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AT PRESENT, there is a ‘participatory turn’ in
the cultural policies of many European coun-
tries. While the idea of participation is not
novel in cultural policy, it has traditionally
been associated with the accessibility of cul-
tural services. The interest in promoting more
active involvement of citizens in cultural insti-
tutions is leading to a new understanding of
participation. Creative industries and public
institutions face constant demands to foster
cultural diversity in their projects and develop
more democratic forms of artistic creation that
turn citizens into active participants. TheNew
European Agenda for Culture calls for cul-
tural participation to create a more cohesive
Europe. It recognizes that cultural participa-
tion has a positive impact on the quality of
people’s lives, contributes to their wellbeing,
and boosts their sense of belonging to society.

Simultaneously, in the performing arts, inter-
est has increased in fostering participation
and attracting new audiences beyond the

highly educated who make up only  per
cent of potential audiences. Theatre, like
other cultural representations, has the power
to challenge thewaywe understand ourselves
and others, promoting positive changes in
collective identities. Within this frame, the
experience of community theatre practitioners
is essential, as they contribute to expanding
the borders of cultural practice and experience
by engaging specific communities in the cre-
ative process.

In community theatre, the community is the
source of the dramatic text, the performers,
and the audience. Despite being created with
the guidance of professional artists, commu-
nity theatre is usually considered unconven-
tional because it often takes place outside
mainstream establishments, with target audi-
ences that are not necessarily theatregoers.

In some countries, community theatre consti-
tutes an integral part of public theatre institu-
tions. In others, it occurs mainly in the
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independent scene,whichmayhinder its pro-
fessional recognition.

In Spain, there has been a notable increase
in community theatre projects inwhich people
with no previous acting experience become
performers and co-creators. After years of
independent initiatives from community and
inclusive theatre companies, public theatres
are launching and hosting programmes that
require expertise andmediation from commu-
nity theatre professionals. In , the General
Plan for Theatre proposed the promotion of
new audiences through ‘a greater presence of
theatre in the entire educational system, in
cultural programming, and in community
development’. Public institutions, from the
national level to regional and city councils,
have sponsored new funding sources. For
instance, the annual call for grant funding for
theatre and circus programmes enables ‘stable
projects of creation, exhibition, research, and
training in the national territory specifically
focused on theatre for children and youth
and/or inclusive theatre for people with dif-
ferent abilities’.

A survey conducted by the Spanish
Network of Publicly Owned Theatres, Audi-
toriums, Circuits, and Festivals, with the col-
laboration of Pedagogías Invisibles, revealed
that the main objectives of theatres already
involved in projects of education and medi-
ation are to create new audiences and to pro-
mote the performing arts as an added value to
education. In this scenario, with children
and youth as a target collectivity, an increas-
ing number of public theatres are generating
community theatre projects. Well-established
annual programmes include La Nave of the
Teatro Calderón de la Barca, in Valladolid,

andMundo Quinta of Espacio Abierto Quinta
de los Molinos, in Madrid. These two pro-
grammes fulfil the recommendations of the
European Theatre Convention, according to
which public theatres, policy-makers, and
funders must ensure ‘professional production
values’ and ‘high artistic standards’ in their
participatory theatre projects, allowing time
for the process.

This article focuses on the fourth season of
Mundo Quinta (–), which resulted in
the production of the play ¿Me quieres alfileres?

(Multiformas de quereres) on  June  at
the Espacio Abierto. Mundo Quinta is a pro-
gramme of documentary theatre created with
andby adolescents between the age of thirteen
and eighteen. Itwas launched in byEspa-
cio Abierto Quinta de los Molinos, the only
cultural space of the City of Madrid exclu-
sively devoted to children and adolescents,
and which is publicly funded by the munici-
pal company Madrid Destino. The Spanish
theatre company Cross Border Project man-
ages the artistic direction of Mundo Quinta,
and it was founded by Lucía Miranda, stage
director, cultural manager, playwright, and
art educator. With more than ten years of
experience, the company has stood out for
its combination of professional theatre pro-
ductions with art education projects, both at
a national and international level, using
diverse techniques from documentary theatre
and community theatre. Cross Border Project
wants to make theatre for social transform-
ation an integral part of performing arts and
education institutions.

In theatre studies, the emphasis on the
social and personal benefits of theatre partici-
pation sometimes overshadows the artistic
values of community theatre, even if special-
ists are utterly convinced of such values. For
this reason, scholars agree on the need to
re-orient a field ‘heavily biased towards the
social sciences’ and paymore attention to its
aesthetics. We cannot forget, however, that
‘theatre practice, although involving creativ-
ity, fantasy, imagination – in a word, art – is
the action of those who do it’. The approach
of this study combines the examination of the
creative process (encompassing all the social
actors involved) with the analysis of the final
play – ‘to which the specialized discourse
known as aesthetics refers’. How do the
interests of a public institution, a theatre com-
pany, and young participants come together
to create a theatre production? What are the
foundations of the programme? How is the
creative process organized and what artistic
vision arises from it? How is artistic quality in
thefinal production ensured? To answer these
questions, analysis of the dramatic text and
the final performances is combined with my
direct observations of the creative process and
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semi-structured interviews with the artistic
director of Espacio Abierto, the director and
founder of Cross Border Project, the two art
educators who currently lead Mundo Quinta,
and eight out of the fifteen young participants
of the fourth season. The observations and
interviews took place during the last two
months of the creative process from  April
 to  June .

