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Local playwright Brandon Daughtry Slocum may not be a senior citizen yet at age 44, but she knows how to act like one. 

Slocum is the founder of The Silver Stage Players, an acting company for seniors that got its start at Knoxville's John T. O'Connor Senior Center.

"In 2007, my apprentice, JP Schuffman, and I taught an acting workshop at the O'Connor Center, and we found a remarkable group of people who had time, talent and energy," she explained. "When I started reading plays for seniors, I was appalled because most of what I found was vapid and patronizing."

Slocum decided local seniors needed fresh material, so she researched post-retirement depression and wrote "Frank's 75th Christmas." The Silver Stage Players group was created in a performance of the play for a packed house in December 2007. Since then, the acting company has performed five plays and currently has approximately a dozen active members.

Recently, "Frank's 75th Christmas," plus a later play, "The Last Day at W.O.R.K.," co-written by Slocum and Schuffman, were published by ArtAge Publications' Senior Theatre Resource Center. The plays appear in ArtAge's 2009-10 catalog.

"I would like for these plays to encourage other writers to portray senior characters as vibrant, intelligent, passionate people who have a tremendous amount of experience and energy," said Slocum, who's looking forward to The Silver Stage Players' next production, "Do I Hear Bells?" The play, written by Silver Stage member Jeanette Stevens, opens at 5 p.m. Dec. 17 at the O'Connor Center.

Slocum has inspired countless seniors the past few years. Yvonne Fields, 65, says she been with The Silver Stage Players since the group's beginning and spends 12 to 15 hours weekly acting and volunteering on its behalf. "I was virtually a hermit before I got involved," she said. "I didn't know anyone in Knoxville, as I had moved here to be near my son and grandkids. The Silver Stage Players has brought friendship to my life."

In addition to Silver Stage, Slocum serves as the founder and artistic director for The Wild Thyme Players, which she founded in March 2006. The group, which has approximately 25 members, provides mentor-based training for artists of all ages, experience levels and backgrounds. 

Silver Stage and Wild Thyme members appear regularly together in theatre productions. They recently received an "Arts Build Communities" grant from the Tennessee Art Commission for their next co-project, "The Way the Story Goes," which opens in March 2010. 

For information about both groups, call 865-932-6738.

Heather Peters is a freelance contributor to the News Sentinel.
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