



 

Starting a Solo Show 
POWER PLAYS 2024 writer-in-residence Martha Pailing 

Note from the artist - When putting this workshop together, I tried to think what 
would be helpful when I was initially getting myself off the ground with solo work. 
The process below is based on my own experiences and the experiences of 
artists around me, they are not the be-all and end-all rules of starting a solo show, 
people have lots of different ways. Have a read, take what you need and leave 
the rest behind.  

The Process: 

1. What is the show roughly about? Why do you want to make it? DEFINE A 
THEME AND CONCEPT. 

2. Who gives a sh*t? Why will people care? Just because it’s interesting to you, 
doesn’t mean it will be for everyone else (if there is not a reason yet, that is 
fine, acknowledge that you will need to find this reason later down the line). 

3. BE CURIOUS. Start writing down bits of script, lines, ideas for movement 
sequences, props that could work well (even if it’s an adaptation and you have 
the original to work with, note your ideas) - don’t force yourself to sit at a desk, 
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walk and write, make notes when it appears in a dream the morning after. Do 
not worry about complete ideas and everything lining up. This bit is 
SUPPOSED TO BE MESSY SO LET IT BE SUPER MESSY. If you find it 
interesting, jot it down. You don’t know what your show drafts are going to look 
like later on. 

4. Test and TALK. Discuss your theme with friends in the arts, discuss it with non 
art friends - keep that conversation and topic open and see what comes out 
of it, find out what other people think about the political concept you are 
going to unravel. Bring it up with friends of friends. With family who may or 
may not get it or who may completely disagree. That’s fine. It is food for 
thought and it might be content later on. You want to keep the narrative gently 
threaded throughout your life so that you may get fantastic ideas or lines of 
wisdom come to you. 

5. Scratch nights - a scratch night is a night where you can test out new and 
unfinished performance/writing on a live audience - it is invaluable. It is 
normal to be scared of failing/of being seen an an artist that produces 
mediocre work. REMEMBER the audience KNOW what they are are there for - 
for artists to TEST and play. 

After this comes: funding/money, development with a team, a full work-in-
progress, a tour or a theatre run, but that is for later, this is just about STARTING a 
solo show init. 
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The three important Ms - motivation, mental health and money. 

Motivation 
Motivating yourself in the rehearsal room SOLO: 

• Get out of your room - different space, no temptation to lie down on your bed. 

• Write yourself a plan of the day on a whiteboard or big piece of paper and stick 
it up on the wall (eg. vocal warm up for 20 minutes, go over scene 4, lunch, 
rehearse movement sequence etc). 

• Connect with other people and voices through readings, podcasts etc. 

• Play uplifting music, switch genres, move. 

• When feeling uninspired/unmotivated watch a short video of your fav artist. 

• Body double - work in the room with another solo artist but do separate work/
with check ins/showings/less likely to lie down and be on your phone. 

Mental health 

Things myself and other artist friends have found useful to stay mentally healthy 
when starting and developing a solo show: 

• ask yourself: can I work with this topic for an extended period of time? how will 
I manage? 

• support (a partner, family and friends, other artists, creative team) - less lonely. 

• when you feel healthy, make a list of things that make you feel good. 

• do what you need to make the show safe (do a voiceover instead of speaking 
some dialogue out loud, going to therapy to talk, etc). 
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• don’t forget to live (intense periods of creative/show time are inevitable, but 
don’t forget to see friends and continue doing some regular non-art living so 
your world doesn’t become too small). 

Money  

Honestly, a topic for a different time. No gatekeeping here, I just don’t have all 
the answers and the ones I do are best discussed in workshop format / with 
questions than here on paper.  

Something that came up during the workshop that I would like to address: 

• Can you make a solo show without money? It is tough, you might want to invest 
a little of your own money where possible, in the odd cheap prop and costume 
item, a book for research etc but big things, like travelling across the country, 
marketing, paying for collaborators are big money. 

• AND YOU SHOULD BE LOOKING TO PAY YOURSELF. You can A MILLION 
PERCENT start a solo show with no money, start to develop it without, but then 
do actively seek out where and if you can.  
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