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Gregory Burkees Black Watch :
Theatre as Cultural Diplomacy
Nicholas J. Cull

It happened on 4 November 2004, in the vicinity of a base called Camp
Dogwood, sweltering in the centre of Babil Governate, some “fty kilometres
south of Baghdad, Irag. Three young Scottish soldiers of the 1st Battalion Black
Watch,Sergeant Stuart Gray and Privates Paul Lowe and Scott McArdle,and
their Iraqi interpreter died in the blast from a suicide car bomb.* They were part
of a force of over eight hundred British soldiers who had recently moved from the
relative stability of Basra to the so-called *The Triangle of Deathe in Babil to free
up American forces for their assault on Fallujah. That battle seemed suspiciously
close to the American presidential election. British commentators muttered

about young Scots sacri“ced on an altar of American politics. The involvement

of the Black Watch struck a special chord with the Scottish imagination. The
regiment had nearly three hundred years of history including service at Waterloo,
Balaclava, and the most brutal battles of the Great War. Members of its pipe band
had been informal ambassadors for Scotland for generations. Its distinctive dark
tartan graced a host of Scottish or would-be Scottish textiles from kilts to tea
cosies. It still recruited from the same tough neighbourhoods in Perthshire, Fife,
and Angus. It offered the perfect metaphor for Britain entangled at Americaes
behest in the Middle East. The whole story was compounded by the coincidental

and monumentally tactless announcement by the UK Ministry of Defence that









into the play. It provides an ef‘cient mechanism by which the audience gets to
know the core characters,a reason for them to speak about themselves and

their experiences,and a source for dramatic tension. As in the stage version,
Burke really did use an attractive female TV researcher to make the initial contact
with Black Watch veterans. The scene in which an interview turns nasty and the
writer is threatened with a broken arm is, however, an invention. Burke jokes that
he wanted to show what would have happened if one of the London literati had

wandered into a Fife pub and attempted to interview the men.

While Burkees own interview process produced a wealth of material, the play is
more than an ingeniously edited transcript. It is a con”uence of multiple talents
including those of director John Tiffany, the associate directors for movement
(Steven Hoggett) and music (Davey Anderson), and set designer Laura Hopkins.
They collectively placed "esh on Burkees bones during the rehearsal process,
working with a small group of actors who were willing to submit themselves to
drill instruction from a real Black Watch Sergeant Major. The team took sverbatim
theatree to a new level. The verbatim approach had long since demonstrated its
ability to bring major contemporary issues to the stage,? but Black Watchshowed
that the technique could transcend mere reportage and bring its dialogue alive in
a truly theatrical world of movement and physicality. For Burke the play was really
brought to life by Steven Hoggettes choreography. Hoggett, who is best known
for his work as artistic director of the experimental UK troupe Frantic Assembly,
used the soldierss movements to open up the emotional world that is emphatically
repressed in their spoken language. In one scene as the men read letters from
home they gesture in strange ritualistic movements, which speak simultaneously
of a desire to communicate, a burden of being mute, a closed Masonic order
impenetrable to outsiders, and the tenderness of the gesture. As the language is
masculine so the movement provides a feminine dimension. The source for these
and other physical elements in the staging was the soldiers themselves, or rather
the hundreds of private snapshots of the Black Watch in Irag examined during

research for the play.







Approaching the War

An awareness of history is never far from the surface inBlack Watch.The play
engages with multiple streams of history,there is the «Golden Threads of Black
Watch lore,captured in a remarkable scene in which one of the men,Cammy,,
narrates the whole story of the regiment from their beginnings through the
American Revolution, Waterloo, Crimea, and the Great War down to the present.
As he speaks, he is passed along a line of his comrades, dressed and redressed
in the evolving uniform of the regiment matching the moment in his speech.
Then there is the second thread of British involvement in Iraq. Cammyes history
lesson ends with mention of the regimentes presence in Mesopotamia in 1919 and
a sardonic *Here we are. Again.c Elsewhere Cammy and a pal discuss Lawrence
of Arabia who they note had also preceded them in Iraq (sLucky bastard.s). The
disorientation of being caught in the "ow of a half understood history is nicely
mirrored in Cammyes irritation at having read only the second half of a torn copy

of The Seven Pillars of Wisdonlt is a moment worthy of Beckett.







