Mummer&Dada and the trip to Russia 

 

Mummer&Dada was a small company I led for six years from 1985-1990. The six-person group was originally formed from fellow ex-students from the Lecoq school in Paris and the theatre company I had toured with before (Theatre Exchange/Kaboodle). The style was inspired by Footsbarn’s work but included acrobatics, juggling, magic, fire-eating, brass-band, dance and martial arts mixed in with the storytelling style of physical theatre. Over the six years of its life the cast gradually changed but we always highlighted its international nature – American, Spanish, French, Brazilian, German as well as British. This contrasted well with the very folksy, am-dram style drawn from English Mummers Plays. We performed, mainly at outside venues, over the summer months.  In the first year we did a 20-minute piece booked by fairs and festivals and even busked our way through a fortnight at the Edinburgh Festival, sleeping in the back of the company’s box van and, to everyone’s surprise, getting a five-star review in the Scotsman. The second year we did a 40-minute piece with more bookings and by the final year we toured a little big-top with an indoor show, a street show and a cabaret, performing around Europe.  

 

The idea of being an actor-manager appealed to me. Years later I realised this might have been influenced by first acting part at school as the Player King in Stoppard’s Rosencrantz And Guildenstern. I also like what I had read about Commedia del Arte troupes – the actors developing a character over many seasons and the combination of ‘lazzi’ (tight routines) and improvisation. I also thought the group could be like a jazz ensemble with a tightly shared central theme mixed with breakout solos. Rehearsal periods could be as brief as ten days. This was partly because of performer availability, partly cost and also because of the habit of rapid devising acquired at Lecoq’s school. The way it worked was that, during the winter, I would research sources, apply for funding, design publicity, make props and produce a scenario which included casting proposals and possible routines. The performers could then think about what they could bring to the rehearsal period in terms of ideas and techniques. Early rehearsals would focus on working out precise technical sequences such as acrobatic stage fights and also developing characters and familiarising ourselves with the scenario. With that knowledge we could be in a position to a continuous group improvisation of the whole story, sometimes with surprising and valuable results.  

 

We had an agent who sought out bookings and arranged the tour, which would last from late May to early September. In the early years we simply paid off expenses and divided the income equally and informally as it came in. When busking at Edinburgh, this involved sorting and bagging up piles of cash on the skin of the big bass drum. Once we were established enough to get Arts Council funding, we had to formalise the arrangements with contracts based on statutory rates of pay. This system didn’t quite fit with the rather sporadic nature of tour dates but did give me more scope to pay myself for all the preparation, finance management, scheduling and vehicle servicing. This part of the job included grabbing time on tour to work through how the budget was playing out so that I could reassure the performers about how much and when they would get paid. I remember one occasion waking up early on the crowded tour bus, which was parked up outside a Welsh castle, and using the time to add up piles of receipts and estimate future income while the others slumbered all around me. 

 

After years of touring with Kaboodle/Theatre Exchange, I realised that we could significantly reduce our costs if we used our travelling vehicle to sleep and cook in. It also provided a strange kind of home, even it was over-crowded and consequently always a bit of a mess. 

It was a great feeling leading the group, driving the bus through Snowdonia on the way back from Dublin or traversing all the obstacles of getting across the channel ferry to get to Maastricht. We had three buses during the company’s life; one was an old silver beast from the 1960s that eventually died on the motorway near Worcester. Another had been the tour bus for Motorhead which, as well as six sleeping bunks had once had a toilet, shower and video screen, all now defunct. Still, we had a sit-around table, a fridge, cooker and sink so we could cook as we trundled. Sometimes there would be quite a party going on as we returned late from a show or looked for somewhere to park up for the night. Usually, but not always, there were other drivers than me, but I did all the route planning, deadline setting and paperwork. It was also usually me who tackled the problems of breakdowns despite having very little knowledge of engines. On the day of the premiere of Hell Is Not So Hot at the Albany Centre, Bristol (1988), I spent half the day under the coach replacing a worn out prop-shaft that I had arranged to be welded, so that my hour before the show involved me scrubbing grease out of hands and hair.  