The Foundations of Mundo Quinta

Mundo Quinta was created along with the
opening of the cultural space Espacio Abierto
Quinta de los Molinos. Espacio Abierto
opened its doors on  July  under the
artistic direction of Beatriz de Torres. It is
located in a small palace in the public park
Quinta de los Molinos, a -acre green area in
the San Blas district of Madrid, with almond
trees, pines, bushes, and ponds. The creation
of Espacio Abierto as a cultural centre aimed
at children and youth was an initiative of the
then mayor of Madrid, Manuela Carmena.
The assessor of culture at the City Council,
Paula Foulkes, assigned the project to Beatriz
de Torres, who developed the concept of
Espacio Abierto, considering the use, form,
and spirit intended to shape this public space.

Espacio Abierto (whichmeans ‘open space’
in Spanish), lives up to its name with a wel-
coming spirit, serving as a meeting place and
offering a rich programme of activities, work-
shops, and shows aimed at babies, children,
adolescents, and families. In a personal inter-
view, de Torres highlighted art and creation as
the cornerstones of Espacio Abierto: ‘I wanted
everything that happens here to be crossed by
art and creation, not only to generate a space
for creators to show their work but to serve as
a bubbling heart so that the creativity is con-
tagious for everyone who comes and mainly
for children and adolescents.’ By providing
a safe and welcoming environment, Espacio
Abierto offers an opportunity for children and
young people to explore their artistic passions
and connect with others.

According to de Torres, cultural institutions
have disregarded adolescents because they are
between childhood and young adulthood. For
this reason, she wanted adolescents to have a

prominent role in Espacio Abierto so that they
could create, express themselves, and let their
voices be heard. She promoted the creation of
Mundo Quinta as a documentary theatre pro-
ject for, with, and by adolescents. The perform-
ing arts can, in her opinion, benefit youth ‘at an
intimate and even professional level’.

Moreover, she wanted Mundo Quinta to
result yearly in a final staging that fulfils the
expectations of a professional production, one
she describes as ‘the type of production I
would programme as an artistic director’. For
her, the experience of creating a performance
not only gives adolescents specific performing
skills, but also the ‘reliability and profession-
alism of doing things with care, responsibility,
and team awareness, knowing that each of
them has a role’. In addition, it was essential
for her that the performance let us hear the
voices of the young participants, which led to
the choice of documentary theatre:

I was clear on the responsibility of a public space
and it seems to me that those of us who are even-
tually in charge of a public institution have the
obligation to bet, to risk, and to defend things that
can only be done from the public sector. . . . We
have to give this audience and this age group a
space, right? Not only as an audience but also as an
active part. We have to push the institutions. And
this is a municipal space: here they are listened to,
resources are provided, their needs, their requests
are met . . . this is for them, for everybody, and we
are all here to enjoy that.

In the individual interviews, the young parti-
cipants expressed their identification with the
project and how important it was for them to
feel heard. One of the veteran participants
described their experiencewith thefirst season
of the project. ‘We were very united as a
group,’ they said. ‘It was our first year, we
showed off on stage and I felt very important.
. . . It mademe feel relevant, like someone saw
me, I mean, someone saw all of us and truly
believed that we matter and that we should
give our best. I think that’s wonderful.’ This
feedback shows the positive impact of creating
a sense of community, responsibility, and trust
among participants, prioritizing their voices.

To develop Mundo Quinta, de Torres con-
tacted LucíaMiranda, the director of the Span-
ish theatre company Cross Border Project. At
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the time, Miranda was the artistic director of
Generación Global (–), together with
Marina Santo. Generación Global was a scenic
creation laboratory aimed at young people,
between fourteen and eighteen years old,
from diverse origins, who were studying in
Madrid, with a special focus on migrants and
refugees. It was coordinated by the Centro de
Cultura Contemporánea Conde Duque of the
Municipality of Madrid, the non-profit organ-
ization CEAR (Spanish Commission for Refu-
gees), and Cross Border Project. Nacho
Bilbao, one of the members of Cross Border
Project, designed the Mundo Quinta project,
taking into consideration the experience
acquired by the company in Generación Glo-
bal. Throughout the years, Cross Border
Project’s community programmes have bene-
fited from the exchange of experiences among
art educators.

The first season of Mundo Quinta was
launched in October  and is currently in
its sixth season. The group meets every
Thursday at Espacio Abierto during the
school calendar, fromOctober to June. During
the Covid- lockdown,MundoQuintamain-
tained its weekly meetings online, guarantee-
ing the creation of a final scenic production
that could take place after the restrictions
lifted, despite the special circumstances. In
thefirst and second seasons of the programme
(–), the artistic directors were Nacho
Bilbao (lead director) and Belén de Santiago.
From the third season (–), Belén de
Santiago (lead director) and Ángel Perabá
took over the artistic direction. Since ,
Susana Rubio has been the coordinator of
Mundo Quinta.

In Mundo Quinta, the community of ado-
lescents is at the centre of the programme’s
attention. The young participants are the
source and protagonists of the final produc-
tion. Community theatre, as described by
Eugene van Erven, ‘manifests itself in many
different guises, yielding a broad range of per-
formance styles’, and is united by ‘its emphasis
on local and/or personal stories (rather than
pre-written scripts) that are first processed
through improvisation and then collectively
shaped into theatre’. Every year, the lead
artists rely on documentary theatre techniques

to convey – and even collect – the creations,
stories, and concerns of the adolescents.

