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Peopled displays andlive interpretation have a long history
leading up to the rapid growth in their use by museums since the
1980s. Chris Ford explains the principles of modern
museum-theatre and illustrates the different approaches to it in

practice

Introduction




Research undertaken by the author between 1993 and 19971indicated an increasing use of what we now call museum-theatre in the UK. A survey of all 2,175 institutional members of the Museums Association at the time drew a 66 per cent response. 

Of the respondents, one in three museums said that they used this emerging medium as part of their interpretative programme, either occasionally or regularly. Of these, 88 per cent had begun their work since 1980 and over 50 per cent since 1990; and 98 per cent of them were involved in what can be described as museum-theatre rather than theatre 'which just happens to be in a museum'.

This important distinction highlights the specific role of museum-theatre as a medium for engaging visitors in the collections and associated subject matter of museums, galleries and historic sites, and enhancing their knowledge, understanding and enjoyment of them.

Use of the medium is spread across all types of institution including national, local authority and independent museums, English Heritage and The National Trust. 

The frequency with which they use it varies widely from one-off annual events to regular or daily programmes running throughout the year, as does the background of the 'providers' (actors, teachers, education officers, volunteers) and the size of budgets (from little or nothing to major sums). 

Most museum-theatre programmes are highly individual in nature, a characteristic increasingly considered to be a strength rather than a weakness.

The medium

As a form of interpretation, museum-theatre complements other display media such as text panels, video installations, computer interactives, and reconstructed settings. But it is also a form of live interpretation along with handling objects, lectures, guided talks and tours (whether in costume or 'uniform'), and the demonstration of skills and processes. 

It is important that museums (especially those trying it for the first time) choose museum-theatre because it best suits their interpretative needs rather than because it is considered popular or fashionable. They can draw for advice on the experience of other museums, specialist museum-theatre companies, and associations such as the recently-formed International Museum Theatre Alliance (IMTAL-Europe).

A key difference between museum-theatre and other forms of live interpretation is that it involves fictional activity in order to tell real stories - working in what is sometimes called the 'as if' is at the root of all drama, an entirely different approach to 'pretending' or trivialising.

Despite its frequent association with energetic activity and enjoyment, it is a serious process through which participants attempt to explore human situations or the importance of events by behaving `as if' they are particular people at a specific time in history. 

The reason for its popularity with visitors is that telling stories and playing out familiar and imagined situations is at the heart of all our experiences - we all grow up with stories, tell stories, read stories in books and newspapers, and follow them on television. 

We define our values, beliefs, traditions and cultural identity through stories. Museum-theatre is a versatile medium for presenting and interpreting the stories represented by museum objects and collections.

Styles of museum-theatre

The author's research indicated five principal styles of museum-theatre, although, in practice, specific museum-theatre programmes sometimes involve a combination of styles. 

The following categorisation of styles is therefore intended as a flexible framework to help museums determine which broad approach might best meet their objectives and the learning needs of visitors:

Third-person interpretation

First-person interpretation

Scripted plays

Visitor-in-role

Re-enactment.

The main features of each style are summarised below, followed by case studies to illustrate their application in practice.

Third-person interpretation

The term third-person interpretation covers various forms of live interpretation including uniformed explainers, volunteers, guest speakers and costumed guides. Strictly speaking, it is not a form of theatre because presenters remain in the 'here-and-now' - speaking and behaving in the present. 

They do not assume a role or change time-frame and always talk to visitors in terms of `They would have done this', or 'We believe that this object was used in the following way'.

However, some forms of third-person interpretation include theatrical features which place it on the border-line between what is and is not museum-theatre. 

Costumed hosts at Beamish Open Air Museum, for example, consistently and skilfully remain in the present while speaking with clarity about the people of 1913, the chosen setting for the site (see case study: Beamish, below). 

The overall experience of Beamish at high season is theatrical in that a sense of the period is generated through costume and activity which, by going beyond the realms of a clinical demonstration and providing a bridge from the cognitive to the affective, becomes museum-theatre.

First-person interpretation

In this form of museum-theatre, actor-interpreters adopt appropriate styles of behaviour, dress and speech in order to represent specific characters. 

This may involve a solo performance of a scripted piece, typically 15 to 20 minutes long, or a free-flowing improvisation based on thorough research during which the character, such as Gene Cernan the astronaut at the Science Museum (see case study: Science Museum, below), interacts with visitors for anything from a few minutes to longer periods. 

The opportunity provided by free-flowing improvisation for the characters to enter dialogue with visitors and respond to their interests and questions must be balanced against the sacrifice, to some extent at least, of the neutral, objective standpoint which is the strength of third-person interpretation.

Scripted plays

Some museums present short scripted plays, usually involving two or more actors performing to an audience and lasting between about 15 and 30 minutes. 

This category of museum-theatre is closest to conventional theatre and cannot generally be used to achieve the intimacy and interactivity of first- and third-person interpretation. Instead, scripted plays offer a complete 'story package' in which the characters interact with each other. 

They allow more than one point of view to be argued out in front of visitors, can be used to portray events, and are particularly suitable for engaging visitors at an emotional level in the fate of the characters who may triumph, fall, laugh, love or die within the psychological safety of a story-telling framework. 

At the National Railway Museum, for example, visitors become emotionally engaged with the plight of a railway navvy (see case study: National Railway Museum, below).

Visitor-in-role

There is a distinction between visitors being temporarily and superficially placed in a context ('Oh you've come to see the archaeological dig have you? Let me show you') and programmes where visitors are given a genuine chance to work in role in a museum setting. 

When applied properly, this method offers significant learning potential by enabling visitors to explore the world of decision-making at their own level within an assumed (dramatic) situation in a way that can transcend the cognitive and emotional engagement achieved through watching others. 

However, in the serious context of museum-theatre, working in role requires thorough research and preparation on the part of visitors as well as museum presenters. 

For this reason, examples of visitor-in-role programmes (in the context of the author's research) are rare and usually involve schoolchildren who have been prepared for the role-play before arriving at the museum (see case study: Bradford Industrial Museum, below).

Re-enactment

There are two main kinds of re-enactment, the intimate and the mass spectacle. Intimate re-enactment is, in some ways, similar to the researched-but-improvised form of first-person interpretation. It requires presenters to remain in role for long periods of time and live out a situation in a given setting.

Direct interaction between presenters and visitors is sometimes kept to a minimum, with visitors, in effect, being `invisible' although able to watch and learn from what they see. 

History Re-enactment Workshop, is a group well-known for its 'red-shirts' who are present at events to act as intermediaries between presenters and visitors to avoid the 'time-traps' which can occur through innocent (or sometimes malicious) questions about, for example, what a 17th-century maid watched on television last night.

As well as acquiring specific information, visitors can observe processes and skills and develop a powerful feel for a period in history over the course of re-enactments (which are often staged over a whole day).

Mass spectacles, such as re-enactments of battles, are settings for ceremony and mass group experience rather than cognitive or emotional engagement. 

