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ĆIf ever there was a need for a national 

voice campaigning on behalf of locally -

based arts organisations -  it is nowć said 

Janet Sisson in her article the Cutting Edge, 

published in mailout magazine April 1993. 

Yes, 1993! 

How far have we come in 20 years? JanetĄs 

comment is depressingly valid. Fortunately 

mailout is still here to spread the word, raise 

your profile, comment, analyse and reflect.  

Recent public events regarding the death of 

Margaret Thatcher have provoked 

considerable soul searching, reminiscing, 

vitriolic argument and, in some cases, 

complete and convenient memory loss. 

Here at mailout we decided to reach up to 

the top shelves of the archives and do some 

reflecting too.  

mailout began as a campaign magazine in 

the East Midlands in the height of the mid -

80s, rallying against cuts brought about in 

the first term of Thatcher's government, 

advocating for arts in the community and 

offering advice on practical issues, such as 

how to run a fundraising gig and how much 

an artist would charge a worthy cause. It 

involved paper and photocopying. Now we 

are, like so many other arts magazines, 

offering an entirely digital service with a 

significantly deeper reach than a printed 

mag could ever have achieved, funded by 

money which didnĄt exist for the arts before 

1993. 

This week the world witnessed the funeral of BritainĄs first female Prime 

Minister Margaret Thatcher.  
 

The day was a time to reflect on the reign of the Iron Lady, an era of 

prioritised philanthropy, disregarded community and local authority cuts ā 

how little has changed!  
 

It was also a time that mailout was born, a paper campaigner advocating the 

community arts, riding the waves of a great political and cultural movement.  
 

Sue Robinson, co -editor of mailout, gives us a snapshot of 20 years of 

community arts and its survival through Thatcherism  

ĆRecent 

public events 

regarding the 

death of 

Margaret 

Thatcher have 

provoked 

considerable 

soul 

searching, 

reminiscing, 

vitriolic 

argument 

and, in some 

cases, 

complete and 

convenient 

memory loss.ć 
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By 1993, Margaret Thatcher was considered 

to be out of touch by her own party and 

gently, but publicly encouraged to move on 

by her Cabinet. We were in another 

recession and John Major came to be the 

next Conservative Leader. By 1997 ăThings 

Could Only Get Better.Ą 

In 1993 ,The Conservatives put through the 

National Lottery Bill, which unleashed 

millions of lottery funds into the arts 

system. We forget what life was like before 

this, although even I can recall working out 

a youth arts project on a budget of £1000 

and using words like Ćlife changingć, Ćskill 

developmentć and Ćgiving a voiceć. Could we 

really change lives with £1000? Examples 

please.  

Janet reflects on the huge local authority 

cuts to arts organisations at that time. 

Some are still trading now, many are gone 

and her view that Ćyou canĄt offer the same 

level of service to your constituentsć when 

people are being made redundant is also 

painfully current.  

I was an emerging artist who had just 

finished a postgraduate course in 

Manchester and was looking for work in 

community arts. Arts for Everyone 

appeared in our world and was sold to us as 

Ćbeing the answer to all our problemsć by 

our regional Arts Board officer. I even 

remember the quote. It was that important. 

IĄm still working in the arts, and that officer 

is still at the Arts Council. The lottery has 

been an amazing game changer in arts 

funding and at that time, the Capital Build 

Programme brought jobs to the 

construction industry and now our 

government thinks boosting the private 

housing trade will do the same thing. In the 

same magazine, John Pick, who was 

Professor Emeritus of Arts Management at 

City University, considered whether the 

capital fund will produce gilded culture 

houses, when so many people are suffering 

homelessness.  
 

So what have we learned? What are we 

doing better? Are there any good news 

stories out there? Is there anything to shout 

out about? Have we changed lives, 

communities and minds?  

The arts are still here. She didnĄt win. We are 

still inspiring, engaging and 

communicating. Tell us, and weĄll tell others. 

DonĄt tell us and the national voice 

campaigning on behalf of locally -based arts 

organisations loses its script. ċ 

Sue Robinson  

Editor, mailout.co  

ĆThe arts are still here. She didnĄt 

win. We are still inspiring, 

engaging and communicating.ć 

ĆArts for 

Everyone 

appeared in 

our world and 

was sold to us 

as Ćbeing the 

answer to all 

our 

problemsć. 
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Recently, BBC Radio Four has run a series 

under the title of 'The Cutting Edge' about the 

effects of the new market eceonomy on the 

NHS. I used to use 'the cutting edge' to mean 

arts works of a particular kind -  work that 

was about creating original and new forms 

of art, and opening up opportunities for 

participation. For me 'the cutting edge' 

meant work that wasn't necessarily 

fashionable but broke new ground; that 

didn't have a captive audience but was often 

on the streets with young people, the 

homeless, or with women imprisoned on run -

down council estates; work that tackled 

issues and offered opportunities for people 

to discover or re -discover their own 

creativity. For the arts in the West Midlands 

it's come to mean the same as the Radio Four 

programme.  

