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Issue: 
Would a designated and supported “hub” for theatre artists help to create a scene?

Convenor(s): 
Katie Day

Participants: 
Paul Warwick, Derrick Knight, Helen Terry, David Wake, Tracey Briggs and others

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:

A clear artistic policy is essential to select the people sharing the hub – demand may be high (especially if it is financially supported).

Visibly in the centre - should it be in the heart of the city like the Edinburgh Festival hub?

Is there one already?

Does mac fulfil this? – maybe for the people already there, but no space for new people?

How about the Actors Centre at Jubilee Centre? – there is a rehearsal space there, and provision of other theatre making resources.

The problem is that companies are fragmented, and don’t communicate.

The Custard Factory provides a model, it is financially viable (commercial) – feelings that it is not “for us” (it’s for designer makers etc).  But could be a good model for a similar place for theatre artists.

Who would support the hub? Not ACE

What would be in it? Not a theatre

· A rehearsal room

· A bar/café

· Offices – hot desking

The region does not have a supported space to make work.

Would it be cooperative or commercial?

Who would run it?

Derrick Knight wants to run it – likes managing space, and he has been trying to set something like this up since 1997. He currently has space in the Jubilee centre, and there is a hub of artists based around that.

He has had problems as the theatre makers in Birmingham are “blinkered”. There is a scene – it’s underground…

Seems to be largely focused around new writing – are these just the people who came.

Does theatre need more specific hubs for devising/writing/educational?

What areas can we share?

· Technical equipment (lights etc)

· Vans

· Accountants

· Admin 

· Space

Example of the Jerwood Space (London Waterloo). Funded by the Jerwood charity. Building is slick and central, and has an expensive café and facilities used by the business community, very good events coordinators and catering – this sustains the space and work it does.

Are we just after an office, somewhere to work from? In which case can you find one at an arts centre, sublet it? Or use a flexible desk inside another organisation or at Custard Factory, in Wolverhampton or the jewellery quarter

Example of New Generation Arts which is within UCE and have 10 workshop spaces – is this offering opportunities?

A space can create a scene eg BAC – branded.

This provides  a place to hang out together but gives huge concentration to one area. Diverse creative companies exist in that space, this is a catalyst for a lot of things.

West Midlands is a big region. Are we just talking about Birmingham? If not where would you place the hub?

Could a hub relocate people to create energy? Can we look at existing hubs and maybe create a hub within a hub? Eg within mac?

Venue based R&D space?

Closing ourselves off doesn’t help. Working alone, not bumping into other people, we just end up isolated.

Where do you get the money? Business funds, money for job creation, urban regeneration. The companies create income, have a varied range of organisations.

Business link has re-location funds. When they talk about diversity, it is not simply ethnic origin, but also small creative companies.

How can artists understand the language and systems of these business funds? 

Could ITC (or others) run a course to teach artists how to speak this new language?

We now understand the lingo of ACE, so we can learn others too.
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Issue:  
Why are people who say they are approachable often not?
Convenor(s):  David Wake

Participants:  Tracey Briggs, James Yarker.

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:
The group swapped stories of non-approachable professionals, including some at previous Mid*point events!  (For example, one said they were approachable, but when approached during the break admitted they were leaving the job soon.)

Often people don’t even listen to the pitch.

Other events were discussed (Arts Council, Equity) with the same experience.  They say they are, they aren’t.

Leverage was mentioned – you need a reason that they will want to talk to you.

A third party can act as a broker, introduce.

This was a discussion on how to network.

Busy people often waste so much of their time telling you how busy they are.  This is a psychological trait to inflate self-worth (e.g. you aren’t important unless you are stupidly busy.)

There are people, in the events above, though who are very friendly and approachable, so it isn’t all bad news.

Conclusion: if you are, then say so; if you aren’t, don’t lie.
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Issue:  
Can we provide a better code of practice?

Convenor(s): Julie Cooper

Participants:  David Wake, Tracey Briggs, Ian Craddock

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:

In order to support each other to make great theatre one can start to provide a better code of practice.

By having a better code of practice the Form becomes more professional, more efficient and more effective.

By having a better code of practice:

(1) Will people want to work for us?

(2) Will people want us to perform at their venues: theatres, art centres, schools etc.?

(3) Will people want to back us, sponser us, and fund us?

(4) Will people actually want to attend our performance?

A better code of practice can cover many areas:

Employment  issues.