The company Regia Angelorum's Viking re-enactments at York, for example, are more about festival, celebration and cultural re-affirmation than the presentation of specific details about the battlefield (see case study: Oakwell Hall, below). 

When thousands of people gather to see history played out in a large arena, the intimacy achieved in a small group is replaced by the crowd instincts and mass affiliations reminiscent of those aroused by sports events.

Summary

The past 15 years have demonstrated the potential of museum-theatre to make museum collections and historic sites accessible and intelligible to the public.

At its best, the medium can be used to engage young children or non-specialist audiences while maintaining an academic rigour that will also satisfy visitors with specialist knowledge. 

Key outcomes identified by the author's research include the ability of museum-theatre to:

Enliven the museum environment

Stimulate visitors' curiosity and interest

Increase levels of visitors' engagement with collections

Promote more active participation by visitors in the interpretation of objects and their social contexts

Highlight the 'human element' of collections and the stories and events represented by museum objects.

The five main styles of museum-theatre (outlined above and illustrated by the case studies below) provide different kinds of learning experience for visitors, rather than simply different ways of achieving the same outcome. 

Museums need to choose the style - or sometimes the combination of styles - which best suits their specific objectives for a given event or exhibition and the learning styles of the target audience.
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Museum curators and actors tend to be quite different kinds of people, says Tessa Bridal. She should know: she has spent most of the past 20 years mediating between the two camps, as the director of public programmes at the Science Museum of Minnesota, a pioneer in museum theatre. Actors are used to unrestrained emotion, 'earthy language' and occasional nudity as part of their day-to-day working lives. Curators tend to be less familiar with these things in a professional setting.

So why would museum staff want these extravagant, unpredictable thespians hanging around their beloved institutions? Though the effectiveness of museum theatre programmes tends to be difficult to evaluate, there is good evidence (which Bridal provides) that drama makes a big difference to museum visitors. It helps them engage with museum collections by bringing inanimate objects to life and personalising the information they receive. And it is a good way of getting the visitors through the door - and an effective way of getting publicity. There is nothing quite like people in period costume for getting a photo in the local press.

Bridal clearly has ample experience of selling the virtues of theatre to those in museums who hold the purse strings, and she makes some fairly persuasive arguments before advising that the best way to convince the reluctant is simply to get them to see some live museum theatre. But Exploring Museum Theatre is not really about the 'why?' of museum theatre. And though we learn that museum drama goes back a long way (Phineas T Barnum staged moral plays around the exhibits in his American Museum in New York), it is not really about the history, either.

This book is mostly about bridging the cultural divide between curators and actors. While few institutions house resident full-time theatre companies, many now employ professional actors seasonally or for special events. But most curators know little about how theatre works, and theatre professionals may be unaware of the special demands of working in museums. So for each group that may be involved in museum theatre - scriptwriters, actors, prop makers - we have 'what curators should ask of them', 'what they will ask of curators', and 'what they may not know to ask about museum theatre, but should ask anyway'.

Live theatre in a museum setting covers a lot of things: from the barker in period costume getting people to 'roll-up' to storytelling, to ensemble performances of scripted pieces by actors in clearly-defined spaces, re-enactments of events using music and props, and improvised performances by roving actors dressed up as historical characters. Actors are likely to be sensitive to the differences, and so it is important to be clear about them when auditioning. Woe betide the museum that confuses its museum theatre performances with demonstrations using theatrical techniques.

But working in a museum setting is indeed quite different to what many actors will be used to. Museum theatre can make great demands of thespians: they may find their audience asking them detailed questions about their costume or about the historical period that their character is supposed to be from. Audiences generally have not paid to see the performance, so it is easier for them to walk off if they do not like it. Performances often involve interaction with the public. 

Ambient noise can be a problem (from competing audio-visual displays) and, unless the performance space is clearly demarcated, museum visitors will tend to wander into it. The audience will have a lot of distractions and may not pay due respect to the actor's craft. 'They may not be aware that it would be desirable for them to modify their behaviour by being quiet during the show, and by coming and going unobtrusively,' writes Bridal. Museums may need to work 
out where they draw the line on heckling.

Museum theatre also requires theatre professionals to tailor what they do to fit in with the museum's objectives and values. But Bridal provides reassurances that most actors, as consummate professionals, can be relied on to deliver the messages and information that museums want them to, and that an actor dressed as Einstein, say, does not suddenly start improvising his own version of the theory of relativity.

Bridal describes the tasks that a putting on a decent museum theatre programme consists of, and how some of these might be divided up among existing staff to save on costs. There are sections on working with scriptwriters (it is best not to pay them by the hour for their research, or per performance once you have got the script), and where to find prop makers, set designers and costumiers. Bridal cautions that costume is one area where museum staff may need to be firm in the interests of historical accuracy - actors 'can be temperamental when it comes to appearance,' she writes.

Bridal's book attempts to formalise what can be very much an ad hoc process, and to this end she provides a toolbox ('theatre trunk') of useful documents - things like samples of contracts and job descriptions for theatre personnel. She breaks down sample budgets to show how much proportionally should go to pay for which people.

All the examples that Bridal provides of theatre, in museums, at historical sites, and even in a zoo, are from the Americas, and her sample budgets are in dollars. But her strong practical focus should mean that Exploring Museum Theatre will be equally useful to museum professionals on both sides of the Atlantic, showing that with a bit of planning, you don't have to make a crisis out of a drama.
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Beamish is populated by a range of 'hosts' who are ready to interact with visitors from the moment they arrive at the large open-air site. The museum maintains absolute clarity about the various kinds of interaction being offered to visitors, whether opportunities for lengthy discussions (the Co-operative Society shop), set-piece demonstrations (the sweet-maker) or functional duties (the tram crew). 

A sense of security instilled in visitors by their being given an understanding of how to make the most of the hosts is a hallmark of the approach at Beamish and a model for any museum using live interpretation, whatever the style. Although staff at Beamish do not use drama or theatre as such, a powerful 'theatrical' experience is created through the use of costume, activity and setting.

The Co-operative Society grocer's shop

The Co-operative Society grocer's shop in the 'town' at Beamish is hosted by a costumed interpreter in the guise of a shopkeeper. He or she usually moves close to people who are studying the variety of objects on the shelves or on the counter display.

Initiation of any actual interaction is sensitively managed through gaining eye contact, waiting for a direct question or 'cue-comment' from a visitor, or saying a word or two to gauge if their input is wanted or not. 

Initial interaction may be related to a particular item but typically broadens to include other objects in the store, aspects of how the Co-operative Society functioned, how dividends for members were calculated, how much items cost and how this related to the weekly income of likely Co-op members.

What may begin with two or three visitors grouped around an object can grow to include other onlookers, but visitors rarely gather in large numbers here and seem to respect on-going conversations as being private rather than for general consumption. 

Many conversations in the store include highly individual recollections by visitors of their own childhood or of stories told to them by their parents. Adults engage in reminiscence with each other or relate to accompanying children memories of their own past.

The experience is also tactile and aromatic. The shop till is demonstrated and a selection of old coins is brought on to the counter to be handled by visitors while the comparative values of coins are explained. 

