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Things get lost with the passing of time. Sometimes. 

Sometimes writing things down captures them. Paradise City is our place for that. 
When thinking about the history of a theatre company there's a lot of scope for different versions of events; contradictory memories, handwritten notes, dusty documents, stunning images, half remembered lines. 

So rather than write a traditional narrative of Birds of Paradise from initial idea to current status; we decided to celebrate the company's first sixteen years by inviting contributions from sixteen individuals involved with the company at different points throughout that period. A random snapshot of reflections on the life of the company. In this way we believe we have built a composite image of what Birds of Paradise was and has become. We have captured the memories. 

Welcome to Paradise City. 
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ALASDAIR GRAY 
Playwright, Working Legs (performed in 1998)

How this Play got Written 

Birds of Paradise is a professional theatre company providing professional drama training for people with physical disabilities. It also tours with professional productions. Formed in 1989, in 1993 it became a limited company and a registered charity, taking a new name from Ronald Laing's book Sweet Bird of Paradise which ii had partly dramatized. 

The suggestion that I write a play for the company came from Forrest Alexander. He knew me as a novelist and thought that, since novels and plays equally depend on characters, dialogue and settings, any saleable novelist could write a successful play. This is not always true, as Henry James discovered on the first night of his play Guy Domville. Had I only written prose fiction I would have rejected Forrest's suggestion. However, in the days of a long-forgotten Labour administration I had seven radio, eleven television, four stage plays networked or performed, and was a highly inefficienl minutes secretary of The Scottish Society of Playwrights, a small trade union started by CP Taylor and Tom Gallagher. 

To the first meeting, I brought only one idea. The play must have strong parts for as many disabled actors as possible, so should be set in a world where the able-bodied were a pitiable minority. The company thought this amusing. Forrest suggested a wheelchair benefit tribunal to which the able-bodied would (unsuccessfully) appeal. 

Mrs Anne Marie Robertson suggested that the tribunal might be a dumb one which spoke to the appellants through an artificial voice box. This grotesque notion was along lines I wanted, but I needed to know the everyday embarrassments of being disabled so that my able-bodied hero could suffer these also. 

Mrs Robertson, who has been wheelchair-bound for many years, spoke of some normal people's inability to accept that she was married with three children. When asked "How did you manage that?" she had to smile and shrug her shoulders. 

the tribunal might be a dumb one which spoke to the appellants through an 
artificial voice box. 

A week later I met Alistair Fleming, a student of architecture before being hit by a car. It had left him partly paralysed and had damaged his shortterm memory. He knew my novel Lanark because he had read it before the accident and he told me his own story in a jocular way, saying he had been very lucky - in his parents. 

At a third meeting I met Mrs Alice Thompson who suggested her own medical experience could give my play a happy ending. A married woman and a working nurse, she had undergone an operation for a heart condition and suffered a stroke during it. She recovered consciousness seven months later without the use of her legs. 

This gallant willingness to make fun of terrible experience made my job easy. I wrote the first two scenes in time for the fourth meeting. 

From then on we sat round the table reading scenes aloud as they were added and discussing how the play should go.

(adapted from the Postscript to the script published by Dog and Bone, Glasgow 1997) 


FORREST ALEXANDER
Founder member and performer (1993 -1999) 

Rigorous discipline, trying, testing, trying, travelling, exhaustion, vigorous, loyalty, fun, reward, total satisfaction and happy memories, are words to describe the world of acting -at least with my limited experience! Each play in which I have appeared has had its own particular identity. 

A visit to Perth has its lasting memories. I was asked to be interviewed by BBC Scotland on my thoughts on appearing on stage, being disabled. In a secluded, beautiful garden area of Scone Palace under a hot sun the interview was conducted. Two and a half hours were taken, accompanied by a crew of sound engineers, lighting chappies, producer and director. After the interview Tina McGeever (our producer) and I were treated to a picnic under the now very hot sun in the sump-tuous grounds of Scone Palace. 

she rubbed a homoeopathic concoction of drops on my chest 

During the first act of the play that night I had little lo do other than to sit under the stage lights when I am sure I fell asleep- the result of lengthy exposure to sun and stage lighting! At the interval I had reached a point of complete exhaustion. I informed Tina I just could not do the second act, in which I had a lot of speaking. 