 

Our venues were very varied – we did a tour of Welsh castles, performed at town festivals, fetes, theatres, on a beach and in a working barn to about 20 people (they switched on the barn’s halogen lamp to add a bit of atmosphere). At other times, at street theatre festivals we would get big crowds. The Limburg Festival (1988) was a highlight – our show was the hit of the international festival, with some great reviews, so that by the end of that tour around the local towns we had quite a following, many coming to see the show a second or third time. At Sittard, we arrived rather late from an afternoon show elsewhere and there were already people installed to get a good view by the time we manoeuvred the bus into the right position to be our backdrop. It was strange to be spectated while we had a cup of tea sitting on the bus and made our hurried preparations. As we walked down the steps out of the bus it was like entering a huge arena, with perhaps 2000 people sitting on tiers, on chairs they had brought or installed on the ground. When you feel that popular and every joke, circus trick or theatrical effect is closely watched and appreciated you are able to fly into inspired improvisations whilst keeping the tight team timing. As a collection of exotic multi-nationals living our strange life, we were the show as much as the show itself, and this didn’t end until we all piled onto the bus at the end and drove off to waves and cheers. 

 

But the trip to Russia was certainly the strangest. We premiered that year’s show (1990) at the Glastonbury festival. There had been intermittent rain and the ground was muddy. It was wet and we had to perform late at night in order that stage lights would be effective to avoid the long daylight hours at midsummer. So, it was gone midnight before we had packed the trunks into our black and gold touring coach (formerly used by the rock band, Motorhead). Driving off the site at night was an odyssey in itself, weaving the bus through the mayhem of revellers. There were hundreds of lights everywhere: from the giant swirling lasers lighting up the clouds, to the rotating big wheel of the fairground area, right down to tealights in the trinket stalls and the torches of the meandering masses who gradually moved aside as our headlights hit them, some staggering or suddenly illuminated as they urinated. Pounding sound systems drowned each other out as we passed the different music stages. Dozens of flags fluttered and a firework display kicked off as we traversed the fields of domestic tents and arrived at the perimeter fence. Then the quiet Somerset lanes, the main roads and motorway to Heathrow to get the many trunks onto the early morning flight to Moscow.  

 

The group were a strange muddy sight in the pristine halls of Heathrow so we made full use of the showers. For some reason I had to take a later flight and I reconnected with them at Moscow airport to wait for the connection to Archangel. Unfortunately, there had been some free drinks on their flight and all were merry but Gregoire, the tall, dark French knife-thrower, was staggeringly drunk when we passed through security. We had to go through a metal-detector shaped like a door frame. Gregoire thought this was very funny and mimed not being able to go through the invisible door and insisted on going around the side, over a mime fence. The uniformed, armed guards were looking very tense, torn between suppressed fury at the disrespect and indulging these Western ambassadors of detente. (This was 1990, Gorbachev’s Glasnost policy was one of the reasons we were there). We got him through and we all boarded a small cramped plane heading up to Archangelsk. Gregoire sobered and slept on this journey but to my horror, and Gregoire's glee, we were greeted at the foot of the airplane steps by festival organisers proffering us ‘champagne’ (it was red, fizzy and warm but very alcoholic). Gregoire couldn’t believe his luck, to wake up and then be offered more booze. There were plenty of smiles and handshakes but not a lot of shared language; there was something about going straight to a (welcoming?) party on an island. That sounded fun, if not quite what I wanted after tiring days at Glastonbury and a long stressful journey.  