Social issues

Ethics

Responsibilities

Employment: Codes of practice for employers and employees

Providing decent wages

Providing health and safety

Providing good and fare treatment

Providing good working and living conditions

Many people had examples of good practice and bad practice.  It was highlighted the  relevance  and purpose of the Equity Union.

It was stated that  a good code of practice  avoids  misunderstanding and provides better communications between all the relevant parties involved in theatre, including the audience.

Is there a need to be sensitive to the audiences’s needs and wants?

By respecting the Audience will they  respect us?  Will this encourage the audience to attend our theatres, and will they come to see theatre as a Communal  Event for them?

When producing theatre you can’t live in a bubble, you have to have an awareness and a sensitivity to all the people involved in the process from writers, actors, directors and the Audience. 
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Issue:  
How can we take risks?
Convenor(s): Emily Ayres

Participants: Jane Packman, Sheahan – Postscript, Adam Spears - Shoebox

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:
What do we mean by risk? Personal risk, Emotional risk, Fear of failure (allowance for failure), 

But also Financial risk, Venue/ Promoters / Funders taking a risk.

CONTRACTS between: Audience-performer/ company-funder/ artists-artists. Talking about what contracts we enter into and fulfilling promises we have made. Jeapardy and evaluating what you have to lose. The problem of encouraging others to take the jump with you and to commit to something that might fail. How to evaluate failure. Open rehearsals etc

How can we support each other to take more risks? What aren’t we in a rush to take risks when they are intrinsic to performance work? We don’t slap each other in the face enough. Possibly because we are not in London, our production speed is slower and less aggressive, 

Risky work – work that might offend, work that might damage relationships, work that might be physically destructive, work that might be provocative politically or socially, work that challenges. But not just for the sake of it! In what context must the risk be placed? How and must it be framed? Where are the comfort zones/boundaries within each audience ‘group’?  

How sensible do we have to be? WHERE can we be truly open to risk? In which forums, spaces, venues? If you have established a relationship with a venue, who trusts you and whom you trust, again this is a contract you must adhere to. But also to maintain your artistic integrity. 

Difficulty of devised work in its fluidity and changeability – encouraging the venues and the promoters to see the risk factor as an attraction rather than a barrier or being afraid of it. Who is the audience for risky work? 

Talked about the idea of start-up funding or extended grants – the idea of instead specific project funding, getting funded for a solid 1- 2 year period. Long-term investment in the artist, to establish the repertoire and audience base. Then leave them to it!
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Issue: 
Should venues be user friendly?

Convenor(s): Ian Craddock

Participants: Gina, Tracey

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:
The question was asked by a venue manager, keen to find out what was expected by practitioners. As a professional actor/director I understand where companies are coming from, but always question ‘is there more that I can offer’.

It was felt that companies like to be listened to in terms of needs and requirements within the venues limitations. It was noted that some venues have little contact with visiting companies which makes them feel undervalued, even unwanted.

Marketing and market research was deemed of value to both venue and visiting company which is not always available due to manpower and budget constraints. Those that invest in promotion tend to receive a bigger audience if the product is right for the venue.

Staff investment was also highlighted – where staff involvement in word-of-mouth promotion through talking to a prospective audience should be encouraged.

The personal experience of actors and theatre practitioners does colour interpretation of venue and networks to others in conversation.

With the lack of participants in the discussion I wonder if practitioners are really concerned about venue quality any more, or are they so pissed off with mediocre level of service from theatre venue managers that they don’t expect quality and just turn up to perform in front of a small audience.
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Issue:  
What makes great theatre, anyway?
Convenor(s): Margaret Jackman

Participants:  Georgina Biggs (venue based Stourbridge et al), Sheahan (writer), Emily Ayers (Kindle) Ian Craddock (Old Joint Stock)

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:

It  involves, is exciting, and committed.  Participants believe in it. It has integrity.

It has quality – but how can this be measured? And conveyed to a potential audience – here image is important.

It is what brings in an audience because there is a practical need to balance income and expenditure.

Perhaps more taking risks is what makes great theatre.

But is it marketable?  A balance of risky/safe across a venue’s programming will perhaps encourage cross-pollination of audiences for very different theatre.

On balance it seems that ‘shared experience’ is at the heart of great theatre.  Can it exist without an audience?  But who is sharing the experience then?

In any audience perception about quality will differ from person to person, depending on their previous experience.

