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WELCOME TO "NEXT
STAGE" MAGAZINE!

Southwark Playhouse has been around for nearly 30 years — and
after all that time, we are finally about to put down permanent
roots in the community we call home, thanks to our new venue in
Elephant and Castle

Every year we stage around 25 productions of all genres and
sizes, from musicals (we hosted the UK premiere of Lin Manuel
Miranda’s ‘In The Heights’) to classics (at the time of writing,
we are just about to open a production of ‘Romeo and |uliet’
set in 1980s Brixton).

But alongside all of this, and integral to what we are as @

theatre rooted in our local area, is our participation programme.
Every year, we work with hundreds of people of all ages, whether
that be in their schools, community centres or in our own theatre.
We provide innovative and exciting programmes that inspire,
empower and give a voice fo everyone, and a space in which
they can learn new skills, make new friends and express
themselves freely.

Our new home will allow us to expand what we do and the
number of people we work with, both on our stages and behind
the scenes. This magazine will hopefully give you a flavour of this,
and what might be happening in the future.

It's been a real pleasure to collaborate on this project with
students at London College of Communication, as another
partner in our community here in Elephant and Castle.

David Workman,
Head of Participation
at Southwark Playhouse
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CHRIS SMYRNIOS

ON 20 YEARS AT SOUTHWARK
PLAYHOUSE - AND RAISING
£3M T0 SECURE ITS FUTURE

As its artistic director and CEO, Chris Smyrnios
is responsible for steering Southwark Playhouse
towards a bright future. He talks to Lydia Perry

Chris Smyrnios has been on

a 20-year journey with the
Playhouse, starting off in a
part-time admin role while at
university then rising to become
the theatre’s artistic director
and chief executive officer.

In the latter role, his recent
focus has been on the Play-
house’s move to new venues in
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Elephant and Castle and Lon-
don Bridge —finally securing
the future of this much-loved
south London cultural and
community hub after a dec-
ade-long planning process.

Chris is clearly a very busy
man, but he made time to sit
down and talk about his role,
the highs and lows of the past

Images: Southwark Playhouse

20 years at the Playhouse,
and much more.

Chris Smyrnios on... his job
as artistic director and LED
“My job is to oversee the
organisation and make sure
everybody is comfortable and
happy in their roles and with
what needs to be done. It also
involves trying to spot where

things might be improved and
taking a strategic perspective
on our activities. | work with the
board on that.

“On top of that | also oversee
the programmes for our thea-
tre spaces. So that involves a
lot of reading scripts and meet-
ings with producers and other
creatives. We also do our own
productions and, again, this
means reading scripts but also
looking at other forms of media
and into how we might secure
the rights to turn something
intfo a show.”

...on his long career

at the Playhouse

“After starting off in a part-time
admin role, I'd been there for

a while and then the general
managers moved on, and | was
encouraged to fill the role. The
advice I'd always been given
was if you can get your foot in
the door, take the opportunity,
so | just rolled up sleeves and
goft stuck in.

“I really loved — and still love
—being part of what the
Playhouse does. There have
been a few moments when |
looked at jobs elsewhere, stuff
that seemed interesting, but
nothing came of it. Then in
2006, | took over from a col-
league as chief executive, and
I’m still here!”

...on the Playhouse’s

big move

“It's going alright, but it's been
a bit slower than initially we
anticipated, and we've had

to raised quite a lot of money
to get it done. Then on top of
that, the pandemic happened
and slowed things down even

further. The financial side of

things has been problematic,
but we've managed to sort
out enough funding to get this
thing over the line.

“As well as our two new venues,
we've got a lease on our cur-
rent building until April 2023,
so we will stay open there for

a while yet. We may even try
and extend the lease. Not sure
yet, but all of this is keeping us
all very busy and keeping the
wheels turning.”

...on the Playhouse’s
nomadic existence

“In my time, we've moved from
the theatre’s first home to the
arches underneath London
Bridge Station. We had to
leave that first place because
the landlord chucked us out
and, for a while, we occupied a
nearby gallery space whilst we
raised some money and sorted
out the lease on the arches.
“So, we moved into the London
Bridge venue in 2007 and were
there until 2012 when, again,
we got kicked out because of
the station’s redevelopment.
We then managed to get a
lease on our current place on

Newington Causeway. Fingers
crossed, 2022 will see us move
again — hopefully the last time
—into our new venues.

“We've now got a secure and
very long lease on our space
at the UNCLE Building. There
have been afew little compro-
mises along the way, but it's a
purpose-built venue, unlike our
current building, and we won’t
have that worry about being
chucked out anymore, which
will be nice.”

...on fundraising

for the theatre

“We were approaching our
10th anniversary but didn’t
have a lot of money to mark

it. | managed to raise quite a
bit from Barclays Bank, and
because of that we were able
to offer free tickets for Ibsen’s
‘The Doll’s House’ to South-
wark residents, and the theatre
was rammed. It brought a real
mix of people.

“Getting funding for our new
venues was challenging. We
had to find about £3m, which
is way more than we'd ever
tried to raise before. At one



“Getting funding
for our new venues
was challenging.

We had to find
about £3m, which

is way more than
wed ever tried to
raise before”

point, we hired a professional
fundraising company, but that
didn’t work out.

“We then held a big event at
the new theatre when it was
just a concrete shell, invited
politicians, the local councll,
and as many people from var-
ious grant-giving foundations
and trusts as we could. One of
our patrons, [Hollywood actor
and director] Andy Serkis, said
a few words, and that event
helped to bring into focus how
we might raise the money.
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“A couple of large chunks of
funding came through the Biffa
Award scheme and the Mayor
of London’s Good Growth
Fund. They each brought in
£750k, and that helped us tap
into other sources because
once funders see a project is at-
tracting significant investment,
they feel more secure in getting
involved. Having money gets
you more.”

...on why people should get
involved in theatre

“On a very fundamental

level, it’s enriching for people.
It's a very social activity, you
meet like-minded people, you
discuss ideas and express your
creativity in ways you might
not normally do. That builds
confidence and connecting
with other human beings in

this way is an important part
of living a healthy life. On top
of that, there are educational
opportunities and the chance
to empathise with and consider
other perspectives that might
not be your own.”

...on the appeal

of small theatres

“One of the big things is

being up close and personal

to a performance, especially
when you have performers of

a high calibre bringing a great
piece of writing to life. That’s
the exciting thing for our
audiences, plus that sense of
being there on the ground floor
with new work and new talent.
It's in theatres like ours that
you'll see the writers and actors
who'll be big on Netflix in a few
years’ time.”

FROM LEEDS
T0 LONDON TO
PLAYHOUSE

Southwark resident and actor Inbal Port
speaks to Elvin Erbas about why she joined
the Playhouse’s Young Company and the
theatre’s strong sense of community

Inbal Port began her acting
career, aged 12, at the Youth
Theatre at the West Yorkshire
Playhouse. At 18 years old she
moved from Leeds to London
and enrolled at drama school
in Peckham. Now aged 22,
having completed her course,
Inbal works shifts at a jazz bar
in Waterloo and does small
acting jobs when she can find
them — “and other things like
being a production assistant”.

Being new to London was

not easy for Inbal, and there
were times that it felt “a bit
mental” for her. “ feel like I'm
still recovering. It was just so
infense,” she says. As Inbal
works part-time, she wanted to
continue to act. And because
the Playhouse is so close to
where she lives — “l saw it online
and realised it was just down
the road from me” - Inbal
joined the theatre a way for her
to “escape” on her days off.

“lust working at a bar, it’s nice
having a place to come to
every week and look forward
to,” says Inbal. Southwark Play-
house is known for helping the
local community, particularly

young people, to find opportu-

nities in the acting world.

Although Inbal doesn’t have
any big future goals for her

acting career, she says that she

wants to stay at the Playhouse
and “would love to work with
them and help out” as well.
“I'really like this theatre; | feel
at home here.”

Acting is a competitive indus-

try, where many aspiring actors
want to be better and more tal-

ented than the other. Inbal has

felt this pressure as but says
that the Playhouse has given
her a different perspective,

and she doesn’t feel pressured
when she’s there: “In the acting
world there are a lot of preten-
tious and intimidating people,
whereas here it’s different, it’s
fine. We play a lot of games. It’s
fun. And it’s great to be around
people that want to do theatre
stuff. | like the friendly, commu-
nity aspect of it.”

Inbal talks about her future
plans: “I feel like | need to do
something new,” she says. Al-
though Southwark Playhouse
has given Inbal many oppor-
tunities for her acting career,
she hopes to take a break from
theatre and working, to spend
time travelling before making
her next move. “I'm thinking of
applying for another drama
school again to do a BA. |
asked the Playhouse directors if
they would be my references for
it and they offered to help. So
yeah, they are very supportive
towards everyone here.”
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MINA
TOLD ¢
ME!

Long-time member

and volunteer Mina Temple
tells Carolina Semprucci
about the perks of being

part of the Southwark
Playhouse community

Images: Southwark Playhouse
and Carolina Semprucci
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Mina Temple began
volunteering at Southwark
Playhouse in 2013 after

she retired from her career as

a youth and community worker.

From behind the scenes to
centre stage, ushering was
an opportunity to get
involved in other projects
within the theatre’s
welcoming community.

