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Tim Etchells in conversation with Alexander Velody

FINDING FORCE

Forced Entertainment’ s non—conforming
interpretation of the systems, conventions and
orders within theatre

Sheffield-based ensemble Forced Entertainment is celebrating their 40th birth-
day as a company this year. The same core six of the company are constant
throughout; Tim Etchells, Robin Arthur, Richard Lowdon, Claire Marshall, Cathy
Naden and Terry 0’ Connor. Over this period, they have created over sixty the-
atrical productions with their other practices extending to book production,
gallery installations and bus tours. Winning the International Ibsen Award in
2016, they cemented themselves as trailblazers of British theatre in modern
times. From performing the entire works of Shakespeare solely with kitchen
supplies to this year’ s touring piece ‘Signal to Noise’ which utilises AL
to help perform the text, their work is often unconventional.

I had the pleasure of chatting with Artistic Director Tim Etchells, to dive
into Forced Entertainment’ s 40-year boundary breaking, extending, mocking and
ignoring ethos.

Fig. 1. Tim Etchells
profile
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Alex Velody: What sort of mechanisms or culture has allowed the
company to endure for such a long time?

Tim Etchells: We have been fortunate to receive support from the
UK's Arts Council, particularly their regular funding since around
2000. These relatively stable three-year funding packages have
allowed us to plan long-term. However, this support covers less
than half of our financial needs, so we have relied on co-produc-
tions with international partners and touring to bridge the gap.
This includes committed partners amongst theatres and festivals
in mainland Europe who have supported us, allongside the Arts
Council over many years.

Flexibility and adaptability has also been key to our sustainability.
We have embraced change and responded to opportunities, allow-
ing our work to evolve over time. Our company structure ensures
that each member has an equal stake in decision-making, fostering
a sense of ownership and commitment that has been crucial for
our survival. The organisation operates organically, allowing us to
be flexible and responsive to the needs of team members. As life
circumstances shift for team members, such as starting families
or caring for aging parents, we have adapted our work rhythms
accordingly.

Additionally, we try to recognize and value the diverse contributions
of each team member to foster longevity and cohesion in the group;
some excel in discussions and idea generation while others shine in
practical tasks or improvisation. The internal dynamics of the group
have indeed been a complex journey over forty years, but we try to
prioritise the art in our decision-making, understanding that other
things must align with and support the creative work.

AV: Has the type of work the company makes changed over time?
And what were the key motivators of this?

Systems

TE: | think there have been many changes. An important one was
probably around the 2000s; then we were working more in mainland
Europe, where we had the opportunity to play on bigger stages.
That required the scaling up of the work. Another change was in
the early nineties; we began to make very long pieces — improvised
works that were anything between 6 and 24 hours long. At the time
we started making those, there was not much of that kind of work
around, but over the years, we have presented durational perfor-
mances all over the world.

Shifts in the work tend to come from the rehearsal room, through
the artistic process. Recently, we made two works where there is
no spoken text on stage at all. Historically, we've tended to balance
our interest in visual or physical aspects of theatre by engaging with
spoken language. So, it was pretty unexpected to find that between
2017 and 2020, we produced new works without any speech at all.
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AV: Given the evident consistency of the company, it contrasts with
the notion in your work that ‘anything could happen'’. Do you think

that correlates at all?

TE: | find it interesting that there is a regular group of performers,
which creates a certain consistency or grounding since the early
eighties. The performers carry with them an evolving set of skills,
approaches, ways of thinking, strategies: a set of understandings
about what performance could be or might be. So, there is a stability
there as you say.

We are always searching for the chance to bring in new approaches
and dynamics. These come from the process. As we encounter new
material in the rehearsal room the hope is that the situation will
force or invite new discoveries. Bringing new people into projects
has a related impact; their presence shifts things around, demands
that we work or think differently. Often our approach to a piece
will create a certain limit or frame for us to work inside - like the
decision to work with no text. As soon as that decision is made, we
have to find new solutions to the situation of meaning-making in
the work. We are forced to think differently.

For example, using the technique of lip-syncing in Signal to Noise
means certain limits are in operation... and at the same time certain
opportunities open up. The new method demands further change.
Because of it we relate to the stage, to each other, and to the audi-
ence differently.

