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Abstract

This study was done to explore how the young in Malaysia experience
theatre and the relevance of theatre among the young. A performance of
a musical play, People of the Forest which was written and produced by
the researcher was used to understand how the young see and
experience theatre. A primary qualitative methodology was used to
collect data from the 17 young actors in the cast of the performance, 9
primary school and 23 secondary school children used as respondents.
On top of that, questionnaires were distributed to some parents who
watched the show and collected at the end of the show. The research
instruments used were questionnaires, memory recall, open-ended
interviews and plot sequencing tasks. The knowledge gathered is that
the young in Malaysia are definitely excited about good theatre which
communicates to them and which has aesthetic, entertaining,
imaginative and educational merits.
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Abstrak

Kajian ini dilaksanakan bagi meneroka bagaimana anak-anak atau
generasi muda Malaysia mengalami teater dan kaitan teater dalam
kalangan mereka. Persembahan sebuah drama muzikal, ‘People of The
Forest” yang ditulis dan diterbitkan oleh penyelidik telah digunakan
bagi memahami bagaimana anak-anak atau generasi muda ini
menonton dan mengalami teater. Kaedah kualitatif telah digunakan
bagi mengumpul data daripada 17 pelakon muda yang terlibat dalam
persembahan, 9 pelajar sekolah rendah dan 23 pelajar sekolah
menengah sebagai responden. Kertas soal-selidik juga telah diedarkan
kepada sesetengah keluarga yang datang menonton, dan kertas tersebut
dikutip selepas persembahan. Instrumen penyelidikan yang digunakan
ialah soal-selidik, ‘memory recall’ dan temuramah ‘open-ended’ serta
‘plot sequencing tasks’. Dapatan menunjukkan bahawa anak-anak atau
genarsi muda Malaysia amat teruja dengan teater yang baik atau
bermutu, yang dapat berkomunikasi dengan mereka , yang
mengandungi nilai serta unsur estetik, hiburan, imaginasi serta
pendidikan.

Kata Kunci : The Young in Malaysia, Experience Theatre,



Introduction

Theatre happens when actors and audience gather together at a certain
time and a certain place. As auditorium lights dim on the audience,
lights rise on the actors. Actors proceed to act out a story. This is an
experience of watching live theatre. Theatre involves stepping into an
imaginary world. Spectators have to make sense as they are introduced
to the dramatic elements such as darkness/light, movement and
stillness, sound and silence which are essential for a real understanding
of the dramatic actions. They are not alone as there is a roomful of
other young people. One facet of audience experience is the collective
response. They experience the performance as a group. This is the
magic of theatre. (Barringer, 2015:4). The magic is brought about by
the immediacy and ‘liveliness’ of theatre, an experience that is different
from other media such as television to which our young are exposed to
from a tender age. How then do the young respond, interact with and
experience a form so different- that is theatre - is the subject of this
study.

As the lights dim on the audience, and lights rise on the actors,
“we enter into an artistic illusion, guided by language and physical
presence that is now 2,500 years old.” (Barringer, 2015: 6).

This study explores whether theatre holds any attraction or has
relevancy at all to the growing individual in Malaysia. Based
thereupon, the study seeks to answer two guiding questions:

i. Are our young engaged or inspired by a theatre performance?
il. How is theatre relevant to the growing individual?

Academic study of theatre audiences has been sporadic and sparse.
Less attention has been given to the contemporary responses of theatre
audiences, much less to young theatre audiences.

This study is hopefully a small contribution to filling the gap. It is
actually a part of the researcher’s creative arts PhD dissertation . That
research explored different interactions of the Malaysian young with
theatre which culminated with a full performance of the play People of
the Forest, a rainforest musical and the responses collected.



Thus, the scope of this study is limited to one musical
production for the young, People of The Forest, a full play written and
produced by the researcher. Respondents were the young actors who
acted in the play, parents and young audience members who came to
watch the play. The present study rests on a multiple methods approach,
involving qualitative social research methods and reception research
methods. The study uses questionnaires, open-ended questions, and
memory recall of young audiences of both who participated in the
making of the performance and those who watched the performance.

Review of Recent Research

Dramatic performances for children at the professional level did not
begin until at least the first decade of the twentieth century even in the
west, and even then it was done on a modest scale and randomly.
According to Moses Goldberg, Mark Twain, the well-known American
novelist called theatre for young audiences, “one of the great inventions
of the 20th century...” (In Goldberg, 2006:3) and he adds that as we
move on to the 21st Century, the field continues to grow in importance
as an educational force, as an art form and even as a political weapon
for change in the increasing complex society.