Over the last few weeks I've been building up 

a picture of the effects of the Government's 

Standard Spending Assessment (SSA -  for an 

explanation see John Lock's article in the last 

issue of MAILOUT) on arts budgets in the 

region. There's no doubt about it -  local 

government in the West Midlands has been 

badly hit. As yet there's no definitive picture, 

but what is clear is that it is long established 

as well as newer initiatives that are being hit. 

Projects like Jubilee Arts, with a national and 

international reputation built up over 

eighteen years facing a cut of £40,000' 

Worcester Arts Workshop losing one and a 

Here at mailout we are lucky to have an archive of over 25 years of 

participatory arts documentation. It gives us a great perspective on the 

issues we're facing today. In this article we take the opportunity to look back 

at issues affecting the arts twenty years ago. Frighteningly, there are many 

similarities to the current issues faced by the arts. This article was originally 

printed in the April/May 1993 edition of mailout.  

 

With Britain deep in recession, Janet Sisson, Head of Planning Services at 

West Midlands Arts, takes an incisive look at the breadth of arts budgets cuts 

in her region  
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half posts plus a seconded local authority 

post; Collar and TIE, with a growing 

reputation for work with people with 

learning difficulties, victims of the crisis in 

Theatre in Education, losing some £20,000 

LEA support.  

It doesn't stop there -  major regional 

companies are being hit. The New Victoria 

Theatre, one of the region's three major 

producing theatres, has suffered its second 

massive local authority cut in as many 

years, resulting in nineteen redundancies 

attributed to that lost support.  

It's not just the voluntary sector that's being 

hit, although I've heard it said that there are 

more jobs going across that sector than at 

Leyland DAF. Local authorities' own arts 

facilities haven't escaped the axe -  Walsall 

MBC are closing the award winning Garage 

Arts & Media Centre at the end of March and 

the arts budget is down by 55%. There are 

smaller districts where Leisure budgets are 

taking 15% and 20% cuts. In fact I know of 

only one authority that is actually 

increasing support to the arts in 1993/4.  

I am painfully aware that artists and arts 

workers are being made redundant, and 

once that happens the long term future of 

this area of work is under threat. You can't 

make people redundant and still offer the 

same level of service to your constituents. 

So it's suffering all round -  the work suffers, 

but most of all the people at the sharp end -  

those making decisions and those who face 

the consequence of decisions -  suffer. It's 

not easy for management committee 

members to make those decisions -  people 

don't join committees to make cuts and 

destroy people's work and livelihoods. Those 

of us in the funding system will support, 

assist and advise people taking those 

decisions, but we can only do a limited 

amount.  

And what is worse is that it won't stop here. 

Local authorities, and consequently arts 

budgets, will be under threat again next 

year. In Coventry, the City Council have 

established a review to look at cuts in 1994/5 

to the Belgrade Theatre's Community 

Development and TIE company, and the 

Council's own community arts budget.  

A couple of years ago, post GLC abolition, 

MAILOUT carried an article on the effects of 

cuts in London; the last few weeks have 

given me no grounds for optimism to think 

"it can't happen in other areas of the 

country". It can and it is. And yet it seems to 

be happening in isolation -  it can't just be in 

the West Midlands. If ever there was a need 

for a national voice campaigning on behalf 

of locally -based arts organisations it is 

now. ċ 

Janet Sisson  

This article was originally printed in the 

April/May 1993 edition of mailout  
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Twenty years ago Janet Sisson, former Head of Planning Services at West 

Midlands Art, urged culture to find their national voice as she watched a 

creative society crumble under the regime of Thatcher.  
 

Fast forward to the present day Janet Sisson is now establishing herself as a 

freelance programme producer and arts manager after a busy year directing 

Doncaster's HotHouse Festival.  
 

Though much has changed in her career Sisson observes that very little has 

progressed in government.  
 

Now the cuts are harder, the wounds are deeper -  so why has our creative 

voice become softer? Here Janet Sisson encourages culture and creativity to 

fight back and become visible in the sea of silence  

I hated Thatcher with a passion ā but I hate 

Osborne more. I didnĄt think it possible that 

weĄd see the like of what Thatcher did again, 

but we are.  

In truth, I hate them all but Osborne is the 

architect of whatĄs happening now. Under 

the guise of Ćausterityć this government 

have set about dismantling communities 

and families in a way even Thatcher didnĄt 

dream of ā or if she did she didnĄt dare to do 

what this lot are doing -  a systematic attack 

on the hardworking and the poor. Driven by 

Ćposh boysć whoĄve never had to choose 

between heat and eating, and who each 

have more Ćspare roomsć then they can 

count, tell those who have lived their entire 

life in a house that theyĄre going to lose 

benefit because they have a spare Ćbox 

roomć, or uproot themselves from family 

and community and move. Single parents 

are once again stigmatised and targeted. 

London boroughĄs are doing deals with 

northern councils and uprooting families 

from their homes, support structures and 

communities. I know people with two or 



three jobs and still arenĄt staying afloat. 