"Just a minute" said Tina searching into her bag of tricks. On returning she rubbed a homoeopathic concoction of drops on my chest. Almost immediately I was revived and so 'sailed' through the second act! 



























JOHN HOLLYWOOD
Actor, Working Legs (1998) 

I was sitting at home after being away for twelve weeks. The phone rings and it's Birds of Paradise asking if I would audition for Alasdair Gray's Working Legs. Yes, that would be great! Then make it tomorrow around 11 am at the Glasgow Arts Centre. 

The next day I arrive at the Arts Centre, meet the Director and other actors. OK, the Director says, take this script and find a place to read over this section, then come back in one hour to audition for the part of Able McMann. So there I am, wandering all over the Arts Centre looking for a place to read this script. After about ten minutes and still no place to read it, I'm told to go and learn it in my car. Great! I think; this wouldn't happen to John Wayne or James Cagney! 

I do one section of the script, then I do a love scene with Ayse Bak. Bloody Hell! I think. She nearly stuck her tongue down my throat! Wow! What a love scene this is going to be. Wait till my wife sees this script, she's going to hit the roof, me kissing another girl on stage. 

The next day I got the phone cal I to offer me the part. 

The opening night my wife is in the audience. The show is going well; then comes the love scene and from the audience: No Fucking Way! Ayse whispers in my ear: Did you hear that? Just concentrate on what we're doing I say. After the show, I told Ayse that what she heard came from my wife. And when I met my wife, she said: I didn't think you were serious about stripping nearly naked on stage! 

















ANGELA HOGG 
Senior Drama Officer, 
Scottish Arts Council (1998 -present) 

I was involved in the birth of Birds of Paradise in 1989. Their first major stage debut took place in 1990 during the Glasgow City Of Culture celebrations, an apt time to showcase the emergence of Scotland's first professional theatre company driven by the artistic aspirations of physically disabled artists. 

This was probably the first time many Scottish audiences had viewed work that challenged the aesthetics of theatre-making while at the same time challenging their own prejudices and perceptions of how the human story can present itself. 

Since then I have witnessed the company's continuous evolution and am delighted to continue my connection with Birds of Paradise through their funding relationship with the Scottish Arts Council. 

Birds of Paradise will continue to challenge and surprise 
Despite the many challenges they have faced over the years Birds of Paradise grows from strength to strength in terms of their artistic vision, their position within the wider professional theatre sector in Scotland and their profile which now represents Scotland on the international map. 

I look forward to the next 20 years in which I am sure Birds of Paradise will continue to challenge and surprise audiences as they contribute their unique vision to the development of theatre in Scotland. 




























ANDY ARNOLD  
Board member (2002 -2007) 

Birds of Paradise is a theatre company of survivors. I first came across them when I started the Arches back in 1991 and they were one of the first visiting companies to appear on the Arches stage. Shortly afterwards financial problems engulfed them and I thought that would be the last we'd hear of them. Somehow they resurfaced though and struggled on. 

Financial problems seemed to always threaten the future of Birds of Paradise in a way that has defeated more established theatres. This situation was brought home to me when I joined the BoP Board for a few years. At every meeting the financial report would indicate enough money to pay the bills for the next few months and then that would be that -a state of collapse unless some more money could be identified. Somehow or other money would be sourced for another few months but I thought that this simply couldn't last. 

The turning point was unquestionably the appointment of Morven Gregor as Director and I was privileged to be on the interview panel. Morven set about identifying and securing far more sources of funding than before and, although things remain tight, there is now a sense of stability for the first time in the company's history. Birds of Paradise play a vital role in Scottish theatre and long may they continue. Good luck to Morven, Shona, and the team. 


































ANDREW DAWSON  
Artistic Director (1993 -1998)  

In the early days of BoP it was difficultto balance the company's scale of ambition with the limited resources available. When I first became involved John Harding was the administrator for BoP working out of a very small office in the Pearce Institute in Govan. He asked me if I could help with the production of a 'Farce of Circumstance'. I said it sounded interesting and went to get a copy of the script. John brought a 400+ page script out of a drawer. It was quite an epic, written for a very large community cast, with over 70 named characters plus crowd scenes. The play was booked to tour small venues and had a budget for two actors and a very short rehearsal schedule. 

