Report on the UK & Ireland Playback Gathering October 15 to 17 2004

From Brian Tasker

As I am fairly new to playback theatre and absolutely passionate about it, I had the idea of organising a Gathering and with the support of Veronica Needa, who acted as treasurer, co-administrator and co-organiser, saw it come to fruition in October.  Thirty-five people converged on the Othona Community near Bradwell-on-Sea in Essex on the east coast of England, for a weekend of Playback discussion, practice and friendship. The idea was that the weekend would be a mixture of open structure and pre-arranged workshops and presentations, dependent as we were on voluntary facilitation. Participants were incredibly generous in sharing their expertise: Di Adderley opened the weekend with some social mapping to bond us and continued the following day, with an amazing singing workshop in the nearby 15th century chapel. Davina Holmes and Ieng Un Ku offered separate workshops on Playback and the Body, Jules Brown and Dawn Miller (of Bristol Playback) shared their unique variety of short forms as well as a workshop on Metaphor in Playback that explored alternative ways to playing a story naturalistically. Rose Thorn (also of Bristol Playback) made a well-received presentation on Diversity in Company Life, clearly a topic that people want to give more thought to. Veronica offered a beginners workshop as several of the participants were new to Playback and Simon Floodgate and Alison Fairlove gave a workshop on Chorus. My ‘Poetry as Theatre’ workshop consisted of my reading some of my self-accompanied haiku and tanka that were then played back by the participants as physical images. Saturday evening saw a performance with two new conductors cutting their teeth, which was challenging for them and a learning curve for all of us in different ways. 

Overall the feedback was very positive and a highlight for many was the sense of connection and the making of new playback friends and an opportunity to catch up with old ones. Because the emphasis was on the event being a gathering of Playback friends rather than a workshop or performance, some participants felt that the boundaries weren’t always clear at times. Consequently the learning edges were perhaps sharper than they might otherwise have been, personally I wonder if that wasn’t really such a bad thing on reflection. Tellers tell their stories whether the structures and rituals are fully in place or not. They tell them at the right time for them and some deep stories were told at Othona. What was apparent was the quality of the ensuing playback and it is that mutual sense of trust and the willingness of the performers, no matter what else might be going on for them that made the spirit of Playback Theatre so evident at Othona. It was heartening to be involved! 

It was a treat to welcome Yu-Chen Kao (from Taiwan) and Jose, Ieng Un Ku (from Macao) as our international guests – they both brought a lovely warmth and vitality with them. A deep bow of gratitude is due to Veronica Needa whose invaluable support made the event happen and I’m grateful for encouragement throughout the process of bringing it together – almost a year in all. Many people expressed a wish for a similar event to happen again in 2005. I understand that Yves Postic (of France) who I met at Vassar last summer may be planning a Playback gathering next September in Brittany – an event that surely deserves our support. I would be very happy to organise (with help) another gathering in 2006, unless another group or individual would be keen to do it instead. In the meantime, I would be happy to co-ordinate UK interest in the Brittany gathering should it happen. Please e-mail briantasker@hotmail.com if you would like to be kept informed of developments.  