Drama productions staged specifically for young people is a
feature of the 20th-century theatre and Theatre for Young Audiences
consists of the performance of a largely rehearsed and pre planned
theatrical work by actors in the presence of an audience of young
people. (Alan England 1990:3 and Davis, Jed and Evans1987: 23)

In Malaysia in the last twenty years, there had been numerous
theatre productions for children on different scales of productions,
large, small, interactive or collaborative. (Roselina Johari Md. Khir,
Stefanie Fernandez, Siti Rohaini Kassim: 2012)

However, overall, literature on audience reception or audience
interaction is sparse. There is a need for new discourses to explore how
plays engage with and impact upon audiences (Bennet, 1997, Brown,
2006). This is a good time for theatre artists as any to invest into



thinking of them as exciting and receptive audience for their theatre
work.

As Schonmann (2006) says the “essence of theatre is in the
actor-audience encounter and the ways in which such an encounter can
add meaning to life.” (p. 12). Thus, both writer and producer of a play
that is going to be performed for young people should consider the
artistic and aesthetic elements that are going to be give the most
rewarding experience to them both in the writing of the play and finally
in the production of the play.

Dewey, in Art as Experience (2005) asked us to think of experience
as both artistic and aesthetic, of doing and making as well as well
appreciating, perceiving and enjoying. Theatre is a direct artistic form
of expression which requires human beings interacting with the
audience, making it the most social of all the arts.

Richard Schechner (2002: 37) identifies seven functions of
‘performance that are interconnected: to entertain; to make something
'that is beautiful; to mark or change identity; to make or foster
«community; to heal; to teach, persuade or convince and to deal with the
sscared and demonic.

Entertainment does not mean merely making everything
llighthearted and jolly. Good theatre should be a delight and pleasurable
and that pleasure of it must remain with them after the curtain falls and
must have lasting effects.

The young should be made to experience the aesthetics of good
well- produced dramaturgy. In a well -written play the basic elements—
wnity, balance, variety— should be taken into account in the plot. There
slhould be a clear, forward —moving story line; with not overly complex
characterizations, developed well by through believable dialogue and
actions and grows logically; the dialogue has to be inspiring,
inmaginative, and refreshing (Schonman, S, 2006, Jackson, 2007). These
aesthetic principles guided the researcher/practitioner in the studio as to
thie choice in directing, the acting, design, which were integrated by a
te:am of skilled people in the theatre.




The play: People of the Forest, A Rain Forest Musical

People of The Forest is a children’s musical theater set in the vast rain
forest of the Kinabatangan region of Sabah. The plot revolves around
endangered animals of the rainforest and their narrow escape from the

illegal loggers.
Themes and issues:

i. The theme of instinct vs extinct
ii. Greed of man
iii. Family relations hip and friendship is important even in animal life
iv. Preservation of life
v. Deforestation must be stopped.

These Theatrical aspects were taken into account:

Theatre artists recognized that certain aspects of the process needed
special attention if the play is to seize and hold the interest of the child
audience. First of all, a director must see a play as a child sees it. A
director must recognize that the story is what children have come to see.
As far as children are concerned, a director hardly exists, actors are
there only to tell a story, and staging is important in so far as it

contributes to that story.

Images are important for a performance. The director had to
present a strong piece of storytelling in order to create expressive
theatrical form psychologically for the audience. For example

i. The image of territoriality of animal behavior.

ii. The image of shifting dominance and subordination among the
animal kingdom

iii. Order and preservation of life among animals

iv. Image of destruction.



In addition, the production also required the following atmospheric
images where audience can see and hear like moving shadows,
unexplained sounds, patterns of light and darkness, slow rhythms,
sudden noises, distant sound. These contributed to a sense of
“something is out there.”

The setting was made to capture the spirit, the aura, the
atmosphere, the colours, the smell the sights, the lights, shadings and
shadows, or any special effect, if any.

A qualitative method of enquiry was used in order to know whether the
play and performance had engaged and inspired the young. A few
procedures were carried out:

i. Interview with the 17 young cast members.
ii. Short feedback survey for parents with informal interview.

iii. Interview with 9 very young audience members immediately
after the play.

iv. Free Recall activities for 23 secondary school students who
watched the play three days after the play.

v. Plot sequencing Tasks

1. Interview with Actors:

After the first day performance, they were asked regarding their
understanding of the play they were acting in, on their responses on the
enjoyment, aesthetic response to the play or educational value.
Children were asked whether the play was fun for them as actors and

whether it taught anything. These were the questions adapted from
Anthony Jackson (2007, p.223)



. Have you acted before?

. Was the play fun?

. Do you think it is meant for young people your age?
. Do you think it teaches anything?

. What do you think it teaches?

. Do you know the story of the play you acted in?

