The UK & Ireland Playback Theatre Gathering. October 20 – 22 2006 

Report by Brian Tasker with Liz Harris, Sinead Moloney and Vivienne Soan. 

At the European Playback Theatre Gathering in Longiano Italy this summer, someone posed the question “What are these gatherings for?”  My immediate response was simple: to bring like-minded people together to be spontaneous with each other and to cross-pollinate ideas and approaches to Playback theatre – a window into what others do. Following on from my involvement with organising the UK & Ireland gathering in 2004, I leapt at the opportunity to organise this year’s gathering with the support of Veronica Needa.  I soon found a suitable venue in Ludlow Shropshire on the Welsh borders about an hour from Birmingham and put out the invitation.  However, working with people whose primary value is spontaneity, booking for an event six months in advance doesn’t seem to be particularly urgent.  But enough people had shown an interest to nurture the seed and eventually after what seemed to be a very long in-breath, thirty people eventually converged on Ludlow for a weekend of playback and the bonhomie of being together.  Companies and individuals attended from Dublin, Plymouth, Totnes, Somerset, Liverpool, South Wales, London and from Bristol, the Black Women’s Playback Theatre Company, Breathing Fire that was established following the UK & Ireland gathering in 2004.

One problem of organising an event like this is that spontaneity has to be balanced with planning. My anxiety prior to the gathering was to ask myself how will the weekend go? When I put that question to the Book of Answers (by Carol Bolt), just before setting off on the journey to Ludlow, the answer was “It won’t go according to plan.”  Having just doubled my anxiety level, my next question was naturally, “What should I do?”  To which I received the answer “Gentle persistence will get you there.” Those questions and answers reinforced the importance of the structure and ritual as a safe container for unpredictability and to being open to improvising within that. The key thing being to trust the collective energy of those taking part in the weekend – that the group will make it happen – an elementary truth that I was initially too preoccupied to remember. For my part, the opening and closing rituals that I led were perhaps a little rough around the edges and had me adapting what I’d planned as I went along - a valuable learning curve for me and I remain grateful for the group acceptance that made that process possible. The Saturday workshops of re-visiting the fundamentals of playback with Amanda Brown and Alison Fairlove of Playback South West; Improvising music for non-musicians with Vivienne Soan; Playback without words with Naomi Phelan and Rose Thorn of Bristol Playback Theatre Company and Veronica Needa continuing on from Longiano with the challenge of Multi-lingual playback both served to ground us and amplify why we had come together.  Saturday night’s performance had a near-perfect arc that began with the theme of our journeys to Ludlow and took us back to 1970s spiritual quests in India and rock festivals before bringing us back to Ludlow again, followed by a dance session that went on until 2am. What a night!

Sunday morning was left open to allow space for what the group needed to emerge and after our whole-group meeting, we split into two groups. I joined the group led by Veronica Needa that began with the challenge of giving appropriate feedback Veronica’s Longiano form (where actors take turns to tell the story in different languages) was helpful in this respect and we considered among other things, the risk of limiting our response to the stereotypes evoked by the actor’s language and related manner of expression and what exactly it was that made us laugh by hearing and seeing the story told in a language other than our own.  That led us to consider the subtleties of racism and what questions the conductor might use to empower the teller. Some honest and compelling conversations were initiated that can be continued at another time and place. 

The participants in the other workshop led by Sinead Moloney initially raised complex issues of cultural identity, religion, racism, sexism and came to focus mainly on taboos and the stories that were difficult to tell in their Playback companies, lives, communities and families.  Stories of abuse, racism and family relationships were told and very deep emotions were triggered for the group and the feelings shared during the closing were very honest, heart felt and open.  Sinead explained two preparation techniques to enable actors to keep themselves safe, one is for the actors to visualise themselves like a lens of a camera and slowly close the shutter leaving a gap for light to still escape through.  The other way of minding yourself whilst receiving a story is to give 90% of yourself as a performer but always keep 10% back for yourself, this 10% you can use to check in, stay safe and keep grounded.  

During the closing ritual, the general feeling of the individual feedback to the group was of time well-spent together, of learning from each other and the enjoyment of being together.  There was a consensus that the UK & Ireland gathering should become an annual event and plans for 2007 are being made. Looking back on the weekend now, what has stayed with me is the feeling of genuine goodwill, warmth and a willingness to participate and share that people brought to the weekend and held until the end – truly the essence of playback theatre!
 