Coffee, cinnamon or soap on the counter are cupped into visitors' hands and the smells invariably spark off further reminiscences. Some visitors simply enter and look around without engaging in dialogue with the shopkeeper and can leave without any attempt on the part of the interpreter to initiate conversation.

Sweet-making demonstrations

Across the main street from the Co-op, demonstrations of sweet-making take place in the work area at the rear of the sweet shop. The small viewing space is often filled to capacity with 40 or 50 visitors. The 'demonstration' (also referred to as such by the demonstrator) lasts for about 15 minutes. 

The demonstrator speaks to the whole group, with individual interaction being rare. He is sparing in his words but offers clear details on the ingredients, the boiling and cooling process and the basic techniques of rolling, cutting and shaping the sweets. 

A few humorous comments about the dentist along the street are interspersed with a commentary on how sweets used to be made, how the process differed from modern techniques and, occasionally, anecdotes about the perils of live-interpretation at Beamish. 

As the sweets cool, irregular shapes and end-pieces are broken off, collected on a tray and offered to visitors to taste as they leave. Occasionally, questions are asked at the end of the demonstration but, usually, visitors disperse, appreciative of what they have seen and heard.

Summary

Although third-person interpretation on the scale achieved at Beamish requires specialist input, the principles of the approach and clarity of the relationship between hosts and visitors provide a model for any size of museum. 

Specific types of interaction have been tailor-made to suit the intended 'learning' outcomes for visitors in the various settings on offer. The use of costumes, transport and the general peopling of the site adds an atmosphere which goes beyond information-giving and offers visitors a feeling for aspects of the period.
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Spectrum Theatre Company has worked with the Science Museum since 1987, providing short plays and solo character interactions - the latter being the focus of this case study. 

The museum usually has two actors working in the galleries from about 11am to 3pm each day, although the number may be increased to five during busy periods. A pool system of about 40 gallery-characters is used so that those whom visitors encounter (and the locations at which they appear) change regularly. 

Actors undertake extensive research as the basis for developing their characters, and then interact with visitors in a dialogue rather than performing pre-scripted, set-piece monologues. Interactions with visitors are essentially transient, lasting for anything from a few moments to 15 or 20 minutes.

Gene Cernan the astronaut

Gene Cernan is one of the characters visitors may encounter. He talks about some of the 'big names' of the Apollo programme with Neil Armstrong being an obvious choice. His tales, on the whole, avoid technical details and concentrate on the personal experience of going into space and walking on the surface of the moon. 

There are amusing stories of behind-the-scenes bets being placed on what Armstrong's first words on the moon would be; breathtaking recollections of colleagues being stranded in space during the ill-fated Apollo 13 mission; and almost magical accounts of life in zero-gravity environments. 

Cernan himself, it turns out, had the poignant honour of being the last man on the moon and this has a special hold on the visitors. His stories are so full of human endeavour and of glimpses into his future that it is hard to grasp that the whole programme came to an end before many visitors in the gathering were even born. 

Cernan's presence in his full space suit is perhaps unusual (and important) in museum-theatre, in that it interprets a recent event. Although Cernan's last mission was three decades ago, space travel and technology are very much in the here and now and visitors realise that. 

As Cernan interacts with visitors and takes questions, it becomes clear that they are as interested in what role space plays in their own lives as they are in Cernan's personal experiences during the Apollo mission. This character from the recent past successfully generates visitors' interest in their own present and future.

Summary

The first-person approach at the Science Museum helps visitors to engage with specific objects and is particularly effective in providing social context. The characters give visitors a taste of particular periods and personalities, and the chance to ask questions and influence the direction of the encounter. 

The flexibility to respond to the learning needs of individual visitors is a major benefit, but actors must ensure that their characters are solidly grounded in research, and be able to sustain them in the gallery for long periods of time.
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Platform 4 Theatre was set up within the Education Department at the NRM in 1990 and began performing in the galleries at Easter 1991. This company of two regular actor-interpreters, occasional guest actor/interpreters, and the museum's education officer have provided about 40 performance days per year for nine years. 

The team has recently been enlarged and will, from Easter 2000, offer programmes every weekend and on some weekdays as well. Performances take place near to the objects or exhibitions being interpreted, but are sometimes related to broader aspects of the museum's overall subject area, or aimed at 'filling gaps' by portraying stories which cannot be represented in the permanent displays.

Sometimes the company works in conjunction with demonstrations of exhibits; From Eggs to Elephants, for example, is a play about goods traffic designed to be held outdoors alongside a demonstration of shunting using a steam locomotive and a range of goods trucks.

Platform 4 Theatre's performances are included in the programme of events for the day printed on the reverse of visitors' admission tickets to the museum. Announcements about the plays are made during the five minutes preceding performances telling visitors where they will take place, what they are about, and how long they will last.

Meanwhile, at the performance site in the gallery, a member of the team begins a 'roll-up, roll-up' routine - an up-beat, showground-style way of letting visitors know that they are at the correct location and are welcome to take a seat or stand nearby.

They are asked to gather close to the performance space and given reassurances that they will not be 'dragged into the action'. A navvies' song about working on the railways introduces them to the world of the men who built the railway system still in use today and, in particular, the Woodhead Tunnel. 

Their raucous behaviour, characterised by bravado and drunkenness, in the early part of the play gradually gives way to a tale of danger, exploitation and horrific working conditions. The fate of Gypsy Joe is made the focus of attention as he gets near to death at work 'on the dig', or when he embarks on a drunken 'randy' which involves playing 'follow-my-leader' by jumping over the 200-metre deep ventilation shaft. 

Having apparently ridden his luck successfully, he finally falls victim to the reluctance of the contractor to provide 'low spark' copper 'stemmers' for the packing of explosives and joins the list of 32 men killed during the building of the Woodhead Tunnel.

Summary

The 35-minute play is intended to engage visitors emotionally as well as intellectually. It offers a full 'story-package' and gives visitors the opportunity to empathise with the fate of a particular character.

The conventional format is readily understood by visitors who can watch events unfold, invest their thoughts and feelings in the characters, and travel with them on their journey through the play. 

Although scripted performances do not involve one-to-one interaction as part of the main event, the actor-interpreters remain on-location after the performance to chat with visitors about the story and to discuss with them their feelings about the events portrayed.
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A recent survey by the Attingham Trust has revealed that over 40 per cent of historic houses in the UK now employ costumed live interpreters. The trust's researchers also discovered that the standard of interpretation is improving, 'moving away from the "bread baking" stereotype'. (Clothes washing is often the equivalent of bread making in museums.)

The contributors to this issue of Working Knowledge reveal the potential of museum theatre to inform and entertain visitors about subjects beyond the bread bowl or washtub. But for that to happen, museums and historic houses must be imaginative and they need to work with experienced performers who have a detailed knowledge of their subject. 