Great theatre involves a 2-way sharing, with a give/take between audience and performer.  From such an experience each participant takes something away with them that  they didn’t have when they arrived.
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Issue: 
What Can We Share?
Convenor(s): James Yarker – Stan’s Cafe

Participants: It grew, at the start we were:

Olivia and Sam from Kindle Theatre, Debbie from Gazebo, Claire from Big Brum, Claudette from Classworks and The Belgrade, Alison from ACE West Midlands and Sally from Hamfisted & Puppet Link.

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:
We agreed lots of things could and should be shared. That in order to support each other to make Great Theatre we should understand will get further collaborating than we will by competing.

Props and Things.
Margaret said Shoebox have a trailers, small sets, cloths and pantomime props accumulated over the years. Most of us have objects that can be leant and borrowed.

Work.
Debbie said Gazebo would be keen to share actors and work with other companies; that funding bids could also be shared.

James said Stan’s Cafe looks to employ members of other companies as part of an informal apprenticeship/skill sharing policy.

Knowledge.
Claire noted that sharing troubles can be reassuring but also suggested we share knowledge of promoters and venues to address these troubles. Debbie suggested knowledge about filling in application forms could easily be shared.

Skills.

Olivia suggested training could be shared through job shadowing. Margaret explained how engaging a work experience student proved mutually rewarding. Alison recommended that Mid*point gatherings could be used to as a forum for training to be conducted by and for West Midlands companies.

Space.
James recognized a need for office space and explained how Stan’s Cafe host a desk for Jake Oldershaw in return for bits of work.

Sam identified a need for rehearsal space. James noted some Stan’s Cafe space could come available from June. Simon contributed to a discussion about pressurizing building based companies to donate space by noting that framing a favour as a contract would help it be formally recognized and hence valuable to the donor. Debbie noted that smaller non-arts spaces are often easier to find – school and other community venues were mentioned.

Opinion.

It was widely agreed that a sharing of opinion about work would be healthy, that the post-show discussion is usually not as good a forum for this as the bar. Olivia got support for a condemnation of the ‘audience response form’.

Claudette noted that in some countries being prepared to defend or talk about the work in the bar after the show is considered part of the job.

Audiences.
The discussion closed with a mention that listing in on audience discussions is a good way of taking a share of their opinions.

OUTCOMES. 

Sally recognised that being given permission to ask makes asking easier and that in some instances brokering could help make sharing happen.

Direct appeals to the Mid*point email list would be a simple and effective way of circulating appeals for things we want to share.

A Mid*point event could deliver peer training, skill or knowledge sharing.

How can we support each other to make great theatre?
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Issue:
‘I WOULD LIKE MORE ‘CITY CENTRE’ LOCATED ‘SCRATCH’ NIGHTS/HAPPENINGS WITH GOOD(?) PUBLICITY OPPORTUNITES – FOR NEW WRITING/PERFORMANCE WORK’

Shortened to: ‘SCRATCH NIGHTS’ – DO WE WANT THEM ? – DO WE NEED THEM?
Convenor(s): HELEN TERRY

Participants: Paul Warwick, Ellie Parker, James Yarker, David Wake, Jane Packman, Adam Speers, Samantha Fox, Olivia (Kindle),

Alison Gagen, Derrick Knight, Simon Day 

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:

From the ‘performers desire’ to keep working, keep trying things out, TAKING RISKS – and ‘being allowed to fail’  - yes – there is a want and a need for SOME KIND of ‘scratch’ night for Birmingham. But what form should this take?

 perhaps ‘scratch’ is not the best word for it – as this was originally used by BAC – and their ‘scratch’ has since developed into a ‘beauty pageant’ toward getting work programmed there – 

Birmingham based performers seem to want simply the chance to try out work – which does not necessarily have to result in developing the work further – though, yes this would obviously be good also. 

Performers want the room to breathe  / be allowed to make mistakes – and have a platform to play alongside a variety of acts, and variety of differently developed theatre companies – ie. The experienced alongside the inexperienced. They would like a forum for feedback – but how to manage this feedback – ?

Some participants think this should come on the night – in an organized feedback session – even ‘hotseating’ the performer with microphone – the most extreme – and ‘stressful’ way for performer – but also perhaps most exciting – and risky – which after all is the joy of scratchin (?) in the first place.

So – should there be a system for organizing this feedback? – could audience members email their thoughts onto a blog? – a feedback postbox? – should they have to feedback at all – when they come to these nights – are they ‘obliged’ to offer feedback – ?