The connections between community the-
atre and certain forms of documentary theatre
that stem from a community have already
been mentioned by such scholars as Derek
Paget, from the perspective of British verbatim
theatre of the s and s, and van Erven,
from the perspective of community theatre.

However, in current documentary theatre pro-
ductions, the selection of the community
depends mostly on the topic that the play-
wright or theatre company wants to address,
while in community theatre, the community is
at the heart of the entire process, including the
selection of a topic, as in Mundo Quinta.

Mundo Quinta’s Creative Process

Closer examination ofMundoQuinta’s yearly
organization of the creative process sheds
light on its artistic vision and the key elements
and strategies used to achieve it. Every year,
the artistic directors ofMundoQuinta follow a
similar timeline. Before the start of a new
edition, there is a recruitment phase organized
by Susana Rubio, the coordinator of Mundo
Quinta. Rubio contacts the public high schools
of the area, and two art educators visit them to
give a workshop about Mundo Quinta so that
students can experience what the project is
about. They also invite the students to attend
the staging of the play of the previous season,
attracting young audiences. The collaboration
of schools and teachers is key in this process.

Information about Mundo Quinta is also
spread by word of mouth, as Belén de San-
tiago highlights: ‘Once you have the group,
part of the recruitment is done by the partici-
pants, as they tell others about it.’

At the end of October, the weekly meetings
begin, taking place on Thursdays between 

and  p.m. Although the content of eachwork-
shop depends on the phase of the creative
process, every session of Mundo Quinta starts
with warm-up games and finishes with a
moment of reflection and closure. These
moments include circle exercises inwhich each
participant has a say. Before leaving, the par-
ticipants take turns in the circle to
twist towards each other and embrace. This
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approach fosters a sense of community and
encourages open communication among
participants.

Belén de Santiago and Ángel Perabá insist
on the importance of the first meetings for
team building. They are essential to establish
a safe space of creativity and artistic expres-
sion for the rest of the year. As Perabá puts it,
‘For us, “team building” means to be able to
express oneself freely within the group, to be
able to give opinions, to be able to make mis-
takes, to feel free to make mistakes.’ In the
interviews with the young participants, it was
evident that the feeling of being included and
accepted was of utmost importance:

Iwas starting tomeet people I really liked, and it’s a
feeling I can’t describe. When you start to feel like
you’ve found a placewhere youfit in.Whenwe did
activities, they included you in everything. . . . I’m
being part of something and not as an extra, but we
are all one.

This sense of belonging is crucial for adoles-
cents, as they are still in the process of dis-
covering their own identities and interests.

Without losing sight of the team-building
objective, the first few weeks are also about
choosing a theme of interest to everyone, as
Belén de Santiago explains:

We start the edition, and the first part of the project
focuses directly on getting to know each other,
building a team, and generating a safe space of
confidence where participants feel free to express
themselves. This is a fundamental aim because if
we are not successful, the project won’t work at a
later stage, sowe have to go all-out with it. The first
session is about playing, knowing each other, and
knowing the group. Afterwards, this aim of build-
ing a team and generating a safe space is connected
with the search for a topic of interest for the group
through the artistic tools that we are going to use to
create a play. This year we have worked with ver-
batim documentary theatre. Thus, we looked for a
topic that concerns us all as a group using the tools
of verbatim documentary theatre.

In the fourth season (–), the group
decided to reflect on human relationships.
In this part of the creative process, the partici-
pants of Mundo Quinta collaborate in games
and improvisations, conduct research, and
generate materials that Belén de Santiago will

eventually transform into a dramatic text and
Ángel Perabá into movement and choreog-
raphy. Participants also delve into a specific
theatre modality in combination with docu-
mentary theatre, showing the project’s com-
mitment to continuous improvement and
innovation. This ultimately benefits the parti-
cipants, especially those who have been
involved with Mundo Quinta for several
years. For example, in the – season,
the creative process was based on Theatre in
Education, while in – it concentrated on
the theatre of objects. In the fourth season
(–), which led to ¿Me quieres alfileres?
(Multiformas de quereres), Mundo Quinta
focused on verbatim theatre.

In this part of the creative process, the art-
istic directors invite two experts to share their
experiences about specific topics or tech-
niques. These special guests do not necessarily
come from the creative field. The artistic dir-
ectors of Mundo Quinta consider the wishes
and needs of the young participants before
deciding who the guests will be. For de San-
tiago, remaining attentive to these needs is
paramount: ‘There is a continuous, gigantic
listening process.’ In –, the guest
experts were Paula Lafuente and Daniel
Galindo. Lafuente, a psychotherapist and art-
ist, gave a first workshop that focused on
improving the wellbeing of the group, and a
second one on experimental poetry, to explore
the words of the interviews from the perspec-
tive of their sound. Galindo, a radio presenter
on Radio Nacional de España, focused on the
language of the radio, and taught the young
participants how to talkwith amicrophone, as
the play is built around the recording of a
podcast (Figure ).

Another remarkable aspect of the creative
process lies in the involvement of the partici-
pants’ families beyond the role of mere spec-
tators. Every year, the art educators organize
an open session where a parent or another
adult family member of each young partici-
pant is invited. This session serves as a plat-
form for parents and teenagers to engage and
play together, thus transcending the space of
the group and bringing families closer to the
theatre. According to Perabá, it opens up new
paths of communication between the parents
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and their children. It provides an opportunity
for parents to share their expectations when
they were young, and for the children to com-
pare them with their own expectations. By
doing so, they become more aware of the con-
nections between their past andpresent selves.
Moreover, the materials and dynamics that
emerge from this session become a part of
the final staging, thus making the families an
integral part of the creative process. Involving
the families in the creativeprocess and thefinal
play not only enhances their participation but
also strengthens their bonds with the project.