 

We were taken by bus to a ferry boat as the midsummer twilight began. After a long delay and the sudden disappearance of our minders the boat set off towards the Arctic. The boat was full of Russians who installed themselves in the big chairs and began to get out packed dinners. We realised there was nowhere to get food; there was a bar but we had no roubles, only peanuts and biscuits from the earlier flight. Afterwards they all settled down to sleep; it seemed it was going to be a long journey. We weren’t allowed on deck and the windows were screened to cut out the enduring midsummer light. About six hours later, with everyone else asleep, we docked at a small pier with hardly any buildings around. I got off the boat with Jon B and we went in search of a café or bar to try and get something to eat. It was sunny, cool and fresh after the stuffiness and snoring on board. However, there was nothing around except single-storey wooden buildings (homes, offices?) without any understandable signs anywhere. After walking around a couple of corners, the single-track road left the cluster of buildings and headed off into a featureless wasteland of straggly trees and small unkempt fields. There was a sad-looking horse and a couple of dogs. Where the hell were we? Where is the ‘party’? Where would we next be able to eat? Eventually, we were led, bleary-eyed, to another ship moored alongside the ferry. We were shown down below where there were double berth cabins and I was given one with a sleeping stranger. It seemed that as soon as I managed to get my head down, he began to get up and the ship began to come to life, but it was good to be in a proper bed for the first time since being on the coach at Glastonbury, a world away.  

 

Later that day there was a welcoming breakfast where we learned more. We were on the island of Solovetsky in the White Sea, on which there was a Mediaeval fortified monastery (which we later found out had been used as one of Stalin’s prison gulags) along with other performing companies from the festival. My cabin mate was a theatre director from Poland. The plan was to do a procession to the fortress to entertain the locals. So, later that day we all got into costume and got our instruments tuned, the Poles had white masks and black flags and seemed to like to do mime-like contemporary dance. There were also little companies from Italy, Denmark, Finland, Spain and France. Some had marionettes, some were avant-garde, some were clowns. One played a guitar, another an accordion, but among the 30 or so performers we were the only thing close to a band. A policeman or two turned up and perhaps about a dozen onlookers who appeared to be mainly the crew from the ship. We gave it our full energy as we set off through the empty settlement by the quay, accompanied by barking dogs, expecting people to appear, but, because there was nobody (except the sullen horse), we quickly subsided into a bemused slog along an empty road through a flat, desolate island in the midst of the Arctic Sea. Our music was replaced by the sound of the wind desolately singing in the wires strung along a line of telegraph poles that accompanied the road towards a ruined castle a couple of miles away. It had vast squat wall-towers and an impressive gateway. When we got closer towards the possibility of spectators, the straggling group formed up again and we gave it our full energy again as we entered the fortress and around various corners to arrive at a central parade ground where we were met by the welcoming party, who numbered less than the performers. There were speeches in Russian and some cheering before the companies were named one by one, more speeches and clapping and that was it. The buildings were largely out of bounds, due to restoration works, but amongst the scaffolding we were able to explore a labyrinth of passageways inside massively thick walls. Then we trailed back to the ship in a ragged straggle.   

 

The next day we (just the eight of us) were offered a visit to see the ‘canals’ that were ‘the marvel of the island’. Again, the meaning of words seemed to have suffered in translation. I couldn’t imagine why there would need to be canals on this flat island and it turned out they were narrow water channels constructed during distant times past so that the aristocracy could punt between small lakes. It was pleasant enough at first, rowing along in the everlasting midsummer sunshine but the mosquitoes were huge, vicious and able to bite through clothing, so that by the time we got off our faces and hands were covered with inflamed lumps that lasted the rest of the trip. As we walked back to the shelter of the ship, one of our company took me aside to confide that she had had a worrying cervical smear before we had left and that she would need to the leave the tour as soon as possible. I later suspected that she had been offered better paid work and had just wanted to do the Russian trip but this news weighed heavily on me and was added to when Angela De Castro asked to take charge of the group whilst I was away directing other shows. I knew this could create other problems.  