As she recalls: “l was ushering
and saw flyers for the Elders
Company on a table saying
‘Are you over 657 Would you
like to come for 10 sessions to
do a little bit of drama?’ | got
in touch and spent every one
of those Monday mornings
grinning for two hours because
it was such fun!”

Mina later got involved with
the People’s Company as well,
where she is now, in her own
words, a bit of an anomaly.
“You’re meant to move to the
Elders at 65, but because

I'd been there for about four
years and also looked after the
emails, they’ve let me stay” she
says with a giggle.

In the People’s Company ages
range from 25 upwards. “ltis a
generation | would not be able
to mix with that freely. Their
unique selling point is social
history, we do a lot of history
of the area. It gives a voice to
local people to experiment.”

Mina’s many memorable
moments with the Elders
Company include being part
of a flash mob at the Tate
Modern in July 2021 based
on the theme of older women
being invisible. Participants
were told to disappear right

after the performance,
but Mina just couldn’t.

“l want to make contact with
people. I realised that it was
very much my experience. |
went up and | talked to them.
Maybe they hadn’t quite
understood what we were
doing but they wanted to hear
about it, and that was lovely.”

Mina has a true talent
connecting with people and
says she also has one for
advertising. Throughout the
years, she has involved different
friends and acquaintances

in the Southwark Playhouse
projects. “It’s all about sharing
knowledge so people can
choose,” she says.

She talks about when the
Globe Theatre hosted a
People’s Company workshop.
“The person from the Globe
asked, ‘How did you all hear
about the People’s Company’
and | think at least three people

UK

said, ‘Mina told me’!

Her love for exchange and
interaction are most likely
what make her such a
precious resource for the
theatre’s diverse community.
In exchange, over the years
the Southwark Playhouse has
provided her with theatrical
experiences, new friends
and supportive groups,

the possibility to see new
plays, and it has stretched
her creatively.

Mina adds: “The Playhouse is
a very important part of my life.
To think about a character, and
what's making that character
tick, makes you perhaps think
differently about people you
meet in your day-to-day life.

“| suppose | have been lucky
that my job has given me in-
sights into how people live
and what their issues and
problems are, but also their
joy and their happiness.”




‘BLACK PEOPLE NOW HAVE
MORE CONFIDENCE TO OWN
THE SPACE THEY ARE IN’
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Zainab Mohiuddin talks to Savannah
Ayoade-Greaves, who is part of Southwark
Playhouse’s Black Writers Collective

In the past decade, Savannah
Ayoade-Greaves has come full
circle from being part of the
Southwark Playhouse’s Young
Company to writing for it at the
age 25 as a member of the the-
atre’s Black Writers Collective.

Tell us about yourself...
“I’'m from south London and
have been acting since | was
young, but professionally since
[ left university. | have always
been involved in drama, and
musical theatre, | went to
Saturday school, that’s where |
first fell in love with acting and
wanted to do it forever. Writing
came later just by being in the
profession.

“I was part of the Young Com-
pany at Southwark Playhouse
11 years ago. It was my first
stage experience, so it has
come full circle as | am now
writing for it. Lockdown meant
| was alone with my thoughts
so | thought I'd write a lock-
down script and submit it to
BBC’s InterConnected project,
and that got me into the flow
of writing. | find acting comes
naturally, but writing does take
a lot out of you and is harder in
some ways.”

Why is the Playhouse
important to you?
“Because it’s a collaborative,
unifying space and the people
are really lovely and welcom-
ing. You can be at any stage
and still get involved. It offers
a lot of outreach to the local
community. Whether you're

young or old, it doesn’t matter,
nor does your race or class.
The outreach to young people
is what got me in at the age of
11 and made me stay. South-
wark Playhouse feels like home
and a community.”

What are the main things
you've learnt being invnglved
in Playhouse projects?
“Ilearnt how to be confident
in my abilities as a young teen
and also working with people
that were older than me. It
made me feel confident and
that I had a place here. | also
learnt how to be confident as
a writer and how to accept
feedback. Lastly, I've learnt
to give back and not to forget
your roots.”

What impact do you wish to
make with the Playhouse?
“I would like to give other
people what | got from it, that
confidence and to learn about
themselves, how to navigate
the world and take all the op-
portunities it presents. Under-
stand that acting is what you're
good at and what you love

and not to be afraid that this is
who you are and what you're
going to do even if it’s hard and
people doubt you.”

What is the Black Writers
Collective and what are

its main aims?

“The events surrounding the
Black Lives Matter campaign
and the death of George Floyd
meant people in every industry
suddenly realised that they’re

not doing enough.

They were doing a lot of
tokenistic activities during
Black History Month, but those
events meant people were
actually listening for once.

“The aim of the BWC is to give
black people who haven’t had
the opportunity a space where
they can learn, be mentored
and be guided into writing and
be confident in their abilities.
We now have access to writers
and mentors and speakers
that we didn’t have access to
before. My aim is to continue to
write and create opportunities
for others as well as myself.”

How has the BLM movement
changed things?

“People who mean what they
say and want to be allies can’t
go back once their eyes have
been opened to issues of rac-
ism. People want to be on the
right side of history so will stick
to their word. The changes are
permanent and | think black
people now have more confi-
dence to own the space they
arein.”

What makes the Southwark
Playhouse special?

“The vibe here is different, it’s
kind of young and now. Some
theatres feel very ornate and
pretentious, but you can come
here and not feel out of place
and watch something that’s
very accessible. It doesn’t mat-
ter if you haven’t seen a show
before, you can come and see
something and feel like you
belong. The Playhouse is part
of the local community and it’s
very close to me.”



SECURING A BRIGHT FUTURE

Ahlam Osman talks to Tim Wood, chair of

the board of trustees at Southwark Playhouse,
about why it is a theatre worth fighting for

s12311yd4y 9610 :abpw|

“What an exhilarating time in
the history of this organisation
and an amazing opportunity to
finally set down roots in South-
wark after 25 years of being
theatrical nomads.”

Tim Wood, chair of the board
of trustees at the Playhouse,
uttered those words in 2018,
when it was confirmed that
the theatre’s future had been
secured through deals to
open new venues for it in
both Elephant and Castle
and London Bridge.

The principal at a local firm of
architects and surveyors, Tim
has taken a special interest in
seeing this vision for the Play-
house’s next chapter gradually
become a reality.
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When the scheme was finally
were confirmed after a dec-

ade-long planning process,
Tim said: “Our new flagship
venue is on the same site

as the old Newington Butts
Playhouse, where a young man
called William Shakespeare
tried out some of his early plays
in1594. There is a sense of the
theatre coming back after over
400 years that is very thrilling.”

Delays caused by the pan-
demic meant the move to new
premises has taken longer
than expected, but that hasn’t
dimmed Tim’s enthusiasm.
Along-term resident of SEI, he
is heavily involved in various
local groups and organisations
and became a trustee at the
theatre in 2011.

Tim says: “I got involved
because | just love this area. It’s
a great place to live, and the
backbone of it is culture. | felt
that culture was at risk because
of the many ways in which this
part of London is being trans-
formed. It’s crucial in an area
with high and expanding land
values to keep those institu-
tions that couldn’t necessarily
afford huge rents. Led by our
artistic director Chris Smyrnios,
the Playhouse provides a vital
space for theatre companies
to produce challenging new
work, whilst our community
programmes are so important
to the local community.”

Lockdown saw theatres close
their doors for many months,
but Southwark Playhouse
joined the digital revolution by
live streaming productions to
keep revenue comingin. Tim
says it gained praise from The
New York Times for its efforts.

He adds, though, that nothing
beat the sheer, visceral emo-
tions evoked by live theatre. “|
remember walking down the
street with my wife Carol after
a performance at the Play-
house, and we were we were
both shell-shocked. We realised
what an incredible institution
this is. It's something fantastic
in a cruel world.

"When | think about the Play-
house, it's not Covid, it’s not
politics, it's not Brexit, it’s about
teamwork, community, culture
and it’s about learning.”

WELCOMING
STUDENTS INTO
THE WORLD OF
THEATRE

Lily Bell talks to Stewart Melton,
Southwark Playhouse’s former
youth and community director

A key role for Southwark Playhouse is forming
relationships with schools in the local community
through its Skills Programme. A driving force
behind it was Stewart Melton, the theatre’s
youth and community director from 2007 to
2014. He was commissioned by Southwark
Council to work with schools in the borough

with “the greatest level of need”.

With many students on free school meals and
from disadvantaged backgrounds, the worlds
of theatre and the performing arts is often far
removed from their everyday lives.

Stewart saw his role as an opportunity to
“expand as much as possible the children’s
understanding of the what the term
performance and theatre could be”. This meant
sweeping away any stereotypical notions of red
curtains, pantomime or even Shakespeare, to
explore issues or topics that were completely
relevant their own lives.

Stewart’s team worked with pupils across a wide
age range to “trace a path in which we meet

a young person in the early years of primary
school and continue with them through their
educational life”.

Through workshops, inviting them to the
Playhouse to see shows, or taking its shows
and performing them in schools, the idea is to
generate an interest in theatre which may also

help pupils to find their own creative path. “It’s
important to note each school has different
degrees of success,” says Stewart, “which
reminds you why this work is so useful.”

For one school it might be staging a
performance at Southwark Playhouse, for
students at another it is simply sharing an

hour of workshop activities to escape their
normal school routine and explore the realms of
imagination and creativity.