Austerity for many of us means a fight to 

survive. All this while companies owned by 

bankers and foreign millionaires buy up the 

poshest bits London, move head offices 

overseas, set up companies so complex 

even they donĄt understand them ā all part 

of a great tax avoidance scheme.  

WhatĄs the cultural sectorĄs response? There 

isnĄt one -  at least not one thatĄs visible. 

Who is giving those hardest hit the means to 

be heard in the way the community -based 

arts organisations did post 1979? Who is 

writing the 2013 version of Clockwork 

Orange or Cathy Come Home? Who is 

writing and singing the protest songs for 

now? Where are the books, the films, the 

music and the plays reflecting or 

documenting the attack on lives, 

communities and, yes, culture itself? Who is 

fighting for culture and creativity?  

Granted, the cultural sector and the 

structures that support it have been hit hard 

probably harder than the 1993 cuts the 

original article is about. Companies and 

organisations of all sizes are working hard 

to survive. Local authorities have cut, or 

completely shed, funding for creative 

organisations, along with the arts 

development jobs that nurtured the cultural 

life at grass roots. The Arts Council has been 

hit so many times recently that they are 

constantly undertaking a review or 

reorganisation and losing posts, despite 

taking on significant responsibilities for 

museums, libraries and music education. 

Regions are geographically larger and, 

consequently, more remote -  although ACE 

would probably argue no despite having 

fewer staff with more responsibility.  

ThereĄs still National Lottery Funding, with 

more of it flowing back into the ACE coffers 

post the Olympics ā but itĄs still tight. For 

the first time Lottery money was part of 

ACEĄs revenue funding for the new National 

Portfolio Organisations and there are going 

to be more and more pressures on it in 

round two. Grants for the Arts have been re -

centralised, but is an important part of the 

funding mix for many organisations. 

Earning income from box office, 

sponsorship and grants is a constant 

challenge for smaller arts organisations.  

And if thereĄs a Labour government elected 

in two years time theyĄve made it clear that 

itĄs definitely not going to be a repeat of 

1997 -  not even for the NHS, let alone the 

arts. ThereĄs unlikely to be a Chris Smith 

figure to champion and argue the value of 

culture and the cultural economy to 

everybody and to society.  

Maybe we need to organise the fight -back 

and start making the case the culture to 

local politicians and MPs of every party. 

That creativity is key to being human and 

that culture and a civilised caring society 

are interdependent. And by making the 

work that reflects the real experiences of 

those affected most by the cuts. ċ 

Janet Sisson  

ĆWho is 

giving those 

hardest hit 

the means to 

be heard in 

the way the 

community -

based arts 

organisations 

did post 

1979?ć 
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ĆLocal authorities have cut, or 

completely shed, funding for 

creative organisations, along with 

the arts development jobs that 

nurtured the cultural life at grass 

roots.ć 
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When you think of a theatre company that 

works with the learning disabled what first 

springs to mind?  

Is it the holistic benefits? The development 

of wellbeing? Social inclusion?  

These 

connotations are 

not altogether 

unusual -  but 

whatĄs very rarely 

associated is the 

potential of great 

theatre. Unique 

stories. Different 

perspectives.  

This is where 

Mind the Gap 

comes in. Mind the Gap is an award ā 

winning theatre company that works with 

learning disabled and non -disabled artists 

as equals. Based in Bradford, West Yorkshire, 

this organisation has flourished as one of 

the UKĄs leading disability- related theatre 

companies, placing a strong emphasis on 

outstanding drama and not disability.  

For the past two and a half decades Tim 

Wheeler, co - founder and Artistic Director of 

Mind the Gap, has been mapping out the 

artistic plan for the organisation, lending 

his creative vision to stories that can be 

shared in a new light.  

WheelerĄs own personal story behind this 

visionary organisation began 25 years ago 

when people with learning disabilities and 

mental health histories were housed in what 

When it comes to the arts we excel in pushing boundaries, in breaking 

barriers and acting as advocates for social change.  

However, there is still a long way to go when it comes to shaking off pre -

dated conceptions of people with disabilities and their ability to create 

exceptional art.  

Artistic Director, Tim Wheeler, has spent the last 25 years championing the 

creative work and vision of those with learning disabilities at Mind the Gap ā 

an award winning Theatre Company that works with learning disabled and 

non -disabled artists as equals  

Tim Wheeler, Mind The Gap. 

Image courtesy of Tim Smith  
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was known as ălong stay hospitalsĄ or 

ăcolony hospitalsĄ. These institutions, which 

would house up to 2,000 people, started to 

close, moving the patients to community 

settings where they were encouraged to 

immerse in society.  

It was here that Wheeler first found his 

career working in these community settings 

where he supported the emotional 

transition of patients moving from a 

psychiatric ward to a community centre. 

This journey saw Wheeler unravel an array 

of poignant narratives which stemmed from 

the experiences of the patients.  

Encouraged by his love of ā and training in -  

theatre Wheeler saw the arts as the essential 

medium to breathe life into these tales.  