AV: So, this consistency that has been fostered within the group

facilitates pursuing more experimental work?

TE: That is a good way to think about it. Whilst some of what we
have accumulated in the past will be useful as we go into a new
project, a lot of it will be useless. Information we do not need. Every
project has a turning point where we stop talking so much about
old shows, and instead commit more fully to what is happening in
the room right now, with the new material. What is this? How are
we going to deal with it?

After the first of the 24-hour iterations of Quizoola! (years ago), the
programmer was asking how we prepared for the piece, how we
rehearsed. | answered that we do not prepare for these long works...
but one of the performers, Richard, pointed out that we have been
preparing for 35 years. Both answers are correct.

AV: In 2024, you are touring a new work, Signal to Noise, how did

this piece originate and was it a typical birth for your work?

TE: We started back in the middle of 2023, talking a lot, doing some
little improvisations, but mostly just testing the water, to figure out
where the company is in relation to the project, the idea of making
a work for the stage at this particular moment. It can be tedious,
often feeling that we are going around in circles, but we somehow
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need to figure out where we are standing. After that there are often
attempts to move forwards, fragile experiments, first steps.

In the end, we drifted into a territory where | was writing fragments
of text and | started to get them spoken by various, text-to-speech
software online. From there came the idea to experiment with lip
syncing. | was doing these little soundscapes — voice and music
loops. There was a taste of something. | think that is often how
we start — a taste, an energy, or an electricity to the material in the
studio. We do not really know what it is, or why we are interested in
it, but we go forward anyway. That is all pretty typical in relation to
our other processes, but what was not so typical in this case was
that | made a lot of the sound and text materials at home.

Once that lip-sync material came into the room it was much more
business as usual — how the material met the performers and what
they would do with it, and how that material would get transformed
was a group process. We are throwing stuff at the stage and seeing
what happens. We will do improvisations where there is very, very
little agreement ahead of time about who is going to do what...
and if we are lucky the decisions people make on the spot, in the
moment of those improvs, will become a kind of score. Often that
is as much of a surprise to me as it is to anybody else. | literally go
to the studio in order to be surprised.

There is also a sense of things emerging out of the performers’
improvised dialogue and acting. The performers are improvising
on stage. But | am also improvising in terms of what | play sound
wise: what order | put things in, when | cut things, when | put
something else in the mix to move them into a new a mode or a
new atmosphere. There is then a dialogue between all of us that
the work emerges from.

AV: So, my impression of your working process is that the meaning
is emergent, and you do not go in with a set message that you are
trying to communicate.

Systems

TE: The key is that the meaning of things comes from the material,
rather than from a pre-decided idea. When we first catch on a piece
of material in the rehearsal room, it will be something that seems to
have a certain electricity. It might be funny, or unsettling, or some
combination of the two. Once we are attracted to things, then the
process of trying to figure out what they are begins, and what they
might be ‘about’. Aboutness comes second for us. What are the
ideas or thematics that are inherent in that material? What is buried
in there already? What have you stumbled into? What questions
does the material oblige that you to answer?

With ‘Signal To Noise’, we began from the lip syncing. What
emerged from that was the idea of an utterance that comes from
one place and finds embodiment in another: a strange bridging
between one reality and another; the separation of bodies and
voices. What is it to say words that belong to other people? What
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is it to say words that appear to be generated artificially by an Al,
such that you are giving embodied presence to words that have
not ever had that before.

In the piece we are collapsing the gap between the human and the
nonhuman, and creating figures on stage that are partly human,
partly a generated voice. Diving into that, you are dealing with a
pretty contemporary human state, in the sense that we're embodied
creatures with consciousness, living in a world that is at least in
good part of our own making - a virtual world. We are surrounded
by machineries that are generating text, images, moving images,
utterances. The image world has a life of its own, connected pretty
deeply to capitalism, to commercial culture. What is it to be human
in that kind of context? And what is it to think about your identity,
about yourself in relation to the world, in and through a set of
constructs like that? For us all these thematic concerns arise from
the simple initial gesture of the lip-syncing. We make a move and
are then immediately trying to figure what is in the room we have
stepped into.