The Reception of Black Watch

At its best theatre has the power to transcend the physical word and,through a
union of movement, speech and sound,transport the audience into a wholly new
space. From the opening night of Black Watchin an old army drill hall it was clear
that this was theatre at its best. The rave reviews were matched by an astonishing
level of engagement from the audience. Burke was amazed to note that when the
play ended each night the audience simply did not want to go home. The National
Theatre of Scotland took the play on tour around their country and the response
was such that the Scottish Parliament arranged a special staging as part of its
opening in the summer of 2007. Despite the dif‘cult language and monumentally
anti-social characters, Scotland embraced the soldiers as its own. The next step
was to share the play with the world, and introduce Black Watchinto the realm of

cultural diplomacy.

Cultural Diplomacy

Cultural diplomacy is one branch of what has become known as public diplomacy:
the attempt by a state or other international player to shape the world through
engagement with a foreign public.® Cultural diplomacy has included language
teaching, exhibitions, book translation, sporting diplomacy and a wide range

of performing arts work. France led the way and still spends vast sums on
international cultural work; China has prepared a veritable cultural blitzkrieg to
coincide with the Beijing Olympics, while contemporary Thailand uses chefs and
cookery master-classes to engage the world. Cultural diplomacy is not restricted
to nation states. NGOs and other non-state players have conducted cultural
diplomacy and even theatre diplomacy. Peter Ustinoves one-man show tours for
UNICEF are just one example of an international organization using culture to both

attract attention to its cause and convey elements of its message$

An important recent development in cultural diplomacy is the rise of a sub-state

presence. Regions or nations within a larger polity,or even cities,are now using
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1) Theatre Diplomacy as a Prestige Gift

As every anthropologist knows, when humans seek to build
reciprocal relationships they typically begin with a gift. Notable
diplomatic gifts have ranged from innumerable Chinese pandas
to Francees gift of the Statue of Liberty to the United States. In
the case of theatre, the donor country takes an art form which is
acknowledged to be the best that the country has to offer and
makes it available to a foreign public. Examples of this are legion.
This was how the British Counciles theatrical diplomacy began,

with gambits like the 1938 tour of Mussolinies Italy by the Old Vic.

The prestige gift still has its place. More recent high-pro“le British Council tours
of this kind include the National Theatre production of Hamletin Belgrade in
2001 and the presentation of A Winteres Talén Tehran in 2003, complete with
eculturally sensitivee staging to ensure no men and women touched on stage.
Thus the export of the best of the National Theatre of Scotland "ows logically
from the theatrees creation, and indeed both the hit shows to emerge from its
inaugural season in 2006, Black Watchand a childrenes drama calledWolves in
the Walls, are to tour internationally thanks to a £200,000 grant from the Scottish

Government and the relationship-brokering efforts of the British Council.

2) Theatre Diplomacy as Cultural Information

A second more sophisticated from of theatrical diplomacy uses drama to counter
stereotypes of the sponsoring country and develop understanding of life as it

is really lived. The United States has used drama to live down its reputation for
racism, as in 1954-55 when the Eisenhower administration funded a tour of
George GershwinesPorgy and Bess A self-con“dent state will even share works
which are explicitly critical of its life. The obverse of this approach is to use
drama as a way to distract from the realities of life or even to deceive the foreign

audience. Soviet-era ballet tours were clearly intended to counter the countryes
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gulag-grey image with colour and vigour, while touring folk ensembles showcased
the traditions of Soviet minorities in an attempt to claim an image of tolerance

and diversity for the USSR.

Viewing the latest artistic production can be a line into the lifeblood of a country,
for better or worse. The British Council has become especially identi“ed with a
willingness to tell the uncomfortable truths about life as seen from Britain through
its drama. Controversial episodes include the 1998 tour of Mark Ravenhilles attack
on 1990s consumer society: Shopping and Fucking.David Blunkett, the Minister of
Education at the time, opined, ¢l understand ites full of foul languagef Shakespeare
didnet need that, did he?e The British Council defended the play as egreat British

writing.e Audiences generally agreed?