At this point of the creative process, Belén
de Santiago has been working on the creation
of a dramatic textwith thematerials generated
by the community. Her intention is ‘to be true
to the participants’ discussions and the con-
flicts they brought up’. This commitment is

reflected in thewords of the adolescents them-
selves, who revealed in the interviews that
they were aware of their contributions. The
participants were able to identify specific
moments in the plays that contained their
words, experiences, and ideas, underscoring
the significance of their input. Some partici-
pants expressed pride in sharing their mes-
sage and emphasized the empowering value
of performing their ideas:

Throughout the year, I’ve brought up things on
affective responsibility and how love is badly treated
in adolescence because there are visions that are not
entirely real about what love is. I appear in the play
as an expert. They have told me: ‘You’re an expert,
you’re going to talk about this.’And I’mquite proud,
not only because it’s my opinion or what I think and
it’s there, but because it’s a message that I want to
share and they have allowed me to do it.

Figure 1. The podcast. Photo and courtesy of Javier Burgos.
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While de Santiagoworks on the dramatic text,
Ángel Perabá develops the dramaturgy of
movement and composes the choreography
that will be part of the final show. Music and
choreography are key components of Cross
Border Project’s professional and community
performances that create playful moments of
complicity with the audience.

The last three months are devoted to
rehearsals. The technical and artistic team
starts working on all the angles of the final
staging. These are hectic weeks in which the
young participants not only rehearse but also
experience what it takes to stage a theatre
play. They meet the stage and costume
designer, the sound designer, the audiovisual
artist, the technicians for sound, lighting, and
so on. According to de Santiago, this practical
experience of what a stage production in-
volves contributes to developing the theatre
literacy of the young participants. The adoles-
cents see it as an invaluable experience that
gives them a sense of responsibility, as this
participant highlighted: ‘During the technical
rehearsals, people come to see us and ask us
questions, and we are constantly running
from one place to another. The stress and
adrenalin of this last phase make me feel very
professional, and it thrills me.’

Throughout the year, the young partici-
pants are invited to watch plays at Espacio
Abierto, and they have the possibility to go
everymonth with the art educators to watch a
play at other venues in Madrid. Some of them
even took part in professional theatre produc-
tions of Cross Border Project, such as the
forum theatre play La chica que soñaba [The Girl
Who Dreamed] () or the documentary play
Alicias buscan maravillas [Alices Seek Wonders]
(). The experience they gain, both as per-
formers and spectators, enrich each other, fos-
tering a theatre literacy that becomes a
passion. In fact, in the personal interviews that
I held with the participants, seven out of eight
expressed an interest in pursuing a career in
the performing arts, although only two of
them used to go to the theatre before Mundo
Quinta. Three interviewees would like to pur-
sue a career in acting, two of them in combin-
ation with writing or scenography. Others

indicated a professional interest in produc-
tion, dramaturgy, set design, and props; one
of the veterans is currently studying stage
direction at the Real Escuela Superior de Arte
Dramático; and all of them acknowledged
that, thanks to Mundo Quinta, they could
better understand and appreciate the com-
plexities of theatre production:

When you perform theatre and then you see
another play, you know what’s behind it . . . For
example, the other day I went to see a play with the
school, but it was a classic play, La Celestina, which
didn’t interestmemuch because it’s the typical play
that you read every year. But there were only four
actors who played five or ten characters. Each of
themhad theversatility to play completely different
characters and all that. I was talking about it with
my friend, and my friend said she hadn’t realized.
She was attentive to what they were saying, but I
kind of paid attention to a lot of other things.

I asked the eight youngperformerswhich part
of the creative process they enjoyed the most.
Six of them mentioned the last part of the
rehearsals, particularly the last week before
the performance, when they meet every day
and cover the technical rehearsals. Their
reasons for preferring this part of the process
were diverse. They enjoy experiencing as per-
formers how the technical aspects of the the-
atre production are finalized: they feel the
responsibility of having to be present every
day, as every hour counts – ‘If youmiss a day,
the next day there are already five scenes set
up’ – and the boost of adrenalin at the immi-
nence of the premiere; they receive visits from
themedia, showing that their work is relevant
and their voice is heard; and they have more
time to spend and have fun with the whole
group. As one performer observes:

I love the feeling of the week before the premiere.
We come on Saturday, then we take Sunday and
Monday off to rest. We come every day and every
day is different.We check out the lights, sound, and
everything else. That feeling of coming here every
day, rehearsing the play at least three times, mak-
ing mistakes . . . repeating a scene three times to
make sure the lights are perfect . . . The feeling is
incredible. I have a great time with my colleagues;
we laugh a lot andwehaveplenty of free timewhen
we’re not rehearsing.
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Two participants referred as well to the first
weeks when they get to know each other and
play because it makes them feel free and
relaxed: ‘No one expects me to know any-
thing, I can forget everything I know and just
start playing. It’s my escape mechanism.’

One participant mentioned that they espe-
cially enjoyed workshops with guest experts
because the directors take into account their
needs and wishes; another participant re-
ferred to the start of the rehearsals. When I
asked all the participants if they shared good
memories of Mundo Quinta, they referred to
happy moments of companionship and
friendship: ‘The best thing is the friends I have
made. I have created very strong relationships
here, and they are some of the few friends I
have outside of high school.’ These memor-
ies rely upon the team-building games of the
first part of the project and culminate in the
intensity of the last weeks and the final explo-
sion of the performance.

