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‘Visions’

New Vic Theatre, Newcastle-under-Lyme

Tuesday July 31, 2007

Speakers:

Theresa Heskins, New VicTheatre

Simon Day, The B-Theatre

Olivia Winteringham, Kindle Theatre

Paul Sutton, C&T

Chair: John Moreton, Pentabus Theatre

This one-day event was an opportunity for theatre companies and practitioners to exchange skills, ideas and experiences. The event was attended by some 40 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 their ‘visions’ for their theatre companies.  This was followed by informal discussion groups. This report summarises some of the issues raised.
1. Theresa Heskins, Artistic Director, New Vic Theatre

The New Vic moved into its current building 21 years ago.  The company itself is 45 years old. In that time, it has only had three Artistic Directors. When Theresa took on the post, she found the theatre in a good shape organisationally, artistically and financially. She is now getting a sense of what her ‘vision’ might be for the theatre. 

The ‘Borderlines’ department is active in the education sector – for example, it works with people at risk of social exclusion. The New Vic has plans for a new building, in the grounds of the present theatre; it will be a multi-purpose production and activity centre, and will offer new opportunities for community involvement.

The theatre itself is in-the-round. Not many companies tour to this kind of space. Theresa has come from a background in touring theatre, and the venue reminds her of working in the small-scale sector, because you feel the actors are in the same space as the audience. There is a sense of democracy and informality. Theresa feels excited by the possibilities of using the space to tell stories physically, not just through text. This is the thrust of her vision at present.

2. Olivia Winteringham, Kindle Theatre

Members of Kindle Theatre met when they were students at Birmingham University Drama Department. They are all women under 25 years old. At university, they worked with Karen Waterfield of Triangle Theatre; this experience was influential in shaping their artistic vision as company – for example, by introducing them to methods of devising work.

There are three key elements to the work:

· Venue & space

‘The Glasshouse’ was a site-specific piece. ‘In My Father’s House’ was staged in three churches, and was site-responsive rather than site-specific (i.e., created in response to the venues, rather than being devised for it).

· Method

The company aims to make the work ‘quite pedestrian’.  Performances incorporate food and drink, to create a sense of celebration. Music is also integral, and is used to help create a rhythm to the piece.

· Audience

The company believes every part of the theatre event is part of the experience. In ‘The Glasshouse’, the audience was processed into the space: they were brought in as ‘invited guests’. Hopefully, this helped to create a sense of a ‘barter’ or ‘exchange’, or ‘communion’, between company and audience.

The company offers the region a different way of making an ‘event’. It is a ‘theatre of relationships’.

Kindle have felt supported in their work by Pilot, and the opportunities it offers to share work-in-progress. In the production of ‘The Glasshouse’, the company felt that in some ways, the ‘method’ got in the way of the work (which involved a collaboration with other artists, and members of the community). They realised the devising process needed more time. Paul Warwick subsequently invited them to participate in Experiment: Grow, giving them space and time to experiment and take the work further.

3. Simon Day, The B-Theatre & Pilot

Simon’s vision for ‘Pilot’ events, is:

· to create a space for practitioners to take risks and fail

· to develop work in a critical environment

· to encourage and facilitate the take-up of work by existing structures, for further development, leading to full performance

Simon feels that ‘Pilot’ has done well on the first two points; but the third is not happening yet. It takes time for things to change.

Supporting the development of new work is necessary, but it is commercial nonsense. It is not a sound investment in conventional economic terms. Simon feels that people now want ‘Pilot’ to be ‘sustainable’ – e.g. by picking up companies and their ‘product’ and promoting them. It cannot do this. Rather, we need to challenge commercial and industrial models of enterprise.

Formats like ‘Pilot’ should be assimilated into the institutional structures of the region, because it represents good practice. As it stands, the individual is being funded to make things happen; so institutions have effectively out-sourced risk. Individuals are being asked to take the risks; venues will then cream off the top.

Simon feels that, as an individual, he has taken this as far as he can. It is time for others to step up to base, and take things on.

Birmingham is supposed to be the ‘second city’, but artistically this is a joke. All the exciting activity is happening elsewhere.  So Simon’s vision is to leave the country!

