European exchange of young storytellers among storytelling schools and festivals

In recent years, the Federation of European Storytelling (FEST) has expressed their wish to realize a European exchange of young storytellers among storytelling schools/teachers and festivals.

In the Netherlands, this cue was followed up by two major storytelling organizations: the Vertelacademie or Academy for Storytelling, and the Waterval Internationaal Vertelfestival (=Waterval International Storytelling Festival).

The Academy for Storytelling provides two separate three-year training programs for upcoming storytellers. These programs offer students opportunities to gain practical experience at large and medium-sized storytelling festivals in the Netherlands. One of these festivals is the Waterval International Storytelling Festival. This festival includes in its schedule also performances by young storytellers, whose training was provided by the festival organization.
In all our exchange programs, we have worked with young storytellers between eighteen and thirty-five years of age. The minimum age of eighteen is dictated by practical considerations: youngsters above this age are free to travel around Europe. The maximum age follows from our experience: there are many young adults who discover the art of storytelling around thirty, and embark on a second career at a young age.

Today I will briefly describe the four exchange projects that were organized over the past thirteen months. I will then discuss a number of general issues that were raised, and conclude with an outlook on future possibilities.
Exchange projects

Waterval International Storytelling Festival  
Preceding the 2011 Waterval International Storytelling Festival, four young storytellers produced an English-language show. This was directed by Jan Blake and played four times during the festival. The group consisted of two Dutch storytellers, one Danish, and the English Young Storyteller of the Year.

This year, the same concept has been repeated with young storytellers from Greece and the UK and the Dutch young storyteller of the Year. Their show was directed by Shonaleigh Cumbers.  
In these shows all performers, including the Dutch natives, used the English language. In this way, the productions might tour other European festivals. In the first year, there was also a possibility to experiment with storytelling in multiple languages.

German Storytelling Festival Zwischen Zeiten 
In 2011, a Dutch young storyteller was invited to the German festival ‘Zwischen Zeiten’ or ‘In Between Times’ held in Aken. Since this city borders on the Netherlands, the storyteller was able to tell his story in his own language and for a Dutch-speaking audience. He was again invited for the 2012 festival. This year, he will be part of the main program, telling an English story for a German audience.
Storytelling Festival Amsterdam 
During this yearly festival, held at a former dockyard in the Dutch capital, four Dutch young storytellers performed together. It was the first time they programmed young storytellers. The organizers were enthusiastic and would welcome opportunities to expand this initiative.
German Storytelling Festival Erzähl Mir Was 

The German ‘Akademie Remscheid’ organises a bi-annual international festival as an extension of their training program for storytellers. This year, two Dutch young storytellers produced an English performance which they played at the festival. Next year, one or two German storytellers will be invited to the Netherlands.

Exchange variants
We experimented with a number of variants for the exchange of young storytellers. One possibility is to gather an international company of young storytellers to produce to a show under the guidance of a well-known and experienced storyteller. This concept also opens up the possibility of touring various festivals with the created production.

For exchanges within the Netherlands, we have repeatedly used a variant wherein a young storyteller teams up with someone more experienced in the art. Preparing a performance with a professional proved a unique experience for the storytelling students. It would be interesting to extend this approach on a European scale.
Money matters

So far, we have worked on the basis of festivals making an offer as to the expenses covered for participating storytellers. Some festivals only provided a stage, while others offered a budget for the storytellers’ guidance, housing and spending money during rehearsal and performance days. Two international exchange programs had to be cancelled due to insufficient financial means to cover the participants’ travelling costs.
It appeared that the festival most generous in their offer to the young storytellers had, in their subsidy application, expressly asked for money for young storytellers. They were allocated more than sufficient funds for this purpose.

Quality assurance

For all our exchange programs, we invited young storytellers with previous experience. The Academy for Storytelling composed a document to outline the requirements for their own students to participate in exchange programs with (international) festivals. In approaching young storytellers from abroad, our own network proved particularly useful. It allowed us to select young storytellers with sufficient storytelling skills. 
Future (ex)changes
It is my hope that the coming years will see the expansion and deepening of European exchanges of young storytellers. So far, all the participating festivals have been both accommodating and enthusiastic.

One sign in particular forecasts a bright future for storytelling exchange programs: the performances by young storytellers were often attended by many of the famous international storytellers who performed on the festival themselves!

For more information:

Vertelacademie (Academy for Storytelling):
Raymond den Boestert 
Telephone: 0031 302935842 
Web: www.vertelacademie.nl
Twitter: @Vertelacademie

Waterval Internationaal Vertelfestival (Waterval International Storytelling Festival).
Rob Bults 
Telephone: 0031 383388100
Web: http://www.deverhalenboot.nl/festival 
Twitter: @WatervalZwolle
Facebook: watervalvertelfestival 

For the Dutch storytelling magazine ‘Vertel Eens’, Marleen Kemink wrote an article about the international production supervised by Jan Blake: 
http://www.vertelacademie.nl/images/pdf/love-your-stories.pdf 
(Unfortunately, this article was only published in Dutch)