Peter Lewis, the founding director of the Wigan Pier Experience, makes a compelling case for using good quality theatre in museums. As Lewis says, the temple of the muses is incomplete without the muses of the performing arts. Pete Brown focuses on the educational benefits of museum theatre, drawing on his experience at the People's History Museum in Manchester. The voice of a performer is provided by Toby Butler in his step-by-step guide to developing and performing a well-researched character. 

Case studies include the Palace Stables in Armagh where museum theatre is used to challenge historical stereotypes of loyalists and nationalists that still divide people in Northern Ireland. This is an example of live interpretation that is the opposite of cosy and cliched.
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Curators and actors make uneasy bedfellows, so opinion is sharply divided on the value of live interpretation in museums. 

To its advocates, live interpretation is the highest form of interaction. But for every devotee there are probably ten detractors such as the journalist Brian Sewell, a champion of the museums-should-be-dull-brigade. 

He complains that when museums employ 'squads of resting actors in bizarre costumes who "bring it all to life",' this rarely involves fruitful participation, 'merely a brief burst of a tired performance to a captive audience'. If only there were captive audiences in museums.

The original Greek word 'museum' means a temple for all the nine Muses, the daughters of Mnemosyne, the goddess of memory. And yet only two Muses are present in traditional museums: Clio and Urania, the guardians of history and astronomy. We classify the remaining seven Muses - those of epic and amorous poetry, of sacred and secular music, comedy, tragedy and dance - as the performing arts. 

For centuries, museums have kept Clio and Urania's more spontaneous sisters outside the temple doors, while admitting painting and sculpture, neither of which was originally considered worthy of its own Muse. 

Today, the dictionary defines a museum as a place for preserving and exhibiting rare, interesting or typical artefacts, but none of the Muses original duties involved collecting or displaying objects. Words and experiences, yes; things, no. Only in the past few decades have the excluded Muses been readmitted to the family temple, albeit sometimes reluctantly, and not before time. 

Critics of live interpretation often fear it will threaten the primacy of the object. But objects, however well labelled and displayed in museums, are out of place; they have lost their original purpose. The poet TS Eliot expressed the essence of things when he said: 'Even the humblest artefact is an emissary of the culture out of which it comes.' An actor can be a highly effective emissary between people who lived in the past and people today. They can breathe life into historical texts. 

Life, existence and history make a compelling threesome. So much so that the term 'living history' has become the catch-all name for a range of dramatic interpretative techniques. Although it is a term I have never particularly liked (it suggests that labels, lectures and books are somehow moribund), there is nothing like a person to provoke an emotional response from visitors or to get 
them thinking. 

Researching roles

Live interpretation is popular with visitors but it also helps them remember what they have learned more readily by making the experience of the museum dramatic. So it is vital that the information presented is accurate and the dramatic re-creation authentic. The old tension that good history meant bad drama (and vice versa) should 
be irrelevant. 

Living history is a term that covers a number of techniques, ranging from craft demonstrations and re-enactments by enthusiasts to costumed interpreters who talk to visitors as a character, speaking in the first or third person. There are important rules for each of these groups. The first and most important is that no one should work with visitors until they have researched their subject and have been taught how to communicate. 

The second rule is that the visitors should be able to clearly identify the interpreters by their dress, speech and demeanour. People working at a museum's front desk, in its shop or cafe should never wear period dress for its own sake. Costume indicates the status and role of the interpreter. It should not be worn as nostalgic decoration. 

Dramatic performances

In the 1980s my colleagues and I used live interpretation as an integral part of the Wigan Pier Experience to communicate what life was like in Lancashire in 1900. 

In The Way We Were we created historic tableaux, combining objects and machinery with life-sized mannequins of the legendary women miners of Lancashire, for example. We also developed a sound-and-slide display to tell the story of a local pit disaster. The images were striking; the voices disembodied. 

But in other parts of the museum we used live interpretation as no other medium was as effective. In a schoolroom and a colliery cottage the visitors met people in costume who spoke to them in the first person, telling them about school life or how to pay respects to a grieving mining family. 

In open areas, a company of eight actors of varying ages, working with a resident artistic director, played the parts of market traders, mill workers, travelling salesmen and music-hall performers. This kind of dramatic interpretation only succeeds if the actors receive extensive training in the period, and if they have the time to rehearse and develop their characters. Extempore performance does not work. 

Actors working as interpreters in museums perform to a high standard in confined spaces without the boundaries of curtains or a proscenium arch. The skills they need are every bit as professionally valid as those of a curator. The intensity of regular performances and the resulting exhaustion means that actors' appearances have to be carefully timetabled and individuals need to be rested and moved around. 

Their scripts are not sacrosanct. A detailed core script is only a starting point and the actors have to be free, within the bounds of historical accuracy and good taste, to adapt to the age, origins and type of their visitors. And actors, like trainee teachers, also need to build up a resistance to child-borne illnesses. 

In live interpretation, the first greeting is crucial; an understanding between the actor and the visitors needs to be established immediately. Visitors need to know how to behave. The queue that formed outside the schoolroom at the Wigan Pier had to be orderly. Male and female visitors were separated. The actor said what their name was and then told the visitors: 'I am your teacher for today. When we enter the classroom you will stand until told to sit. You will speak only when spoken to.' 

At the miner's cottage the visitors who had gathered outside the back gate were welcomed with the words: 'It's very good of you friends and neighbours to come and pay your respects to my late father. The accident in the pit was a great shock.' Such an introduction prepared the visitors for the experience that they were going to be a part of.

In the 1980s it seemed that using in-house companies such as the one at the Wigan Pier would grow. Since then, most companies have suffered slow deaths by a thousand budget cuts. Live interpretation is flourishing in other museums, such as the National Railway Museum in York with its company called Platform 4, the National Army Museum in London and the Royal Armouries in Leeds. 

But generally, live interpretation in museums and historic houses has developed through special events, with organisations working with specialist companies or re-enactment groups. Specialist firms, such as those working for English Heritage and the Historic Royal Palaces, rightly pride themselves on their professionalism. You can find museums using live interpretation and a list of specialist companies on the International Museum Theatre Alliance website. 

Recreating the past

There are often good reasons for organising occasional theatrical events in museums and historic houses. In a social history museum these could be a suffragette demonstration, election hustings or a temperance meeting. I believe that they are best organised by the museum, working with volunteers, local drama groups and students. 

Re-enactments work best when they present topics that are closely related to the museum. It is fine to recreate Empire Day celebrations or to invite the Great War Society to re-enact a military encampment and enlistment campaign. But museums should not organise events such as mock battles just because they are colourful and popular. 

It is important to distinguish between costumed interpreters and visitors or volunteers simply wearing historic costume. The members of the local history society who dress up to recreate the past will invariably be wearing upper class costume of the wrong period while sporting sensible modern shoes, sunglasses and carrying their lunch in supermarket bags. They are an embarrassment to themselves and confuse the visitors. 

I hold the same poor opinion of schoolchildren dressing up. In spite of the earnest desire of schoolteachers to dress themselves and their pupils in approximations of Victorian dress, the results are ludicrous. Museum education officers often conspire in this nonsense. 