In fact, what’s in it FOR AUDIENCES? – if its free – more likely to be happy with a random line-up of different acts of differing quality, if they pay do they expect more of an evening.  E.g. should a scratch night be attached to a club night or some other event?  What is the cost to the audience and what is the cost to the perfomer?  - ie – their time etc.  - is this balanced by what they might gain? And what will the performer gain from doing a scratch night?  Who does it really benefit?  Are performers only using it to advertise themselves in some way?  Is this a bad thing anyway?  Many of the points raised about ‘scratch’ are part of the ‘how do we share’ question.  Who are we wanting to share with anyway?  Other perfomers?  Bringing in brand new audiences?

So what do we call the night?  Should it have a theme?  Should its subject matter be specific to Birmingham?

So these audiences, how do we build these audiences and do we give it a regular night slot and a regular venue?  There are benefits for changing the venue, but this relies of strong word of mouth audience gathering, i.e. gathering friends from around the UK.  E.g. The Spaghetti Club taking their ‘three minutes’ warning around the UK.  This model seems to allow the actors/artists themselves to take control and keep risk taking.

Danger of one venue hold the scratch night: they just do it to tick the boxes to cover their arts remit.

But ultimate regularity is the name of the game.

Extras: is the rehearsed reading dead?  What’s good about Panic Button is that it isn’t tied to one venue.  Scratch nights can learn from music jam sessions.  Different companies will bring in different audiences, so we should keep the programming wide and inclusive.
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Issue: 
How can we usefully share practice and experience, and ask questions of each other aside of current networks?
Convenor(s): Claire (Big Brum)

Participants: Claudette (Classworks Theatre)

                       Debbie (Gazebo)

                       Michael (Classworks Theatre)

                       Sally (Hamfisted!)

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:
There is a desire to create a format in which small groups would meet on a regular basis to share practice, experience, resources, concerns, and to be proactive in generating mechanisms to serve the small-scale theatre company.

A suggestion was formulated whereby ‘clusters’ would meet approx. 6 times a year (once every two months) over an extended period of time. This would facilitate a meaningful understanding and appreciation of others’ work, and establish an open, trustful and easy rapport between theatre-makers in the West Midlands region.

The proposal assumes Birmingham as a natural base, but this could be agreed within clusters according to need. Meetings would be short, at most a couple of hours, and happen regularly in an informal setting, such as over lunch, in the pub etc.

Clusters would be self-selecting, but would perhaps be most useful and beneficial where organisations are like-minded and similar sized, for example, a cluster could be formed where the companies work with young people, and express similar organisational concerns.

It is envisaged that clusters would feed in to any overarching, more formal organisation such as Mid*point.

How can we support each other to make great theatre?
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Issue: 
How do I tell people about postSCRIPT?
Convenor(s): David Wake

Participants: Tracey Briggs, Sheahan, Ian Craddock, Helen Terry.

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:
Easy, make it an issue at a Mid*point event.

postSCRIPT meets on the first, third and fifth Tuesdays of every month at the Old Joint Stock.

The aim is to get enough people to meet often enough and things will happen.  Anyone interested in theatre (writers, actors, directors, producers…) pop along to a meeting.  It’s an informal self-help group.  We do exactly what we’ve been doing tonight, but over a pint.

If you want further information or you want to be added to the email list: contact davidwake@blueyonder.co.uk.

How can we support each other to make great theatre?
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Issue: 
Should the West Midlands have a unique voice?
Convenor(s): Tracey Briggs

Participants: Tracey Briggs, Ian Craddock, David Wake, and Sheahan

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:

Agreed that Birmingham has a distinct voice but is not heard. Reasons for this were discussed. 

These ranged from the region’s habit of not putting itself forward culturally and for projects in general. Does the region have an expectation of failure? was asked, and a lack of drive on a private and public level. 

Looking at the regions largest theatre - the fact that the B’ham Rep can be seen as a stepping stone to national companies may have weakened there local feel of the theatre, as has the move to co-productions with other companies. It was observed that the strongest voices in local theatres had been at Stoke’s New Vic (and in the past) the Belgrade in Coventry which devoped firmer ties with their communities.

Other regions seem to have stronger or more distinct voices.  This maybe based on long standing shared industries such as mining or the docks. While car building for example had been a major employer – it had not become part of the regions culture in the way that long standing industries had in other regions. Birmingham’s shared historic culture was that of immigration – just the waves have varied over time. The shifting identity was part of the voice that is Birmingham.