I looked at the script and within it there was an interesting central love story for two people and I essentially cut the rest of the piece. At the audition John had set up I met Kevin Howell and it was clear he was the only BoP actor at that time that could pull off the central role in the time frame. 

The other actor was Julie McKenzie and the whole thing was supported by David Young who was the musical director who worked alongside musician John Cocozza. It was great to have live music as part of the production and for me the sense of integration, making theatre together, was the most unique aspect of BoP's philosophy. 

The whole process was very hard work and particularly hard on Kevin who was expected to provide a professional performance quickly and with limited training. Thankfully it worked. It was Kevin's ability and willingness to commit to training and development after the production that led me to believe there was a future for BoP and that if the Scottish theatre community could provide specialist and mainstream training and work opportunities for people with disabilities then many interesting and worthwhile productions would follow. 




























WENDY NIBLOCK  
Press and Marketing (1996 -present)   

I have been involved with the Company since 1996 and there are many stories to share. Let me share a couple of snapshots of this very special company. 

In 1997 Birds of Paradise collaborated with 7:84 Theatre Company on a Sam Shepard and Joseph Chaikin piece entitled Tongues. As well as the beautiful text of these two prolific writers, the company included new writing from some of its members. In particular, one member wrote a very poignant poem of how his mother must have felt seeing his distorted body coming out of her womb. It took hours to write but the end result was worth it. It was so incredibly moving that The Herald published it as 'Poem of the Day'. 

the same man tried to get a tune out of an instamatic camera 

The following year, the company toured Working Legs by Alasdair Gray. One of the cast members, Ernest, was a character - on and off stage. Two memories are of him being on stage and trying to put on a headset that accidentally had managed to get entangled with a doctor's mask. A consummate professional he delivered his lines with the mask flapping about his face. Post performance, the same man also tried to get a tune out of an instamatic camera (not sure how many sherries he'd had ... ). 

From filling Taynuilt Village Hall on Hallowe'en to hearing young people in the audience at the Tron relate to the story of the Spider Girls, the company keeps getting better and better. 






























LOUIS SKEHAL   
Board member (1996 - 2008)    

I became involved in working with Birds of Paradise around 1996 when I was innocently asked to become a board member. Twelve years later I stepped down from the Board due to commitments elsewhere. In that time I have formed lots of friendships, have a host of memories and have been delighted to see a small theatre company grow in stature, maturity and artistic expression. 

Like all small companies, and like most organisations, Birds of Paradise has had to deal with the complexities of funding, direction, sustainability and team building to achieve its goals. There have been highs and lows, a host of experiments and projects, a plethora of people of al I the talents engaged with the company and a staff and board team that have pulled together when times have been challenging. 

a true voice in the cultural life of Scotland 

My overriding memory is of a theatre company that started with a focus on issues relating to physical disability and over time has grown to embrace wider issues of disadvantage, raising important questions about gender, race, displacement and land reform. They have grown with the times, have matured and have a true voice in the cultural life of Scotland. 


























ROBERT SOFTLEY    
Actor, Brazil 12 Scotland 0 (2005)     

It's been tricky to narrow down which particular memory to talk about - and the repeated experience of being pushed in a pretty undignified manner up a flight of spiral stairs on a nightly basis by Shona is certainly burned in my mind - but here's a clear winner: 

During the tour of Brazil 12 -Scotland 0 in 2005 there was a point that could only be survived by drinking- in abundance! One night somewhere near Ullapool, Alyth McCormack and I made it our mission to find a karaoke. It's no secret that, whereas Alyth is a world-class singer, I'm a little 'challenged' in that area. The hotel bar that we eventually found had two rooms - one (empty) for the karaoke and the other (less empty) for the bar.  

pushed in a pretty undignified manner up a flight of spiral stairs

Alyth and I launched in to 'Baby It's Cold Outside' (mainly because the Tom Jones part can be spoken) and we looked up half way through the song to find the entire bar had emptied in to the karaoke room and were agog - I doubt they'd seen anything like us before. Afterwards one guy in particular said to Alyth - an internationally touring singer that she should "think about taking up that singing lark professionally" - the ever-classy Alyth just replied "Aye!". 

