This farce is compounded by advice such as the following from a former curator, currently a consultant, who said that all costume for dressing schoolchildren 'must be able to be put on and off as quickly as possible - this means Velcro for fastenings instead of buttons'. 

It is a serious challenge for a modern child to empathise with a Victorian schoolchild. To do so when dressed as a character in a school production of Oliver Twist is a barrier to learning, not an aid. But museum educators and teachers, especially black-clad headmasters sporting canes, will never learn.

Good acting

Except in the most extreme emergencies, interpreters should stay in role. But it would be foolish and dangerous to respond 'What do you mean by ambulance?' if one is needed urgently. 

Actors always worry that they will be asked about inventions that post-date the life of their character. At the Wigan Pier we devised a script that dealt with a child's enquiry about the whereabouts of the television in the Victorian mining cottage, but no child ever asked the question. 

In some museums the actor first appears without a costume and then gets dressed in front of the visitors. After their performance is over they take off their costume to discuss the differences and similarities between the past and the present. This is pedagogical correctness gone mad. Visitors, including children, are well able to tell the difference between historic performance and reality.

There is one ever growing threat to the integrity of a performance. Visitors will always want to take photographs or video the performance. Interpreters must learn to deal with these requests, avoiding group photographs and never repeating a demonstration or performance for the sake of a visitor with a video recorder.

The financial cost of live interpretation is less than usually assumed and it is important to remember that the type of technology needed for multimedia and audiovisual displays is expensive to buy and maintain. Employing costumed interpreters also reduces the need for uniformed attendants or security staff. The director of a large open-air museum in Germany once challenged me about live interpretation. I explained that costumed staff are there to help the public. He insisted that he preferred his staff in uniform, 'to stop the public helping themselves'. It is ultimately a matter of choice. 

Another of the criticisms levelled at live interpretation is that a performance is variable, unlike labels, audiovisual displays or other impersonal forms of communication. But in many museums that are crammed with the latest electronics it is the technology that fails more than the people. Live interpretation is a way of avoiding bland, stereotypical or neutral displays. 

First steps 

When starting out it is crucial to ask why and how live interpretation will enhance your museum. It is a good idea to observe incognito the work of other museums. You will learn as much by negative examples as by positive ones. 

Take advice from colleagues and - here I know I am inviting the charge of heresy - try to keep the project in-house. Talk to staff in charge of interpretation at museums in the UK such as the National Army Museum, the Wigan Pier Experience or Beamish. In Europe, the Skansen and Gamla Linkoping open-air museums in Sweden have a wealth of experience. In the Netherlands the Zuiderzeemuseum and the Nederlands Openluchtmuseum (Netherlands Open-Air Museum) in Arnhem have well-established live interpretation programmes. You could also talk to staff at the Plimoth Plantation in Massachusetts, US, and Sovereign Hill near Ballarat, Australia. 

There is a power in drama that curators should harness. Shakespeare may have had his tongue in his cheek when a character in Twelfth Night describes playacting as an 'improbable fiction' but Hamlet was closer to the truth when he said: 'The play's the thing wherein I'll catch the conscience.' Curatorship and drama deserve equal respect. They highlight different realities. As a result, I am an unrepentant advocate of theatre in museums. And like Oscar Wilde: 'I love acting. It is so much more real than life.'


International Stage 

The International Museum Theatre Alliance (Imtal) is a non-profit organisation that promotes theatre as an interpretative technique in cultural institutions. It was founded in 1990 and its members include museums, historic sites, zoos and aquariums, as well as the museum professionals who work in them. The people who join Imtal are actors, performers, educators, directors, playwrights, students and teachers. 
Imtal has members throughout the world, and the organisation has a branch in Europe, with about 100 individual and institutional members (www.imtal-europe.org). 

Imtal's fourth bi-annual conference will take place in Canberra, Australia, in autumn 2005. For more details go towww.imtal.org

Peter Lewis is the founding director of the Wigan Pier Experience and
a former director of Beamish, the North of England Open Air Museum. Now
retired, he writes on museums and the theatre
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Oakwell Hall

History Re-enactment Workshop was established in 1984 as an experimental and innovatory organisation. The group's aim is to represent faithfully the lives of people in the 17th century, with a particular focus on domestic life. 

The group's members are as concerned with the furtherance of their own knowledge and skills as they are with presenting events to the public. To this end, they meet about once a month for workshops at which they learn relevant skills, visit historic sites, or receive lectures on anything from 17th-century funeral rites to the architecture of period homes. 

Many of the members are archaeologists, historians or museum professionals and, while not regarding themselves as actors, realise that in communicating with the public they must at least aspire to being 'performers'. Occasionally, therefore, they invite an actor to give workshops on presentation skills.

The Workshop is commissioned by a wide range of sites, including (in the mid-1990s) Oakwell Hall, a 17th-century house in the north of England which is the setting for interpretation of life on a moderately-wealthy estate of the period. 

Visitors arriving at the Hall, first visit the barn which acts as an 'orientation centre' for the weekend, where they can also obtain guidelines on how to engage with characters portrayed by re-enactors. They are free to wander at will in the hall, during which they have random encounters with the characters. 

The characters usually work in pairs or groups so that the social life of the house is teased out through interactions with visitors. Some visitors are content simply to observe them at work or to eavesdrop on conversations without interacting with them. 

A red-shirted interpreter chats with visitors and suggest questions or lines of conversation they may wish to pursue. If the questions visitors ask the re-enactors are outside the scope of their assumed characters, the re-enactors politely refer them back to the red-shirted interpreter before reverting to role.

During the day, visitors can see the full gamut of domestic activity inside and outside the hall, mainly portrayed through intimate scenes involving one or two characters and a small number of visitors in any given location. 

A meal at mid-day provides a chance for most visitors and re-enactors to assemble in a hall where tables are spread out, and visitors encouraged to listen in on the re-enactors' mealtime conversations. In the afternoon, as some visitors begin to leave, re-enactors are sometimes left in a space with no visitors but continue to 'live out' the day in character and learn from the experience, whether there are observers or not. 

Visitors who stay until the late afternoon see the 'end-of-day ceremony' when re-enactors gather to take off their hats and wigs and introduce themselves to the audience by their real names. The visitors applaud, the re-enactors remain in the 'here and now' while they chat with visitors and then prepare for the following day.

Jorvik Viking Centre

Regia Angelorum, formed in the mid-1980s, undertakes events on an epic scale (although domestic life is also part of their brief). The company has grown to become a society with a membership of about 500 participants and is organised on an area basis. 

It can provide anything from one or two members to visit a school to over 300 to re-enact a battle or create a tented enclosure. Like History Re-enactment Workshop, members work for no remuneration, any income going to the society.

Regia Angelorum's commission for the Jorvik Centre is for their re-enactment of a Viking battle at the annual Viking Festival in York. The mission of the centre - a registered museum - is to educate visitors to see beyond the stereotype of Vikings in horned helmets and develop an understanding of them as an expanding, invading race with a rich and diverse culture.

