REPORT BACK ON PUPPETRY WORKSHOP ZAMBIA by CHANTAL SNYMAN

INTRODUCTION

I was selected along with Keaoboko oro Molomo, to represent South Africa at the Assitej Puppetry Workshop which took place from 16th – 23 rd May 2007.  The workshop was hosted by Assitej Zambia, in Lusaka and coincided with a meeting of the Executive Committee of Assitej International.  

EXPECTATIONS VS REALITY

The workshop was facilitated by Ms Barbro Lord and Mr Bernt Hoglund, both members of Assitej Sweden and experienced puppeteers and trainers.  The participants hailed from Zambia; Zimbabwe; Swaziland; Botswana; Namibia and South Africa.  

It was apparent from the outset of the workshop, that all the partcipants had very different expectations of the process.  To make it more interesting, we all had varying degrees of experience with puppets, ranging from none –to-professional puppeteers.  This made the facilitators task very challenging.  We had to find a starting place which for the more experienced participants meant going over ground we initially thought superficial, but which turned out to be a valuable reminder of the essential building blocks of working with puppets and creating good puppet theatre.

THE PROCESS

The workshop was very intense; we worked 8 hour days for a week.  We initially made simple glove puppets to work with individually.  We practiced walking with our puppet, non- verbal interaction, and emotional expression and played with our puppets to see what was possible.  We were presented to by an HIV AIDS Researcher and Community Education Officer about the various statistics for the SADEC region and the kinds of education and awareness initiatives that are employed and their efficacy.  For the latter part of the workshop process, we were divided into groups and worked collaboratively on creating a script and a performance piece (with glove puppets) that focused on transmitting information about HIV Aids.

During the preparation of the performance pieces, we were able to bring our diverse backgrounds and experience to bear.  Some participants had scripting backgrounds; other had strong performance backgrounds and other directing experience.  The results were very different pieces of theatre (even though the elements were common, puppets and HIV AIDS etc.), that illustrated how successful puppets are at delivering information that can be perceived as melodramatic; embarrassing; trite and even boring when shared by real life performers.

THE BENEFITS

The most outstanding benefit was the opportunity to meet and work with other creative Africans who are dedicated to and passionate about theatre for children and young people.  The opportunity to work with people from neighbouring countries and discover that even in repressed Zimbabwe, people are going on and creating work and performing for schools etc, created hope and was a reminder of how much is possible under normal circumstances.

The possibility of future collaboration was also very exciting.  Now that we are aware of each other and Assitej centres exist in all the countries represented, the ability to network, share resources and create work together is something that the participants were committed to doing.

Meeting the members of the Executive Committee of Assitej International was a bonus.  Most of these people have been involved in all aspects of theatre for children and were invaluable sources of information and networking opportunities.

INCENTIVE

The President of Assitej Zambia, Mr Cheela Chilala, and the General Secretary of Assitej International, Mr Niclas Malmcrona, informed the participants, that there was funding available for theatre projects in Africa, that involved collaboration and a specific focus on theatre promoting social change.  The amount available for each project is R100 000, 00 (one hundred thousand) dollars.

CONCLUSION

I would like to conclude this report by extending my gratitude to Assitej South Africa and Yvette Hardie (in particular) for giving me the opportunity to attend the workshop.  It was an invaluable learning and networking experience, and I look forward to sharing some of that learning here at the launch of Assitej South Africa.  We are surrounded by brother and sister Africans in our neighbouring countries that are anticipating our inclusion in the international Assitej family and the good that can come out of our association, for theatre and children across our continent.

