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Since January until September of this year 2004 I have been fortunate to receive the benefits of an Arts Council England and Puppet Centre Trust Bursary for Puppetry. At the conclusion of this Bursary period 

I am pleased to report that I have accomplished several goals I had set out in my Proposal for the Bursary. 

I wanted to explore the idea of trying traditional puppetry with new, emerging technology.   I also wanted to create first time dialogues with artists and specialists from various disciplines and culturally diverse backgrounds. I hoped that these dialogues would progress into experimentation and play involving puppetry in some new, interesting ways.  

I feel that the journey of reaching these aims, which the Bursary has propelled me to see through, has had a very positive affect on my development as an artist and puppeteer. 

theatre-rites

An integral part of my Bursary time has been a placement with theatre-rites and having Sue Buckmaster, Artistic Director, as a mentor.  Sue would not only check the practical side of my Bursary every month to see if I met some of the work I had proposed to do, but she would always provide an extra push to ensure the time helped me develop as an artist and a person. I am inspired by her driving energy and spiritual approach to theatre which did not waver throughout the nine months as the mentor of my journey and exploration. 

As part of researching video projection in puppetry and theatre, 

I attended rehearsals of theatre-rites’ Catch Your Breath in February.  

Sue would often whisper to me the amount of work and video tech that was done in order to make a particular scene happen, even whilst it was being rehearsed! 

New Studio

In order to have the time to explore video and shadow puppetry, 

I collaborated with theatre-rites, video artist Carl Stevenson and invited artists and puppetry students on a week of research and development at Central School of Speech & Drama’s New Studio in April. With Jessica Bowles’ help I had a space to work more closely with Sue and installation artist Sophia Clist of theatre-rites who contributed her experience with form and structure in order to look at various surfaces where projections can happen.  It was great to have time to explore using various types of fabric, plastic and paper for screens and shapes to throw a variety of images upon.

The week at the New Studio also gave me the working experience of making theatre with video projections from scratch without a specific text. I was able to see how a video specialist like Carl could transform rough footage to some refined, edited imagery.  I was left with plenty of images and techniques stored in my head and documented on CD which I still wanted to try out with a specific text or narrative on my own or in future collaborations.        

Decibel

In my search for creating new dialogues and as preparation for the week at New Studio, I contacted various specialists in video, mime, set design and dance as potential collaborators.  My particular focus was in reaching out to professional artists from British Black, Asian and Far and South East Asian backgrounds and beyond.  

As part of this research, I placed a posting in Arts Admin and contacted various theatre companies like Yellow Earth Theatre and Tara Arts.  I spoke with many people and discovered established and new companies that supported multicultural work which were unknown to me.  Though most people I contacted had schedule conflicts, I still appreciate learning how to search for future collaborators and discovering support networks for culturally diverse artists in Britain.

One of the most significant arts networks that I found out through Sue’s guidance is Decibel. With Sue I was able to attend Decibel’s Free State conference in March at the British Museum.  I participated in workshops, attended talks and watched films and video of Black and Asian artists from around the globe.  It was amazing to hear the voices of many addressing the social and racial context of making and finding support for their work, especially artists from the UK. I only hope that this type of forum continues and makes a difference to future generations of artists.

Exchange for Change 

Another important symposium I attended as part of my exploration was the Exchange for Change festival organised by Half Moon Theatre in July.  For one full day I watched various work in progress pieces and attended talks that addressed issues of cultural diversity in youth theatre.  I thought it was invaluable to hear from children’s theatre directors from other parts of England like the Midlands talk about the challenges of making children’s theatre and ensuring it connects with their local communities.  

Teatro Gioco Vita

In June I travelled to Piacenza in northern Italy to visit and observe the work of Teatro Gioco Vita the shadow theatre world’s most respected and established companies.  Observing Gioco Vita was a crucial way to learn and experience what is currently happening in shadow puppetry and theatre in Europe and was an essential part of my journey. 

In a large abandoned church for their workshop, I was able to work closely with the company’s artisans in making many shadow puppets in 3D out of materials that I’ve never used before. By coincidence, the Artistic Designer Fabrizio Montecchi was also exploring video projection. I was thus able to continue my research into video projection and shadow puppetry along side his company’s r & d and was able to share some ideas that I gained at New Studio.

With the company I also toured a show entitled The Firebird to a town named Faenza. The piece combined dance, shadow puppetry, a large asymmetrical set and many screens made of various types of fabric.  

