to Polish. Thus, while German, Polish and Czech are distinctly different to each other an intriguing matrix exists between them with English, perversely, being the lingua franca that all of the pupils studied. This being the case it was decided that as far as possible, notes given to the actors, musicians and technicians would be in English. Beyond this, the students themselves tended to converse with peers from other countries in English not just in rehearsals but in the social periods that were integral to the project.

Integrating the languages on stage

Staging a play in which three languages are used clearly presents an unusual opportunity to make an artistic experiment regardless of which languages are actually involved. The challenges are both  aesthetic and logistical. How can the rhythm and the pace of the play be maintained if some speeches are delivered twice or even three times? How will an audience understand and be kept engaged if substantial parts of the script are delivered in a language that is alien to them? The guiding aim of Krabat was for each of the three performances to centre on the language of the country in which the performance took place. This demanded a great deal of concentration and flexibility on the part of the players as the staging and the rhythm of the three languages changed from scene to scene and from one performance to the other. In most productions the players have the chance to settle into the run of a play, adjusting their own work and developing an ensemble mentality as the sequence of performances goes on. With Krabat there were only three performances punctuated by days for travelling and rehearsals that inevitably had to focus on solving the technical problems presented by each of the venues and the logistics of establishing who was to say what.  

While the Polish and Czech languages have a number of similarities, German is quite different not only in terms of vocabulary and grammar but also in cadence, that is, the aesthetic qualities of its tones and rhythms. Simply switching from one language to another in performance without sensitivity to this would be an uncomfortable experience for an audience: imagine listening to the same song being played at slightly different speeds on an old mono gramophone, a radio, and a sophisticated hi-fi with the volume of each fading up and down in sequence! The answer to this thorny problem was to employ a number of different strategies:

1. 
A Polish and a German actress were cast as the old woman who knows the secret of the miller’s spell and they played together in all three performances. As they rehearsed together they became increasingly able to mirror each other’s slow movements and vocal tones. In Germany the character’s monologues were only spoken by the German actress only while her Polish counterpart  stood behind her and mirrored her gestures. In Prague, the actresses performed together by standing opposite each other to give the effect of a mirror while the text was spoken by a teacher wearing a cape and standing behind a gauze screen so only her shadow was seen. In Poland the Polish actress was foregrounded with her German counterpart gesturing behind her but also speaking some lines in German. 

2. 
The three actors playing Krabat were physically very different. It was thus necessary to denote them visually somehow. They had to always stand out from the other mill boys though in some scenes two of them would be required to stay silent while a Krabat with another language was acting. As this lead might be changed after each scene the actors were given a red scarf to wear; a simple but effective trick which the audience understood quickly.  In most scenes Krabat was engaged in a dialogue. The trick here was to have whoever he was speaking to played by an actor with another language. The effect was thus akin to listening to one side of a telephone conversation and so achieving understanding partly by hearing familiar words and partly by inferring what the other was saying.

3. 
The village girls were all double and sometimes triple cast. In some scenes use was made of tableaux in order to help the audience focus on the main speakers: only the actresses who spoke moved. All of the girls wore similar costumes - black skirt, white blouse, coloured waistcoat – as befitted the rural and historical setting but those girls from different countries who took speaking parts and performed together wore similar waistcoats, so that they, like the Krabat actors, could be seen to be representing just one character. Every sentence was repeated in the three languages. Obviously, this effect could only be used sparingly or the play would become far too long.

4. 
One of the village girls who had the job of warning the boys about the approach of a  recruiting party was triple cast. In this scene, the three actresses screamed their warnings at the top of their voices in order to create an excited collage of language. The staging intended the girls to arrive on stage one after the other and start speaking the same text in their respective languages but overlapping each other rather than working in chorus. This was challenging for the young performers who found it hard speak their own lines while hearing their co-characters speaking at the same time and much practice was required in order for them to realize that the sound effect was more important than the actual meaning of the sentences.

5. 
The mill was inhabited by three cats who could speak with each other and also to the audience as a kind of chorus. The young women cast as the cats quickly found a way of working together very effectively. Their communication with each other was clear and their performances vivid and engaging. They found a way of always performing together, mirroring each other’s lines in their movements and integrating the languages by speaking one after the other but often shortening the text in its second and third language.

6. 
The miller scenes made special use of the echo effect. When the German miller spoke in a language appropriate for the people he was speaking to, the Polish miller then repeated the text in a manner that revealed his true underlying emotion. So, for example, if the miller appeared to be polite or understanding in the first delivery, the echo made it clear to the audience that he was really feeling aggressive and malicious. The audience didn’t need to understand the words of the echoed delivery, they could see and hear how he was thinking and feeling. In Poland these two positions were exchanged.

7. 
Asking the actors to speak in a language which was not their mother tongue was rare. There was one scene in which the German cat could not be on stage as she was changing costume in order to play another character. While she left the stage the Polish cat took her part and spoke first German then Polish. As there was only a Polish and a German miller, the Polish boy spoke parts of his text in Czech in the performance in Prague. All girls learned a Czech song which they sang to accompany a dance. 

This variety of strategies to integrate the languages in each performance demanded concentration, discipline and good will. The challenge was exacerbated by the fact that the size of the stage was always different and entrances and exits and placing of set and props on and backstage was completely different for each performance. The experience of working together under such difficult circumstances led to great respect and diplomacy among the students. The use of English as the mediating language helped in this in two ways. Firstly, the fact that it was a second language for all of the students gave it neutrality. Secondly, although there were obviously different levels of proficiency in speaking English, the challenge of communicating in it was one shared by all and resulted in students helping each other out with the language even when they were hotly debating aspects of the production!

Snapshot reflections

In order to get a snapshot of what the cast thought of the project, three packs of post-it notes were placed below boards and three notes were stuck onto the frames. They read:

· What has worked well in the project?

· What might have been better?

· What does this project mean to you? How do you feel about it?

Almost immediately, the students began to write their own post-its and stick them onto the boards. The texts of these notes were transcribed and pasted into Wordle in order to generate a visual image reflecting the frequency of the words used. While Wordle cannot interpret meaning or relevance it is a handy device for illustrating what are, potentially, the most important issues arising from such an exercise. For example, the Wordle which imaged the question ‘What worked well?’ clearly threw up three key words: ‘people’, ‘meeting’ and ‘different’. An inspection of the verbatim comments revealed that these three words were often used in combination with each other. For example:

Meeting different people; meeting new people; meeting nice people; meeting people from different countries and cultures.

Different places; different people; different views of the theatre; different countries; different ideas about acting; different languages; different stages.

The written comments in response to the question, ‘What might have been better?’ were fewer in number and more brief than the other two categories but one third of these mentioned the weather. Given that by the time the students wrote these comments it had been raining constantly (and heavily) for five days this is unsurprising. The group were in Prague at the time of writing. Fortunately they were staying and working above the centre of the city which was rapidly flooding as the days went on.

In response to the question of what the project meant to them, a greater number of words seemed to share importance, among them ‘new’, ‘feel’ and ‘proud’ with ‘really’ commonly thrown in as a superlative adverb:

It brings new emotions

I’m really proud to take part in this project

It is something new, special

I really like to get such new experiences

Meeting new people…trying something new

Being part of something new

I really feel proud

The answers to the question why had the project had been set up, what participants were getting out of it, and was it worthwhile, shine through these students’ comments.
Looking back

During the initial meeting in Jelenia Gora in November 2012 a website and blog were set up as a means of encouraging all those involved to record their thoughts and feelings as the project developed. This facility wasn’t used as much as it might have been which is a shame because it had the potential to illustrate further how much language development, especially in the mediating language of English, may have taken place. Reasons for this might include limited access to the internet for some students and the relatively low priority the teachers involved may have given this in comparison to the many other pressing matters they needed to deal with both in their professional lives and the extra-curricular project that was Krabat. Nonetheless, it was a useful repository for the photographic record of the project and the vessel for Anke’s final posting. 

48 hours back since we arrived safely in Bielefeld again. We were having a great and important time together. Our drama performance showed a new generation which is free from memories on aggression, war and suffering under the historical circumstances during the last 300 Years. As we have been focusing on a beautiful story of our common culture we have pointed out a special aspects of mutuality and harmony. I hope that our audience understood the purpose of our work and honoured it.

Although we had to talk in four different languages we had the feeling to talk the same language when we discussed the same project: our next rehearsal, our next performance. It has been a great adventure to play on three different stages putting always a new language in front of the two others to help the audience understand the story. What had started in three groups of students who shyly and mistrustingly looked at each other, ended in Jelenia Gora in friendship and trust. The mediator was the story of Krabat and the work for a common performance. I think all together we had an amazing lesson on what European reciprocity could be for us all!

In her analysis of theatre as a medium for young people, Shifra Schonmann (2006 p 171) notes that: 

Ceremonies, school plays and various events in school are the artistic and historical realisation of the potential for a school’s cultural life. School performances are a quest for the poetics of an internal cultural life and can serve as a catalyst for meaning in pupils’ lives. Under the right conditions the school play is a powerful device to empower school’s culture, but under the wrong conditions it can cause friction more quickly and more powerfully than almost any other activity.

The potential for friction in a performance orientated project is not surprising given how much is at stake when there is a deadline which involves a very public manifestation of the conditions surrounding the enterprise. How much more possibility is there for friction when the cultures of three different schools representing three different national cultures are brought together? However, using a fourth language, in this case English, as a tool for negotiating differences had the dual effect of ameliorating differences in culture through the use of a common language medium, while giving those involved an opportunity to extend their use of that language in a ‘real’, imperative situation: language development through symbiosis and osmosis. Schonmann goes on to question the value of putting on public performances if the purpose of the project is to satisfy aims that do not actually require a public performance.  However, it may be argued the public expression of an aspect of culture is an integral facet of that culture. Just as some rituals and ceremonies are necessarily performed in private in order to establish a special bond between the participants, so others are necessarily public because it is part of their function to parade that bond to others. In Krabat a fundamental aim of the project was to facilitate bonds between the participating students; the performance was both the catalyst that engendered those bonds and the vehicle by which their value was stated. And the engine of this particular vehicle was English, a foreign language to all the participants.
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