Success is not measured by the outcome, but the
fun students have and the time they share seeing
different sides of one another. The hope is that
they transfer some things they experienced into
other aspects of their lives.

Stewart’s time at the Playhouse was rewarding
and also helped him “become a better facilitator
and practitioner.”

The Skills Programme continues to improve the
lives of young people by encouraging them to
explore theatre’s endless possibilities.
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TICKETS, ROTAS,
VOLUNTEERS
AND PROBLEM

PLUMBING

While the actors, writers and other

creatives take the plaudits, venue manager
Joe Deighan quietly makes sure Southwark
Playhouse runs smoothly By Alex Primrose

The world of theatre is

often perceived as magical,
glamorous place, sprinkled
with showbiz stardust, but Joe
Deighan is more aware of its
realities than most.

“We've got a plumber in at

the moment fixing the urinals,”
explains the Playhouse’s front
of house and venue manager,
adding: “It’s my job to sort that
kind of stuff out.”

With a small team of just

eight full-time staff, the
Playhouse is light years away
from its larger, better funded
neighbours across the river in
London’s West End. And as a
charity which devotes much

of its resources to community
projects, while keeping its ticket

prices as low as possible,
Joe needs to be a skilled
multi-tasker.

He explains: “I basically have to
oversee everything connected
to the theatre’s front of house
functions, from the box office
and bar to staff rotas and even
just maintenance.”

The Playhouse’s staff are
ably supported by a team of
volunteers — also marshalled
by Joe —who give up their
time for free because they
are passionate about the
theatre and its power to
change lives through its
outreach programmes.

Joe says: “It’s interesting how
many different people have

“We have all sorts that come through
our doors and getting involved in what
we do, and that’s the most exciting

thing about it”
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come through the volunteer
system and even joined as
full-time members of staff here
after a while.”

There’s a strong sense that
those volunteers play a vital
role as part of the wider
Southwark Playhouse family.

As Joe points out, this is
another point of difference
with those glamorous West
End venues: the Playhouse is
a much-loved and unifying
community hub.

It brings together a wide range
of people from all kinds of
backgrounds and runs an
array of programmes for
everyone from primary school
pupils to the actors of its
Elders Company.

Ilt's something of which Joe is
particularly proud. “We have
all sorts that come through
our doors and getting involved
in what we do, and that’s the
most exciting thing about it,”
he says.

Joe has been busy with
planning for the Playhouse’s
move to its purpose-built home
in Elephant and Castle. He
knows that a new venue will
bring with it new challenges
—but at least the plumbing
should be in working order...
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"WORKING WITH PEOPLE WITH
DEMENTIA IS AN AMAZING THING’

Jiayao Wang talks to Nicky
Hollinshead, the co-facilitator

of a Southwark Playhouse project
for people with dementia

Nicky Hollinshead worked as an actor for

over 25 years and is now an applied theatre
practitioner and drama facilitator. She is the
co-facilitator of a Southwark Playhouse project
delivering weekly theatre workshops for adults
with a diagnosis of dementia and their carers.

Nicky on her role at Southwark Playhouse...

“We work mainly with vulnerable and
marginalised groups through drama and
theatre practice. Participants focus on self-
expression, creativity and work on issues. In
the case of dementia projects, this is mainly for
connection, keeping the body moving and the
mind connected. Most importantly, we hope
they have fun!”

Drama can help with early dementia...
“Working with people with early dementia is
an amazing thing because you can really see

the benefits of drama and theatre. General
practitioners in the UK can now prescribe
somebody with early-onset dementia or mental
health issues to do drama or dance. With the
Playhouse’s dementia project, it's wonderful to
see the progress this group has made in the past
two years. Their confidence has grown a lot and
their skills have developed.”

‘You access almost every part

of yourself when acting...

“In the process of production, you have an
experience that is unlike any other because
you are using your imagination and creating
something completely new based on
somebody’s writing. You are generating a new
world, characters, stories, and people come to
see if.

“The process of creation is very intense. | have
played some very intensive characters and

some brilliant parts, and it is challenging but
enjoyable. You access almost part of yourself
when you are acting, and you can use part of
yourself that you don’t get used to in everyday
life. Your emotional capacity will increase as well
when you perform.”



Images: Southwark Playhouse

within each other and go out
of our comfort zones, butina
non-judgmental environment.”

The workshops allow young
members freedom to be
creative in ways they can’t
access elsewhere. YoCo
regular, Tyler, adds that it’s
about “having the opportunity
to come into the space with

a group of incredibly creative
people, and experiment with
how we can translate our ideas
into theatre.”

YoCo engages in activities
such as new writing, exploring
Shakespeare and getting
people to devise their own
pieces. “I've enjoyed multiple
activities,” says one member,
while another explains how
“during lockdown, with our
sessions online, | wrote a song
called ‘Small’ in response to
humanity on earth and the
problems we are facing.”

Aiming to inspire young people
to pursue a career in the arts,
YoCo encourages a positive
and progressive outlook.
People who attended the
workshops develop valuable
techniques and experiences.

“Confidence,

humour and
acting skills”

One participant says that
YoCo has helped to build their
“confidence, humour and
acting skills”.

Tyler also describes how,
“Everyone is so lovely, and
we've formed a makeshift
family — even though we only
see each other for two hours
a week.”

At the Wednesday sessions,
young people are “encouraged
to explore creativity further”.
Belle says: “It’s given me good
contacts for projects and plays.
Being part of this allows me to
have friends that | can bring
along on my journey. | want

to be in this industry in the
future as it offers such unique
experiences and opportunities.”

To anyone thinking about
joining YoCo, the young
creatives say: “Join if you want
to surprise your creativity that
you never knew you had.”

Young Company (YoCo) is a theatre group Talking to people at YoCo,
for 11-25-year-olds in Southwark. Participants what they like most about
develop performance skills through free weekly taking part — aside of

. h . forming at the Playh -
workshops, before putting them into practice performing at The Fidyhouse
is meeting new people.

in professionally staged performances at
Southwark Playhouse. Madison John went to YoCo member, Belle says: ‘!

see what They getupto enjoy being a part of this. We
get to explore the creativity
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Vicky Relph is part of the Young Company at Southwark Playhouse.
She tells Paul Bene-Paolini what it means to be an actor in-the-making
and how the Playhouse has given her the opportunity to thrive

EXPANDIN
HORIZONS

Sitting at the back of the bar
at the Playhouse’s Newington
Causeway HQ, Vicky Relph is
wearing a vintage American
football jumper with “TEXAS’
written across it. However, she
is a Londoner born and bred,
and a passionate theatre
enthusiast with dreams of
becoming a professional actor.

Having discovered the
Playhouse while at college
nearby, the 22-year-old has
spent the past two years
performing with the Young
Company. Graduating in 2020
in the middle of the pandemic,
Vicky was not able to stage
her final degree project, a play
written with other classmates.
An opportunity to be seen,
headhunted or network
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with others in the acting
business had seemingly
fallen through.

But being a part of YoCo has
re-enforced Vicky’s self-belief,
encouraged her to pursue an
acting career, and provided
the chance to appear in front
of a real crowd. “With YoCo,
we are going to showcase
three nights of performances
on-site, open to the public,”
she explains. The months

of hard work have been a great
adventure. “l love the whole
process of making the show,”
Vicky adds. “I have never

met such like-minded people.”

As part of YoCo, Vicky
has also linked up with
the Elders Company for
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what is, “basically an
intergenerational meeting,
where we bridged the age
gap and bonded through our
similarities and differences.”
Based on this meeting, the
Playhouse’s young and older
members are building a whole
show from the ground up.

Vicky enjoys how she has
“been able to make friends
with people that you
wouldn’t necessarily meet,
but we have a connection.”
This has allowed Vicky

to socialise in new circles
and enhanced her will

to succeed. She describes
the experience as, “Amazing!
Everyone’s been so nice. We did
this incredible show together.
It's such a good experience.”

“Nerves can definitely kick in,
and | have frozen once or twice,
which is quite difficult and
distressing when it happens.
But we're taught to chip in

and help someone if they’ve
forgotten their next line or
whatever, so we usually just
carry on regardless.

IT'S THAT SENSE OF
ACHIEVING SOMETHING
TOGETHER'

Thomas Martin talks to retired community
health worker Roz Borley about her long
involvement in Southwark Playhouse’s
Elders Company

“We're there for each other be-
cause we've been together for
quite a while now, so we're like
a sort of family in a way. There
is bickering and arguments as
with any family, but ultimately
the people I've met through
the Elders Company have
become lifelong friends.”

She initially found out about
the Elders Company through
Age UK. “At the time, it was

a project that the Playhouse
had only just started, so | came
along with lots of curiosity, and
soon realised it would give me
It’s easy to imagine Roz being the chance to do something
the life and soul of any rehears-  totally different.”

al as she laughs about forget-
ting her own age. “I'm 71, no
wait... 'mnot 71, 'm 72. | can’t
believe | forgot!”

“We've been going for six years
now and I'm still here!” says
Roz Borley with a smile as she
reflects on being a long-serv-
ing member of the Southwark
Playhouse Elders Company.

She is also looking forward

to what lies ahead for the
Company. “l would like to see
do more celebrations of the
local area, more plays involving
current issues that are relevant
to us, and | think | would just
like us to be maybe a tad

more political.”

Although Roz is now a sea-
soned performer, she admits
remembering lots of lines can
be a challenge.

