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‘Trading Secrets’

St Paul’s Suite, Birmingham Rep

Wednesday March 28, 2007

Speakers:

Janice Connolly

Catherine Hale

Richard Hayhow

Nick Walker

Chair: Steve Ball

This one-day event was an opportunity for theatre companies and practitioners to exchange skills, ideas and experiences. The event was attended by some 50 delegates. It was organised by mid*point – the network for independent theatre in the West Midlands. 

The event began with short talks by a panel of speakers, who shared some of their ‘trade secrets’ - the things they had learned from taking on new and challenging projects.  This was followed by informal discussion groups, which gave delegates a chance to put questions to the speakers, and to share some of their own experiences. 

This report summarises some of the issues raised.
1. Nick Walker (Talking Birds): ‘Holding Your Nerve’ 

Nick Walker talked about the need to ‘hold your nerve’ which might be required in the face of many things: funding problems, issues of expectation, creative tensions, personal issues; but also when faced with the question: ‘Who is your audience?’

Talking Birds had experience of organisations who had undertaken elaborate research into their audience with the expectation that Talking Birds could learn from this focus. In one partnership, with a radio station, the typical listener had been so precisely drawn that this, essentially, fictional character was able to operate a disproportionate degree of control over the content, to the point where new ideas were deemed intolerable. Being too conscious of a ‘target’ audience can act as a constraint on your thinking. You have to have your own voice as a theatre company. If you allow extra voices to crowd the process, it compromises precisely the thing you’re supposed to be valued for. Is it possible that not having a marketing model as developed as those in other sectors is the thing that liberates thinking?

In the subsequent discussion group, delegates discussed moments when courage has been required – e.g. dealing with a hostile audience, negotiating fees, sacking people, tensions within the company, clashes with local collaborators – and some of the things that can give you strength to ‘hold your nerve’ at those crisis moments, for example:

· The value of anger and the courage it can give;

· Experience. If it keeps happening, you get better at managing it;

· A stubborn belief in your work;

· Being able to talk to people who are outside the project, for their advice and support;

· Drawing up the negotiables and non-negotiables;

· Being honest with the people you work with;

· The company itself - group members support each other

· Worse case scenario thinking and a clear assessment of the impact on the company;

· Dutch courage (throwaway comment but quite enjoyable);

· Availability of expert help (ITC, board members, etc)

2. Catherine Hale (Foursight): ‘Thatcher: The Musical’’

Catherine Hale from Foursight talked about Thatcher: The Musical, and the challenge of moving from small- to mid-scale touring.

Foursight was formed twenty years ago. It had always considered itself a small-scale company, in terms of venues, performance style, etc. The production of Six Dead Queens and an Inflatable Henry had toured to some smaller mid-scale venues, and had proved to the company/venues/funders that the company could move up a scale. They recognised, however, they would need help on Thatcher, and it became a co-production with. Warwick Arts Centre. Artistic issues that had to be considered by both company and co-producing venue were around target audiences and marketing.

The project has had an enormous impact on the company. There was a significant increase in the administration workload, and the sheer scale of the project meant the company had to restructure just to stay on top of it. 

In the discussion group, delegates considered some of the perils of co-productions. Every co-production is different, and you need to build an understanding and a working relationship. Warwick Arts Centre had agreed to give Foursight artistic control over the production, but wanted input into marketing. The company had managed to sustain its commitment to ensemble working – and also resisted pressures to ‘commercialise’ its work, e.g. by resisting offers for a West End transfer.

3. Richard Hayhow (The Shysters): ‘Working with Creative Partnerships’

Richard Hayhow (The Shysters) described a 3-year schools project which the company is undertaking with Creative Partnerships in Coventry.

Actors working with The Shysters have learning disabilities. There is no training course for actors with learning disabilities – and so Shysters has had to develop its own training methods. This has become one of the company’s strengths. 

Shysters draws on physical theatre techniques. The work is based on the individual’s creativity. Running through all of the work is the need to make the link between theatre-making, and learning. You can create great theatre – and also transform lives. The Creative Partnership project has given the company time to develop its own practice. It has been a challenge for them to transfer their work to a different setting – and still stay true to themselves. (You have to make sure, for example, that you are doing the project that you want to do, as well as what the school wants.)

In the discussion group, delegates considered some of the difficulties of working in education, where staff have certain expectations – e.g. the need to focus on assessment. You need to get someone in the school on your side – e.g. the Head – who understands what you are trying to do.

It was argued that if you want to work creatively, you have to remove labels and prejudices, and deal with people as individuals.

4. Janice Connolly (Women and Theatre): ‘Building an Ethos of Respect’

Janice Connolly (Women and Theatre) stressed that is important to work out what your company is about, and what you believe in. Women and Theatre is based on an ethos of respect, and valuing what people offer. This applies to employees (the company insists on paying its workers well, contributing to childcare, etc.), and also to the audiences and communities it serves. 

In the discussion group, two key issues were discussed:

· Partnership working. There may be certain tensions on a project, between the aims of the funder or partner, and the company’s own creative ideals. You may have to be opportunistic – for example, you may have to ‘talk a certain language’ to satisfy funders – without, however, sacrificing your own drive and aims.

· Audience development. There are various ways of attracting new audiences: telling people you know and work with about a show, or badgering strangers on the street. In the end, we may need a certain belligerence: ‘If they don’t come, sod ‘em!’ But it is important, not only to attract audiences, but to build a dialogue with them, e.g. over a drink after the show. We need an ‘exit strategy’ for audiences!

3. Forum

In the Forum, after feedback from the discussion groups, delegates reported on current work they are doing, and also shared some news items:

· Alison Gagen (Arts Council England) reported that there has been a cut of 30% in lottery funding for the arts for the next financial year. This is because fewer people are buying lottery tickets, and also because income from the lottery is being diverted to pay for the Olympics. Further cuts are possible in future years. This may compel the Arts Council to rethink how they handle lottery funding; for example, by changing the criteria for the way proposals are put together. Short term measures may be put in place, particularly around funding for national touring activities, where competition is fierce (e.g. a limit to the amount companies can apply for). At a time of rapid change, Alison advised checking the Arts Council website on a regular basis for updates.

· Katie Day (The Other Way Works) reported that a letter has been drafted to send to Birmingham City Council, on behalf of the mid*point Steering Committee, raising concerns about the Council’s new forms for grant applications. Members of mid*point might want the network to undertake more lobbying activities like this in future.

· Katie also reported on the launch of the mid*point email discussion group. Members can join through the mid*point website.

The next mid*point event will take place in July.

Report written by David Allen, April 2007
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