Let’s Applaud Winter Playback Down Under!
I find myself in the winter in New Zealand! I’m miles away from London, my flat in NW2 and its garden. Not that this has happened by accident! And no, I am not a young British back-packer doing my ‘OE’ (overseas experience). Quite the reverse; my ‘ancient’ mother lives in a Rest Home in Auckland (she’s nearly 96). At the beginning of this year she started to get sick with one thing after another after another and we thought we were going to lose her. Fortunately, she’s rallied and, partly to be near her and for several other reasons, I’ve stayed on. So while Mum (from Scarborough, Yorkshire) spends her time with Joyce (from Bolton, Lancashire) and Ena (from Regents Park, London) playing boards games and grumbling about the food I thought I’d better find myself some Playback chums. So I rejoined Auckland Playback Theatre - see www.aucklandplaybacktheatre.com 
I say ‘rejoined’ because I’ve had an on - off relationship with APT over many years and joined and then left at previous times when I’ve been staying in New Zealand. The welcome I received from Julie Watson, who currently leads the Company and who is an Educator at the Human Rights Commission, was slightly overwhelming. She greeted me like a long lost cousin, now returned. I suppose I am that, in a way! Julie immediately invited me to the next rehearsal. When I got there, I realised one of the reasons why she was so enthusiastic that I’d turned up was because the Company was down to seven members and two of them were leaving (young New Zealanders off on their travels)! Furthermore, several of the members are new and rather inexperienced. Yet, despite these ‘issues’ APT  boasts some fine actors and conductors, has an excellent reputation in the community, has effective and consistent systems that work and clear communication as well as a cohesive and supportive feel. 
The Company is committed to a regular once-a-month public performance and also has at least two commissioned performances a month. The Public Shows get their regulars; like an elderly Scottish couple in their 80’s, she has Alzheimer’s and shouts out occasionally things like ‘This is Rubbish!’ and he tells deep and rich stories from his youth in Dundee and his life in New Zealand.

Some of the commissioned performances we have done since I rejoined APT have included a show for the Older Women’s Network – the theme running through the stories of these women in their 50’s - 70’s seemed to be how to relate to their emotionally blocked men – their husbands! At a commissioned gig for the Cerebral Palsy Society one of the audience members came out as a transgender person with muscular dystrophy!
But one of the most memorable Playback gigs I have ever attended happened last Wednesday. We performed to approximately 150 people and all of them were licensed Ministers of the Anglican Church, Diocese of Auckland, who were attending a 2 day conference on Meaning in Context – essentially church people struggling with how to be relevant in Today’s Society. There was some wonderful synchronised playback acting, some deep and touching stories which spoke of lacks of resolution and some great guffaws (one of them caused by me playing a lady vicar, dressed as a Painted Apple moth, attending a church party and dancing with the children)

There was one story which I think defined the performance. We heard from a vicar who, in a spirit of generosity and community-mindedness, had let out his church to a non-Anglican, bible-oriented couple for their wedding. On the eve of the wedding the couple’s helpers stripped the church, in Cromwellian-style, of any ‘idolatry’ (including the altar, statues, candles, flowers etc). In the story the Vicar struggled with how to relate to the wider community and yet hold on to what is important to him. He cried as he watched his story being played back.

At the end of the show we lined up to take our bow, and then in true playback style we returned the applause to the audience. I watched in amazement as person after person rose to their feet to give us a standing ovation. A standing ovation for Playback! I’ve never heard of it before nor never seen it! And yet, yes we did deserve it; as do all the play backers who are attempting to hold or channel the Story right now.  
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