MICHAEL HUGHES    
Actor, Rescuers Speaking (2002)     

Mikey Hughes is probably most famous for coming runner-up in Big Brother. It took about 10 years since losing his sight to achieve his ambition of having his life story told on TV. The first stop along the creative journey was Birds of Paradise back in 2000. 

The most important thing Mikey learned at BoP was building up confidence. He also learned invaluable skills in radio recording editing, which led him to his current full-time job at Insight Radio. 
When Mikey first lost his sight, most of his old friends abandoned him. At Birds of Paradise he felt welcome and everybody accepted him. He quickly made new friends and he is still in contact with them today and even working on creative projects and ideas. 

"People say I shouted a lot in Big Brother, well you can partly blame Birds of Paradise for that! There were no microphones on stage during my BoP performance of Rescuers Speaking, so I really had to project my voice". 

Mikey adds: "You don't get a bigger stage than Big Brother, so I thought I would just continue on in true theatre tradition!". 

Another valuable skill that Mikey learned at BoP was learning lines and how to build them up and actually perform, rather than just reading from a script. These skills were demonstrated in Big Brother when Mikey needed to learn the poem 'The Elephant's Child' by Kipling. 

He also put his performance skills to good use in a poem he read for a new CD called 'Guide Cats for the Blind'. 

"Everything I have learned, is mostly down to Birds of Paradise Theatre Company; they were there at a time when nobody else was, and for that I wi 11 always be indebted for the support they have provided". 
























RACHEL AMEY     
Actor, Brazil 12 Scotland 0 (2005)      

June 2005 
The view is to live for. Coigach Hall, Achiltibuie on a still, warm day with time to rest in the garden and soak up the peace. 

Hard to keep a grasp on the enormity of what we are exploring in the play. Perspective and scale shift, from Brazi I to the Summer Isles, from irreverent in-jokes in a steamed up minibus to the reality of nearby communities voting for buyouts as we unpack the van. 

We are accompanied by our characters on the tour, by their stories and the worlds of the play. We inhabit one of these worlds twice over as we pass landmarks from the script -solid and in place. New to some of us, familiar to others. 

I can hear the audience murmur in shadow 

There's a line in the show "a caelo usque ad centrum" - land has been owned "from the sky to the centre of the earth". It's a beautiful phrase, but it gives an indication of what people are up against. Pulling up an ancient taproot is never going to be an easy job. Particularly when it is in some people's interest to keep it firmly planted. 

Now my view is the back of the backcloth and I can hear the audience murmur in shadow. Perspective shifts once more. We shine a light on the story. We move on. We tell it again. 






























EJ RAYMOND      
Actor, The Irish Giant (2003)       

Without Birds of Paradise, I would not be an actor. 

I born profoundly deaf and am a British Signing Language user. I'm a straight actor but I'm funny as I like to see people smile or laugh. I've loved acting since I was wee. Its always been my dream. Did anyone listen to my dream? Nope. Did I give up on my dream? Nope; never. Being an actress is my life. Seriously. 

with Birds of Paradise Theatre Company I exist 

Birds of Paradise- what I loved most about it was meeting everyone actors disabled and ablebodied & the crew. It didn't make me feel different for being who I am - no matter if people are "normal", we are ALL the same. We are able to perform anything. We can pretend be someone else while on stage. We all work together as a team; we get to know each other and alsos hare our laughter, tears, war (only kidding!). There's so many good memories but I can't pick the best one - everything was amazing living my dream Birds of Paradise gave me, no choice, the costumes!! My gosh, that dress I wore in "Irish Giant" - very very heavy costume!! You image yourself wear a heavy costume, walking around on the stage for almost 1 and half hours?! Shame that I can't kept that costume ... ! 

I was so pleased. I knew being actress would be hard work, some parts I enjqy some not so much but I enjoy the challenge. I got my dream it was real. There are so many memories stay with me forever. 

With Birds of Paradise Theatre Company I exist, I'm deaf actress. And writer too ... but not yet publish! 


























