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The Real Will Out:  
the effect of fact-based process on fiction product in The Road to Paradise 

 

 The promotional material, both on the website and in the program, reads, “Based on interviews conducted with 

families of the Canadian Armed Forces, the Pakistan Army, and the Taliban, The Road to Paradise is presented in 

English/Dari with a cast of Canadian, Afghan and Pakistani actors, and explores how the war in Afghanistan is affecting the 

lives of women and children”1. The Crow's Theatre Website (co-producers with Human Cargo Theatre) calls the play “a 

story ripped from the headlines,” saying “The Road to Paradise documents the stories of a child suicide bomber in Pakistan, 

a Canadian soldier in Kandahar, and an Afghan immigrant in Toronto”2. Similarly, advance press and reviews of previous 

iterations of the play, when it was called Dust, often emphasize the true sources for the stories told on stage, particularly that 

of Afghan actress Parwin Mushtael, whose real life connection to the play is again broadcast on the Crow's Theatre website.  

“In The Road to Paradise, internationally acclaimed actress Parwin Mushtael plays a character based on 
herself. Mushtael saw her husband brutally gunned down only two months after joining the stage project, 
due to her career as a stage and screen actress in Afghanistan. With the assistance of Christopher Morris 
and others, Mushtael resettled with her children in Toronto in 2010, where she found herself battling a 
new enemy — post-traumatic stress disorder.”3 

Before the audience can enter the performance space, we wait in a holding area where war casualty statistics are projected 

on the wall. The minimal design, the display of facts, and the extra-textual elements that highlight the creation process of 

the play are what Richard Fisher Dawson would describe as “authentifying signs” common to documentary theatre. This 

makes the rest of the evening a bit of a surprise, as The Road to Paradise does not have what many would call a 

documentary aesthetic. There is almost no direct address and it is clear that the words of the interviewees are not being used 

exclusively since the play is comprised almost entirely of private scenes between characters — the kind of scene and 

dialogue that a researcher generally wouldn’t have first-hand access to. This is, simply put, a largely realist play, employing 

realist acting style and the traditional realist narrative structure of “inciting incident, rising action, climax, denouement, etc” 

with inspiration coming from documentary research methods. More bluntly put, this is not vérité or docudrama, and the 

director and co-playwright Christopher Morris will tell you himself that he is “not a fan of documentary theatre, [doesn’t] 

think it makes interesting theatre, [and feels] very strongly that you have to write a play that has a structure of a play”4. 

When asked what makes a script “theatrical” versus “documentarian” Morris differentiates The Road to Paradise from 

                                                             
1 “Road to Paradise,” Buddies in Bad Times, accessed Nov 20, 2015, http://buddiesinbadtimes.com/show/the-road-to-
paradise/ 
2 “Road to Paradise,” Crow's Theatre, accessed Nov 21, 2015, http://www.crowstheatre.com/the-road-to-paradise/ 
3 Ibid. 
4 Christopher Morris, in discussion with the author, December 2015. 
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documentary theatre because he 1) doesn't use the interviewees real words and 2) has them in dialogue with one another 

rather than monologuing directly to the audience5. Morris's further description of the documentary aesthetic he is resistant 

to reflects what Robin Soans calls “the quintessence of verbatim theatre,” namely, “a group of actors sitting on chairs, or 

cardboard boxes or a sofa, talking to the audience, simply telling stories” where 90% of the actors relationships are with the 

audience rather than their fellow actors6.  Road to Paradise relies so heavily on dialogue and departs so drastically from this 

perceived standard aesthetic of documentary theatre that, when moments of reality or upsurges of the real occur they are 

jarring in their stylistic deviation. The moments I will draw attention to stick out from the rest of the play in their departure 

from the realist aesthetic, the “script architecture”  that the director/co-playwright specifically states he is trying to achieve. 

These moments raise the question – is there something about the process of verbatim research that unavoidably invades the 

finished product of the play? Specifically, this paper examines David Hare's claim that verbatim is a democratizing process 

that gives voice to the voiceless7 to see how that can hold true in instances where verbatim techniques are used, but the play 

itself is a realist product. 

 The Road to Paradise tells its story in three chapters, the first following Sohail — a would be suicide bomber for 

the Taliban. The second chapter centres on two military wives — one whose husband dies in combat and another whose 

husband comes home with severe PTSD. The final chapter follows the immigration of an actress forced to flee Afghanistan 

after her husband was murdered, and in each of these chapters the aesthetic is both similar and familiar. The plot moves 

linearly (for the most part) and almost all the story is told in realistic two-hander scenes that signal to the audience very 

quickly, despite the earlier authentifying signs, that this play is a scripted fiction, that while they may be inspired by 

interviews, they are obviously not the real words of the interviewees. 