4. Paul Sutton, Artistic Director, C&T

What makes up someone’s ‘vision’? It stems from:

· your experiences - what brought you to this point. (For Collar & Tie, the company’s roots are in theatre-in-education.)

· the operating context – e.g. the theatre space you work in

· your interests as a human being. (For Paul, at present, these include: pop culture; youth culture; globalisation and its effect on communities and cultures)

· your ambitions for your work. (For Paul, this means trying to inspire, educate and empower.)

C&T calls itself an applied theatre company. It takes forms of theatre/drama and applies them to a range of contexts. Most work is in schools, but this doesn’t define all that they do. The company is aware it needs to engage young people, and so it needs to be aware of their culture. It is, for instance, making use of new media and the internet – e.g. making videos for ‘youtube’. C&T is interested in the ways that young people are already using drama and theatre through these media.

In the last few years, C&T has sought to create a network of partnerships between schools in different parts of the country. There are C&T ‘animateurs’ working in seven schools, to help young people to create work, and then share it with other schools on-line.

Discussion

Following the panel of speakers, we broke into discussion groups, on different topics. Below is a summary of our discussions.

· What artistic influences can influence a company’s ‘vision’?

It is useful to be able to define what you are for, as a company – it helps you to communicate what you do to others. It is useful, in fact, not only to market the company to others – you can use it to market it to yourself, when you feel down!
A ‘Vision’ statement should not contain quantifiable or measurable ‘targets’. A ‘Vision’ says what you want to achieve; a ‘Mission statement’ explains how. This is the measurable bit.
The way you talk about your vision, and the language you employ in ‘Vision’ and ‘Mission’ statements, may be influenced by the people or organisations you are addressing. It’s not just about what you do.

Some people may not be able to put their vision into words, or provide neat policy statements – but they may still be able to communicate their vision, simply through their passion.

‘Visions’ need to be mutable. We need to be prepared for change… at the same time, we mustn’t be ‘rudderless’!

· How do audiences, and the regional context, affect your ‘vision’?

i) The Region

Even if you make work for a region, this should not be a limiting factor.

Some artists are attracted to a region where – for whatever reason – there are more funding opportunities. A responsibility goes with that – to engage with the region and its communities. 

ii) Access

Many theatres pay lip service to access, or only cater for a particular group. For smaller companies, tackling issues of accessibility can seem financially prohibitive. At the same time, we are used to going into spaces, and finding creative ways of using them. This flexibility might help us find solutions to access issues.

Access is not only about engaging audiences, but also about engaging with the culture of constituent groups, and working with them to explore that culture.

· What external factors can influence a company’s ‘vision’?

External factors – social, political, technological, etc - don’t always have to be negative. In a perverse way, they can be creative.

We discussed the impact of religious tensions and conflicts, and how these may affect the content of the work we do. There are myriads of cultural differences, which we need to be aware of, and deal with, now and in the future. 

Are there issues that have become too difficult, too hot to handle? (The example was used of ‘Beshti’ at the Birmingham Rep.) How can we keep making challenging theatre? Do we need to be oblique in our approach to certain issues – or is this an evasion? We need to be sensitive, and define our terms, in dealing with different groups and audiences. But does this mean we always have to conform to certain expectations and principles, when it comes to form and content?

Are we censoring ourselves, and living in fear? 

Forum

In the Forum, we picked up some of the issues Simon Day (The B-Theatre) had raised earlier – in particular, the way theatre venues are ‘outsourcing’ risk. Here is a selection of comments:

Gillian Adamson (MAT): Maybe the independent sector is the only sector that can take risks.

Nick Walker: We have to be careful with the word ‘risk’. There are  ‘big’ risks and ‘little’ risks.

Paul Warwick (Experiment: Grow): There is a danger that we see institutions and venues as monolithic, rather than a collection of individuals.

Simon suggested that there are individuals in post in venues, who are not doing their job. They are not accountable to us, but to the accountants, and the Board. They should be going out and seeing more new work - it’s a barometer of their attitude. Funding bodies can provide moral weight, to encourage venues to change, and start taking risks.

DAA

for mid*point

13.9.07