¿Me quieres alfileres?: A Collage of Stories
and Documentary Techniques

Now that we have a better understanding of
the organization and the vision of Mundo
Quinta’s creative process, let’s take a closer
look at the play created and performed in
the fourth season, ¿Me quieres alfileres?
(Multiformas de quereres). As already dis-
cussed, one of the foundations of the pro-
gramme is the use of documentary theatre as
a means of giving voice to the community of
adolescents. In addition, each season of
Mundo Quinta delves into specific dramatic
forms, which provide a specific methodology
during the devising process. The fourth season
focused on verbatim theatre, one of the most
emblematic forms of documentary theatre.

From the s until today, documentary
theatre has evolved, taking many names and
forms, which share the use of media objects as
a representation of ‘an absent person or a past
event’. Originally, documentary theatre
tried to represent reality faithfully, while
more recently it has willingly blurred the bor-
der between fact and fiction. There has also
been a displacement from the focus on import-
ant historical events and characters to the

experience of the common people. This tran-
sition towards subjectivity ismore apparent in
current documentary theatre, where genre
hybridity is frequent.

In his study of the British local scene of the
s and s, Paget observed that verba-
tim theatre was based on the ‘transcription of
interviews with “ordinary” people, done in
the context of research into a particular region,
subject area, issue, event, or combination of
these things’. This definition still applies to
such productions by Cross Border Project as
Fiesta, Fiesta, Fiesta [Party, Party, Party] ()
and Casa [Home] (), even if, in these cases,
the research and interviews were conducted
by a single individual, Lucía Miranda, the
director and playwright, instead of being con-
ducted by the whole company. Miranda took
Anna Deavere Smith as a referent in these
plays. Following the American performer’s
technique, actors not only reproduce the
words of the interviews, but also use the audio
recordings, to build the characters and imitate
as faithfully as possible theway the interview-
ees talk, replicating their accent, pronunci-
ation, pauses, and so on. In this way, actors
convey other socio-cultural dimensions of
the interviewees’ identities, beyond their
testimonies.

When the directors of MundoQuinta intro-
duced the verbatimmethodology in the fourth
edition, they drew on the company’s experi-
ence. Ángel Perabá elaborates:

‘Verbatim’ refers both to the construction of the
text, of the dramaturgy, the part that is direct tran-
scription, and the technique that the performers use
to learn the text, not only with the transcription of
the text, say, on paper, but also with the audio, and
then the acting verbatim, with tools that we have
also been learning from the company. Listening to
the audio, repeating and repeating, learning it as if
it were a song and, well, giving them tools that we
ourselves have been trying out in the company.

By analyzing previous approaches and identi-
fying areas for improvement, the art educators
crafted a strategy that would maximize the
usefulness of the verbatim methodology. They
explained to the young participants what ver-
batim theatre is, how to interview people and
find a good story, and how to take care of the
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interviewees from an ethical perspective. The
adolescentswere free to choose the people they
wanted to interview, always with the topic of
human relationships in mind.

The dramatic text, composed by Belén de
Santiago, draws not only from the interviews
but also from the participants’ experiences and
a development process that included exercises,
improvisation, research activities, and games.
She asked the participants about their experi-
ence and perception of the interviews they con-
ducted to keep in mind what they considered
relevant.Her intentionwas topreserve asmuch
aspossible the sense andmeaning they found in
the interviews: ‘Otherwise, the play would be
about what interests me, instead of what inter-
ests them.’ In any case, de Santiago acknow-
ledges that she is ‘making decisions as a
playwright, I just try [to make it so] that those
decisions have more to do with theatrical,
dramaturgical issues, with conflict; rather than
going into the content’. In some cases, the inter-
views become a fictional dialogue in the play: ‘I
have also taken care of the artistic side so that
thematerial is not placed in a raw state but that
there is a scenic dynamic that contrasts with it
so that it isn’t all “monologue, monologue,
monologue”.’ As Carol Martin affirms: ‘the
process of selection, editing, organization, and
presentation is where the creative work of
documentary theatre gets done.’

The use of real testimonies in theatre can
raise ethical concerns, especially in projects
created with adolescents. When I discussed
this topic with Belén de Santiago, she empha-
sized the importance of taking ‘responsibility
for what you are telling’ and placing ‘ethics
and care’ at the forefront. To make the young
participants and interviewees feel comfort-
able about the final product, the art educator
involved them in thefinal revision and editing
of the play’s script. This process ensured that
the play was respectful of the people whose
stories were being portrayed:

In the [informed consent] forms we give [to the
people we interview], we explain that we are going
to create a play with the interviews, but that after-
wardswe are going to show them the text. The kids
have given them the scenes . . . and about this
material, someone can say, ‘I want to change this.’

Beforewe started rehearsing, just aswehaddone
with the interviewees, we read the dramaturgy
[with the adolescents] andwe had a session focused
on ‘Howdo you feel about it?’, ‘Do you prefer to tell
your own story, or do you prefer someone else’s
story?’ There are scenes in which they tell theirs,
and they decided that – proposed by me in most
cases, but accepted by them. And some of them told
me: ‘No, I prefer to tell this, or I prefer that.’ . . . It’s
like they felt the desire to distance themselves from
this material. And we have done it that way. And
there aremore possibilities, it can also happen that a
participant says: ‘This was like that, but now I don’t
want this to be in theplay . . .We’re going to remove
this.’ . . . And things have been removed, yes. This is
part of the documentary process.