Wheeler explained: ĆI was captivated by the 

profound experiences people face in life and 

the journey that people with learning 

disabilities and mental health issues were 

making at that time.ć 

He added: ĆMy focus was to work with these 

people who are not necessarily trained in 

theatre but have incredible stories to tell.ć 

For Wheeler these stories fuel the 

organisation, opening up a new world of 

narratives that impacts, influences and 

inspires. Wheeler is keen to cast off the 

dated notion that people with disabilities 

can only value the arts for their therapeutic 

benefits.  

Wheeler said: ĆWhen Mind the Gap first 

started people thought that engaging 

disabled people with the arts was bound to 

have something to do with therapy. People 

assumed it was about the personal growth 

of the individual rather than an interest in 

the art or the sharing of stories.ć 

Mind the Gap is not a therapeutic 

organisation. Where our interest lies is in 

the unique stories and unique perspectives 

and looking at ways to spread its message 

in the artistic and theatrical sector."  

Taking inspiration from Augusto Boal, who 

championed theatre as a catalyst for 

change, Wheeler pioneers creative work that 

tackles difficult political and social issues. 

The theatre company, he says, does this by 

weaving two strands together -  on one hand 

championing great theatre and on the other 

campaigning for social and political 

advocacy.  

The historical journey of Mind the Gap has 

allowed the theatre company to address 

many political and social issues both old 

and new, especially as people with learning 

disabilities can find themselves vulnerable 

to exploitation and crime. Mencap, the UKĄs 

leading learning disability charity, has 

revealed 8 out of 10 people with a disability 

experience some form of the abuse. 

Recently, there have been fresh concerns for 

the wellbeing of people with disabilities in 

the form of ăMate CrimeĄ where learning 

disabled people target other learning 

disabled people in abusive relationships. 

Such issues are challenging to approach but 

have inspired many productions from Mind 

the Gap.  

Wheeler said: ĆThere are many complex 

subjects to approach. At Mind the Gap we 

have to ask ourselves how do we address 

Irresistible starring Jez Colborne. Credit ā Tim Mitchell  

ĆMy focus 

was to work 

with these 

people who 

are not 

necessarily 

trained in 

theatre but 

have 

incredible 

stories to 

tell.ć 

 

 

"Mind the 

Gap is not a 

therapeutic 

organisation. 

Where our 

interest lies 

is in the 
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stories and 
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the artistic 
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theatrical 

sector."  
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such issues to make sure we donĄt place 

people into victim and perpetrator 

relationships.  

ĆWhat we believe to be most important is to 

create positive learning experiences from 

these challenging stories and use theatre to 

adapt or change the situation.ć 

Wheeler reassures us that at Mind the Gap 

they are not always staring gloomily at the 

world, for this theatre company it is always 

about balance. Many positive stories and 

artistic potential has risen from the 

capabilities of those with a disability. 

Recently this has been demonstrated in 

Mind the GapĄs latest offering Irresistible, 

an energetic and entertaining live event 

combing music, theatre and sirens. The idea 

was sparked by the bright, creative mind of 

Jez Colborne, an accomplished actor, 

musician, performer ā and fantastic siren 

impersonator -  who has worked with 

Wheeler for the past ten years.  

ĆHe has a condition called Williams 

syndrome where one of the benefits is the 

perfect pitch,ć Wheeler said. 

ĆIt was in 2000, on a production Of Mice 

and Men, where me and Jez started a 

discussion of one of the productionĄs 

themes -  the American Dream. We discussed 

what it would be like to live our own version 

of the Dream, the Scottish Dream, Welsh 

Dream, English Dream...  and Jez told me 

how his dream would be the ride across the 

United States on the back of a Harley 

Davidson. A couple of years later we 

thought about this notion again and 

decided it was a great idea for a theatre 

piece. A very audacious application was 

written to Arts Council England and they 

said yes.ć 

In 2004 Colborne experienced his rendition 

of the American Dream as he journeyed 

with Wheeler across Chicago to Los Angeles 

on their very own Harley Davidson 

travelling 2,500 miles with a film crew to 

record a compelling, one man show called 

On The Verge. This vision ā which travelled 

thousands of miles ā demonstrates the 

lengths Mind the Gap will go to develop an 

exciting, creative idea.  

ĆWeĄre not just interested in the stories of 

people with learning disabilities we are also 

interested in the development of creative 

ideas,ć Wheeler said. 

He added: ĆOne idea can create a thousand 

possibilities, a thousand visions. Mind the 

Gap never focuses on just one, we have a 

Irresistible 

starring Jez 

Colborne. Credit 

ā Tim Mitchell  



TIM WHEELER EXCLUSIVE 
m

a
ilo

u
t 

 m
in

d
 t

h
e
 g

a
p

 1
2 

series of visions that are based on people 

like Jez. My work is about going on that 

journey, being curious and always looking 

around the corner to see what could happen 

next.ć 

The not knowing is one of the many exciting 

aspects of working for Mind the Gap as 

many projects are sparked by the ignition of 

another, as Wheeler explains.  

