Interview with Donna Jackson

How did you become involved with MWT?

I was asked to work on We Built This City (WBTC) because I have a particular process of working with communities. I work on large-scale community projects that usually have between 60 to 120 performers in them. My original work was with the women’s circus in Melbourne, and through that I developed a community arts process, which is about people speaking in their own voices; it also involves helping people develop theatre skills. This means I have to run a big site — make sure there’s food on site, so people are fed because when they’ve worked all day come to do a show at night you need to feed them. You need to look after people when they’re performing.

How did you develop your process?

My process involves developing trust with people, so they will tell their own stories, and in the case of WBTC, we were working with building workers, while the Howard government was investigating the building industry, so they were quite suspicious of us – theatre workers they didn’t know. The government was trying to find evidence of corruption in the industry, so it took us about two years to build a relationship of trust with the workers. 

In the past I’ve done things like going to picket lines, or I’ve had a beer with people, or supported them on rallies. With WBTC, I asked Malcom McKinnon to videotaped the workers’ stories because I wanted the voice of the building workers in the show. 

When we had people’s stories, I develop them into a script, and I make the group aware that we can’t tell every story in every show, but we use particular stories. Sometimes I’m looking for stories with a particularly political angle, or something that’s interesting or funny. Often, the more political the show is the more gags you need. I used to do very sad and dour performances, but now, although my shows are still political, I try and include a bit of humour – anyplace I can get a laugh, I’ll put it in.

I usually write a script or an outline, and I try to use some sort of artistic medium that the group I’m working with is going to appreciate. So with WBTC I wanted the machinery to be involved in the show and choreographed as part of a machinery ballet because machines like front-end loaders and bobcats are things that are used in the building and demolition industry, and it’s a medium that those workers can relate to immediately.

The other medium I used in the show was ‘telling a yarn’ like at the bar, or hotel. I also used the rally cry that you hear on demonstrations where someone stirs up the troops – so speech making was something else I used because the building industry is quite good at this. So I change the form of what I do to fit the skills the group brings to the project. For example, in the past I’ve worked in regional Victoria, and I worked with aerial photographs. I got people to make designs on their farmlands, and took aerial photographs of the designs. I did that because that was a medium that farmers could understand — they’ve all had aerial photographs taken of their properties. 

Once I identified the mediums I wanted to use it was a matter of organising the machinery ballet and finding a way of using the video material. We used a real building worker – Andy Logan - as the narrator who spoke throughout the show and held things together. Sometimes he was telling other building workers stories. It was really important for me to use a real building worker, someone who has a particular vernacular, and style of speaking. I don’t like middle-class actors pretending to be workers, particularly when their bodies read that they have soft hands and they look like they’ve never lifted a shovel. I like real workers doing real things. 

In the show we had a guy called Ron Patterson come in and lay bricks, and the audience loved watching him work. He’s been a bricklayer for thirty years, and his work looks like a choreographed art-form —the way he puts the mud, that’s what they call cement, over the bricks is a beautiful thing to watch. We also had a stonemason, and she just laid stones during the show. Some of the carpenters put up a frame during the show. Some people might think that’s just work, but when people do these things really well it’s an art form. 

You collaborated with a number of other Artists on the show. How did that come about?

The idea for the show came from Andrea James, the artistic director of MWT. I was very lucky she invited me to direct the show. We worked together closely on the project. I think the thing I delivered was the community process. She got Mark Seymour to do the music, and it was her idea to call the show We Built This City, and she and the MWT team ran around, raised the money, and Andrea choreographed the machinery ballet. I was very lucky to be a guest artist, and work with such a supportive company.

Did you experience any difficulty getting access to the workers, or a rehearsal space?

This show had a one hundred tonne crane, excavators, bobcats, front-end loaders, gas explosions, multimedia, and over one hundred building workers running in and out — they were all safety officers, so everyone was trying to tell us how to do things safely. Of course, they all had a different opinion, but that was pretty exciting and interesting. WBTC was a very technical show, so I was lucky we had really good production management. We couldn’t have done it without the technical crew. 

It was a processional, site-specific show, audience didn’t sit down. They walked through what looked like a building site. The audience didn’t sit in a theatre and wait for the lights to go down. Every night we had around three hundred people who we had to lead through the site in the dark, so it was a very complex performance. 

What sort of feedback did you get from the participants and the audience?

On the opening night we had a lot of theatre industry people, and some union officials, but during the run of the show we had more building industry people in the audience, and their feedback was great. They said, ‘I’m so glad, somebody’s done a story about us’. The workers in the show told me that they didn’t recognise what they did was an art form, and many told me that they felt it was a real privilege to be allowed to tell their story to so many people on such a big scale.

They were really grateful to MWT for giving them the opportunity to speak publicly because the Howard government was vilifying the building industry in the press — this was a time when the industrial relations debate was at its peak. So they were very happy to have a voice. The union leaders told me that they realised that this ‘theatre stuff’ was really important because it got them more copy and inches in the media than they could of got any other way. They were happy they got so much positive coverage at a time they were being trashed.

Was the Union cooperative throughout the process?

No, originally it felt like we were chasing a whole lot of union officials around – we were all girls chasing these boys around, and they couldn’t really work out what we wanted. We were lucky that it was the 150th anniversary of the eight-hour day, which came about when the Stonemasons who were building Melbourne University threw down tools, and started the eight-hour day movement in Victoria. The unions had to do something to mark this event, and that’s why they were involved initially. They’d been linked with MWT previously but they didn’t really get what this show was going to be about at first. When they saw the performance they loved it, and asked us to do it again in Sydney – they had no idea how many resources are needed to re-mount a show of this scale. I think they saw the value of theatre a communication medium, though. 

I’m now doing a show about asbestos, and it’s a much easier process because of all the work MWT have put into establishing a relationship with the unions. It’s much easier getting access to the officials, for example. It was hard to get access during WBTC because they were engaged in a battle with the government; theatre must have seemed a bit fluffy, extra to their core activities, and I suppose it is in some ways. But I think they came out of WBTC feeling honoured and recognised; they saw that theatre is a vehicle they can use to tell their own stories if they work in partnership with theatre professionals who listen to them, and treat their stories with honour and respect, which is what we attempted to do.          