The retired NHS community
health worker says she has
enjoyed every minute of her
involvement in the Elders
Company. “l think it’s partly
because | just love to show off,”
she explains.

But what is it about the group,
which offers free weekly
workshops led by professional
directors and facilitators to
the over-65s, that makes

it so special?

Roz says: “I think the magicis in
just being part of the company,
the friendships it has helped
to create, and that sense of
achieving something together.”
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“Our approach at Southwark
Playhouse is that participating
in something is as powerful as
the end-product. We work to-
wards performances, but being
a part of the process is just as
important, the feeling of being
involved and engaged.”

David Workman is head of
participation at the Playhouse
and has been a part of the or-
ganisation for seven years. His
main involvement is managing
its outreach programmes for
people in the local community.

“All our projects are built
around our participants devel-
oping confidence, meeting new
people and having fun in the
most stress-free way possible,
while trying to learn lines and
put on performances,” he says.

The Playhouse is a pillar of
the local community in SEI,
welcoming everyone and
anyone through its doors, with
productions to suit all tastes.
From musical theatre to brand
new plays, it attracts diverse
audiences through
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David Workman, head of participation
at Southwark Playhouse, tells Abby Luff

how it strives to be an integral part of

the local community

its eclectic and widely
praised programme.

However, just as important

as the Playhouse producing a
wide range of shows is its work
with local people of all ages
and backgrounds. It seeks to
foster a sense of togetherness
and belonging in a corner of
south London which is under-
going rapid transformation.

David says: “Elephant and
Castle is changing, even in the
time I've been here it has com-
pletely altered. | feel having
the Playhouse at the heart of
the community gives residents
somewhere to come. | hope we
feel open and welcoming, as
everyone is welcome through
our doors.”

The outreach projects, which
are free to anyone living in the
Southwark or surrounding
area, include the Young Com-
pany which has been running
for around 10 years.

It is split into three age groups:

11-13,14-18, and 19-25-year

olds. Weekly workshops are
organised for these groups
where they can engage with
the arts and participate in
staging productions, working
together to create something
fun and enjoyable but with a
serious purpose.

David recalls: “We had a
young person join our Young
Company at 14. They were
pretty shy, they enjoyed it but
hadn’t done anything like
this before. By the fime they
left four years later, they were
playing lead roles in shows.
Being part of the company
helped to build their confidence
and sense of what they

could achieve.”

Southwark Playhouse’s project
for those aged 65 years old
and above, the Elders Compa-
ny, also runs weekly workshops
to develop and put on produc-
tions throughout the year.

David says: “We had someone
in their 80s who was doing
drama for the first time in 20
years. During the show they

did a comedy turn which the
audience loved it and they got
a real kind of glow from that,
something they hadn’t experi-
enced before.

“All of those little moments
where you know what we are
doing touches people and has
an impact on their lives, howev-
er small, is what inspires me to
do my job.”

Between the Young and

Elders programmes Southwark
Playhouse also offers a project
for those aged 25 and over
called The People’s Company,
which creates and organises
shows based around local
history and stories.

Previous productions have
included one based around
important women from South-
wark and Elephant and Castle
history. The People’s Company
also takes a lot of its work to
local events and venues.

As David explains: “We take
the building out into the
community, and we celebrate
what is really great about this
community and allits history.”

Other Playhouse projects in-
clude the Black Writers Collec-
tive for anyone aged 16+ who
identifies as Black British, Black
African or Caribbean. Partic-
ipants develop their own skills
as writers through workshops,
sharing their work with each
other, and public audiences,
as well as hearing from invited
guests from the performing
arts industry.

David adds: “We also do
annual productions of a

“We take the
building out into

the community,
and we celebrate
what is really
great about this
community and all
its history”

B >
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Shakespeare play which is free
for schools in Southwark and
Lambeth. In 2019 we put on
Twelfth Night, however it was
set as a music festival with live
music and with only six actors
playing all the parts.

“The atmosphere, with 120
14-year-olds watching
Shakespeare and really loving
every minute of it, was incred-
ible. It was funny, silly and had
loads of audience participation
within it.”



ACCESS
ALL
AREAS

Gurelaana Mir,

a freelance facilitator
for the Playhouse,
explains the charity’s
work in schools to
Rosie Bossert

For many people, experiencing
London theatre might seem
out of reach, ‘high-brow’ or
elitist? The Southwark Play-
house aims to change the idea
of theatre being perceived as
an upper and middle class art-
form, at an early age. Through
facilitators working with
children in the community, the
Playhouse encourages young
people to be active in theatre.

“At primary school, obvious-
ly they have written stories
before,” says Gurelaana. “But
the idea of what theatre is and
it’s alive was really exciting to
them. And then getting to see
their work being performed by
professional actors — just blew
their little minds.”

She tells us there is often an
idea that “arts, specifically the-
atre, requires a level of literacy
and competency that maybe
average or bottom set kids
can’t quite access.” Creativity
—which is the very essence of
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art and theatre — comes from
experiences, communication,
trauma, and everything else
that makes life interesting.

This theory is justified by an ex-
perience Gurelaana had with a
secondary school student: “We
had one girl that was working
through a lot of stuff with her
mum through her play.” The
benefits of this are clear; the
student said that it “really
helped her come to terms

with some of the stuff that her
and her mum went through...

| think she just thought, ‘I real-
ly don’t know what to do with
this experience — let me turn it
into art!” And, yes, that was a
really good script.”

Of course, there are other
elements to consider. Situa-
tions like this require a certain
level of professionalism and
safeguarding from the facili-
tators. Gurelaana also warns,
“You have to treat it

gently because then you are
not criticising the art, you are

t

“Seeing their
work performed
by professional
actors just blew
their little minds”

criticising their life. But it also
comes down to just keeping
the [school] teachers involved.”

Because the Playhouse opens
its doors to whoever is inter-
ested, there is more access

for the community. The idea
of having a career or inferest
in theatre has been made
attainable. Through schemes
offered by Southwark Play-
house, children and adults
alike are encouraged to take
up opportunities to tap into
skills that are highly transfer-
rable. Gurelaana believes that
Southwark Playhouse “know
who their people are... They're
a good bunch. They listen.”

‘DIVERSITY IS KEY’

Kath Serkis is a former general manager of
Southwark Playhouse and now sits on its board
of trustees. She talks to Yana Andreeva

Southwark Playhouse is a small
theatre whose dedicated team
of staff, volunteers and trustees
work tirelessly to embed its
activities into the heart of the
local community.

One of those trustees is Kath
Serkis. A resident of Elephant
and Castle, she started work-
ing at Southwark Playhouse
as its general manager back in
2000, when the theatre was
located under the arches of
London Bridge Station.

More than 20 years on,

her enthusiasm for the Play-
house and its work in the com-
munity remains undimmed,
particularly with a new chapter
in its existence soon to begin
with the move to new venues,
first in Elephant and Castle
and then a second back at
London Bridge.

Kath, 61, says she isimmensely
proud of what the Playhouse
achieves as a charity working
on a tight budget, but adds
there is more to do — particular-
ly around issues of diversity.

“It’s vital,” she stresses, adding:
“For example, you could argue
that our board of trustees is not
actually diverse enough. We
are six people — currently two
women and four men —from
similar backgrounds. We have
a fantastic range of skills and

experience between us, but
is the board as diverse as it
might be?”

Kath, the sister of Playhouse
patron and renowned actor/
director Andy Serkis, says
inclusivity must also be a key
aim when it comes to the
Playhouse’s audiences and the
people it reaches out to via its
many community programmes.

“l always encourage people to
go and experience theatre at
Southwark Playhouse and to
get involved with what we do.
Even if you don’t want to act or
sing, you can always contribute
in some other way.”

Kath is always keen to spread
the word about the Playhouse,

and says one of the good
things fo come out of lock-
down is how it harnessed the
power of technology to stream
productions online — attracting
attention it might otherwise
have not received and keeping
vital revenue flowing in.

Kath is confident that, with its
future now secured, Southwark
Playhouse will continue to play
an important role in South-
wark’s renaissance as a cultural
quarter of the capital.

“I don’t think many people
realise, because places such
as the Tate Modern are much
more well known, that the
Playhouse was established
[in 1993] before many of the

area’s cultural destinations.”

That is partly why the
Playhouse’s planned return to
London Bridge, where Kath
began working as its general
manager all those years ago,
is especially exciting for her.
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KEEP CHANGING

Jaki Grudzinskas tells Madison
John how the Southwark Playhouse
Elders Company helps her live life
to the full

Two things led to Jaki Grudzinskas joining the
Elders Company at Southwark Playhouse.

The first was attending a three-day conference
on the future of aging during a trip to her native
Australia. “It included some wonderful films of
older people dancing, performing, and doing
all the things that we can keep active through
participating in as we get older,” she recalls.

The second came on her return to London when,
instead of deleting a weekly newsletter email
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from the Playhouse, she scrolled right to the
bottom and read ‘Don’t forget, we've started an
Elders Company’.

“limmediately thought ‘'ll have a go at that'.

| was meant to scroll down that email and find
that message. So | went along to the very next
meeting, and | laughed a lot. | left it feeling quite
exhilarated and vowed to myself that while | kept
laughing, | would keep going along.”

Launched in 2015, the Elders Company gives
people of retirement age the chance to be
creative through free weekly workshops led by
professional directors and facilitators.