 These scenes are relational rather than audience directed, with each character trying to affect change in another 

character on stage, rather than, through testimony, effecting change in the audience. Despite its roots in interviews and 

ethnographic research, it is obviously heavily fictionalized. Morris makes clear that this focus on dialogue is a deliberate 

choice stating that a monologic structure is not dramatic: 

“when we did Dust at ATP, the last version of this, we had a lot of monologues like that and it's not 
dramatic. I mean, it's about people, finding scenes with people and what was hard was because a lot of 
theses situations were monologues, they were telling us stories So there was that. Finding the inciting 

                                                             
5 Ibid. 
6 Robin Soans, “Robin Soans.” in Verbatim, Verbatim, ed. By William Hammond and Dan Steward (London: Oberon, 

2008), 21.  
7 David Hare, “...on factual theatre.” in Talking to Terrorists, ed. Robin Soans (London: Oberon Books Ltd, 2005), 112. 
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event of the story so you do the lead up to the inciting event. What is the climax of the piece? What is the 
denouement?”8 

There are three upsurges of reality that stand out in deviation from this dialogic form, each more noticeable than the last. 

The first is almost organically mixed into the scene of a military wife preparing for her friend to come over as the verbatim 

(for lack of a better term) speech of a Taliban leader is integrated as a television broadcast in the background which the wife 

then turns off with a remote. It stands out, however, because of the language, verifying what many verbatim/documentary 

playwrights have already asserted about the uniqueness of actual spoken language that is hard to capture in scripted text. 

While this is not the most jarring moment and it does come to serve an interesting purpose in the play as the rhetoric feeds 

into the wife's worry over her husband going to Afghanistan, it was included specifically because the Taliban leader that 

Morris interviewed made it a condition of his participation that his words would be included unchanged. I draw attention to 

it because it is the clearest instance of an inclusion of verbatim out of necessity and thus an illustration of the direct impact 

of the verbatim process on the fictional product. Whether or not Morris wanted to use the real words of his interviewees 

ceased to matter in this exchange because the Talib set his own terms for his involvement in the research process. 

 The second instance of noticeable verbatim also occurs in the second chapter — that focusing on the wives in 

Petawawa. When the now-widowed military wife visits another home on the base, she is yelled at by a nameless male 

character, who tells her the story of dragging himself around the house using only his hands in order to better understand the 

plight of his brother who lost both his legs in Afghanistan. The message of the stranger's outburst is clear — he is arguing 

that dying is not always the worst consequence of war and that no one comes home unscathed — but his point has already 

been addressed, and will continue to be addressed, more organically within the realist structure of the play, namely by the 

parallel plot of the wife's best friend, whose husband has come back from Afghanistan with debilitating PTSD.  Why 

include this entire other character in a play that is already double and triple cast, only to give him a single monologue that 

— in a play that is almost entirely dialogue — sticks out as an obvious moment of departure? My only explanation at the 

moment is that it must have been a story so captivating in its original telling that the playwrights felt the need to include it, 

even if it did not necessarily fit the “script architecture”. 

 But it is the final upsurge that is the most disruptive, and indeed the most compelling, and I am not the only one to 

find it so — a survey of available reviews of The Road to Paradise and its previous incarnation Dust show that the critics 

have a similar fascination with this particular story. In the third and final chapter of the play, the Canadian widow's brother-

                                                             
8 Christopher Morris, in conversation with the author, December 2015. 
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in-law Michael sponsors a recently widowed Afghan woman and her son to relocate to Toronto. The woman's name is 

Wajma, though the story she tells is that of the actress playing the part — Parwin Mushtael. We learn the basics of Wajma's 

story largely through dialogue between the brother and widow — Wajma was a famous television actress in Afghanistan but 

had to flee after her husband was murdered for not putting a stop to his wife's “inappropriate” career. This is the true story 

of Mushtael and, to a lesser degree, Christopher Morris, who is represented here by the fictionalized version of himself, 

Michael. The story of Mushtael's tragedy is a heartbreaking one, and the narrative of her relationship with Morris, and her 

escape to Canada through Pakistan is no doubt fascinating and has been handled elsewhere by news outlets such as The 

Calgary Herald, The Toronto Star, and the Globe and Mail, among others, but what is fascinating for our purposes is the 

way in which Mushtael/Wajma tells her story on stage. Mushtael stands centre stage and acts the parts of both Wajma and 

the murderer. This is not to be confused with the double casting employed throughout the rest of the play for budgetary and 

rehearsal purposes. While other actors may go on and off, changing costume and switching characters between chapters, 