The tour of Black Watchis a clear example of the use of cultural diplomacy to
raise an issue of controversy. Given the prominence of the War on Terror and
Irag as a theme in contemporary British theatre,with plays including Victoria
Brittain and Gillian SlovoesGUANTANAMavid HaressStuff Happens,Richard
Norton-TayloresJustifying War: Scenes from the Hutton Enquingnd Simon Levyes
What | Heard About Iragnot representing at least one such drama in the British
Counciles programming would have been a misrepresentation of British cultural
life2 By sharing such work internationally the British Council is acting as a
credible conduit for British culture. It is helping to build a reputation for itself and
for Britain as honest and trustworthy, as a resource for future contact with publics

around the world.



3) Theatre Diplomacy and Dialogue

At its most complex theatre can be a diplomatic device to open a two way
conversation and exchange. This ranges from facilitating the exhibition of the
work of others in onees own country to engagement of foreign producers and
directors for mutual development to the selection of plays with an agenda

to create new discussions and even to challenge taboos. Recent US State
Department initiatives have included funds to bring international performers
together in locations like the UCLA Center for Intercultural Performance, and
support for the Pegasus Players project which has brought small groups of
youth arts professionals from the Middle East to the US, and sent their American
counterparts to Jordan and Morocco to create work in dialogue with local youth

theatres for one another to perform.®

Arts festivals are a long-standing venue for the best inter-cultural cross
fertilization. The connection between festivals and cultural diplomacy was

explicit in the creation of the Edinburgh International Festival in 1947. The British
Counciles Scottish representative Henry Harvey Wood co-founded the festival
with the Austrian-born opera impresario Rudolf Bing# The festival has remained
a boon for the British Counciles work in the performing arts and for numerous
other cultural relations agencies like the Australia Council who send their most
prestigious or innovative performers each year. The British Council now organizes
a special biennial Edinburgh Showcase, which brings the best new British work to
the attention of an invited audience of approximately 250 international theatre
professionals. The British work is made known to a larger audience and the
theatre professionals develop their own inter-relationships, largely through the

brokering efforts of the British Council.
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On occasion the dialogue stimulated by the performance is internal to the
overseas audience. In 2003 the British Council took an acclaimed work called
L.O.V.Ebased on Shakespeareess sonnets and created by the Swansea-based
company Volcano,to Georgia, Azerbaijan and Armenia. In Georgia a male-to-male
kiss in the “rst act triggered a walk-out by sections of the audience on opening
night. The show closed immediately. In Azerbaijan the kiss was greeted with wild
applause. In both cases the performance prompted debate and was seen by the

British Council as a win#

Sometimes the audience to be challenged has been British, as when the British
Council has taken classic British work overseas, transformed it by working

with foreign artists and then reintroduced the re-imagined work to the UK. The
best known recent example of this was director Tim Supplees work in India with
ShakespearessA Midsummer Nightes Dream A hybrid treatment of the play with a
cast of Indian artists, street children and in seven languages, the work “rst toured

India to acclaim and is now touring the UK

Given that the opening of Black Watchin the United States has included a range
of panels, discussions and invitations to debate what is on stage, the play can also
be seen as an open invitation to a conversation. From the form of the play to its

political implications, there is certainly plenty to talk about.
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4) Theatre Diplomacy and «Capacity Building.e

There is a “nal aspect to theatre diplomacy, which falls into the category of
capacity building. Accepting that a healthy arts scene is an important part of

a democratic public sphere, a number of western countries have sought to
encourage and/or ingratiate themselves with rising generations of writers and
performers around the world. Several major cultural relations agencies bring the
next generation of theatre professionals on study trips to be mentored by their
arts establishment. The Kennedy Center in Washington has been an especially
signi“cant destination. Britain has also been swift to export its own theatrical
leaders to act as mentors in situ. Participants have included Mark Ravenhill and
Sarah Kane, author of the notorious playsBlasted and 4:48 Psychosis® While the
tour of Black Watchis plainly not intended to develop the theatrical capacities

of the western world, exposure to its vivid technique might strike a chord with

a new audience and encourage other artists to bring testimony from their own
communities to the stage. That, after all, was how Gregory Burke began his

career, viewing work by others and thinking: I could do that.

For the Black Watch the War in Irag has marked the end of an era of soldiering.
For Scotland the international exhibition of BurkeesBlack Watchis part of the
beginning of a new era of artistic self-representation. The play is an invitation
to a conversation. What those conversations will be and the work that will be

generated in response remain to be seen.

Nicholas J. Cull
Los Angeles, August 2007
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