Local interest plays that had been seen were discussed – all seem to share a nostalgic tone -  Birmingham of the past and not the present.  It was agreed that the region is much more interesting now than 20 years ago – so this nostalgic tint to the plays seems odd. It was again noted that the new voice of Birmingham  was multi cultured. It was felt any successful ‘Birmingham voice’ play would be a mix of voices – large ensemble pieces would seem to reflect this city experience.

There was also the need to build up a body of varied work to get a flavour of this voice or these voices emerging. The history of small companies and venues opening, growing and showing promise, but then folding was discussed. This has hindered development of a sense of the local voice in theatre. 

It was agreed that we should be looking toward developing more local plays in more local venues. Having a range of local drama available would also help local actors. Regional TV and radio companies often seem to cast actors outside the region as local performers do not get the chance to be seen. 

How can we support each other to make great theatre?
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Issue:  
What are we  to do when the money runs out?
Convenor(s): Alison Gagen

Participants: Simon Day (off and on); Jane Packman; Katie Day; Ellie Parker; Debbie from Gazebo; Derrick Knight; Margaret Jackman

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:
Q posed in the light of possible diminution in Lottery and treasury funding from 08 onwards. Will people become more resourceful? What if there’s no more money from anywhere -not possible to replace it? If there are less people buying Lottery tickets, can we persuade them to make sure the arts is their good cause of choice? How can we lobby government? The instrumental value of arts is being disproved academically at present but that’s what gov’t wants to see… what does this mean? What about the intrinsic value of art: will less subsidy mean more reliance on the market – is that a good thing? No-one will be able to make work if no demand for it…. Will less money mean less diversity if market-reliance increases: will it mean playing to the lowest denominator? Has subsidy killed patronage – should/is that increasing – can agencies help broker relationships with patrons? Discussion about ethics of patronage – many unhappy with idea in case values of patrons influence art, much happy with idea of open access funding with clear criteria… many also unhappy with funding from trusts with dodgy ethics: which may be more covert than the ethics of patrons. Some debate about corporate social responsibility increases the availability of cash from business. Some mourning of the loss of the dole as a way of subsidising theatre! Some debate about the importance of becoming more savvy at earning money in other ways… some debate about values altogether and why any of us do what we do – if it’s not for money, what is it for? Some sharing of reasons why various people in the room do it! Debate about vocation – and fact that people will continue to make work even if money is less… well, some will. Some may stop if unpaid. Some may become travel agents! Will it encourage competitive behaviour? Paranoia? Worry about other companies getting cash at your expense? Or can we continue to be collaborative and supportive… conclusion: let’s not worry about it now, it may never happen!
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Issue: 
How can we alleviate the burden of the mechanics of our individual arts organisations, how can we share, minimize, make them more efficient?
Convenor(s): Sally Rew, Katie Day

Participants: Derek Knight, Ellie Parker, SR, KD

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:
 Sally wants to find out what is useful and what is a burden in the way we structure our arts organisations, e.g. in order to grow an arts organisation we generally go through the hoops of constitution, company limited by guarantee, board, charitable status, etc.  Are these useful structures or are they limiting our flexibility?  Do we just find ourselves spending so much time and energy running our resources, rather than being supported by them?  A great board – one that can actually feed and develop an organisation – is a precious and rare thing.  But the structure is foisted upon us – is it necessary, effective?  

We spend 80% of our time on admin and 20% on art.  This is frustrating and not financially viable (as the income will generally only allow for 20-25% max to support the admin/management).  

The curse of the artist that is good at organising – i.e. experiencing the conflict between running things and making things.  But can you get someone else to do the managing/admin?  Only if they feel invested in the work, have creative ownership.  

We also find it difficult to delegate, are not experienced in delegating – we carry so much of it in our heads.  And there is not often someone to delegate to.  

Board development: A&B has a scheme for finding board members, but it is usually very slow and they can only find one.

Of course if you don’t seek public funding, perhaps you don’t need this structure, e.g. sponsorship, patronage.  However, if you become an employer etc., you still need structure and to be able to manage responsibly.  Perhaps there is no avoidance of structure as your scale moves up.

How can we support each other to make great theatre?
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Issue: 
How can you make theatre with no money?
Convenor(s): Olivia Winteringham

Participants: Derrick Knight 
Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:
Derrick Knight offers.