This accords with the testimony of one young
participant who, in response to my question
about their contribution to the creative pro-
cess, revealed that a part of the text was linked
to a painful personal experience. Despite the
emotional weight of the content, the partici-
pant decided to retain it and perform it per-
sonally: ‘I didn’t feel that it was going tomake
me feel bad. Or that I would feel worse by
repeating it over and over again. I think it
actually helped me cope with things. Like, I
joke about it now.’ This illustrates how a
responsible use of testimony, respecting the
agency of the participants, can help them pro-
cess emotions and experiences.

Another important part of the creative
process concerns the dramatic resources
and techniques employed to transform
community-generated materials – the docu-
ment – effectively into art. The variety of stor-
ies, voices, and dramatic forms included in
Mundo Quinta’s play compose an insightful
collage about different types of relationships
and their meaning for the participants. The
first part of the title, ¿Me quieres alfileres?
(Multiformas de quereres), displays the input of
one mother during the open session with par-
ents, who mentioned that ‘me quieres, alfi-
leres’ was a colloquial form of declaring love
when she was a teenager. In the play, ¿Me
quieres alfileres? (Multiformas de quereres) is also
the title of a podcast about relationships that
the adolescents/performers record at high
school and that serves as a unifying thread.
According to Belén de Santiago, the idea of
introducing a podcast came from an actual
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podcast that one of the adolescents brought in
during the research phase:

I thought it was a great resource, because I have to
find a balance between [the young participants’]
ideas and specific artistic decisions that can be
undertaken in a simple way with an artistic, scenic
result of quality. In this case, they proposed some-
thing that facilitates a scenic dynamic [i.e. the pod-
cast]. It was positive for a play where there are
many stories, text, monologues, and audio. I
thought it was a nice resource to add these present-
ers, who can offer a contrast between some scenes,
give other nuances, and create a special game.

The dramatic text is divided into twenty-five
scenes and a prologue that provide a unique
perspective – that of youth – on relationships
today, from friendship, love, and family in
adolescence to affective responsibility. There
is a great diversity of voices and stories framed
through two main strategies, as follows.

First: the podcast gives a frame to the stor-
ies, which are dramatized on the stage while
the presenters comment on them. The present-
ers also introduce music and even audio
recordings. For instance, in Scene , they play
voice messages in which the listeners pose
difficult questions about relationships that
begin with the words ‘What do we do when
. . . ?’. Mundo Quinta participants recorded
these messages as part of an exercise during
the development process, adding a new layer
of authenticity to the play: ‘What do we do
when your friend starts crying for someone
you know is not good for her?’; ‘What do we
do when your friend shows up and tells you
that your best friend’s mother has just com-
mitted suicide?’ Scene  includes a frag-
ment of the recording of an interview with
the grandmother of one of the participants,
who speaks about her first love. This is a
particularly poignant moment that offers a
glimpse into the past, highlighting how rela-
tionships have changed over time.

Second: a metatheatrical framework pro-
vides information about the interviewing pro-
cess. At the beginning and end of the play, in
the Prologue and Scene , the performers
explain to two different interviewees – and
hence the audience – what the aim of the

interview is, and ask for permission to use
their words in the play. By doing so, they
encourage the audience to consider the ethical
implications of using someone else’s words
for artistic purposes:

[Prologue]

 : So, beforewe start, I would like to
remind you that this interview is so that we can
write our play afterwards.

 : After this, we don’t know what’s
going to happen . . . whetherwe’re going to turn
you into one character or several . . .

 : We’re going to interview several
people from different generations.

 : On relationships.
: Relationships . . . why?
 : Well, I’m particularly interested

inwondering a bit about howwe can take better
care of our relationships.

 : In my case, well . . . What I think
is . . . When the audience is there, right? (Points
at the audience.) And they listen to the stories, I
don’t know, they might identify with them and
feel: ‘Well, it’s not just me.’

[Scene ]

 : In the end, you are going to
appear in the play, Pi, right at the end. There
were some people who felt a bit awkward about
talking about cancer . . . (Unsteady.) You know?
But I told them that one of the things that
surprised me when we found out and went to
see you was that you spoke about it completely
naturally . . .

: And what’s the part that’s going to appear
about me?

 : I brought it right here (Takes out
her mobile phone.) to see if it’s OK with you.

The second fragment highlights an interesting
aspect of group dynamics and decision mak-
ing. It shows that some young participants
were initially hesitant to include Pi’s testi-
mony about cancer in the play. According to
de Santiago, there was indeed ‘a group con-
versation about how we were going to talk
about cancer, that is, about our concern to tell
that story. However, the girl, when asked and
shown the text, said that she loved it. In other
words, it was us who thought that it could
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raise an issue.’ This shows the effort that the
art educators made to ensure that all voices
were heard and valued.

Apart from revealing aspects of the inter-
view process, the previous fragments include
two important characters of the play, whose
stories are mentioned and spread over several
scenes: Luna and Pi. Luna, a girl whomigrated
from Peru to Spain, is portrayed as struggling
with the Spanish school system and her rela-
tionship with her mother. Her last appearance
in the play depicts her decision to return to
Peru to be with her grandparents, whom she
considers her significant relationship. The per-
formers who take on Luna’s role use a suitcase
to identify her, and her interventions are
played verbatim, imitating the interviewee’s
speech. Pi, a young pianist with cancer, tells
us about her love ofmusic and how it helps her
through the worst moments. Instead of using
the verbatim technique to imitate her speech,
de Santiago chose to recreate the information
gathered in her interviews through dialogues.
Other characters’ stories reflect on the

difficulty of forging meaningful friendships,
the need to end toxic relationships, the peculi-
arities of love in adolescence, and the social
considerations of bisexuality, among other
topics. The diversity of characters and themes
brings depth and complexity to the play, cre-
ating a rich and nuanced portrayal of the inter-
viewees’ experiences (Figure ).

