
The Jungle Dissolves Boundaries 

By Ruthie Allen 

There is one theatrical production I’ve experienced that moved me to tears for reasons 

beyond emotive content in the story. I cried during The Jungle simply because it was so well-done that 

I found myself fully inspired by the unfiltered power of theatre for the first time. In a 

theatre-binge-trip to New York filled with shows heralding big budgets and even bigger stars, the 

one that has stuck with me was unassuming. It was a show everyone was talking about but of which 

I knew nothing- I just knew I was lucky to have a lottery ticket. So, unsure what to expect, I headed 

to Brooklyn. 

From the moment I enter St. Ann’s Warehouse, a beautiful avant-garde venue situated on 

the East River in plain view of the Brooklyn Bridge, I’m engaged, impressed, curious… excited. 

Miriam Buether’s immersive set extends well beyond the actual theater. The entire space is 

transformed. Instead of doors, there are large flaps of blue tarp. The space is bathed in an variegated 

dim but warm light. The concessions bar is situated in a ginormous geometric white dome with 

photos and drawings covering the inside surface. There is graffiti along surfaces, shelves of various 

cans and bottles, and a makeshift kitchen where actor Ben Turner kneads dough. And then there is 

the playing space. Instead of using numbers or letters to delineate seating sections, tickets say “Iran” 

or “Egypt” to delineate what area of the immersive arena space one will occupy. The audience is 

everywhere, on pillows, sitting at tables, on the stage, up behind a window. An actor asks me, 

“Chai?” and pours me an aromatic drink to sip before the show begins. I’m handed a flyer that reads 

in many languages: “12 FEBRUARY 2016. EMERGENCY MEETING! TONIGHT @ 7.30PM 

AT SALAR’S RESTAURANT (THE AFGHAN FLAG) TO TALK ABOUT ANOTHER 



PROPOSED EVICTION OF THE JUNGLE - PLEASE SPREAD THE WORD! ALL 

COMMUNITIES ARE ENCOURAGED TO ATTEND!” There is colorful wall decor on 

every available surface, industrial material covers 

the ceiling, four dated televisions hang from 

corners, and there is a large rusty-red aisle along 

the center of it all. We are at the Afghan Café in 

the Jungle. I am drawn in well before the show 

even begins. Production photo above by Marc Brenner. 

The Jungle was a migrant and refugee camp in 

Calais, France. An estimated 10,000 people occupied the camp for some duration during its 

existence from January 2015 to October 2016. Africans, Middle Easterners, and others risked their 

to find their way to Calais. For many, it was the perceived last stop before being able to enter the 

United Kingdom via the Port of Calais by sneaking on lorries, ferries, cars, trucks, or trains. During 

the 2015 European Migrant Crisis, more people had to escape their homes due to violence, poverty, 

draught, or other threats to life and the 

population of The Jungle accelerated. For many, 

it became a temporary home- a community. 

However, on the 26th of October, 2016, French 

authorities cleared the camp- the camp occupied 

by thousands of people- using bulldozers, fire, 

and gases.  

Right: The Calais Jungle being cleared. 



In St. Ann’s Warehouse, the story is all around us- actors running, jumping, and yelling 

throughout the entire space as the interwoven lives of the occupants of the camp unfurl. We are in 

the meeting place where refugees, migrants, and volunteers of the camp congregate. The characters, 

as do the actors in the company, hold many different nationalities and cultures. Here, in this cafe, 

they are one community. The Jungle. As urgent logistics are navigated, we learn their stories. The 

paths to the Jungle are varied- many of them haunting, disturbing. But each carries an undeniable 

authenticity. Joe Murphy and Joe Robertson are two playwrights who, inspired by their work in the 

Jungle as volunteers, created a channel for the vivid stories of the people they encountered. Many of 

them are now actors in the show. You can feel an urgency to this story, a weight. The events 

affecting the characters, such as the 2015 Paris attacks, are real and memorable. The policies and the 

injustices are not fiction. Real news clips 

play. A photo of 3 year old Syrian boy is 

Aylan Kurdi washed ashore in Turkey is 

shown on the TV screens, a photo many in 

the audience remember from it’s viral 

presence online and in the media in 2015. 

Photo above. A sick irony followed the 

production in the midst of its move from London to New York following Trump’s Travel Ban. 

Ammar Haj Ahmad is a Syrian refugee and flawlessly plays Safi, a charming and trustworthy 

narrator-of-sorts. He was one of three actors in the production barred from entering the United 

States. It took the work of senators, celebrities, and a lot of lawyers to grant the three actors British 

citizenship so they could enter the United States. In our world now, this is a story that needs telling.  



And it’s told well. It is a window to the lives and experiences that some audience members 

could never have understood in any other way. But through the presence of the well-meaning but 

sometimes clueless British volunteers, it is also a mirror for privileged audience members that 

frequent critically acclaimed shows such as this, kindly prompting reflection on identity and depth of 

understanding. These artists are compelling audiences to do something- but they are never didactic. 

The make audiences want to do something purely through the use of honest, authentic, effectively 

communicated, engrossing narrative. 

 In 2003 following the Bush inauguration, Toni Morrison said: “This is precisely the time 

when artists go to work. There is no time for despair, no place for self-pity, no need for silence, no 

room for fear. We speak, we write, we do language. That is how civilizations heal.” It is with this 

mindset that in the middle of a frustrating, unjust migrant crisis, The Jungle was born. And the stories 

of neglected refugees and migrants have been and will continue to be shared.  

 

 

Production photo by Marc Brenner 

 

 