Mushtael does not act in the first or second chapter. She plays only Wajma who begins telling the story in her native Dari, 

lost in her own world as she does not speak it to provide any other character with new information or to convince them to do 

something, contrary to Morris' goal to make this play as “theatrical” as possible by having all his character motivated by 

their desires to affect change in one another, asserting that “what makes a piece of theatre” is people on stage speaking “in 

order to affect change in someone else. That's theatre. That is the building blocks of theatre. Full stop. If you are creating 

something that isn't doing that […] then it makes bad theatre.”9 While experiencing symptoms of severe PTSD, sometimes 

in the middle of these monologues and sometimes taking her out of a scene with another character, Wajma bites her arm, 

circles around in what becomes her own gestus of conflicted grief, and acts out the part of the murderer, giving voice to the 

zealot who killed her husband. Nestruck describes her performance for the Globe and Mail 

“Indeed, Wajma acts out what happened over and over — using her skills as a professional actress to try 
to get into the mind and body of the small-town zealot who shot her husband. At first, she performs the 
murderer as the walking, talking cartoon that made her famous — but gradually her performance of him 
becomes more real, more pathetic, even sad.”10 

It is interesting to note that, despite Nestruck's connection with or admiration of the skill present in these scenes, he writes 

that Mushtael's story (and, implied in this is its theatrical expression) “does not always fit into the show that Morris and 

Garfinkel have crafted around her.” 

                                                             
9 Ibid. 
10 Kelly Nestruck “The Road to Paradise: Ravages of Afghan war, up close and personal,” Globe and Mail (Toronto, ON), 

Nov. 19, 2015. 
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Investigating what allows for these moments in Morris' realist or “theatrical” play, one must look no further than the way in 

which the script was crafted. Morris began work on what would eventually become The Road to Paradise back in 2007 by 

conducting informal, unrecorded interviews with people and then going home to write down everything he could remember, 

returning in 2008 with Jonathan Garfinkel and two actors, all of whom conducted interviews. The actors would then 

improvise scenes based on the stories they had heard and Garfinkel would write down the improvisations. It is interesting to 

note here that the actors' contribution in this initial phase of scripting was not necessarily an attempt to include multiple 

creative voices or engage in collective creation. Though Morris and Garfinkel met while working together on a collectively 

devised Paul Thompson production, Morris was very clear that that was not the working relationship he wanted to use for 

The Road to Paradise. The improvisations, rather, were simply the most efficient way of processing the material, especially 

when there was a language barrier, as Morris explains that having Samiya interview informants only to translate for him and 

Garfinkel before they could write a scene would take too long, involving almost four days between the interview and having 

something “presentable,” insisting,  “where instead, because I knew she was going to be acting in it, it was more helpful that 

time to say, ok tomorrow you're going to share that story, Let's see if we can find other ways to live in it see it in a different 

way, but very quickly. I wanted to create, a play, a script, a clear script11” 

 We begin to see here how, regardless of the playwrights’ conscious step away from collective creation, the act of 

gathering interviews as one would in a verbatim script, of sending out actors to interview people (a la Paul Thompson and 

Moises Kaufman), asserts a democratizing influence. Though the decision to have actors conduct interviews may have been 

a necessary one -  the fastest way to gather the most stories - it created a space where authority over the text was diffused to 

include the actors. Looking back to the first two upsurges, we can see how, even without actor-interviewers, the interview 

method can diffuse authority to informants as well. With this particular script, featuring as it does the stories of women from 

another culture, there were moments when Morris was simply incapable of being the authority — where he didn't speak the 

language of the interviewee or could not be alone in the room with a female informant. Once the interview data was 

compiled, the playwriting process did become more conventional, yet the original working practice continued to ripple 

through the production, so much so that, when asked about the decision to stylize Wajma's monologues the way he did, 

Morris responds that it was based on an improvisation where they were “explor[ing] her story” and “she started doing this 

whole one-person thing, playing different parts and that.12” . 

                                                             
11 Christopher Morris, in conversation with the author, December 2015. 
12 Ibid. 
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 So here we have a couple of different things complicating the narrative that this is not a documentary theatre piece, 

the first of which is the language. Mushtael tells the story in Dari, a language neither Morris nor Garfinkel speak. Any 

translation has gone through another member of the cast, Pakistani actress Samiya Mumtaz. Even if Morris or Garfinkel 

were to have written the script for Mushtael, and even if it is then the words of one of these playwrights that are being 

projected as English surtitles onto the walls of the theatre, what Mushtael is speaking to us — even if we don't understand 

the particulars — are her own words that the writers do not have access to. In her essay “A Word in a Foreign Language: on 

not translating for the theatre”, Julie Byczynski writes about the potential for staging untranslated foreign languages to 