These are questions about agency, questions about how we
survive or do not survive inside the systems that we have made
for ourselves, the gap between, lived, embodied experience and
the information we get from wider culture - film, television, digital
media, information and generated realities. | think the work is very
often concerned with those things, that is the territory that we are
drawn to, but the specifics of it are always to do with whatever we
have chanced upon in the rehearsal room.

AV: You have described the rehearsal room as this place for: trial
and error, lucky accidents, zones of possibility and conjuring. Since
these devised processes have a basis in uncertainty, how do they
bring pieces to life so consistently?

TE: We are drawn to processes of uncertainty, accident, and
happenstance. Systems involving an interplay between the inten-
tions of different persons involved in a project. We start from
the performers on stage and me watching — we set something
in motion. What transpires in the next 20 minutes will at best be
something that none of us could have thought of or articulated in
advance. We might have tried. We might have had a very cloudy
sense of what we are trying to do up front, but what will happen
is that somehow, in this sort of chunk of time and improvisation,
something will click into place. That is what we are drawn to.

Several times making this piece, we had problems to solve; a whole
missing chunk of the show or a chunk we were really unhappy
about. In each case we defined the problem scenes rather loosely
and | prepared some sound materials to cover some different possi-
bilities. And then we jumped in. Looking back its pretty interesting
to see those improvisations and how people make decisions indi-
vidually or collectively to solve the problems we are working on. A
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combination of intuition, negotiation, communication, inspiration...
luck and listening. That is 40 years of collaborative work in action.

AV: One comment you had on your process struck me, that with
every piece of work you've created, at one point has felt like it would
collapse or implode within itself. Yet it always pulls together.

TE: That is how | know we are not just pretending to make work.
When we are in rehearsal for a project, we have that sense that we
are going to fail this time, that we will not be able to get the material
to cohere. Getting stuck... finding ourselves within something of
a war with the material... struggling to make sense of the choices
we have made.... that is the rather painful heart of the process. It
keeps us honest.

AV: Forced Entertainment has worked on more than 70 projects.
What, if anything, do they have in common?

TE: They share a concern with the relation to the spectator: to make
work that opens a space for the spectator to be able to do their work
of understanding, thinking, making meaning. Theatre performance
is a communicative act, not simply a matter of delivering a message
from the author. Unfortunately, however, rather frequently in theatre,
and especially in the UK, the latter is a dominant understanding.
We are looking for an active relation to the viewer, for the spectator
to be caught in the constellation of materials we are activating on
the stage. Often our desire is to create a set of tensions that people
are invited or obliged to navigate.

AV: In your 40th anniversary year, there have been a number of
historic initiatives such as ‘Forced Entertainment Recall’. How have
you found looking back over the last 40 years?

Systems

TE: It is always interesting. For us, every project has an aspect of
looking back because we are always trying to locate ourselves in
terms of the journey we have been on, questioning: where are
we now? Which strategies have we exhausted or gotten tired of,
which ones are beckoning us forwards? It's always interesting to
hear other people's memories of works and their perspectives on
performances they saw that changed something for them.

If I think about the 40 years, | also think about the importance of this
collaborative way of making theatre. Ours is a 40-year insistence
that theatre does not have to be a hierarchical structure led by
writing. An insistence that theatre can be a communal enterprise,
one that arises from group work in the studio — a theatre lineage
important in the UK, yet marginalised still . So, this is a great
moment to underscore that history and its significance. A moment
to move forward instead of looking backwards. So, 40 years for us
is about making anew, a piece that puts us in new territory and
demands of us differently. And, it is a moment to bring something
novel to audiences, a work that opens fresh, very present questions.
Retrospectivity is great, but | only see it as a ground from which to
move forwards.
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Fig. 2. Left to Right: Richard Lowdon
(Designer), Tim Etchells (Artistic Director),
Claire Marshall, Cathy Naden, Terry O’ Connor,
Robin Arthur.
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Fig. 3. Signal to Noise (2024)



Fig. 4. (Let The Water Run Its Course) To The
Sea That Made The Promise (1986)

Fig. 5. Out Of Order (2018)