Definition of good theatre- see Margaret’s (shoe box theatre) discussion about ‘what is good theatre, anyway’.

Loan of Assets

Don’t refer to money rather talk about the necessary resources.

Barter with companies/ agencies/ institutions.

Ask for sponsorship through assets not necessarily money.

Refer to financial costs of budget in terms of resources so that the total is not monetary quantity it is a total of necessary assets, such as how many lights.

Communicate with organisations that are not specifically in the business of hiring out equipment, organisations such as theatre venues but maybe not hire companies.

Ask for things

If the organisation does lend resources have some sort of arrangement so that terms are defined.

Pay back for company:

Find out if it the loan is an object that could support something like community outputs.

Read How to Ask Effectively author not known.

How can we support each other to make great theatre?
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Issue: 
What can we learn from other creative forms (ie music and film), and do we want to?
Convenor(s): Jane Packman

Participants: Samatha Fox, Simon Day, Katie Day, Ellie Parker

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:

When did we last see a moving piece of theatre? Moved more frequently by music and film – is this due to greater saturation and access?

Yes, being able to download music or see film in cinemas or at home, regular music events you can rely on and stumble into.

Practice – how can we refine our art?

Can we learn form other artforms?

Dancers put effort and discipline into their artistry in between performances.

Musicians practice and have an ease with which they come together to jam.

It is possible to jam in theatre – possibly only through improvisation. This should not be a public, but for practice and theatre practictioners.

Examples are Shiffti, which was successful as it had a focus because of having an end result, and someone in charge.

Can we work on perfection in theatre?

How can you practice being a director?

How can we improve our work in between times?

Through training, shadowing etc?

How can you practice being a producer, probably not, you can only practice by doing it and making mistakes. 

Are we seeking to use and work with other disciplines in theatre because ours isn’t strong enough or too hard to define?

Is it easier to enjoy films and music than theatre? – Yes because we are theatre practitioners.

Is it about familiarity – we are saturated by music and film.

We can’t distribute theatre in the same way as these forms. You have to come to the theatre, it won’t arrive in the post.

Some dance companies make good films of their work eg DV8. But this is a film not theatre.

Could it be like listening to a band on utube, and then deciding to go to their gig.

Are there opportunities for theatre practitioners to do this, make films of their work and use it as publicity? 

This would have vast production costs if it was to be done well.

Can we be inspired by other artforms like cooking?

How can theatre be around us more?

Be more flexible about theatre as a form and encourage our audience to be more flexible wit how they think about it.

How?

Take kids to see good/inspiring stuff.

How easy is it to bring the whole family to the theatre?

Drama in school is restricted and can’t grow. This is often the only way kids can access theatre, where as film and music they are introduced to at home or have passed on by their peers.

Do we have a responsibility to take our work into schools?

Suggestions to put more theatre on Utube

New ways of marketing theatre being dreamt up for instance seeitfirst.com ( trailers for theatre shows being done by mobius industries.

Websites – should be able to play. It can only be about our work, not a vehicle to actually show our work (as in a film makers website).

We can’t compete with digital and should play to our strengths. How can we convince people that theatre is worth watching?

Public events en masse

Does the strength of theatre lie in the collective experience, or the more post modern idea of one to one performance?

Is one to one theatre supporting cultural isolationism? 
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Issue: 
How can we be supportive rather than competitive given the limited resources available?
Convenor(s): Katie Day

Participants: Ellie, Simon Day, Gina, Ian

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:
Is competition always bad?

We need to keep communication open, so we know what people are up to, and get interested in it, then we’re more likely to be supportive rather than resentful if they get opportunities that we don’t.

It’s a personal issue – individually we have to keep the right attitude.

We should support each other by seeing each other’s work – by turning up – going to the theatre.

We could be ambassadors for other companies and artists.

How supportive are we of people outside Birmingham (in the region).

Have we lost the nack of being tough?  We are so used to be trying to please.  Do we need to stand up for ourselves more?

Should information about funding/opportunities be more accessible/available?  (So we can’t be selfish and keep the information to ourselves!)

We got into this business (company based collaborative scene) because we didn’t like the competitiveness of the conventional theatre scene, where you have to trample on other people to get ahead.  Remember this, and not bring their attitude into this scene.