I was excited to see shadow puppetry so effectively fused with dance and set design and was left inspired to try the same concepts in future work.

BBC Black Asian Forum

In July I performed a shadow puppet piece for an event organised by the BBC Black Asian Forum in Bush House and used the experience as a way of creating dialogues with various other artists in multicultural Britain.  I worked on a short solo work-in-progress piece entitled A Filipino Cartoon that I made and rehearsed entirely in my studio flat. In between Haitian dancers and drummers, British Black poets and Asian stand-up comics, I was able to try out the piece in front of a live audience. That was the first time I was able to do so in this country.  I received some good feedback from many people who have never seen or heard of a puppeteer from our Black and Asian community.   

Oval Annex

I spent most of the last third of my Bursary time working on my own work after being inspired by all that I had experienced and seen thus far in my journey.  After searching for a space large enough for video projection, I was able to get a studio at CSSD’s Oval Annex with Jessica’s help.  

For the first two weeks of August I dedicated my time in learning what I could do with making live animation or cartoons with shadow puppets and video projection.  I shot moving images like bus journeys and a ride down an escalator and projected the footage on various structures that I built.  By manipulating a shadow puppet character in front of the projection, I was able to get the impression that a character was actually coming out of a door and walking down a corridor.  Theatre designer Julian Crouch came along to see the results of this work and gave some really helpful feedback.

For the rest of the month I worked on a short folk story called The Stonecutter that I took the time to write, storyboard, and make puppets and sets.  I wanted to make a large shadow puppet piece using various different screens that I could first perform solo and later could collaborate with other puppeteers, musicians or designers in the future.  On my final day, I did a showing of the piece to some of the students and staff and was able to hear some great feedback as well. 

Workshops and performances

As a way to learn more about puppetry manipulation and movement, 

I took advantage of the London International Mime Festival’s offer of workshops and participated in weekend workshops of Corporal Mime by Theatre de L’ Ange Fou and the Lecoq technique at the London International School of Performing Arts.  I also took a week learning the basics of Photoshop at the London Print Studio to help me understand more about digital imagery and make the programs involved in video projection less confusing. 

Throughout the Bursary I was truly inspired by many shows, performances, and exhibitions that had used video projection and shadow theatre.  Two of the most influential shows that I have witnessed have been Joan Baixas’ Dopamine Suite at the ICA in January (simple yet effective projections) and Theatre Complicite’s The Elephant Vanishes at the Barbican in September (complex but very soulful).  

Future projects

At the Free State conference I met Christine Deleon a Filipino Canadian dancer who I later assisted in a performance for the Bow Arts Festival in August.  Christine and I come from similar Filipino North American backgrounds. We are currently proposing a collaborative project using dance, video and shadow puppetry for the near future.

After looking at my efforts at Oval, Julian Crouch is interested in involving my use of shadow puppets with his company Improbable Theatre for a site-specific piece at Somerset House.  

During the Bursary I have contacted several education groups about using shadow theatre and video in education.  I am currently working with the London Symphony Orchestra’s Discovery Program in compiling a teacher’s packet for schools using shadow puppets and gamelan music from Indonesia. 

Feedback

I am grateful to all the people and organisations involved in providing the time and resources to fulfil this Bursary which, I realise, is an opportunity that does not come very often.  I hope that the Arts Council England and the Puppet Centre Trust continue giving Bursaries to puppetry practitioners and especially to artists from Black, Asian and other multicultural backgrounds in the UK.  

In my research thus far I unfortunately did not meet or contact   working, professional puppeteers from these communities. I am sure there are several out there and many I might have over-looked. Nonetheless, I support any effort to encourage more British Black, Asian and Far and South East Asian puppeteers and puppetry experts in the future.  Maybe announcing applications for the next Bursary in Puppetry or other puppetry-related grants through Decibel or other networks that support our multicultural community would be a step in that direction. 

Conclusion

These past nine months of my Bursary have been a crucial turning point in my development as a shadow puppet practitioner, performer and educator.  As my monthly reports have noted, I have been asking questions and searching for answers as a way of research. The results of which have not only been many conversations, collaborations, and wonderful art but a definite change in my relationship with puppetry and theatre thus far.

After these experiences I feel more confident that I can provide to Britain’s theatre and educational communities an expert in the field of shadow puppetry who knows about positive collaborative processes with artists from new technology and other culturally diverse art forms.  The challenge is now left for to me to go and continue the work that I have started from this period of exploration which the Bursary has enabled me to experience.