Visitors to the Festival gather around a large grassed area in the grounds of York's Castle Museum well in advance of the advertised time for the battle. The venue resembles a sporting arena, with crowds packed around the perimeter, police on duty, a public address system playing atmospheric music, and first-aid staff in attendance. 

Just before the battle is due to start, a re-enactor in Viking dress begins a commentary through a hand-held microphone. He sets the scene for the Battle of Brunanburh in a measured voice. 

Eventually a distant cry is heard, and the first column of re-enactors - clothed as the occupying Saxon army - runs into the arena to take up their position for battle. The commentary continues, and a sense of anticipation builds up in the crowd as the Viking horde approaches and finally bursts into the arena to face the Saxons. 

Various parleys are attempted and a few preliminary scuffles takes place. The commentator explains the rules of 10th-century engagement and interprets the action for the visitors.

After a lengthy introductory stage, a group of Viking warriors breaks rank and charges the Saxons before pulling back from the skirmish and re-grouping to carry out a succession of tactical moves, charges, fights, and retreats.

The tempo of the action and the commentary reaches a climax as the Saxon army is eventually slaughtered by the Vikings amid screams and war-cries. The battle draws to a close over an hour after it began with the warriors mustering in the centre of the field facing the crowds on all sides. 

The narrator invites the crowd to imagine what it might have been like to face a warring army more than 1,000 years ago. The cue is then given for the warriors to scream and charge at the crowd before stopping a few metres away from them.

The crowds applaud and the re-enactment ends, but the re-enactors then enter the 'here-and-now', interact with visitors, explain their period clothing and equipment, and demonstrate particular military moves used in the battle. Some visitors remain for some time, asking questions and the re-enactors are keen to explain what they know.

Summary

Re-enactment is a form of museum-theatre which is as much about field research as about presentation. Participants frequently sustain activity for lengthy periods whether anyone is watching or not. Indeed, much of re-enactment groups' activity is out of the public view at seminars and workshops.

For visitors, the opportunity to observe 'as events unfold' is quite different to watching a play or engaging in conversation with a character. The emphasis in re-enactment is on getting 'under the skin' of events in order to sense the pace of life and gain an insight into the values and attitudes of people long ago. 

It is a versatile medium, suitable for work on an intimate or epic scale, which allows visitors to experience something 'as it happens' rather than 'as it is performed'.
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Introduction

Historic Royal Palaces (HRP) took over management of five sites in London Hampton Court Palace, Kensington Palace, H M Tower of London, The Banqueting House in Whitehall, and Kew Palace - in 1989. 

The general policy of HRP, says head of interpretation an education Nick Stead, is to interpret the buildings, together with their collections and surroundings, as historic settings for human activities - rather than focus solely on the visible and physical features of the architecture and objects. 

Approach to interpretation

Hampton Court, a Tudor Palace built by Cardinal Wolsey and enlarged by Henry VIII, receives about 640,000 visitors per year, 40 per cent of them from abroad. 

The principal means of interpretation of the site are costumed guides and tours on audio guide, both provided as part of the cost of admission. Little use is made of text and labels, the emphasis being on looking and listening rather than reading.

Guide books are available, but are difficult to read at the same time as walking around the palace, says Stead, and visitors tend to take them home as souvenirs to read later.

Live interpretation was first introduced at Hampton Court in 1991, initially for events in the Tudor kitchens over the Christmas period. Twelve costumed guides, contracted from live interpretation specialists JMD, now provide several tours of the palace every day, the number varying according to season. 

The guides, who focus on life at the court during Tudor and Stuart reigns, add visual interest to tours, and talking about their costumes, says Stead, helps to engage visitors and draw them into conversations about the history of the palace. 

But not all visitors like live interpretation, he says, and audio guides provide a good alternative for those who prefer to be self-guided.

Audio guides

Hampton Court Palace pioneered the use of an early form of audio guide in the 1970s, and new guides on cassette tape were introduced from 1991 following the setting up of HRP.

In 1999, a completely new audio guide was produced on CD-ROM by Antenna Audio. Audio, says Stead, is a good medium for creating atmosphere through the use of music and sound effects.

Another key advantage of audio is the ease of providing guides in foreign languages (although some visitors with little or no understanding of English still enjoy the tours by costumed guides); at Hampton Court, the audio tours are available in French, German, Spanish and Italian, as well as English.

Visitors to Hampton Court currently have a choice of three linear tours (all on one player), lasting between 45 minutes and one hour if they listen to all the optional segments of information. The guides, which are distributed from an information centre in an internal courtyard of the palace, cover:

The Tudor kitchens, part of the palace particularly popular with children and family groups and not usually covered by the costumed guides

The King's Apartments, part of the palace used by William III. The apartments ranged over two floors, are only partially covered by the costumed guides because of the small size of some rooms

The Georgian Rooms, the private apartments of Queen Caroline, which are are too small to be covered by costumed guides.

The tours provide a guide to each room on the routes, as well as to some external spaces in the case of the Tudor kitchens tour. A fourth tour (also by Antenna Audio) covering Henry VIII's state apartments - incorporating random access and including a version in Japanese - is due to be added in April.

About 20 per cent of visitors make use of audio guides since the three tours were combined on the same player; when the tours were available separately, take-up varied from about 5 per cent to 30 per cent for different tours.

Process

Curatorial and interpretation staff at HRP researched and collected together most of the material from which Antenna Audio's scriptwriter for the project compiled the scripts for the tours. Writing their own scripts, Stead thinks, can be very time consuming for museums and staff tend to get bogged down in unnecessary detail. 

HRP developed a good working relationship with Antenna, whose work also included researching music and sound effects, and recording all the material. About six drafts were needed to arrive at the final version of the script. 

The key to the exercise, he says, involves striking a balance between what curatorial staff would like to include in the guide, and suppliers'advice based on their experience of what visitors want and how much material they can assimilate comfortably.

The three tours provide introductions to each room, sometimes with one or more layers of optional material. The introductory segments range from about one-and-a-half minutes to a maximum of three minutes. 

The narratives for the tours, each spoken by a different narrator (two female and one male), are interspersed with music, sound effects and readings from contemporary writing (in other voices).

The narrative is used to draw users' attention to features of the rooms and their contents, as well as provide contextual information about how they were used and the people who used them.

Optional layers of information about the Tudor kitchens, for example, describe the type and quantities of ingredients and preparation methods for some typical dishes. 

The narrative is also used to prompt users to imagine the scene in particular rooms with the help of sound effects, or to move on to the next room for the next part of the story.

Tendering and contract

Antenna Audio were selected through a process of competitive tendering based on a detailed specification which included the aims of the guide and information such as the target audience, projected numbers of visitors, and number of foreign-language versions required. 

HRP has a five-year contract with Antenna under which it pays the company a fixed amount per visitor to the site (whether or not they use the audio guide). About 700 units are in use at Hampton Court which are distribution and maintained by Antenna's staff as part of the contract.