 

Back on the boat there was a jolly party with all the performers and then we set off back to the mainland. The others went off to sleep one by one and I sat at the back of the boat with a bottle of vodka, ruminating on the problems of the company and not enjoying the responsibility of being the leader. I got a bit of release by marvelling in the movement and sunset colours in the wash at the stern as the sun sidled slowly below the horizon and then began to re-emerge again. Back at Arkangelsk, we were installed in a state-run hotel and the next day we managed to get some roubles so Jon Biddell, Dodge and I set off again to seek a bar, a cafe or just some kind of shop. Nothing. Just long empty streets with no signage, no sense of a centre or neighbourhoods. The big municipal buildings gave way to single storey wooden houses laid out in a grid pattern. Later that day, I was instructed to go and inspect the aerial rig that they had constructed specially for our show. We normally used square metal truss in a goalpost format to hang the trapezes and ropes but because of weight issues had been assured that a replacement with the exact dimensions would be found. We were told that they were pleased with the way they had put it together. The site was on the port’s promenade and once we had walked several miles to find it, came across an extraordinary structure made of planks secured by long nails. The main natural resource of the area was pine trees and they were proud of their local ingenuity with wood. Three hefty workers had spent about a week turning a pile of rough-cut planks into an extremely sturdy structure which indeed achieved the right outside dimensions. However, because the vertical wooden girders had to be wider than metal ones, the inner dimensions were reduced making it almost impossible to do the Spanish web act that was one of the main highlights. What could I say? I shook their hands and thanked them warmly with my one Russian word and trudged back to tell the company. This was not the only problem; the main aerialist informed me that she would not even climb on the structure for fear of splinters. We found her some gloves and we did the show. It started well but our long, complicated story and cultural references left the crowd rather baffled. This single performance of our main show went down like a gravestone sliding into sludge. Despite the masks, puppets, live music and circus skills, it was too wordy, too complex, too absurd and too long. The applause was polite but clearly disappointed.  

 

Fortunately, we had our ‘cabaret’ show as well, a collection of short acts interspersed with brass band music and odd choreography. We were taken by bus to an event on a quayside, where there was already a big crowd in front of a raised stage. We were surprised to find ourselves hailed as long-lost allies, with a pre-show ceremony involving ladies in traditional costume and braids proffering us symbolic gifts of salt and bread. Again, we did not understand the welcoming speeches but we were told that it was to do with the trading links established in the Elizabethan age and also in gratitude for the Arctic convoys of World War Two. This was a formal welcome to the return of the English after an absence of forty-five years. Our company included a Frenchman, a Scot and a Brazilian who were bemused to find their nationalities overlooked. We always began our shows with a slightly exaggerated announcement of our diverse nationalities but, although we stuck to this format, I don't think it translated. The street/cabaret show was quite anarchic and included acts such as strapping a fruit onto a performer's head and exploding it with an inserted firework. The crowd loved the madness and the excitement increased when we went into the crowd and set up a game whereby pairs of spectators tossed water-filled balloons between them, gradually increasing the distance so that they burst on the ground or on the participants until there was only one winning pair left. Jon had used this game in Desperate Men's work and it was he who threw the last remaining balloon high towards the back of the crowd, unintentionally nearly hitting a policeman, to the stunned horror and concealed glee of the crowd.  

As part of this trip, we were also taken to Severodvinsk a large town whose main function was the construction of nuclear submarines; the civilians were not allowed to leave the area for security reasons. This was even more Stalinist in its layout and architecture: grey featureless accommodation blocks on a grid layout with a single statue of Lenin in the midst of a large central square. Here we mingled with the locals who stared at us as if we were exotic beasts, tentatively touching our strange costumes, marvelling at Angela's darker skin and venturing to exchange their hammer and sickle badges for our company button badges. At this event we saw a few Russian entertainers with sad-looking bears which were induced to 'dance', swaying on two legs, shuffling their shackles to the signals of a large stick.  