ĆOne of the themes we weren't able to 

include in the production of On the Verge 

was JezĄs interest in sirens. From a very 

young age he grew up with the noise, which 

for him was quite painful and frightening as 

the sound was amplified. Jez had decided 

that instead of fearing these noises he was 

going to appreciate the musicality of them 

and became quite the siren impersonator. 

On one of our many adventures for On the 

Verge we found ourselves standing in the 

middle of a field in Oklahoma with the Chief 

of Police.  

ĆJez was interviewing him about tornado 

sirens, as he was fascinated by the different 

siren sounds produced by each city, when he 

started to imitate all the siren noises heĄs 

heard. It was extraordinary and incredibly 

funny. Later on in 2010 we got an 

opportunity through an initiative for 

London 2012 to use that idea of creating 

music using air raid sirens or alarm warning 

sirens ā what was created was IrresistibleĄs, 

a ăsiren symphonyĄ.ć 

This production was critically acclaimed as 

ăan open-air choral spectacularĄ which 

celebrated the 2012 Olympic and Paralympic 

Games. Colborne stood among ten of the 

first leading disabled artists to be 

commissioned to create original work 

celebrating the Games. The production 

toured nationally and will now be seeing an 

international tour commencing in the 

months of May and June.  

ĆThis is how our work happens,ć Wheeler 

said. ĆSometimes shows happen overnight 

or sometimes it takes many years for us to 

really tease out. Irresistible is one of those 

that is always developing.ć 

Another invigorating initiative Wheeler is 

particularly infused about is Mind the GapĄs 

Youth Project ăAll About MeĄ a theatrical 

production which saw a group of learning 

disabled people spend eight months 

working on a piece which was specifically 

about them. Their performance showcased a 

combination of dance, artwork, drama and 

song which, Wheeler believes, could easily 

blossom into many more  projects of equal 

level and potential to Irresistible.  

ĆWhat we saw was 30 new beginnings of 

projects,ć Wheeler explained. ĆOne 

performance can stem all these amazing 

possibilities. Individuals have really strong 

stories to tell, and it is Mind the GapĄs 

responsibility to remain curious, excited and 

driven by these brilliant ideas that people 

have.ćċ 

To explore more about Mind the Gap please 

visit: http://www.mind - the -gap.org.uk/  

Jez Colborne out 

in the field.  

http://www.mind-the-gap.org.uk/
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Across the globe half the population of school children are studying 

Shakespeare, an incredible percentage which proves that EnglandĄs most 

famous poet, playwright and pre -eminent dramatist holds as much 

significance and relevance now as he did back in his own day.  

So how do we ā as community and participatory artists ā champion the 

classic literary works of Shakespeare? How do we ensure that Shakespeare, 

taught to 10.6m children in England, goes beyond the classroom setting and 

into the community, ensuring that everybody has creative accessibility and 

cultural entitlement to ShakespeareĄs works? 

mailout.co takes a closer look at two great innovators of Shakespeare, Royal 

Shakespeare Company (RSC), Stratford -upon -Avon, and 1623 theatre 

company, Derby, who reinvent great Shakespearean classics for the modern 

age  

Darius 

participant at 

1623 theatre 

company  
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mailout: Can you tell us why Shakespeare 

holds such a unique place in our educational 

system?  

Jacqui OĄHanlon: At RSC we did some unique 

research with the British Council about 

where Shakespeare was studied in the world. 

The research results suggest that, 

amazingly, 50% of school children across 

the globe are studying Shakespeare and I 

think that probably helps us understand 

why it is so important. Shakespeare is a 

world playwright, not just EnglandĄs 

playwright, and his plays can be interpreted 

and reinterpreted time and time again for 

different cultures and generations.  

m: What benefits does Shakespeare bring to 

a personĄs wellbeing? 

RSC Director of Education Jacqui OĄHanlon talks to mailout.co about the 

reintroduction and re - invention of Shakespeare in the classroom, 

transforming educational places into rehearsal spaces where collaboration, 

reinterpretation and imagination ensure that an everlasting and evolving 

legacy of Shakespeare lives on in schools.  

mailout.co , firm believers in the power of creativity in the community, will be 

keen to hear if the RSC will build upon their inspiring work in education to 

present opportunities for community and participation integration  and 

collaboration  

Jacqui OĄHanlon, Director of Education at RSC 

ĆShakespeare 

is a world 

playwright, 

not just 

EnglandĄs 

playwright, 

and his plays 

can be 

interpreted 

and 

reinterpreted 

time and time 

again for 

different 

cultures and 

generations.ć 

http://%20mailout.co/
http://mailout.co/
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JO: Shakespeare has an iconic status in our 

society which means when students are 

given the tools to unlock Shakespeare 

something profound happens to their sense 

of themselves. It is like, ăif I can do 

Shakespeare I can do anythingĄ. 

ItĄs also important to recognise that 

Shakespeare is an artist and his works are 

great works of art. What great works of art 

do is help us understand ourselves and each 

other and the world we live in for the better. 