 How can we support each other to make great theatre?
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Issue:

Where do we want our work to be seen? And by whom?
Convenor(s): Paul Warwick

Participants: Adam, Olivia, Sam, Jane, Jina et al

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:
We talked about the lack of engagement in the region between venues and makers and also about the work that Experiment: GROW had been trying to do in terms of building bridges between these two groups. 

Some companies are keen to work in proper venues (what do we mean by “proper”?) whilst others don’t feel that venues offer an interesting space for them to make/place work and are keener to continue exploring site-specific opportunities. Although this doesn’t mean that they wouldn’t want to enter into a producing relationship with a venue who may see supporting work outside of their building as an opportunity to develop new audiences.

Trust is an important factor in the relationship between venues and companies. Venues need to trust your ability to provide quality work that is appropriate for their audiences and companies need venues to respect their artistic integrity. 

Working in a responsive way within specific spaces and the communities around them is also a good way to develop an audience for your work. Investing in the community as an integral part of an artistic process builds audiences – this seems like a really good way of combining artistic ventures with market development. Is there a way of doing this with venues?

What are the physical limitations to working in venues or site-specifically? For example in terms of access to the space during the making period or in terms of who takes responsibility for health and safety and so on.

How much do we think about what audiences want? It’s interesting to consider how different it seems to work with a group attached to a specific site (cool) and to aim a show at a “mainstream” audience at one of the regions theatre “edifices” (not cool) – is there scope for fruitful conversation here.

It is easy and dangerous to miss-sell your work to venues and audiences – it can be a very painful experience all round. If a venue doesn’t want your show it is not necessarily because they are reactionary old farts deliberately standing in the way of theatrical progress; it may be that they know that your work is not right for their audiences and they are doing you a favour by not taking it.

Are there advantages to being with a producer or agency in terms of selling your work? They operate within networks that can be very useful for opening the right doors for you.

Many companies feel that black-box spaces are uninspiring but they would like to explore making work in other parts of theatre buildings. There may be an added advantage to the venue in that companies would be happy for their creative process to be open to theatre employees and the public – they get to see the work evolve in the theatre over time.

Finally we thought about whether we make work for ourselves or for others? Maybe we can only really make the work that we like and hope to be “lucky” enough for others to like it too? Maybe that is incredibly indulgent? Maybe we enter into a contract with a ticket buying audience that means we are beholden to them in some way. Maybe that is cynical?

Discuss...?

How can we support each other to make great theatre?

Issue no:
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Issue: 
Are we making/can we make theatre that is genuinely engaging people/changing lives?  Should we think about demand as well as supply?

Convenor(s): Sally Rew, Paul Warwick

Participants: Sheehan, Tracy Briggs, SR, PW

Summary of discussion, conclusions and/or recommendations:
 Paul was struck by a group of student artists who wanted to make work driven only by their own desires.  Paul’s response was that it needs to be made in and for a community.  

Art is about communication, it can also be about social engineering, it can also be about prestige.

There is a need to be ‘clever’, (canny), about the way you make work, i.e. to find ways of augmenting, developing, deepening your process/outcomes to meet the needs of audiences/participants.  Concern about when this becomes compartmentalised, e.g. the education workshop bolt-on that has no connection with the work.  Perfect example of canny production is Macbeth, i.e. Shakespeare responding to political and social situation!

The zeitgeist – creating work that has particular relevance to the moment, or being ahead in your thinking – this is the ideal.

Anticipating what the audience want – is it advisable to ‘play safe’ and will that work, e.g. by presenting mixed bills, trying to please all tastes at once.  

Are theatre professionals a different audience from a general audience – don’t we all want the same thing, i.e. to be excited, taken out of ourselves, transformed, have a magical experience.  We also want something different from different theatre experiences, sometimes we choose a classic, sometimes we choose a contemporary challenging piece – our desires are different at different points.  What we always want is quality. 

Meeting the needs of specific audiences – is this what we do?  What about when we make a piece for an ‘establishment’, safe audience... is that as ‘valid’?  Programmers are always thinking about what their audience wants.  How do we build bridges between the companies in the W Mids and the venues.  What is it the venues want now?  To minimize risk, through recommendations, low risk performances.   The makers and programmers have drifted apart.  The programmers are worried about letting new companies in because of raising expectation of a longer-term commitment.  Detachment, and no time to see work.

The value of TIEs bringing new audiences into theatre buildings, before they were all cut in the 80s.  The sense of ownership from those days is still a legacy in some buildings today. 