Mundo Quinta participants worked with
innovative theatrical techniques to perform
the verbatim fragments in groups that
required a synchronized use of movement
and body expression. Specifically, Scene
, titled ‘Hey, How Are You?’, and Scene
, ‘All Very Cheesy, So to Speak’, reproduce
verbatim fragments of two different inter-
views that give an account of the beginning
of a friendship and a romantic relationship,
respectively. In Scene , six participants enter
the stage holding teddy bears, while in Scene
, seven participants come in with a lollipop.
In both scenes, the group stands at the centre
of the stage, in a choir formation, facing the
audience. The two groups of performers, with

Figure 2. Luna and her suitcase. Photo and courtesy of Javier Burgos.



https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X24000174 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X24000174


Ángel Perabá, composed a choreography of
gestures that they execute at the same time.
They perform themonologue as if they were a
unique body with several voices. Each per-
former interprets a part of the text, resulting
in a cohesive and immersive performance
with a playful component (Figure ).

On other occasions, fragments of the inter-
views are included within a fictional scene.
This is the case in Scene , ‘Mothers Who
Are Not Here’, which deals with the absence
and loss of a mother. The scene is interspersed
with two monologues and is based on an
improvisation that the participants created
from an interview, which is performed verba-
tim. Scene , ‘Defending Oneself’, introduces
a different technique. This scene combines the
fictionalization of the participant’s interview
with her mother with the breaking of the
fourth wall. The daughter speaks to the audi-
ence to explain her own reactions to the inter-
view, while another performer, in the role of
the mother, tells her story. By adopting the
intimate tone of confession and blurring the
line between fact and fiction, the audience is
invited to engage with the material on an
emotional level and to reflect on their own
experiences and relationships:

: I alreadyknew that shedid judo.And I
realized that I had never asked her about judo. –
Mum, why did you start judo?

: Well, I was the typical good girl who let
herself get beaten up. Then, one day, my mum
took me aside and said, ‘Let’s do martial arts.’
She took me to do judo. The best thing I
could do.

: Her face was lighting up in a way . . .
: We were two partners. I was the strength

and she was the technique. And we were
spectacular. We won everything. We lived
for judo.

Other scenes originated in group dynamics,
exercises, and creative stimuli proposed
throughout the course. According to Belén
de Santiago, Scene , ‘Adolescents Taking up
the Space’, was based on an improvisation in
which the participants had to enter high
school. This scene takes place just after the
prologue that introduces Luna’s character
and the interviewprocess. As the song ‘Brutal’
by Olivia Rodrigo () plays at full volume
in the theatre, the performers come on stage
using their smartphones as lanterns to illu-
minate their way. They carry the objects that
will be used during the play: a table, several
chairs, a blackboard, a tablet, and two micro-
phones. They take props and costume items
out of Luna’s suitcase and place them on the
table. Two of them sit down at the table, and
someone writes the title of the podcast on the
blackboard. In this way, the stage is set up for
the rest of the performance with an opening

Figure 3. The verbatim choir. Photo and courtesy of Javier Burgos.
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full of youthful energy: the adolescents take
up the stage and want to be heard.

Scene , ‘Fictional Relationships’, is also
based on a dynamic in which they play cha-
rades about their favourite fictional couples.
The scene begins with a representation of the
first-kiss scene of Lexa and Clarke, characters
in the American science-fiction drama series
The  (–), developed by Jason
Rothenberg and based on the Young Adult
novels by Kass Morgan. The play is rich in
references to the music and popular culture
that Mundo Quinta participants enjoy, which
communicates a sense of authenticity and
generates a special complicity with the young
audience.

In some cases, the dynamic that led to a
scene originated in specific material brought
by one of the participants. Scene , for
instance, titled ‘Buddy Contract’, is inspired
by the comical illustration of an artist that
depicts what a contract for friends could look
like. In this scene, the podcast presenters
humorously discuss what terms they would
add to the contract. Similarly, Scene , ‘The
Obvious’, takes the form of a monologue
whose text was written by the friend of a
participant. The monologue deals with how
we can take care of relationships by saying
obvious things to the people we love, such
as ‘You are beautiful’. The performer speaks
directly to the spectators with restrained emo-
tion, including them in the reflection. Both
scenes illustrate how specific materials were
transformed into different dramatic forms to
explore the topic of human relationships.

Even if not all scenes are based on verbatim
techniques, the play maintains an intention to
document the creative process and the adoles-
cents’ life experiences. The intergenerational
dialogue and the relationship between the
protagonists and their parents are therefore
very present. In fact, some of the parents’
contributions to the open session had a direct
translation into the play. As de Santiago
explains, ‘The scene titled “Letter to the
Child” is a consequence of one of the activities
carried out with the parents. It’s their docu-
ment.’ The scene consists of a monologue that
quotes sentences written by the parents, who
had to complete the phrase: ‘Forgive me for

. . . but sometimes I would like you to . . .’
Emotion and humour go hand in hand in this
letter, which finds a connection to a previous
scene titled ‘Letter to the Mother’.