That is what Shakespeare does but he also 

enables young people to develop their 

communication ā and understanding ā of 

the world, of each other and of themselves. 

It puts them in touch with an eloquence that 

is actually very hard to get from any other 

writer.  

There is something unique that Shakespeare 

is able to offer young people. It can open up 

distinctive challenges and opportunities for 

young people to express themselves and 

understand how powerful words are in 

terms of not just getting your point across 

but influencing those around you.  

m: How does the education department of 

RSC engage young people and what projects 

have you been running?  

JO: What we are doing is translating the 

work with our RSC actors and directors who 

have spent much time devising new and 

imaginative ways of unlocking the text in 

order to perform it. We take the way we 

work in rehearsal spaces and adapt it to the 

classroom setting. The classroom is 

therefore transformed into a rehearsal 

room, a space where we can collaboratively 

and actively explore Shakespearean plays 

together. It is not about ăthis line means 

thisĄ or ăthis is who the character isĄ because 

no play like Shakespeare means anything 

unless we breathe life into it.  

It is really exciting for a group of students 

knowing they will define the interpretation 

of a particular play ā just like a group of 

actors would ā and it will change according 

to who is in the room, the time that we live 

in and what is going on in the world around 

us. 

m: How can community organisations 

capture the imagination of participants 

when introducing Shakespeare ā is reading 

the text enough?  

JO: There is a huge benefit, an essentiality, to 

closely study and read the text. But what we 

know is true is that the more people feel that 

they own the text, the more they play with it 

and understand the possibilities of the text, 

the better prepared they are to analyse it 

and spot all those clues in the language that 

Shakespeare gives us. If that is only 

happening through reading the text it is less 

likely to capture the imagination.  

m: As Director of Education how much of 

your time is spent working with young 

people?  

JO: 100% of our work is fundamentally about 

young peopleĄs experiences of Shakespeare. 

We spend half of our time working with 

students and the other working with 

teachers. We like to concentrate on working 

ĆThere is 

something 

unique that 

Shakespeare 

is able to 

offer young 

peopleć 

RSC workshop 

with Stewart 

Hemley  
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able to have the impact on far more 

students. If we work with 30 students we 

have a wonderful time but the experiences 

are just with those students. However, with 

30 teachers there is the potential to reach 

hundreds and hundreds of students.  

The Teachers Toolkit was published in 2010 

and it focuses on Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth 

and Midsummer NightĄs Dream. The 

Department of Education recently awarded 

us a grant which enabled us to send out a 

complimentary copy of that toolkit into 

every state funded secondary school in 

England. WeĄre delighted itĄs been so well 

received; weĄve had lots of fantastic 

feedback from teachers about how useful it 

has been.  

m: Are you currently running any projects 

engaging people outside the school and in 

the community like NEETs?  

JO: Our focus, at the moment, is engaging 

young people in an educational setting. 

What we aim to do is to work with young 

people before they become a NEET by 

building their confidence, communication 

skills and ambitions in the classroom. These 

are the vital, transitional skills that they can 

then take into the wider community.  

Regional theatres across the country, 

professional and amateur, have 

Shakespeare somewhere in their repertoire, 

so I would say the first thing people should 

do is to look at where it is being performed 

locally. Is there a touring production or is it 

being performed at the local theatre? Often 

there are opportunities for you to come and 

train with artists in how to direct and 

manage those productions within your 

communities or with young people. Do your 

research with local amateur or professional 

theatre companies or even at local schools 

where there are practitioners who are eager 

to share their knowledge.  

We try and have as much information for 

free on the RSC website as possible and we 

hope it is useful for school and community 

groups. There is lots of information on how 

to work imaginatively and actively with the 

text and we would encourage organisations 

to look at our web resources. ċ 

Jacqui OĄHanlon 

Director of Education  

RSC 

For more information about current 

projects at RSC, or to find out more about 

the organisation please visit: 

www.rsc.org.uk  

ĆWhat we 

aim to do is 

to work with 

young 

people 

before they 

become a 

NEET by 

building 

their 

confidence, 

communicat

ion skills and 
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the 

classroom.ć 

http://www.rsc.org.uk/
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mailout: How does 1623 theatre company 

work with the community and keep 

Shakespeare fresh, exciting and relevant?  

Ben Spiller: 1623 is all about seeing 

Shakespeare differently. We use his work to 

inspire, surprise and affect people through 

live performances, learning workshops, 

participatory activities and training courses 

-  all with Shakespeare at their heart. We're 

based at QUAD arts centre in Derby, where 

we create our work.  

We have strong relationships with local 

venues such as Derby Theatre and we 

engage local communities through festivals 

and other events. We also take our 

performances and workshops to venues, 

schools, colleges and universities across the 

UK. 

We have seen how the RSC has breathed life back into Shakespeare in 

schools ā now we look to the grassroots to see how Shakespeare can be 

reintroduced to the community, packing the potential to influence, impact, 

inspire and surprise.  
 

mailout.co  turns to 1623 theatre company, a visionary community 

organisation that has excelled in breaking barriers between participants and 

the worldĄs most famous poet. 
 