Jaki, a physiotherapist by training, who enjoys
being creative with glass and textiles, says being

part of the group has “undoubtedly” built up her
confidence, but she adds: “l also take a lot of joy

from watching other people’s confidence grow
through our activities.”

The 73-year-old admits that, at times, she still

finds acting a daunting challenge. “I am at heart

an introvert,” she explains. “But I've discovered
that being on stage, being someone else, brings
out something different in me. I've absolutely
surprised myself.”

Jaki also confesses to being “terrified of

learning lines” but adds: “At the end of our
garden I've got what | call my shed of unfinished
projects. To learn lines, | stride up and down

in my shed, saying them over and over again.
It's hard work, but nice hard work, and it gives
you a sense of achievement to know that your
memory still functions.”

What does she most like about being part of the
Elders Company? “I love being childish. | love

“llike participating,
being part of a group

who are very accepting.
We’re all in the same boat,
all getting older. | love being
part of an ensemble”

accessing my inner child, as a psychotherapist
would say, and | just love being silly. | really enjoy
feeling creative and using my imagination. | like
participating, being part of a group who are
very accepting. We're all in the same boat, all
getting older.

“I'love being part of an ensemble, and | really like
learning new things, and tackling a good part, if
I'm lucky enough to get one. The source material
that we've been using has been getting more
and more inferesting.

| also love improvising and discovered I'm quite
good at it. | really enjoyed our writing workshops
and reading my work to the rest of the group.
We also filmed ourselves reading our work,

and we've recorded radio plays, which was also
good fun.

And what would Jaki say to anyone who reads
her story and then thinks about taking the
plunge into the world of theatre?

“I'd say definitely go for it,” she enthuses. “|

just think that while we're alive, we must keep
learning, keep changing. Without doing that, we
stop growing, and without growing we close up
and sort of die inwardly. If they joined the Elders
Company, they would find a supportive environ-
ment and a very understanding group of people
—and they’'d have fun!”
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OREAMS OF
A NEW NOW

Reshma Mathura is a creative talent who has
found herself within the glow of Southwark
Playhouse. A member of the theatre’s Black
Writers Collective and a performing arts
educator, she tells Roz Jones about the
Playhouse’s special place in her life

The Black Writers Collective
has helped Reshma Mathura
with her artistic practice: “It’s
been an invaluable experi-
ence,” she says, “to make con-
nections and speak with other
creatives and artists who have
kindly taken time to educate us
further on the industry.”

Among the tapestry of inde-
pendent collectives, under-
ground projects and creative
spaces that make up the alter-
native landscape of London,
the Playhouse offers something
extra. It works tirelessly to offer
educational programmes like
its Black Writers Collective.

Reshma says it began “by
having artists and writers like
the writer-actor Nyla Levy,
and Q&As with writer-direc-
tor Destiny Ekaragha and
writer-actor-director Joseph
Barnes-Phillips”.

Born in Trinidad and immersed
in the theatrical culture of
carnival, Reshma knew from
an early age that her life would
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revolve around performance.
“Performing arts runs through
my family, with my grandmoth-
er’s stories of her playing the
drums and my aunts being
very musical.”

Carnival allowed her to em-
body to characters like Baby
Doll and Dame Lorraine while
her Aunt Pearl’s wardrobe
momentarily turned her into
a1940s debutante, sporting
“huge fancy hats and long
flowery skirts that seemed to
have a past life”.

In years gone by, Southwark
Playhouse itself has lived many
lives; that of the fledgling
fringe theatre making up the
rules as it went along, an art
space for unlikely artists and an
imperilled community project
garnering the attention of the
likes of Stephen Fry.

Reshma sees the part that the
Playhouse can play in helping
to regenerate an area. “It’s
really important that local
residents and artists feel that

theatres are creative refuges,”
she explains, “where they can
develop themselves creatively
and on a personal level too.”

After moving to London and
experiencing the bleak reality
of harsh British winters and

harsher British kids, Reshma
turned to theatre as a lifeline.

“Coming to London and
facing a lot of setbacks due to
the reactions of others to my
Caribbean accent, and feeling
insecure to perform, | was
somehow able to persevere
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through this to stay active
in theatre.”

Reshma talks about how
creative education is most vital
for young people from socio-
economically disadvantaged
backgrounds. “Having the arts
in young people’s lives is essen-
tial for their personal and social
development,” she says.

Growing up as a child from
Trinidad in London, there
was almost no positive
representation for people like
her. “My story and others

like mine were non-existent
in the media or the stage,”
she recalls.

But fringe theatre with @
community focus allows people
to explore their own lives, a
license that’s been withheld
from some communities. The
Playhouse recognises this
need, and through its efforts
embodies Jean Vilar’s idea that
theatre is a public service, like
“gas, water or electricity”.

“It’s important

that local residents

and artists feel
that theatres are
creative refuges”

Southwark playhouse is
special. The bar is a bohemian
rendezvous for budding crea-
tives plucked right out of a 60s
beatnik novella. lts auditoriums
are packed out with wide-eyed
audiences reminded of their
own capacity for wonder, be it
when attending a play, musical
or dance-based performance.

Reshma sees lots of potential
in dance theatre, saying: “| love
how dance makes me question
the world around me, due to
the fact it is more abstract than
theatre, and expresses what
words can’t. This really inspires
and informs my own practice.”

Images: Reshma Mathura

“For people who are underrep-
resented in the mainstream,

or at a disadvantage socially |
think it’s essential that they find
a creative way to channel their
voice,” says Reshma. “Theatre
is an amazing platform for
that.”

And with the displacement, iso-

lation and eventual recession of

local communities and minority
\

groups, the Playhouse’s role

becomes even more important.
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Head of participation David Workman shows
Carolina Semprucci around the Playhouse’s
new performance space in Elephant and Castle
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While the existing Southwark
Playhouse was originally

afactory, its new venue in
Elephant and Castle was
designed to be a theatre. The

structure offers high ceilings
and open spaces which
provide endless possibilities for
directors and technicians to
play with lights and layouts.

The heart of the theatre, where
all productions will take place,
is an open space developing on
three different levels. The first
will host the stage and some
seating, while the second will
solely be for the audience.
“The new space can host up to
300 people,” says David.

On the third level, a labyrinth
of walkways, hooks, and
switches will allow the team
to safely and more easily look
after the technical aspects of
each performance.

The Playhouse team are

keen to bring the welcoming
feeling of the existing theatre
into the new space. “I think

the most important thing

is to recreate the friendly
atmosphere we have here,”
says Mina Temple, a Playhouse
volunteer and member of the
Elders Company.

At first glance, it seems like they
are managing this quite well;
while a small café is being built
in the main entrance, just a

bit ahead, a staircase covered
in warm light leads to a wide
bar space which is being built
downstairs.

David continues: “The building
has an elevator, which makes
the theatre and workshop
spaces completely accessible
to people with disabilities.”

Images: Carolina Semprucci




“Even though moving on can
be hard, the future of the
Southwark Playhouse looks
bright and full of new and

exciting opportunities”

The Playhouse team are keen

to bring the welcoming feeling
of the existing theatre into the

new space.

The Young, Elders and People’s
Companies, plus the other
projects which are part of

the Southwark Playhouse
community, will finally have

a dedicated workshop space
—a blank canvas ready to

be filled and with their talent
and creativity.

Even though moving on can
be hard, the future of the
Southwark Playhouse looks
bright and full of new and
exciting opportunities.
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‘| STARTED CRAVING SOMETHING
ELSE. VENUES LIKE SOUTHWARK
PLAYHOUSE OFFER THAT

Lily Bells talks to actor Norman Bowman, whose credits includes
Southwark Playhouse’s musical version of ‘Indecent Proposal’, about his
long career on stage and why venues like the Playhouse are so important
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Actor and singer of 28 years
Norman Bowman has a long
list of West End hits on his CV,
including ‘Les Miserables’,
‘Cats’ and ‘Grease’, but he
says working at fringe theatres
such as Southwark Playhouse
can be just as rewarding — even
for experienced performers.

What's the first theatre
show you ever saw?

The first professional show was
‘Cats’ in Edinburgh, when | was

18 years old in the 80s. My first
show in London was ‘Les Mis’
which was the first role | got
after leaving college.

How did you first get
introduced to Southwark
Playhouse?

“I'd always hear about it from
when | arrived in London in
1993, but | got into doing West
End musicals including ‘Mama
Mia’ and ‘Cats’, so at the time
the notion of working in smaller
theatres didn’t appeal to me.

“However, over time | realised
that while the big productions
are amazing, there’s a lot of
compromises and they can lack
originality, so | started craving
something else. Venues like
Southwark Playhouse offer
that, and that was around the
time the director and producer
of ‘Mack & Mabel’ wanted me
to be part of the play.

“I'm going to be honest, it
wasn't necessarily the theatre
itself that got me involved at
the beginning, but I had an
amazing time.”

What's your favourite
lay you've seen at
outhwark Playhouse?
| normally see musicals when
| come to visit so it’'ll have to
be ‘Green Gardens’ starring
Sheila Hancock. I'm excited
as I've booked ‘Operation
Mincemeat’ in the new year,
so | believe that’ll become
another favourite.”