Feedback

Replies to questions about the audio guide in HRP's annual surveys of visitors have been generally favourable. The most common adverse comments is about the lack of a fast-forward facility on the audio units to allow users to stop the guide in mid-segment and move on to the next room (the forthcoming guide to Henry VIII's apartments will allow random access to the material on each room). Some users have also requested:

More material about the people associated with the palace (rather than about its physical features)

Tours (or segments within tours) aimed specifically at children.

The equipment, says Stead, has generally proved reliable; the main problem has been the occasional need to take some units out of service at busy times for recharging.

Comments from users have indicated that they find it helpful in a rambling building such as Hampton Court to have guides that they can carry on a shoulder strap, leaving both hands free, if necessary, to negotiate steps and staircases.
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A few years ago, I saw a great piece of museum theatre for schoolchildren that combined a lesson in economic history with a demonstration of engineering and a morality tale of pride and ambition leading ultimately to disaster. 

With a few simple props, bits and bobs of costume and some enthusiastic assistance from members of the audience, the performers demonstrated the internal workings of a steam engine; revealed the intense rivalry of warring railway companies competing for the Channel Island ferry trade at the end of the 19th century; and they recreated the horror of the SS Stella foundering on rocks off Alderney in 1899 when more than 80 passengers and crew lost their lives. 

The performance was by Platform 4, the National Railway Museum in York's theatre company, which describes itself as 'a cast of thousands portrayed by no more than two actors at any one time'. 

Platform 4's style is an example of how less can be more and how a strong script and an accomplished performer can engage with visitors' imagination to create almost anything, almost anywhere. The dramatised story of the sinking of the SS Stella transformed a museum teaching space into a steamship engine room, then the quayside at Southampton and also a fog bank just off the Casquets reef near Alderney. That I can still recall the principles of the triple-expansion engine is testament to the teaching potential of what was an entertaining and poignant piece of drama. 

Theatrical interpretation is not simply a play in a non-theatre venue, which is why I prefer to use terms such as 'performance and performers' rather than 'play and actors'. If it is advertised as a play, then the visitors will understandably expect a conventional theatre experience and might find your alternative scenario difficult to deal with. 

It is essential that you prepare the visitors for what is, for most people, quite a challenging experience. This preparation is particularly important when you are working with schools - children and their teachers need to understand what is expected of them if they are to make the most of a visit. 

To make sense and to be effective in terms of educational outcomes, museum theatre has to be completely integrated with the museum experience as a whole. This was demonstrated by recent research into the use of theatrical techniques in museums by the drama department of the University of Manchester led by Tony Jackson, the senior lecturer in drama. 

The research team observed groups of primary schoolchildren at the Imperial War Museum in London and the People's History Museum in Manchester, where I was the education officer at the time. 

When the university approached me with the research proposal I was confident that our living history performance, No Bed of Roses, featuring Gabrielle, a migrant from the Caribbean in the 1950s, would show the added value of museum theatre in terms of what the children learned compared with a visit without the theatre component. 

We made sure that the non-theatre groups had an experience that was just as stimulating and active - they explored displays, investigated objects and listened to oral history recordings. But it was clear from the results of the observation and follow-up sessions that the children who saw Gabrielle's performance had a much clearer grasp of the historical background to her story. 

In his initial research findings, Jackson stressed that it is not that learning through theatre is superior to other methods of education, but that it affected the children deeply and enhanced their learning as a result. The key difference was that children were able to empathise with a character such as Gabrielle as a 'real' person and as a result were able to absorb and retain a more complete picture of the educational content that the drama presents. More than six months later I took Gabrielle to one of the schools that had taken part in the living history performance and was astonished at the detail the children could recall about the original story. 

The University of Manchester's research appears to confirm that theatre can be a powerful teaching tool in museums (for a summary of the university's research see www.art.man.ac.uk/drama). Museum theatre is active, relevant and involving. It draws in children who are put off by the more scholarly approach of worksheets and quizzes. It encourages empathy and understanding through characters that are real, yet not real. 

Children are perfectly able to believe that a performer is a Tudor landowner while knowing that he could not possibly be 400 years old, for example. This ability means you can offer children first-hand engagement with a character and related historical issues while allowing them a degree of objectivity needed for reflection. 

Theatre can also play a key part in the educational impact of museums. Museum theatre has the potential to pass on knowledge, as the Platform 4 theatre demonstrated; it can develop skills in listening, debating and performing while increasing self-esteem. Its emotional impact can alter perceptions and lead to permanent change. Above all, it encourages participation in a creative process that is enjoyable.

The effectiveness of theatrical interpretation as a catalyst for learning has as much to do with the power of the story and the passion of the performers as with the professional qualifications of the team. 

On a recent research trip to the US, I saw live interpreters at a number of museums and historic sites, and could compare actors interpreting history with historians acting out past events. This was particularly interesting at Colonial Williamsburg; the Carpenter Science Theatre Company at the Science Museum of Virginia; and Historic Jamestowne, also in Virginia. 

The actors and historians had a lot in common: the qualities that make an effective live interpreter can be blended successfully in many ways. The historians can hone their natural storytelling ability by adding formal performance skills, while the actors can enhance their stagecraft by learning to be researchers, expanding their knowledge of the subject or the character they are portraying.

Whichever route you take, whether you employ a writer and actors or do all the work yourself, whether you create an improvisational piece or follow a script, there are a few simple rules:

- do your research thoroughly: people expect authority and 'truth' from museums

- be clear about the point of the performance: is it an accurate reconstruction of an event, fiction based on research, or a fantasy designed to raise an issue or make a point? Make sure the audience understands which it is, or you run the risk of creating new myths and legends. This happens anyway as schoolchildren can be quite creative listeners, but you can reduce the probability of it happening

- decide what role (if any) you would like the audience to play and tell them about it in the set up. Teachers, in my experience, dislike surprises

- link your performance directly to the school syllabus: however stunning it is, schools are unlikely to come if you do not. You may still struggle to persuade maths and science teachers that you can present their subjects through theatre (which you can). Ideally, develop the piece in partnership with teachers

- make sure that the performance is woven into the whole museum experience. Ask yourself: would it make any difference if we performed this elsewhere?

- work with the space you will be performing in and minimise disruption. That does not mean that public galleries are off-limits, quite the reverse - museum theatre should be seen and heard by people

- choose or create characters that the children can empathise with: this is the key to engaging them

- pick stories that are appropriate for the age of the children and relevant to their experience, but make sure that you pilot your ideas: you might be surprised what children respond to

- build in flexibility to allow interaction with the audience and adjustment to their reactions: I have seen children so terrified by the authenticity of a Victorian school dame that their teacher said they were unable to absorb any information

- do not compromise on quality: it is far better to offer a short, 
well-researched monologue by an accurately costumed character than a major production by half-hearted, ill-informed performers in fancy dress. Respect the content, the venue, the performers and above all the audience

- evaluate systematically - how else will you improve?

Museum theatre can breathe life into the driest of subjects and even spark the interest of world-weary teenagers, but it is not always appropriate. It is just one of the many forms of interpretation that make museums such special places for learning. You will have to judge whether using it is right for your venue and your particular circumstances. 