Here, Artistic Director, Ben Spiller shares the success of an ambitious theatre 

company which has creatively collaborated with the RSC, engaged 5,000 

people through a London 2012 Inspire Mark project and is now throwing its 

energy into a new research and development project which will see 

Shakespeare go viral.  

ĆWe use his 

work to 

inspire, 

surprise and 

affect people 

through live 

performances, 

learning 

workshops, 

participatory 

activities and 

training 

courses.ć 

http://mailout.co/
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m: Is Shakespeare popular with your 

audiences -  and who are they?  

BS: Our existing audiences love 

Shakespeare, but we're aware that not 

everyone has had such a positive experience 

of Shakespeare's work in the past. We 

attempt to break down barriers between 

people and the work by running workshops 

and discussion groups alongside our artistic 

programme.  

Current audiences include community 

groups, festival -goers, passers -by on the 

street, tourists, primary and secondary 

schools including SEN and free schools, 

college and university students and the 

general public. Working in partnership with 

other organisations enables us to develop 

our audiences.  

m: How is 1623 theatre company surviving? 

Who are you funded by?  

BS: We are an associate company of QUAD, 

which is a National Portfolio Organisation 

of Arts Council England. At QUAD, we have 

office, meeting and rehearsal space, which 

we receive free of charge in exchange for 

contributions to QUAD's programme to the 

same monetary value. This is a fantastic 

example of how larger arts organisations 

can help smaller, independent companies 

grow and how both organisations can 

support each other.  

We currently receive funding on a project -

by -project basis from local authorities, the 

European Union, charitable trusts, festivals, 

venues, audiences, schools, colleges and 

universities.  

Shakespeare's innovative language, 

identifiable characters and exciting sense of 

theatre influence us on a daily basis. His 

work is at the very heart of all that we do. 

His plays, sonnets and poems are a rich 

source of inspiration to us and we are 

constantly thinking of new and exciting 

ways of sharing them with other people 

through performance, learning, 

participation and training.  

m: Have you been inspired by the RSC? How 

have you worked with this organisation?  

BS: We have already worked twice with the 

RSC, one of the world's leading theatrical 

Participants at a 

digital 

Shakespeare 

Workshop  
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9 institutions for which we have the greatest 

respect. We performed two of our early 

productions as part of the RSC Complete 

Works Festival Fringe back in 2007. These 

were The Course of True Love 

(Shakespearean love scenes) and Sinful 

Shakespeare (the seven deadly sins in 

Shakespeare's plays).  

More recently, our first digital production, 

based on Troilus and Cressida, was selected 

by the RSC to form part of myShakespeare, 

the online strand of the London 2012 World 

Shakespeare Festival. We are currently 

developing new ideas with the RSC on how 

we can collaborate on future projects.  

m: How do you engage audiences with 

challenging texts of Shakespeare? Are there 

any difficulties?  

BS: All Shakespeare plays, sonnets and 

poems present us with opportunities as well 

as challenges. They provide us with the 

opportunity to explore thoughts and 

feelings through words, characters and 

themes. They challenge our preconceptions 

about the world by offering multiple 

viewpoints, through diverse characters, on 

universal issues. Their complexities are their 

greatest appeal and we celebrate them with 

our audiences.  

We encourage people to share our belief 

that there is not a single, authoritative 

interpretation of any of Shakespeare's work. 

We do this by engaging them in discussions 

and workshops as well as our performances.  

Active participation, as well as discussion, is 

a great way to engage people. Our London 

2012 Inspire Mark project The Great 

Shakespearean Workout gets people moving 

to the beat of Shakespeare's verse through 

chanting and aerobic movement. So far, 

nearly 5,000 people have taken part in more 

than 100 sessions across the UK.  

m: Have you any words of wisdom to pass 

on to participatory organisations looking to 

take  on Shakespeare?  

BS: Find out what it is about a particular 

play, sonnet or poem that really inspires 

you. Is it a specific phrase, image, speech, 

character or scene? Or is it a combination of 

some or all of these things? Make sure that 

it's something that grabs you intellectually 

and emotionally, something that excites 

you, something that challenges you, 

something that raises questions. Now share 

it passionately and unashamedly with your 

friends and colleagues. Ask them what they 

make of it, before finding an appropriate 

way of carrying on the conversation with 

the participants with whom you plan to 

work. Or start off the whole process by 

asking your participants what they love 

about Shakespeare and take things from 

there! You don't need to be a Professor of 

Shakespeare to engage yourself and other 

people with his work. All you need are 

thoughts and feelings, an open heart and an 

inquisitive mind.  

m: What participatory projects do you have 

in the pipeline at 1623 theatre company?  

BS: We've just sent a funding application to 

Arts Council England for a research -and -  

development project that explores the 

relationship between King Lear and 

dementia, with a view to creating a new 

production based on both the play and the 

issue. Part of the project will include digital 

participation, whereby we ask the public to 

contribute to an online collage by sending 

us digital responses to a quotation from the 

play.  