What stands out to you
about the Playhouse?
“Each theatre brings differ-
ent energy and experiences.
The old Playhouse at London

Bridge, under the arches with
stone floors, was great for
‘Mack & Mabel’. But what |
can say is you come here to do
the thing you love —it’s not for
money. There is a real sense of
camaraderie and community
spirit, especially after shows
when we relax in the bar.”

Do you have any pre-

or post-show rituals?

“As a group we do vocal and
physical warm-ups but on

an individual level no. | know
footballers do, but they play a
different game every week. We
do the same thing eight times
a week, to add a ritual would
be like Groundhog Day. Part of
getting ready for me is getting
into character, then decom-
pressing after a show. | don’t
go to sleep till 2am as I'm

still buzzing.

What is your favourite

moment in the Playhouse’s
roduction of ‘Indecent
roposal’?

There’s a beautiful moment

in the show where the line

singer sings ‘The Way That We

Were’, and all the lyrics are so

pertinent to what'’s happening

in the story.”

What are your thoughts

on West End vs Fringe?
“The West End will give you
money and exposure, but some
of my favourite roles have been
in both. For me, it’s all about
focusing on what comes next,
finding what I'm really inter-
ested in, and it doesn’t matter
which one itis. | seek to roles
that satisfy my soul, and if | can
afford to do it, [ will.”
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Southwark Playhouse is committed
to encouraging drama in schools.
Sara Armengol Garcia speaks

to Alexandra Valmarana,

director of creativity at Platanos
College, a mixed secondary school
in Stockwell

Southwark Playhouse’s rela-
tionship with schools is at the
core of all its education work.
It put young people at the
heart of many things they do.
Through workshops and
performances, the Playhouse
aims to support students’
creative development and
communication skills.

One of the Playhouse’s major
school projects is Future Voices,
a creativity initiative in which
students are tutored by writers
and actors to create their own
plays. Alexandra Valmarana,
director of creativity at Pla-
tanos College, says: “We were
given a professional playwright
who would come into the
school and work with them
after school every week.

“For some of the students, this
is a completely new experi-
ence that they will remember
for life,” adds Alexandra. The
project is an opportunity for
students to develop their ideas
and writing skills. Looking
around at issues that bother
them, that they want a bigger
voice about, students write
their own short plays to be
performed at Southwark Play-
house by professional actors.

“It’s so powerful for students,
because they get invited to
watch their own production in

“This is a new
experience they
will remember

for life”

“It’s so powerful for students,
to watch their own production in
a real theatre with real spectators”

areal theatre with real
spectators,” Alexandra
explains. By participating in
Future Voices, the students can
also meet children from other
schools who are working on
their own plays.

They form relationships,

get inspiration, and support
each other. “It helps interper-
sonal skills between students,”
says Alexandra. “It helps
them understand the world
better, because they can
explore ideas.”

Together, the theatre and
school help students widen

their cultural experiences and
gain access to all sorts of arts.
“The Playhouse organised
students to go and see some
productions that were quite
provocative and unusual,”

adds Alexandra.

Platanos College aims to con-
tinue working with Southwark
Playhouse to make drama a
big part of its students’ lives.

They both have an innate
understanding of their
community, and are
passionate about bringing
young people, education,
creativity and drama together.
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It took a while — nearly four
decades — but Hilary Hodsman
finally returned to her

acting roots with Southwark
Playhouse after along career
as a buyer for M&S and in
marketing and promotions.

“My passion for acting

was there right from the
beginning,” she says. “l went to
drama school in Glasgow on
Saturdays as a school kid. My
dad recognised the show-off in
me. I’'m not an actor who's an
actually introvert, I’'m an actor
who’s a show-off!”

She revived her acting dream
after opting to take early
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retirement. Hilary recalls: “l was
at a drinks party for somebody
else who was retiring and got
talking to a guy who sort of
changed my life. When | told
him ‘Well, I'd quite like to be an
actress’, he looked at me with
very blue eyes and said, ‘Go
with your passion’. And | did.”

Hilary embarked on an acting
diploma course with City Lit
and says: “I've been acting
on and off ever since, doing
various bits and pieces.”

Now aged 68, her connection

to Southwark Playhouse began
when she was invited to one of
its Elders Company workshops.

“I was so impressed,
particularly by all the people
involved. They became my
family and | fell in love with
them. It has given me a
fantastic retirement. We have
all these opinionated elders
and | have made so many good
friends. Southwark Playhouse
can give you so much.

“There is something about
that experience, a shared
experience of theatre. It’s all
about people. Theatre is all
about people and all about
the audience. Theatre is about
sharing, and if you do not get
involved you are missing out.

“l wonder how many people
walk past the door of the
Playhouse now, or will walk
past the new building, and not
have a clue what’s going on
inside. We just do it for the love
ofit. That’s why | am here -

| am doing it for love.”

“We just do it

for the love of it.
That's why | am
here — | am doing
it for love”

As well as appearing in
many Southwark Playhouse
productions, Hilary’s credits
include roles in several

short films and a TV series.
However, she admits turning
to acting in her 50s also
presented challenges.

“When you come into it as

a mature person it’s much
harder in some ways, but

I'm incredibly positive and
forward-looking. | watched
and | learned, so as | got older
and more experienced, | knew
what to do.”

Hilary’s most recent
performance was in ‘Mind the

Images: Southwark Playhouse
and Dayana Mineva

Gap’, a project which brought
together members of the
Elders Company and students
from London South Bank
University — a close neighbour
of Southwark Playhouse.

What would her advice be for
any aspiring actors — either
young or old? She says it’s all
about being bold and following
your dreams.

“Give 150% and listen to
yourself and to the people
around you. And if it doesn’t
work out, try something else.
But the adrenaline of walking
out on the stage... there is
nothing to beat it.”
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‘PAST THE NERVES,
IT'S AMAZINGY

Teenage actor Ciara-Shannon Donegal-Webb opens-up
to Elvin Erbas about her experiences as a member of the
Young Company at Southwark Playhouse
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Ciara-Shannon Donegal-
Webb describes her time at
the Southwark Playhouse

as “eye-opening” and urges
young people in the area who
are passionate about acting
to get involved.

From performing shows in
her secondary school in front
of teachers and students, to
now being a member of the
Young Company (YoCo),
“Southwark Playhouse has
made me feel like | have a
chance,” she says.

Ciara, 18, has been acting for

the past six years. About three

years ago she realised that
she wanted to do acting as
an eventual full-time job. And
with the help of her brother-
in-law who also works at the
Playhouse, she joined YoCo.

Asked what is unique about
the theatre, Ciara speaks
passionately: “Southwark
Playhouse is very welcoming
to everyone. It doesn’t matter
who you are, it’s always
welcoming and feels like

a family.”

Managing to balance college
and acting, the (now) film
student describes her first
acting experience: “l was in
one performance at the New
Wimbledon Theatre which
was a silent performance.
Very different from what |
expected from acting, but
that’s what made me want
to get into it more.”

When talking about the
directors at the Playhouse,
Ciara describes them as
being very “helpful and
caring”, especially towards
YoCo members.

“We communicate a lot with
the directors here outside of
our sessions. For example,
we get sent auditions or
other community groups

we can get involved in as
well. They genuinely want
everyone to succeed.”

Although Ciara’s experience
at the Playhouse has been
very positive, she says that

it wasn’t always like this. “It
[acting] might not always
be the best experience. For
me, at the start it wasn’t —
because of my nerves. But
once | got past that stage it
was, and is, amazing!”
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LAST ORDERS
AND FRESH
BEGINNINGS

With a strong emphasis on inclusivity and
diversity, deputy technical and production
director Lee Elston talks to Stephanie England
about his nine-year experience working at
Southwark Playhouse
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“We try to include everyone. We'll be as
accommodating as possible,” says Lee Elston,
explaining what he thinks makes Southwark
Playhouse unique.

Of the Playhouse’s efforts to involve local
people, Lee explains: “We like to be part of the
community and a sort of family with everyone...
We tend to attract a range of diverse people and
enjoy creating with the people we meet, while
ensuring we give everyone a platform. It’s very
inclusive, and | think that’s amazing.”

Starting his career in theatre at a young age,
Lee got involved in various school programmes
and community projects. From there he was
introduced to Southwark Playhouse and found
his love for working backstage: “I've always
loved logistics, processes, protocols and how
you get things running smoothly.”

“We like to create
something that’s
meaningful”

Lee’s passion for theatre has thrived at the
Playhouse. “I co-founded the Young Company
and progressed through that,” he says. Asked
how he thinks theatre can change people’s lives,
Lee says: “It can broaden people’s horizons
and is a safe place to explore difficult subjects
and difficult conversations. We just want to

be supportive — if you want to come and try
something out, go ahead! Individuality is key
for us; we don’t want to be just another venue —
you know: ‘pay for the show and go’. We're not
about that.”

Lee reminisces about the fime a big name from
‘EastEnders’ popped by: “Danny Dyer came to
see a show because he had a friend in it. They
were ordering from the bar and chatting with all
the staff. It was so funny, we got Danny to ring
the bell at the end of the night. We egged him
on, and he said: ‘I'll do it for a pint?’ So he rang
the bell and we had a good laugh, then for some
reason decided to create a whole theatre piece

behind the bar for five minutes. It’s like we were
at the Queen Vic!”