The exchange of objects was taken to a new level back at the hotel where a young man invited me to swap his collection of military belts, badges and bits of uniform in exchange for any old tee shirts, music cassettes, and personal items like soap and toothpaste. A lady tried to do more ambitious business, exhorting me to arrange for a conservatory to be shipped over. The state-run hotel seemed to be the only one in the city and, although large, with lifts, it did not have the usual tourist shop and the food was limited to a take-it-or-leave-it single menu, usually consisting of a meat stew with mashed potatoes or rice, processed bread and anaemic jam flans for dessert. Steve was a strict vegan and chose not to eat anything touched by meat or dairy. Like the rest of us he hadn't come prepared for the total lack of choice and once his pack of English vegan biscuits and rice-cakes had run out he didn't eat, becoming more pinched and dizzier by the day. The vegan concept was literally unheard of and untranslatable but they did concede to providing him with an unadorned plate of lentils towards the end.  

 

We also went on a trip to a 'wooden church museum' - not a museum made of wood but a collection of wooden churches that had been dismantled by the Soviets and reconstructed in a field outside town to respect the craftsmanship of the peasants without facilitating any possibility of worship. They were small and lovely.  

 

At the end of the festival all the performers were taken to a banquet where there was unlimited access to the red champagne and vodka as well as the food. There were some delays and some speeches, during which time the performers got very merry. We were then informed that I would have to make a speech on behalf of the company (and England). I was gearing myself up for it when it was announced that the main speeches would have to be delayed until the following morning. So, we all returned to the hotel to continue drinking and to decide what I might include. Jon B was keen that we should warn the Russians about what Thatcher had done and the dangers of free-market capitalism, others suggested we say that street theatre should be free expression and not a commodity, how art could unite the people of the world more than politicians; the list went on and on and my notes became more and more scrawled as the vodka blurred thinking and the group slumped into a pile on the bed or sloped off to their own rooms. I woke up fully dressed in my own room with a hammering, not of my head, because I was still drunk, but a knocking on the door. It was Shirley, our administrator, telling me it was half an hour to go before the speeches and the rest of the group were leaving right now on the bus. I found I could walk, a little unsteadily but vodka is a strange drug; you can appear to be normal but your head can't focus. By the time I had got down to the lobby the bus had left and I tried to find another way to get there. No taxis, too far to walk, but I had seen little trams heading that way the previous day so I waited at a stop for most of an hour trying to remember what we had discussed and decipher my notes, surrounded by workers who looked at me strangely. A tram arrived and I got on, unsure of the correct direction or how to pay or even the name of where I was going. After lengthy discussion they let me on without accepting my roubles (there must have been some other method of paying) and I kept a lookout for the right-shaped building. When I eventually got there, it was virtually over, people were beginning to leave but I was quickly taken to the microphone and the translator where I launched into a garbled stream of what I could assemble in my head; unshaven, crumpled and red-eyed. The content was not well-received by the local dignatories and festival producers who were promoting Westernisation and liberalisation through their involvement in the festival. Stoney faces. Puzzled looks from the international performers. It was a nightmare. Afterwards the group gave me cold looks as they walked past me. I'd blown it.  

 

After the Russia trip I went off to direct a show in Maastricht and the group toured around the UK and Europe on the Motorhead bus. There were major disputes between Angela and Jon B, partly over whether he could bring his daughters on some of the trips on the already over-crowded bus. Lovely Steve, the only properly trained physical actor, left as soon as he could; he hated conflict. Lucy Allen was replaced by Kim Tilbrook who could at least do the aerial skills. Gregoire had to be told to cut down on his drinking and its aggressive consequences. There was an affair. The gear stick on the bus snapped off on the motorway. Angela refused to go onstage after another row with Jon and had to be physically pushed on. When the opportunity came up of a final show to our home crowd in Bristol, she prioritised another gig. It was over.  

