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Ear Trumpetin
Seoul Street Arts Festival 2017

Lorna Rees _ Gobbledegook Theatre

<Ear Trumpet> GobbledegookTheafre

www.gobbledegooktheatre.com

Gobbledegook Theatre performed Ear Trumpet over three days in the brand new Mapo Oil Tank

Culture Park at the Seoul Street Arts Festival 2017. Lorna Rees, Artistic Director writes about the

experience.

EARTRUMPET

Ear Trumpet was originally a site-specific piece
for Activate's Inside Out Dorset Festival. It was
made for a small English village in Dorset
between Dorchester and Bridport on the South
Dorset Ridgeway, an ancient and important
ceremonial landscape. The inspiration was
the Bincombe Bumps, 6 Bronze-Age burial
mounds, which supposedly emit fairy music at
midday. What, | considered, would it be like to
find out that there is a rich vein of music running
underneath our feet, trapped in the geology?
And how might we listen to that music? With
that thought, Ear Trumpet was born. Many
performances of the piece in the UK later, with
the support of Without Walls and XTRAX we
found ourselves at Seoul Street Arts Festival,
2017.

However, this wasn't just a simple presentation
of our work. We collaborated with two
performers (Mina Kweon and Mr Lee) and a
Company Manager (Hoyeon Kim] with whom we
re-devised sections of the piece with in order to
give the piece the site specificity | crave for it. It
was also an opportunity to share artistic practice

with new artists.

We went through a process of explanation,
interpretation, rehearsal, familiarization,
translation. As well as unloading shipping
containers and collecting sounds from the
streets, finding food and attending Noraebang

lounges of the city.



And it went well. It went really, really well.

[t's been extremely pleasing to see how well
the work has translated. As we'd been told,
South Korean audiences are wonderful. In Ear
Trumpet people read things into the music, they
interpret the sleeping giants under the ground
or the radio waves trapped down there. That
a pipe organ and a kazoo, recorded in a small
parish church in a Dorset village sounds so
much like ‘traditional Korean instruments’ to our
audiences in Seoul was quite, quite wonderful.
Elephants and chimes make 18 month olds
giggle across our culture. Delight in overhearing
magnified conversations on the other sides of
fields seems to be a very human thing. We'd
added local geological and maps of Seoul to the
field tent and written detailed field notes in order
to ensure that we'd conducted our research
properly. This show has a great deal of attention
to detail within it - it's still as site responsive as |

can make it.

<Ear Trumpet> Gobbledegook Theatre

Our Site in Mapo was extraordinary, a previously
disused industrial complex, which had housed
Seoul's top-secret strategic oil reserve, which
was moved when the world cup stadium
(next door) was opened. The site opened this
September to the public and comprises huge oil
tanks converted into performance venues, a café,
sustainable eco-park and temporary playground.
It over looks a great deal of the city and sits
near the base of Mount Maebong. The cultural
moment of it's opening (and its architecture
which is sympathetic to its industrial past]
reminds me of when the Bankside Power Station
in London transformed into the Tate Modern. I'm

proud to have performed there.

And in this site, at around 3:30 each afternoon,
the field would suddenly fill with dragonflies.
I've never seen so many in one place. To me,
the grassland outside Tank 3 will forever be
‘Dragonfly Field". They buzzed around the ear

trumpets in a frequency just beyond my hearing.

ok Theatre

<Ear Trumpet> Gobbledegook Theatre

ON TRANSLATION

We were very fortunate to have two fluent
English speakers in our company, Hoyeon and
Mina brilliantly translated text, rehearsals and
many other things. It would have been extremely
tricky to work with Mr Lee otherwise (Mr Lee
still manages to speak more English than | do
Korean). On our first day of rehearsals Mina took
us into Seoul's city centre, found us food (three
of us are vegetarian, which is an oddity in Korea)
and she introduced us to Cass Beer, Noraebang

and kimchi. Mina is awesome.

Our new friends also helped to explain the
domestic political situation in Korea, which is still
very charged after the impeachment of the last
president. Our friends in the Gandini Juggling
company performed around a heavy police
presence and scores of right wing protesters on
Saturday, the festival team working around the
disruption admirably. | read about the Candlelight
Revolution at the time it took place, but | have to
admit not nearly deeply enough or understood
how many millions of people protested, and how
moving and affecting it was. There is nothing like
being in a culture and being guided through it
to help your understanding. We might not have
visited the historic palaces, but | know so much
more about Korea now. Previously we had really
only known about the political situation with
North Korea -I am so much more informed.