“Anyone is welcome
to come along. You can

be a part of us”
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Independent producer Philip Scott-Wallace

is pensive about the state of independent
theatre, but he tells Roz Jones how Southwark
Playhouse enabled his own production to
find a home

WHERE CREATIVITY

CAN /=
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Philip Scott-Wallace first got
into producing six years ago in
a push to support new original
writing. “l was producing as
an investment in the people
around me,” he says. “Because
there were lots of talented
writers and actors who weren’t
getting opportunities.”

As co-founder of Small

Things Theatre, Philip has just
wrapped up the performances
of his company’s play ‘Anything
[ You Think about

poignant, deft,
and emb@@€d everything that
se stands for.

Like many smaller shows,
‘Anything is Possible...” strug-
gled to find a venue. When
it was shown to the team at
Southwark Playhouse, they
very nearly turned it away.

If not for the fact that the Play-
house’s artistic director knew
somebody experiencing the
play’s theme of losing a child,
audiences may never have had
the pleasure of seeing it.

Philip talks about his role in

coordinating a production:

“I think as a producer, you're
basically a facilitator, organ-
iser, and there’s nothing more
magical than being the person
that brings a unique group

of people together in a space
to create magic, ultimately.
Because that’s what it is —
storytelling at its best.”

For Philip, the Playhouse
functions as a vital space of
collective free expression and
counsel. As economic interests
re-shape London he finds it
crucial to create and maintain
these spaces.

At one of the last performanc-
es of ‘Anything is Possible...,
an audience member at the
Playhouse questioned how
many people in the crowd
had experienced child loss.
According to Philip, the re-
sponse was overwhelming:
“So many hands went up in
the audience. And they finally
found a space where they
could talk about their children
who had passed away.”

For three decades, Southwark
Playhouse has stubbornly incu-

bated a space where nothing
is taboo, and creativity is par-
amount. Against a backdrop
of economic ups and downs
and temperamental landlords,
it has managed to consistently
put on shows that illuminate
the commonality and differ-
ence of human experience

Philip and the Playhouse are
inviting audiences to actively
engage with the magic of
independent theatre and its
ability to circumvent economic
constraints. And like Philip
says, it’s still a “commercial
playing field”, so the Play-
house’s triumph in securing
a new permanent home is a
monumental win.

“The blurred line between audience
and performance, entertainment

and community”
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KEEP ON KEEPING ON

John McRae tells Kagper Golach
how Southwark Playhouse’s
Elders Company weathered the
storms of Covid-19 and lockdown

The Playhouse’s Elders Company managed to
function during the pandemic, at a time when
much of the live arts industry was suffering a
complete shutdown.

John explains that it was a confusing time: “In
the beginning we had no idea how long this
situation would last,” — just like the rest of the
world; assuming it might be for a short while
until things got back to normal. This wasn’t the
case though, and the Elders Company and John
would have to come up with ways and ideas to
make things work.

“We would meet weekly using platforms like
Zoom or Skype,” he says. That’s how Elders
members were able to still communicate and
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develop their theatre projects. “We like to create
something that’'s meaningful,” John explains.
“For example, we created plays online that
wouldn’t differ much to how they usually would
operate on a real stage. Writing self-made
scripts, using homemade costuming, make-up
or props that were easily accessible.”

With other Elders Company members, who John
describes as his close friends, it was necessary
for these colleagues to create a different ‘way’.
So for a few meetings every week they spent time
online coming up with plans for a play, creating
a script and eventually acting out the final prod-
uct between themselves purely because they love
to create — or perform a play in front of any small
virtual audience they could find.

The Elders Company are now looking forward
to being able to use the new Southwark Play-
house space to get away from their computers
and screens and share their lockdown plays with
live audiences.

SOUTHWARK PLAYHOUSE
GIVES BACK FROM THE

INSIDE OUT

Co-deputy front of house manager Rachel
Atkinson tell Miyya Khan that the “connected”
atmosphere at Southwark Playhouse defines

everything it does

Drama student? Theatre lover?
Or would you just like to work
or volunteer in a friendly and
welcoming environment that is
both fun and rewarding?

Southwark Playhouse is
renowned for its community
outreach programmes, but
co-deputy front of house
manager Rachel Atkinson
says creating an inclusive and
supportive environment begins

inside the building.

She describes the atmosphere
for its employees, volunteers,
and those who come to work
there via independent produc-
tion companies as “connected”
and adds: “All the different
people working here is one of
the best things about being
part of the Playhouse.”

Rachel, who previously worked
at Box Office and other
companies with theatrical
links, has now been part of the
Southwark Playhouse family
for nearly four years.

She says all of those other
places simply “don’t compare”
to the Playhouse’s open and
inclusive vibe, which is readily

apparent to anyone who visits
to see a show, and extends
out into the local community
through its free participatory
groups and projects.

As part of a small front of
house team, along with fellow
co-deputy Holly Atkinson and
venues manager Joe Deighan,
Rachel says this sense of
inclusivity extends to ticket
prices at the Playhouse.

Rachel says: “More people

are more able to afford a £22
ticket for one of our shows,
compared to the West End
where seeing some productions
can cost up to £200.”

Southwark Playhouse offers
lower-priced concessions
tickets for all productions, and
those for previews can be as
little as £14. This makes seeing
a show more affordable for
locals and challenges the
perception that theatre is only
for the affluent middle classes.

Rachel, who studied drama
and performance at Greenwich
University, believes theatre
could play an important role

in so many more people’s lives
without that class divide.

Her own social circle includes
“alot of friends who love
theatre, so everyone | know is
always up for coming here”.
They will soon be visiting the
Playhouse’s new venue at the

UNCLE Building in SE1.

With that move will come
more opportunities to work

or volunteer at the Playhouse
and hopefully, says, Rachel
more community and schools'
projects which draw on an
inclusive mindset that will
surely transfer from the existing
theatre to the new one.

Image: Carolina Semprucci
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For the Playhouse’s production
of ‘Yellowfin’ the theatre

was transformed into a

US courtroom.

Images: Lydia Perry




J THINGS

THAT MAKE SOUTHWARK
PLAYHOUSE SPECIAL

Yana Andreeva digs deep to explain what
gives this theatre company a unique feel

Founders Tom Wilson and Juliet
Alderdice created the first Playhouse
space in 1995, a magical place that
would nurture young and new talent.
The whole idea behind the theatre was
about giving people a chance. At the time,
Tom and Juliet were living in a very simple house

in South London with their kids and a babysitter.

Little did they know that their babysitter would
be the first one to give a chance to them —

her husband played a big role in the creative
community in London back in the 90s and was
Tom and Juliet’s first helping hand.

The ‘Blackbird’ play was an event
organised in 2003 by Tom af the
former London Bridge Southwark
Playhouse, to support Kurdish refugees
in London at the time. The idea was
developed by one of the longest sitting trustees
on the board — Kath Serkis. The event relied

on assistance from Southwark businesses,
particularly local Turkish restaurant, Tas, which
catered for the play. Since then, one of the
theatre’s main priorities has been community
work, supporting disadvantaged groups or
anyone in need of a creative space.

The Playhouse people like to take

risks with their plays, knowing that

sometimes it might not get such

rave reviews. Going back to ‘giving

someone a chance’, one of the most
controversial plays that they had in the theatre

The team at Southwark Playhouse is
small and they make sure that every
staff member and volunteer feels
appreciated and valued. For example,
a small detail found on their website’s
‘about’ section: among the list of staff members,
you'll see the name of the venue cleaner, Aklilu
Sabew Tebeje, a key person in the day-to-day
activities at the theatre. This gesture shows how
Southwark Playhouse goes the extra mile to
demonstrate their values — a ‘family’-run theatre
for everyone.

was Allin a Row’” about autism. The risk was not
so much financial, more reputational. However,
situations like this are a learning experience, as
there is no way to know if a project is going to be
successful unless you give it a try.

Southwark Playhouse supports the

career growth of its employees. It

recently started a programme that will

help identify in which areas their staff

might be taken for granted —to help to
progress to a position that would be a better fit.
For example, the head of the theatre’s technical
department moved to a more admin-oriented
position, as he was working late at night, with
two young boys and a wife waiting for him at
home. He attended a few of the sessions of the
career programme and was able to find out that
an admin role would suit him best as parent.

Images: Southwark Playhouse
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Martyna Szatkowska attends a Saturday
morning session for members of Southwark
Playhouse’s Young Company

A rehearsal space at

the shiny new Southwark
Playhouse premises in
Elephant and Castle is filled
with excited youngsters who
might just be future stars of the
performing arts.

Of course, not every one of
these talented members

of the theatre’s Young
Company will make it to the
top, but the life skills they are
learning through their partici-
pation will surely stand themin
good stead for whatever path
they end up taking.

The Young Company is one
of the outreach programmes
the Playhouse provides free
of charge as part of its
commitment to the local
community in SEI.

It is split into three age

groups: 11-13,13-18 and 18-25,
with the session | attended
being for the youngest
members. The weekly
workshops are open to anyone
aged 11-25 who lives, works

or studies in Southwark.
Spaces are limited, so a
waiting list is in operation.
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“It was evident
that these
youngsters were
comfortable in
the room with
everyone else
and had the
confidence to
express their
creativity and
thoughts without
hesitation”
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Each term, the Young
Company develop
performance skills
through its workshops,
before putting them into
practice in professionally
supported productions at
Southwark Playhouse.

