OF MOTHERLAND AND WAR

LOCALWOMEN’S VOICES TELLING THEIRPERSONAL TRUTHOF

THE THIRTY YEARS OF CONFLICT HERE WILL FORM THEHEART

OF THIS YEAR’S MULTI MEDIA PERFORMANCE FROM TEYA

SEPINUCK’S THEATRE OF WITNESS. FOLLOWING ON FROM THE

EMOTIONALLY POWERFUL ‘WE CARRIED YOUR SECRETS’ - AN

INTERGENERATIONAL TESTIMONY TO THE ENDURING LEGACY OF

VIOLENCE, AND THE SEARCHFOR CONFLICT RESOLUTION, THE

PRACTITIONER WHOSE INSPIRATIONAL WORK HAS TAKENHER

TO POLAND ANDACROSS THE US EXPLAINS THE IMPORTANCE

OF RECORDINGWOMEN’S PERSONAL STORIES OFWITNESS -

BOTH IN TERMS OF ART ANDSOCIAL JUSTICE. FELICITY MCCALL

MET TEYA AT HER BASE IN DERRY’S PLAYHOUSE.

Very powerful, very necessary...the most basic truth...a very brave production and performance... I came here with views on things I thought I understood, I made judgments on things I thought I understood but tonight...I have been left, not knowing how I feel but I hope that now I can look at things in the future with new eyes based on hope and forgiveness and new awareness. Thank you Just a sample of the powerful feedback from the tour of the first production from Teya Sepinuck’s Theatre of Witness, We Carried Your Secrets. With the project now half way through its two year tenure in the city, Teya is completing a film documentary of the first twelve months’ work and the resulting performance.

In this compulsive and emotionally-driven multi media performance, a group of fathers bear testimony to their role during the thirty years of conflict, while a group of adult children reflect on their legacy of the Troubles, their search for identity, for reconciliation, for healing. For a way forward for society and the

individuals who make up that society. 

Curled up on a chair, Ms Sepinuck radiates a compelling mixture of deep inner strength and warm serenity. This is an artist/activist who is not fazed by attracting controversy.

As her production toured the North and West, surely there were the inevitable accusations of being sectarian, of bias towards one tradition, or another?

Yes, she concedes, there have been occasional voices of dissent, occasional comments that she describes as ‘open to interpretation.’

But rather feedback-any feedback- than a repressed and self- censoring silence. I tell her I saw We Carried... in a relatively empathic and receptive, largely invited audience at The Playhouse itself. It received one of the standing ovations which were to become so regular as to be commonplace. So what is her own abiding memory? ‘Ballymena’, Teya answers without hesitation. ‘It was an outpouring...it was amazing. Definitely- Ballymena. We didn’t know what to expect but what we got was wonderful. There was such a response...’

LIFE-CHANGING

She reminds me that the performance and its impact on the performers is only one part of witnessing - the other is the feedback, both from the audience and, off stage, from the performers’ families. Life-changing is not too strong an adjective.

‘The performers stand up there raw, naked,’ she explains. ‘And we have had some very beautiful emotion there, with their families, so deeply meaningful. There were moments between a father and daughter when they were just holding each other, sobbing and rocking in each others arms. It was a moment for any

father, any daughter, to cherish.’ I tell her that for me the most profound moments

came not from the harrowing witnessing of the past, but from the testimony of the

young men and women who carry the legacy of conflict into the next generation. I will not easily forget watching the young man who as a child was orphaned through sectarian murder, articulating his grief, his anger, his pain through a drum-solo that was, at times, almost frenzied in its emotion; silent tears streaming down his face, he beat out his legacy in a voice more powerful than the words he had recorded for fear of losing composure.

Yes, she agrees, the younger participants gave us all new insight, new ways of looking at their legacy, new ways of moving on. And now it’s the turn

of women.

What does Teya expect? A challenge, for certain, she says, as she agrees that women’s experiences have tended to be overlooked. ‘Throughout the past

year, the fathers have been telling me about the women’s role. How they made the petrol bombs. They burned the clothing. They did the prison visits. They

kept the home and the family together. I think there’s going to be strength in it. A lot of strength. And humour. You can’t force humour into witness, we found

that out in We Carried Your Secrets. It doesn’t work.’ But, we muse, women do have a uniqueness of humour that may impact on the work in progress. Maybe we have to.

Teya has already made contact with a large cross-section of women of varying ages, backgrounds and traditions. Over the coming weeks, she will hear their stories, and from these will emerge the participants for her second project. Has she any preconceptions? ‘I trust the process.’ She is empathic, confident.

‘I go with the process, what it brings, what develops. I’d like it to be inter- generational; I’d love to find a grandmother and a mother and a daughter... but we’ll see.’

The performance piece will come later this year, and the documentary will be ready both for broadcast and as an education tool. Theatre of Witness will evolve here long after Ms Sepinuck’s work and commitments have taken her physically far from Ireland. She is in no doubt that the project will take on a life of its own, separate from its artistic director. She seems satisfied at this thought. Indeed it is difficult to find even the briefest of biographical details on the Theatre of Witness site - there is an overriding sense that it is the process itself, and its participants, that matter to her. She’s a busy person. There are women, many women, with stories to tell. I get ready to leave. ‘I’d like to think the performance will have

something of the feminine spirit,’ Teya adds, finally. ‘This country, its landscape, its art, its music- there’s something very female about it. That’s what I’d like to reflect- that feminine strength and spirit.’ Teya Sepinuck can be contacted at The

Playhouse 02871 268027. More details about the project are available on www.theatreofwitness.org