The play includes two sessions of group
choreography composed by Ángel Perabá for
some exercises with ‘viewpoints’, a technique
of improvisation for creating movement for
the stage. The participants practised with
viewpoints throughout the year, particularly
during the warm-ups. Perabá wanted the
young performers to ‘feel onstage and impro-
vise more, compose more’: ‘It’s very cool
because you play a song and maybe everyone
goes to the floor at the same time. They under-
stand that there are issues of repetition, of the
duration of actions, of the meaning given by
the place you put yourself in space.’ The first
choreographed session is based on the popular
bolero song ‘Bésamemucho’ [‘Kiss Me a Lot’],
as interpreted by American singer Alaina Cas-
tillo in . The idea of using this song came
from an exercise with viewpoints in which
there were many moments of kisses and hugs.
On a stage dimly lit with purple light, seven
performers interpret a dance that starts with
movements andgestures that imply kisses and
hugs. They continue dancing more freely
around the space, surrounding one of the par-
ticipants, who ends up as the soloist, dancing
and singing at the centre. After reciting the
‘Letter to the Mother’, another group of seven
participants perform the second choreo-
graphed session, based on the song ‘Aymamá’
[‘Oh, Mother’] (), by Rigoberta Bandini.
The song is a hymn to motherhood that
became famous after being performed at Beni-
dorm Fest, where the candidate to represent
Spain in Eurovision  was selected. The
performers first move along the stage rhyth-
mically, and afterwards dance around one of
the participants, who, microphone in hand,
takes the role of the singer. In both choreogra-
phies, the technique of viewpoints helped the
performers to understand the nuances of
movement and space, leading to amore organ-
ized and cohesive performance.

Life experience, humour, popular culture,
music, and dance are all ingredients in the
shows of Cross Border Project. In Mundo
Quinta, such elements are enriched by the
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creativity and perspective of its young protag-
onists. Undoubtedly, one of Mundo Quinta’s
merits is to turn the theatre into a space where
teenagers can reflect on and convey their con-
cerns with beauty and emotion.

Conclusion

The participatory turn in cultural policies
brings an opportunity to rethink how theatres
and cultural spaces can contribute to building
a more inclusive society and how society can
enrich and enhance cultural institutions. In
Spain, as in other European countries, there
is a growing interest in attracting new audi-
ences by expanding the borders of cultural
practice. Some public theatres have launched
community theatre projects aimed at children
and young people – among other groups –

that rely on the artistic direction of theatre
professionals and art educators. After five
successful seasons, Mundo Quinta, a docu-
mentary youth theatre programme, repre-
sents a positive model of how a public
institution and a theatre company can work
together to build a stable programme that
takes care of the community and places it at
the centre of artistic creation.

The foundations ofMundoQuinta lie in the
use of documentary theatre as a creative way
to let the voices of adolescents be heard and to
make them the protagonists of the creative
process, with all the personal and professional
gains such an experience has to offer. Espacio
Abierto gives the project the time and
resources necessary to fulfil the expectations
of professional productions. In this sense, the
mediation of the Artistic Directors and the
participation of a whole artistic and technical
team are paramount, as they guarantee the
quality of the final production. At the same
time, great attention is paid to thewellbeing of
the participants. From the very beginning, art
educators have focused on building a space
where the participants feel free and safe
to play and express themselves. The inter-
views with the young participants show
that creating a sense of community and
belonging leads to increased motivation and
engagement among participants. It also
underscores the significance of recognizing

and acknowledging the value of each partici-
pant’s contribution,which can boost their con-
fidence and self-esteem.

The creative process of Mundo Quinta
extends throughout the academic year and is
divided into a team-building phase, a research
phase, the creation of the dramaturgy, the
rehearsals, and the final staging. The project
opens its doors to collaboration with guest
experts and parents, enriching itself and
broadening its scope of action. Every year,
the participants choose a new topic and prac-
tice, with specific theatre-creation techniques.
In the fourth season of Mundo Quinta (–
), the artistic team introduced verbatim
theatre as a method for textual creation and
performance. At the same time, the use of
verbatimperformance allowed the youngpar-
ticipants to enquire into how others experi-
ence their most significant relationships and
to reflect on the importance of an affective
responsibility to improve them.

The analysis of the final performance, in
combination with the observations and inter-
views about the creative process, sheds light
on the construction of the dramaturgy. The
final text and performance rely on the contri-
butions of the young participants in a creative
way. The construction of the scenes shows that
the Artistic Directors have intensively docu-
mented the ideas and contributions of the par-
ticipants. By involving the participants in the
final revision and editing of the play-script, the
art educators ensured that their agency and
stories were respected. They have also intro-
duced specific dynamics, activities, and
improvisations that opened paths to artistic
results. Many of the scenes are based on the
interviews, but they are performed using
diverse techniques: from pure verbatim imita-
tion to softer forms that re-signify the inter-
views within the fictional context, including
performance techniques that rely on bodily
expression, synchronic movements, and
choreography. The unifying thread of the pod-
cast and the metatheatrical frame that shows
the interviewprocess hold together the collage
of stories and documentary techniques.

Mundo Quinta is a good example of how
the commitment and collaboration of a public
institution and a theatre company align to
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offer youth a safe space to create and share
their wishes and concerns. The meaning of
‘safe space’ in this context is two-fold: it not
only entails a place for adolescents to think
and create freely, but also as a guarantee of
being supported by a public institution that
ensures the continuation of the project, and a
theatre company that boosts their creative
efforts with the required artistic expertise.
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