Within the show there are also translations of
status —-Ear Trumpet has a theme of women
in science running through it - Dr Stella is in
charge of things, there is a feminism at play,
probably partly attributable to the fact a bunch of
feminists (in myself, Lynne, Tamsin and Jonny)

originally devising the piece. Therefore, in the

casting of Mina, who worked on the briefing for
audiences with Roger Millington, | was very clear
that she shouldn’t take a subservient role in
which a tall, white, older man gave her a series
of instructions. In Korean society in the early
1950s (the willfully vague time period in which
Ear Trumpet is set - which would have been
during the Korean War), Roger would certainly
have had far more status conferred upon him
than Mina’s character, Young Sung. We evened
up character relationships, and avoided having
Mina serve as a mere translator (which is boring
anyway, | far prefer to witness a conversation
between characters). The Ear Trumpet universe
is very definitely not this universe after all. | think
it worked very well indeed, aided tremendously
by Mina being a brilliant and adaptable actress

and her and Jon worked extremely well together.

Mr Lee, our other Korean cast member,
played Dr Sanbo Lee, turned up on our first
performance day having fashioned his own
equipment for sonic geology, divining rods
with cymbals at the end of them. And | was
thrilled. He'd bought into the NISG universe so
thoroughly, and his deadpan characterization
added an air of authority to our piece so much
so that many, many people believed that there is
music under the ground of Mapo. I'm happy to
never disabuse them of this notion. | half believe

it myself anyway.



What does translate, is music. We have
beautiful music in our piece (by contemporary
classical composer Robert Lee) but also we had
impromptu open-air karaoke sessions with our
whole company, all clustered around the warm
glow of a mobile phone at the end of our get-out
singing out ‘Hey Jude’ loudly whilst looking over
the cityscape of Seoul. This is memory searing
and language barrier busting (cheers Sir Paul

McCartney).

THE KOREAN PENINSULA

We were in Seoul over a the golden holiday
period, a time of thanksgiving and it was
grand to have guides who talked us through
Confucianism, the various religions, cultural
attitudes, social norms and politics of Korean
society.

South Korea is a fascinating place to visit,
and although we didn’t have time to do much
sightseeing beyond the few blocks around our
hotel and the Namdaemum Market (we were
tightly scheduled and working hard], it's an

exciting and impressive city.

Before we left the UK for South Korea, our
news networks had featured a near constant
stream of information about North Korea. Kim
Jong-Un has been lobbing missiles all over this
area of Asia. For the people of Seoul we spoke
to, this is same old- same old behavior from
Pyongyang. My grandparents and parents were
worried for my safety but the people of Seoul
just continue getting on with it. I'd been on the
phone to the Foreign office just to check and
they all but laughed at me. But. And there is a
but. We did have some conversations about the
threat of Trump. On the dangers of rhetoric.
Mina, mentioned (darkly) that people living in the

centre of Seoul wouldn't even feel the effects

of Nuclear Attack, they'd all just be incinerated
immediately. And the impact of Trump's
escalatory rhetoric is starting to feel particularly
frightening. There are shelters and hydrants all
over the capital, clearly signed emergency areas.
All young men take part in National Service, and
when we spoke about it there was strong support
for conscription - the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea (aka North Korea) has been
at war with the Republic of Korea (South Korea)
for over 60 years. Jokes, which had been funny
for many years (such as the fast food ‘Nuclear
Steak’ joint in the mall] are losing their lustre.
There is a new nervousness. Yet this is a city in
which | felt safer walking around in by myself at

midnight than | would do in London or Bristol.

THE NATIONAL INSTITUTE
FOR SONIC GEOLOGY

Our blog site for our ‘organisation’, the National
Institute for Sonic Geology has biographies and
sounding notes all translated into Korean. You
can find the blog here:https://sonicgeology.
blogspot.co.ukand it has literally years of
information on all the sites we have visited - it's

extremely detailed.

Seoul Street Arts Festival is brilliantly run by
an Artistic Director who is an artist in Jongseok
Kim and an Executive Producer with exception
eye for detail in Rhanhee Lee. It's extremely rare
that I've felt quite so valued as an artist and | feel
very grateful to have had such a positive working
relationship with my team members, old and
new. There was a moment, whilst watching the
Argentinian acrobats of Muare in the city plaza,
being showered with glitter, | felt a particular
thrill at being in Seoul. | never buy festival

sweaters.... | bought a festival sweater.

I'd like to say a HUGE thank you to all at Activate
Performing Arts and Inside Out Dorset who
initially commissioned us and have offered
constant support and encouragement. Huge
thanks too, to Xtrax and Without Walls who
have championed our work so much. Xtrax
(particularly to Irene Segura and Maggie
Clarke] who have held my hand throughout
the entire adventure through their Platform 4:
UK programme. To the team at Seoul Street
Arts Festival and to Hoyeon Kim, our company

manager during our time there.

My final thanks to my company, and to Adam
Coshan and to Colin Penny, without whom it

wouldn’t have been possible.
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