. Do you enjoy the music/songs?

. What scenes do you like the most?

. Which character do you like the most?

2. A short feedback/questionnaire

A short feedback form was distributed to parents before the show and
after the performance of POTF the forms were collected. This is a
measure to gauge on parents’ feedback on the suitability of the play for
their children. On this form parents were asked to indicate the age
group for which they thought the performance was most suitable — 4-6,
7-9, 10-12, 13-16. A few parents were randomly selected for an

informal oral feedback.

3. Interview audiences aged between 9-11 years old.

The third method was to interview 9 young audience members from the
age of 9-11 from a Primary school in Petaling Jaya. They were brought
to the theatre by their tuition teacher to watch the performance. As the
interviews are semi-structured and open-ended, the questions were
nuanced, tailored and enhanced by probes and follow-ups to obtain the
necessary detail, depth and thick description (Rubin and Rubin, 2011).

In order to elicit authentic and unprompted descriptions of how the
young audiences perceive the play, the following basic interview
questions were formulated:



1. Have you been to a theatre before?
il Is the play fun?
1il. What do you like best about the play?
The acting?
The singing?
The dancing?
All of them?
1v. If you could talk to one of the actors in the play, which one
would you pick?
\'2 What do you want to tell him?
VI. Will you recommend the play to your friends?

4. Free Recall

23 students ranging from 15 to 17 years old students from the
Secondary School in Petaling Jaya were selected by their English
Language school teacher to watch the performance. They came for the
Sunday show. The researcher conducted the interviews at the Reading
Room at the Secondary School two days after they saw the performance
on the 23rd March. They were already in the room when the researcher
arrived.

Instruments used to generate responses from the students were
adapted from a study done with children by Jeannie Klein (1987).
Jeanne Klein has done a dissertation for her PhD in Theatre and Media
Arts in the University of Arkansas on a comparative study of 5th
graders’ interactive experiences with theatre against television. This
research adapted her instruments to explore the relevancy of theatre in
the lives of the young in Malaysia. There were two tasks: one was Free
Recall and the other Plot sequencing tasks.

Students were asked to recall what they remember best from the
performance. The elements that were highlighted are the visual,
characters, spectacle scenes, the aural (sounds, music and songs),
dialogue, dance. To test their dramatic understanding, broad questions
were asked focusing on the motives of the major characters in the play.



Their aesthetic response to the play (not identification with the
message)

Were they interested in the story?
Did they find the characters and events believable?
Did they enjoy the music/song?

S. Plot-sequencing tasks

For the next task, only the 23 students from the secondary School were
selected to perform plot- Sequencing tasks. They were given colored
photographs of seven main scenes and seven incidental scenes from the
performance of People of The Forest. They were divided into groups of
three and given time to process through the visual. They were then
asked to sequence the plot of the play. Coloured photographs taken
from the performance were shown to the respondents at the school with
both 7 major scenes and 7 incidental scenes and 7 connecting scenes
were selected for their sequencing. They worked in a group of three and
were tasked to identify the scenes which form the plot of the play. If
students could identify, even the minor scenes, that would mean that the
play was well- written and would prove that the students/ audience
were really focused on the performance. Major scenes comprised the
establishment of major characters, the foreboding, the problem, the
climax and the resolution. Minor scenes consists of furthering the plot
development through songs. In the songs, stories are relayed.
Connecting scenes are pictures of animals posing, not furthering the
plot but embellishment.



ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

Responses from participants:

Out of the 17 children who were the cast in the play, eight of them were
11 years old, two of them were 10 years old, three of them were 9 years
old, two of them was 8 years old and four of them were 7 years old.

i. Among them, four have acted before in front of a large audience,
three of them in school plays and the rest have not acted before.

ii. All of them thought the play was fun as they were taught to dance by
a choreographer and taught to sing by a trainer. They most enjoyed the
theatre games that was part of the rehearsal process and liked being and
interacting to each other as a group. One 11 year old said:

“Being involved in the play made him more confident in speaking
English”.

iii. All of them agreed that the play was meant for their age group, even
the young ones.

iv. Thirteen older kids from the age of 9 -11 thought that they learned a
lot of new things about endangered rainforest animals and their habits.

Two of them thought that the play taught them to be responsible
humans.

v. The older kids more than the younger ones below 8 could tell what
the story was all about. One 11 year old girl showed she was mad about
the perpetrators of the rainforest, the loggers by describing the story;

“Is about endangered animals who are at the mercy of idiotic people
with guns”.

vi. They enjoyed the music and the song, all particularly liked the
Finale song.

vii. Five of them liked the fighting scene

viii. Most chuckled and laughed and said they liked their character the
best.