It will help if your read Interpreting Our Heritage by Freeman Tilden. It may have been first published in 1957 but it is still the essential reference book for live interpreters. Contact the International Museum Theatre Alliance and the Group for Education in Museums in the UK. Find out who is doing live interpretation in your area and go and see them in action.

Pete Brown is the Inspiring Learning coordinator at the Manchester Museum. He was formerly the education officer at the People's History Museum, Manchester
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For many years I worked as a Tudor courtier at the Hampton Court Palace in London, a job that I remember fondly. I would always start by looking at the visitors' (often doubtful) faces and asking if there was anyone from abroad. For each nationality I had a story, which was historically accurate, linked to the palace and often humorous. There were stories of Italian scientific breakthroughs, Dutch tapestry making, Spain's growing empire and the natives of the Americas, all told from the point of view of an English knight of the realm in 1533. 

I hoped that even the most sceptical visitor would be won over by my knowledge, but I was also letting them know that they could respond and even shape my performance in whatever way they collectively wished. In short, live interpretation was two-way communication, a truly interactive experience that we were sharing.

The key to this kind of interpretation is jettisoning the idea of fixed scripts. Some curators prefer scripts with content that can be checked and controlled for accurate detail, and there is something to be said for this. But a scripted approach has serious disadvantages, particularly in the long term. Giving the same talk several times a day quickly gets boring, and bored performers give dull performances. 

It can also be tempting for performers to get lazy and over-rely on the script. At the Royal Armouries in Leeds I once saw an impressive demonstration of fighting in armour. Unfortunately, scripted talks from costumed characters about game hunting and life in the army were spoiled because the performer seemed to know so little outside their script that they were unable to cope with the visitors' questions afterwards. 

A middle ground might be best, with prepared episodes that are scripted at first, but offering the maximum amount of flexibility to allow for improvisation and interaction. With experience, plot lines and cues can be agreed in advance and the script can become a more amorphous series of points. 

Dressing for the part
Costumes are incredibly important and it is worth investing enough money to get them right and to maintain them properly. It is hard to take someone seriously who is wearing anything that looks like a fancy dress outfit. Costume is also a major talking point - fashion, weapons and underwear are subjects that will interest a cross-section of the visitors.

For special events, costumes can be hired from companies that supply film and television. Perhaps the best known in the UK are the BBC costume and wigs department and Angels, the costumiers. Some theatres will also hire out costumes and props to museums, or recommend a good place to find them. 

For long-running performances it is more cost effective to buy or have costumes made, and build up a wardrobe. With a limited budget, it might be more sensible to go for lower status characters whose clothes can be made of cheaper fabrics and in simple styles. If you base a costume on a historical person in a painting or an illustration it makes life much easier for the dressmaker and means the combination of colours and details will be absolutely right. But costumes will only last if they are regularly dry cleaned and mended - a system should be set up to allow performers to report loose seams and missing buttons so they can be fixed quickly. 

Props and sets
Props are useful as talking points for characters, especially if they reflect their personality in some way. They can be cheap and items such as cooking ingredients, coins, quill pens, snuff, clay pipes or a ring on a ribbon are great pegs for stories. For this reason, a peddler's costume can be an endless source of inspiration. 

Swords and fans are always great props, because so much can be said and demonstrated about their use. Jewellery is also important to get right but it does not have to be expensive as good quality reproductions are easily available. A cottage industry has grown up around re-enactment events. 

Many have craft and living history markets where you can buy leatherwork, weapons, jewellery and clothes. Most makers take pride in getting items historically accurate. While a period setting for a performance is wonderful it is not essential. If the performers and their costumes are good, a set can be as simple as a stool. 

Researching characters
History books are useful for understanding a character's context but it is also important that you immerse yourself in as much primary source material as you can find. Paintings come top of the list. They are essential for answering questions such as how people actually wore swords or ate a meal. 

Visiting other museums is also useful. For understanding the Tudor period, the Mary Rose Museum in Portsmouth, with its cargo of everyday objects from the reign of Henry VIII, is a must, for example. 
Interview curators and other specialists to get in-depth knowledge of a site or a collection. 

You should also create a file of articles, pictures and cuttings about the period or site, and performers should be encouraged to pool their knowledge. Some people prefer to visit the place where their character lived, building up a picture in an almost forensic way from old buildings and the feel of a place. Choosing a character who has a well documented emotional life, such as the 17th-century diarist Samuel Pepys, can make research easier. 

Looking at diaries and journals and for recent history, listening to oral history, are all good ways to get into the feel of a period and to make sure the details of a place or a profession are correct.

Another good idea for performers is keeping a journal to record major personal and world events that the character might remember or have an opinion about. It is also easier to give a character an emotion that you can relate to; for example, if you have experienced bereavement, you are likely to be able to portray similar emotions in your character in a way that others cannot.

It is useful to spend time wearing your costume to help feel your way into a character and a period. Corsetry, belts, strange footwear, hats and wigs all have their peculiar effect on posture and movement. Books of manners, etiquette guides and paintings of the period can give you further clues about how ideally your character would have held themselves and moved. 

Damn modernity
One of the stickiest problems for performers is dealing with things such as cameras, low-flying aircraft and mobile phones. 

It is essential to suspend the visitors' disbelief. The audience knows the character is not 'real' but they enjoy the spell of pretending that they are, as in the theatre. Squealing: 'What is this iron bird I see before me?' every time a plane passes overhead is undignified and ruins the illusion. It is often best to ignore things that might break that spell and quickly reclaim the visitors' attention. 

Sometimes it is possible to make a gentle historical lesson out of a situation. Posing for photographs can be a great excuse to explain how and why people from your period posed in certain ways: 'Forgive me if I don't smile - as you will see from the paintings here, the only people smiling in portraits are drunks or idiots.' I saw an excellent interpreter playing a 16th-century housewife in the Hamptonne Country Life Museum on Jersey who would gently disregard any modern question or interruption by saying: 'In my day…,' neatly bringing the subject back to her and her character's time. You can hear recordings of her performance on the Jersey Heritage Trust website (www.jerseyheritagetrust.org).

Theatrical interpretation is powerful because of its potential for 'live' interaction - with the audience, and ideally with other characters. Two performers can gossip, argue and debate issues in a way that is utterly compulsive to watch. Curators should make sure that performers are well informed but free enough to tailor their performance for each group or member of the public they meet. At best the result is an unforgettable encounter with history, tailored to the visitors' interests. 

Toby Butler is a writer and former living history performer
DOS AND DON'TS

Do
- enjoy yourself - this is great place for eccentricity to thrive
- draw a line between work and your social life - after a day of performing, nothing is more tedious than someone who cannot put the past to one side in the pub.

Don't
- handle objects such as cameras or polystyrene cups if you are in costume and can be seen by the visitors; it is a sure way to ruin the illusion

- allow ordinary conversation to be overheard; go somewhere private for your breaks

- make something up - if you are faced with a question that you cannot answer, ask another character or plead ignorance. Anything is better than the humiliation of being caught out by an expert in the audience.
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