“[alienate the audience] as a result of feeling excluded from exchanges between actors, or between the actors and other 

spectators who appear to understand13” (69). While Mushtael's monologues are translated for us through surtitles, the 

retention of Dari in performance, the split attention it demands between actor and text on the wall, highlights that English 

speaking spectators simply cannot access the whole experience. This frustration at split focus or lack of access draws 

attention to the situation of the playwright — a white English speaking man trying to access the story of a Dari-speaking 

Afghan woman. This connection has already been signaled for us, actually, by the character of Michael — the on stage 

fictionalized stand in for Christopher Morris in the story of Wajma's immigration. In one of Michael's first on stage 

interactions with Wajma, he brings her a rug for the apartment he has secured for her. Wajma tells her son that it looks like 

a rug they had back in Afghanistan — after a neighbour had thrown up on it — and the exchange is translated for us through 

surtitles on the wall. Michael, meanwhile receives a translation through the son “she says she likes it.” A simple translation 

gag to be sure, but also a signal that the playwright is aware of his own reliance on other voices to get the whole story and 

the ability of those other voices to rebel and interpret as they deem necessary. 

 Secondly, the manner of the telling — the switching between the Wajma/Killer characters in a sort of hallucinatory 

heavily stylized manner — is something that has come out of an improvisation and a recognition of the skills of this 

particular story teller. Nestruck hints at this in his review, the fact that Mushtael/Wajma is employing her own skills as an 

actress within the play to tell her story and to seek healing, but I don't believe he takes it far enough. By describing 

Mushtael's performance as Wajma acting out her own pain for herself, Nestruck discounts the stylistic change that occurs in 

each of these moments. The first Wajma monologue sets up that she is likely not acting this out for herself in a way that 

follows any realist logic, as she is not alone on stage and the change that comes over her seems to truly frighten her son. 

                                                             
13  Byczynski, J. (2000). "A word in a foreign language": On not translating in the theatre. Canadian Theatre 
Review, 102, 33-37.  
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Rather this is an impulse that cannot be controlled, an unrestrainable need to tell her story. Even if we are to accept 

Nestruck's reading that Wajma acts out the part of the murderer in an attempt to understand him, as a physical coping 

mechanism that she can believably enact in this realist space, that would involve ignoring all the times when she is not 

playing the murderer, but rather telling her own story. In these moments she is performing and re-performing her grief and 

she is performing it, not to motivate action in another character on stage, but instead she is performing it for us, the 

audience. This is the direct address so common to documentary theatre and that, like statistics projected on the wall, and like 

the publicity material, acts as an authentifying sign. 

 It is not the aim of this paper to discount the skill and artistry that the writers have put into this play, or to imply 

that these reality ruptures are somehow better than the more conventionally scripted sections, but rather to point out that 

they stand out for their stylistic difference — a difference that reflects the democratizing potential of verbatim research 

methodologies. Because Morris and Garfinkel conducted interviews, they necessarily complicated the authority of story 

teller, diffusing it among informants and actors. Because many of the interviewees spoke another language or had different 

customs than the co-writers, actors such Mumtaz now have the added authority and responsibility of translator and thus 

interpreter/dramaturg. The fact that these stories are based on real people also drives home the point that the playwright is 

not always the person in the room with the most direct access to the characters' experience. Morris freely admits that, while 

he feels that he has the “absolutely feel[s] that [he has] the best understanding” of the Canadian section, female actors would 

have “a different bond and dynamic” with the female informants that he didn't possess14. 

Similarly when it gets more complicated, like in Pakistan, the actress who was in the show, Samiya, she 
always, she knows the culture. I'm not Pakistani[...] I'm an outsider witnessing stuff. I follow instincts that 
I think I understand, but I always turn to her I always default to her. Even in the rehearsals if there was a 
question about something I would always say “Samiya, what do you think?” You know what I mean?  It 
only makes the project richer and better to enable all the skills that the people have in the room that I 
don't have...There's also a fine balance of once you start working with actors[...]it's a very tempting thing 
for actors to try to write the play when things are changing like that. It is not helpful. 

 While the actors may not be writing the play in the rehearsal stage that Morris is referring to, we can see how they 

have already invaded the script, adding their improvisations, their translations, their interpretations. In the way the interview 

process forces the playwrights to negotiate terms with their informants, to rely on their actors' recollections and 

interpretations, to accept that they are not always the ones with the greatest access to the realities of their characters, let 

alone their informants, it diffuses authority and infects the entire process with a level of democracy — a democracy that, as 

these upsurges show, forges a dramaturgical practice that can be seen in the aesthetics of the play as a whole. 

                                                             
14 Christopher Morris, in conversation with the author,  December 2015. 