Another strand of the project will involve 

ĆShakespeare's innovative 

language, identifiable characters 

and exciting sense of theatre 

influence us on a daily basis. His 

work is at the very heart of all that 

we do.ć 
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working with residents of dementia care 

homes, their day - to -day carers and their 

families, to retell the story of King Lear by 

responding to images from the play and 

drawing on their memories and 

imaginations.  

The results from these two participatory 

activities will influence the design and script 

of the production. We've secured funding 

and support from Derbyshire County 

Council, Derby Theatre, QUAD and the 

University of Derby; but let's see if ACE will 

also fund the project to make it possible. ċ 

 

Ben Spiller  

Artistic Director and Producer  

1623 theatre company  

For more information on 1623 theatre 

company please visit: 

www.1623theatre.co.uk  

Cast members in 

Valentine 

Shakespeare 2012  

http://www.1623theatre.co.uk/
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A lively group of retired adults and school 

children are having fun exploring the 1950Ąs, 

recording anecdotes and scanning old 

photos to make digital stories. This 

particular group of adults have little IT 

experience but lots to recall. The children 

are dab hands at all things digital and are 

intrigued by how things were different in 

that long ago time called the 50Ąs. One 

parent told me her five year old daughter 

came home and asked Ćwere you black and 

white when you were young?ć An older 

participant, Sonia, 93, remarked Ćhow lovely 

to spend time with these youngsters. My 

grandchildren are in Australia. I donĄt think 

I want to make that trip again. But now I 

can send them the story I made.ć This is 

intergenerational learning or IL. A group of 

people from different generations doing 

something together where each age group 

puts something in and each takes 

something out.  

IL differs from other learning between 

generations because it has to be more than 

just a one way exchange. It has come about 

through the search for ways to help us all 

adjust to the fact of our ageing population. 

And our population is not just ageing but at 

a faster and faster rate. This is coupled with 

the unhelpful notion that is all too often 

believed, that older people are simply a 

burden with nothing to offer to society. This 

can lead to rifts and unnecessary prejudice 

between age groups, particularly in a world 

where children, parents and grandparents 

may not live in the same area. IL is a way of 

addressing these issues and turning a 

negative into a positive.  

In October 2012, I attended the European 

Conference on Intergenerational Learning 

in Nuremberg, Germany, with the aid of an 

EU travel and exchange grant. I thought I 

knew what IL was but after three days of 

talks, workshops and explorations ā and a 

lot of sauerkraut and sausages -  the idea 

sank in that all the age groups involved in 

Cathy Jones is the founder and Director of the Southbourne Creative Hub, a 

social enterprise providing creative activities for the local community, 

including those who need support to participate. Here she documents her 

experience of embedding intergenerational learning into the work of 

Southbourne Creative Hub following her attendance at the European 

Conference on Intergenerational Learning in Nuremberg, Germany, with the 

aid of an EU travel and exchange grant  

Ćall the age 

groups 

involved in an 

activity or 

project need 

the 

opportunity 

to both give 

and gain with 

intended 

outcomes if it 

is to truly be 

called Inter -

generational 

Learning.ć 
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an activity or project need the opportunity 

to both give and gain with intended 

outcomes if it is to truly be called 

Intergenerational Learning. So, although 

many activities that bring different ages 

together have a huge value, such as children 

coming to sing at a retirement home or 

older people volunteering at their local 

school, these are not opportunities for both 

groups to learn from each other and learn 

about each other.  

The EU is promoting understanding and 

adoption of IL through ENIL (The European 

Network for Intergenerational Learning) 

not just because itĄs a great idea, but 

because it addresses the two important 

realities of ageing and generational rifts. As 

people, thankfully, are living longer, so 

strategies for Active Ageing are vital. But 

even more important, as the ratio of older 

people to working -age adults and children 

drops, we need to ensure that all 

generations have the opportunity not just to 

be told, but to experience and appreciate 

that whatever your age, young or old, you 

have something to give and something to 

learn, that is, Solidarity between the 

Generations.  

So, although it really is a bit of a mouthful, 

2012 was the EU year of Active Ageing & 

Solidarity between the Generations. But 

whatĄs causing this ageing population? 

Simple, the birth rate is dropping as people 

have less children, the baby boomers are 

reaching retirement age and life expectancy 

is increasing in Europe, by about three 

months a year at present.  

This is having an effect on all areas of our 

lives, and the conference covered IL in all 

sorts of different contexts such as the work 

place and learning environments, but it is in 

the field of participatory arts that we can 

replicate the way in which different ages 

most naturally come together, at social and 

celebratory events and where there is a 

chance to do creative and imaginative 

things. Christenings and weddings, jubilee 

street parties and family fun days, 

Christmas and Halloween.  

So since returning from Nuremberg I have 

been attempting to increase and improve 

the activities that bring different age -

groups together to learn from each other at 

The Southbourne Creative Hub. It is not 

proving easy, but weