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Offering a diverse range of case studies and analyses of projects conducted by practitioners in many parts of the globe, these two edited essay collections raise and wrestle with perennial sticky issues familiar to students and scholars of applied theatre. How can the dynamics of power of applied theatre projects avoid replicating global structures of inequality? Is it possible or desirable to evaluate their impacts? As I read them in tandem for this piece, a question relating to these volumes’ own strategies emerged. What are the responsibilities of those who document and analyse the practices and histories of applied theatre to those who take part in them and to those who will take its practices forward?
Functioning as a compendium or taxonomy of practice, and arranged in sections entitled ‘Landscape’ and ‘Locations’, Applied Theatre International Case Studies consists of 38 excerpts (with 17 newly included in this second edition) selected by Monica Prendergast and Juliana Saxton from previously published articles by practitioners and scholars. Ranging from the 1970s to the 2010s (and heavily skewed to contemporary material), the studies are sandwiched by accessibly written, opening editorial chapters that offer theories and histories of applied theatre practice, as well as discussing ethical, aesthetic, and methodological issues. Pitched at an introductory level, Applied Theatre raises and opens questions rather than providing formulae for applied practice that works. Each section ends with questions for discussion, ideas for tasks and activities, suggestions for further reading, and a list of web resources. There is much of practical use to practitioners, tutors, and students.
Where the case studies and editorial commentaries of Applied Theatre are not intended to give in depth theoretical readings, the sophisticated scholarly articles in Critical Perspectives on Applied Theory by contrast apply impressive critical torque to another diverse range of recent international projects. Its series of twelve essays conjure and test an impressive range of critical tools from key thinkers across academic fields, including performance studies, social geography, philosophy, and phenomenology. Wan-Jung Wang, for example, uses Michel Foucault’s concept of ‘heterotopia’ and Edward Soja’s ‘third space’ in her analysis of cultural memory projects in Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore (p. 62). Fierce in their resistance to simplifications and binarisms, and with a spirit of iconoclasm that is evident throughout the volume, editors Jenny Hughes and Helen Nicholson identify the collection’s overall critical concerns with temporality, space, and ecology. Applied theatre emerges as a materially situated ‘ecology of practices’, with the potential to recalibrate affectively the dynamics of power in networked society (p.5). An essay by Paul Heritage and Silvia Ramos in the form of a series of letters to the deceased Brazilian psychiatrist Nise de Silveira (1905–1999) – no less critically and contextually rigorous than the volume’s more conventional scholarly analyses – bares the labour and the love of the critical imagination that channels academic enquiry. By acknowledging the continuities of de Silveira’s pioneering integration of artistic and medical practice with the current artistic occupation at the Hotel and Spa of Madness in Rio de Janeiro, Heritage and Ramos tune into the sense of multiple temporalities that the editors note enable their contributors to disrupt linear and compartmentalised modes of thinking (p. 12).
Given both collections’ selection of many projects with marginalised communities the politics of academic selection, curation, and commentary seem highly pertinent. Baz Kershaw’s essay in Critical Perspectives comments on this explicitly, observing that editors of applied theatre readers often rely on ‘umbrella’ terms that imply control and unification as much as diversity and difference, and thus employ a ‘textual mimicking of colonialism’ (p. 18). This contrasts with the characteristic politics of applied practice itself, which in Prendergast and Saxton’s view are concerned with ‘talking back to power’ (p. 7). While its editors are not wholly successful in avoiding a Western focus in their framing of the histories of applied practices – a point which applies to their otherwise useful new sections on storytelling and documentary theatre - Applied Theatre does however succeed in generating a sense of plurality of authorship and opinions. In the editorial sections, pithy quotations from a range of commentators pepper the text as insets, complementing the main text, and highlighting crucial concepts. The studies themselves, sometimes rather frustratingly truncated, are a rich cornucopia for students and practitioners. Highlights include Karen Birdsall’s use of thick description to capture a cacophony of accounts, ‘spit out like bullets’ in multiple languages by translators in the staging of testimonies of human rights abuse in South Africa (p.71). As I sifted through these studies, gems gleamed out that seemed to crystallise impact on participants. Amongst them notably for me was a schoolboy’s poem written in response to a Theatre in Education project in the wake of the Balkans conflict in 1993: a citizen’s ‘mad watchful eyes’, he writes, ‘swerve towards me’ (p. 89). 
Importantly, both volumes provide an agonistic forum, making way for the voices and experiences of participants as subtle counterpoints to the motivations and ideologies of practitioners, scholars, and theorists. Where Kershaw describes his Paul Ricouer-inspired efforts to find a practice that might immunise spectators against ‘cultural forgetting’ (p. 15), Sally Mackey reflects on a Rwandan refugee’s appreciation of the opportunity to dwell in the present during a project exploring the ‘thickening’ of relations to place in Oldham (p. 121). Similarly, in Applied Theatre, Shen Liang reports the resistance of the migrant population in the Chinese village of Beiyaowan to the idea of painting a chai (demolish) sign on their imagined dream houses, preferring a focus on the future to the more retrospective gaze of the project’s practitioners (p.193). Sampling Applied Theatre’s chapters can instructively illuminate current anxiety around what Hughes and Nicholson refer to in Critical Perspectives as ‘grand claims for theatre’s transformational powers’ (p.5). Where Syed Jamil Ahmed in this volume debunks ‘self-aggrandising’ (p. 165) claims of practitioners, the tone of the accounts in Applied Theatre ranges greatly, veering between the metaphorically grand, the vaguely impressionistic, and the cautiously tentative. Simple certainties stand out, such as Augusto Boal’s comment after his Legislative Theatre workshop in Munich, ‘I must say: I was happy’ (p. 107). The retention by Prendergast and Saxton of Theodore Shank’s report (1977) of a Wellfare State project in a Northern UK village gives salutary historical perspective. Its accounts of ‘dangerous’ children, mocking the troupe with cries of ‘Rubbish!’ and a performer hitting a child in spite of the determination not to patronise working class inhabitants with aesthetic and ideological compromise makes rubbernecking reading (pp. 46-8). Emerging practitioners, to whom both these volumes’ contents will provide inspiration and wisdom for approaching and assessing their own practice, will no doubt take note.
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