KATHY McKEAN       
Playwright, Beneath You, Spidergirls are Everywhere! (2007)        

Development week two for Beneath You took place in June 2007. We all learned many things that week, the most important of which was a lesson many in Scottish theatre learned many years ago: never underestimate Gabriel Quigley. Matt Foster was brought in as movement director and I like to think that everyone who contributed to the project was in the room at the time. The room being the rehearsal space upstairs. Matt makes the space his own, crouches down, swings his legs round and pops them under his body in. one effortlessly fluid motion. Quigley steps up to the mark. Crouches down. Laughs. Swings her legs round. Then round a bit more. And another bit. Pushes one and a half legs under and lifts her head to receive the applause. "Look at me", she says, "I' m breakdancing!" Matt puts his head in his hands. Shana's on the floor. Laughter. That's what I remember about my time at Birds of Paradise. The laughter. 

swings his legs round and pops them under his body 






























NUALA WATT       
Participant, Still Life [Faith and Belief] (2008)         

I have worked with Birds of Paradise Theatre Company as a volunteer on a number of occasions, most recently in 2008. I have taken part in various activities, including BoP Summer Schools, Micro-Shakespeare at the Edinburgh Festival and the company's Faith and Belief Project (April 2008) 

Working with Birds of Paradise has challenged me to do things I didn't believe I could. It has extended my creative horizons and given me confidence. In particular I loved doing dance workshops. As a person with cerebral palsy I had never considered my body as beautiful. Birds of Paradise taught me that I could express stories and emotions through the way I moved. It made a real difference to how I saw myself. 

I had never considered my body as beautiful 

I also enjoyed being involved in Micro-Shakespeare, which was part of the Edinburgh Festival. Performing in public gave me a huge buzz, and I have a beautiful photo of myself as Ophelia. I felt like a star. 

Birds of Paradise has also provided me with great opportunities to work with other arts professionals and learn more about performance. 

They rock. 






















JAMES GARDNER       
Technical Manager, Mouth of Silence (2006)         

I have had the pleasure of working with Birds of Paradise on their tours of Offshore, Beneath You, and Mouth of Silence. Birds of Paradise will always have a special part in my heart, as they were the company who took a chance on me and gave me my first proper job, starting when I left the RSAMD - the day after in fact. As I walked down the hill from Taynuilt station to the Village Hall - the first of three visits there with Birds of Paradise, I was very nervous of what this job and indeed the future might hold for me. But at the bottom of that hill I found a company so welcoming, so friendly, a company who has celebrated my successes and understood my failings, that I have returned year after year. 

the company who took a chance on me

Seeing the fantastic work they do in genuinely remote parts of the country, which they approach with the same vigour and energy as their activities in the Central Belt, I very much hope the company, a national touring company in the truest sense of the word, and my involvement in it, continues long into the future.
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MORVEN GREGOR       
Artistic Director (2004 - 2012)          

SHONA RATTRAY       
Company Manager (2005 - 2015)   

Together we have shared many wonderful memories and made Birds of Paradise our own. We are proud of what we have achieved including gaining SAC Flexible Funding and working internationally; performing Beneath You in Ireland, preparing to tour Clutter Keeps Company across Europe in 2010 and joining IETM, an international network of theatre practitioners. Our memory is from our first visit to IETM. We're in Bratislava - it's sunny and beautiful. The Danube sparkles and the historic city centre is a pleasure to wander around - red roofed buildings, pedestrianised streets, cafes, public art. 

Next day we are initiated into IETM. It's a full schedule in the newly built National Theatre Building; welcome events, infocells, working groups, plenary sessions; not to mention the artistic programme of performances and artists' walks. 

Out of the building, on the Classical Bratislava walk, we wound our way through the streets and up to the old castle and new parliament building -with a view over the Danube of three countries. It was a beautiful reminder of how close and connected countries in mainland Europe are and what a wonderful opportunity this project is to not be isolated, but to share in this pan-Europe exchange.
Our evenings were filled with theatre visits; a splendid chance to see work from Slovakia and to meet the artists. Of all the exciting work we saw, two companies are possibly of most relevance to our own inclusive practice. One, Theatre from the Passage, we knew of previously, the other Maja Hriesik and Debris Company was a dance performance, inclusive and sensual; these are companies we hope to engage with further. 

Our experience of the IETM and Bratislava ended with a trip down the Danube but even right up to the last minute the networking didn't end - with Shona receiving an invitation to the Congo for Birds of Paradise! A great end to a great event. 