Workshops allow young
people to explore their
creativity and give free rein

to their imaginations as

they collaborate with

others. The atmosphere

was welcoming, friendly and
relaxed but the activities also
pushed participants outside of
their comfort zone.

The first activity included
introducing yourself and it

was apparent that some
young people were shy
but as these activities
progressed, they broke out
of their shells and grew in
confidence. The emphasis
is on focusing how you
think and feel, which
develops self-awareness.

There are warm-

ups with ‘break-the-ice’
activities, such as holding eye
contact whilst improvising a
conversation which was an
activity for saying ‘hello’ to
people, giving a handshake
and alternating between
everyone in the room.

The workshop puts
emphasis on exploring

the senses: touch, motion,
and sound. Standing next

to someone they haven't yet
stood with, the young people
played a game where they
had to collect a clap from the
person next to them.

Focus was a big part of the
games. Thinking was essential
to being fully immersed in

the activity and this way, the
children forget the reality in the
world and focus on the present
at hand. They get to live in their
own world for a while.

“Maybe a handful
of them might
progress to
become stars of

stage and screen”

Young people were asked

to read a poem and create

an acting piece of their
interpretation of it. By allowing
them to act it how they

please, it opened a window of
creativity and a place where
their voice can be heard.

There is flexibility in the rules of
the activities which opens up
even more room for creative
thinking. For example, there is

never a wrong or right answer
to the ideas or thoughts the
children might share.

By the end of the hour, it was
evident that these youngsters
were comfortable in the room
with everyone else and had
the confidence to express
their creativity and thoughts
without hesitation.

With the open-mindedness of
the activities and playfulness of
the group, the Young People’s
Company assists children in
their character development,
confidence and social skills
—the perfect preparation for
their academic and social

lives and careers. And maybe -
just maybe — a handful of them
might progress to one day
become stars of stage

and screen...
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‘INTRODUCE
YOURSELF...

BE BRAVEY

Tsipora St Clair Knights became part of
the Southwark Playhouse community at
13 and says she has never looked back

“Welcoming, inspiring and
creative” —is how Tsipora
St Clair Knights describes
Southwark Playhouse.

The 22-year-old has been part
of the theatre’s community
since 2012, when — encouraged
by her mother — she joined the
Young Company, aged 13.

Since then, she has studied
dance at the Bath School of
Music and Performing Arts,
and is now a member of the
Playhouse’s Black Writers
Collective. Tsipora says:
“Southwark is where | grew
up. | always loved going to
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the Playhouse’s workshops
before | had to take time away
to study, but | was welcomed
back with open arms when |
returned. | always felt part of
the community and it brings a
lot of joy to me and to others.”

During the pandemic Tsipora’s
creativity blossomed further,
and she has written a short
play for the Young Company.

She describes herself as being
very ambitious with and gives
credit to Southwark Playhouse
for encouraging her ideas and
talents with such enthusiasm.
She adds: “It’s very exciting and

asnoyApb|d yiomyinog :abowij

inspiring to perform where
so many renowned actors
have performed.”

Southwark Playhouse gives
emerging actors and writers
the opportunity to showcase
their talents, either through
performing in front of live
audiences, online via streaming
platforms, or helping to create
and develop new shows.

Community-based workshops
are free of charge to give
aspiring performers and writers
every encouragement to get
involved. Tsipora says everyone
is made to feel they have
something valuable to offer.

One of her fondest memories is
of being invited as part of YoCo
to showcase a scene from one
of their plays at the Starboard
Festival in Brighton. “It was
such an exciting experience,”
she recalls.

The Playhouse’s community
activities offer people the
chance to shine, learn new
skills, and share in creating
something special. Tsipora
adds that her confidence
increased significantly after she
joined, and she is very thankful
for the friends she has made.

“If you are interested in joining,
come along and introduce
yourself... be brave!” she says.
“l was nervous at first but once
| stepped in, | was immediately
welcomed. | do not regret join-
ing for a second, so come and
say hello!”

Visit southwarkplayhouse.
co.uk to find out more on how
to get involved.

ROOM TO BE

Theatre director Lucy Dear tells Clementine
Bramley how she uses Southwark Playhouse
to help people go back to their childhood
instinct to play and be with other humans

As an applied theatre
practitioner, director and
community producer, Lucy
Dear has learned how to utilise
her skills “in non-traditional
settings”. Through her
workshops at the Playhouse
for people with dementia,

and for young people, she

has learned that it’s not about
whether you are good at acting
—theatre is there for you to
express yourself.

“I enjoy going back fo basics,”
says Lucy, “and playing with
“My job is to make
them have a good
productive time in
the space”

what made me excited
about theatre in the first
place —having fun with
groups of people being
creative and seeing them
expressing themselves.”

With London being a
competitive city, Lucy uses
theatre to allow participants

to sidestep their problems and
be free. Theatre is liberating,
but also a place where you can
find a community of people.
Two things which are extremely
important for wellbeing.

Lucy understands the need

to escape and talks about
how being in a big city can

be lonely: “Especially in
London where | think we are
encouraged to act in a more
individual state... People are
the experts of their own lives,

| am there to do some fun
games, distract them from life
for a bit, and then they go and
figure it out.”

So, get yourself down the
Southward Playhouse and join
in with workshops that allow
you to be a kid again and let
your imagination fly. As Lucy
explains: “At its purest, most
fundamental level it’s about
bringing groups of people
together for a common goal,
to play and share.”

3SNOYAD|{ 34oMyinog :sabouw
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BEHIND THE CURTAIN

The first-night performance has come to an
end, you can feel a collective sigh of relief

around the auditorium.

“Yes! We did it! Now

let’s have some fun...” says Cat Compson,
technical production manager at Southwark
Playhouse, speaking to Nikita Giovannoni

Southwark Playhouse has
successfully created a safe
space that opens its door to
anyone. Cat Compson explains
that she really strives “for
everybody to feel supported
and at ease, whether they’re
just coming for a drink, to see
a show, or whether they are
working back of house —just to
have a really pleasant expe-
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rience in whatever they are
doing here.”

The Playhouse is a creative hub
full of excitement and passion
within the theatre community.
Primarily a receiving house, this
theatre supports a variety of
companies, bringing their ideas
and work to life. “We really try
to get a little bit involved in the
pre-production and planning
processes,” Cat explains.

Offering an eclectic variety

of productions, with musi-
cals, dramas, comedies and
community performances and
activities, there is an experience
for everyone —even if theatre
isn’t normally your ‘thing’.

From the moment someone
walks through the door until
the show ends, an immense
amount of care and energy
goes into making sure everyone
at the Playhouse feels accom-
modated and included during
their experience.

During pre-production Cat
and the technical team work
alongside external companies
to ensure that not only the
director’s dreams are brought
to life but that all the technical
aspects account for the safety
needs of everyone involved.

Cat says: “We want everyone
in the space, on the team,
and any visiting companies,
to behave safely and you
want the show to be safe for
themselves, the actors and
also the general public.”

The technical team often have
students work on set with them.
Offering learning opportu-
nities is something the staff

at the Playhouse value. “We
pride ourselves on supporting
younger and less experienced
companies, writers, directors
and students from technical
production courses. We are so
happy to spend extra time
giving opportunities. | think
that’s really exciting.”

The positive opportunities that
the Playhouse provides for
the community will have even

more of an impact with the new

expansion of the theatre to two
new venues in Elephant Castle
and London Bridge.

With this extra room, the
Playhouse can have spaces
specifically designated for its
community groups. This will
undoubtedly bring a new buzz
of excitement and sense of
importance to these vital
outreach activities.. Plus...
“Technically speaking, it’s go-
ing to be a delight!” Cat adds.

It doesn't matter how you are
involved in the Playhouse.
Whether it’s front of house,
behind the scenes, visiting,
working, workshopping or
part ofa community group,
the Playhouse is committed to
creating a safe, diverse space.
It’s a place to feel supported
and part of something.

Blackfriars
Station

SOUTHWARK
PLAYHOUSE THROUGH
THE YEARS

1. 62 Southwark Bridge Road
1993-2006

2. London Bridge Vaults
2007-2013

3. 77-85 Newington Causeway
2013-2022

4. Newington Butts
2022-onwards
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THE SOUTHWARK
PLAYHOUSE TEAM

Patrons
Sir Michael Caine, Peter Gill OBE,
Sir Simon Hughes, Andy Serkis

Board of Trustees

Rodney Pearson, Giles Semper, Kath Serkis,
Glenn Wellman, Helen Whitehouse,

Tim Wood (chair)

Technical and Production Manager:
Cat Compson

Front of House and Venues Manager:
Joe Deighan

Deputy Technical and Production Manager:
Lee Elston

Artistic Director (CEO):
Chris Smyrnios

Sales and Ticketing Manager:
Charlotte Spencer

Venue Cleaner:

Aklilu Sabew Tebeje

Head of Participation:
David Workman

Deputy Front of House Managers:
Holly Atkinson, Rachel Atkinson

Box Office and Welcome Team:
Aruhan Bisengalieva, Gareth Hackney,
Alex Webb

Front of House and Bar Team:

Amy Atkinson, Jack Gibson, Siah Harrell,
Daniel Hogan, Nicola Hurst,

Paloma Jacob-Duvernet, Teigan Macphee,
Ryan Mal, Alessandra Rey, Maya Tonkin,
Lill Worden, Immanuel Yeboah

Email Format:
forename.surname@southwarkplayhouse.co.uk






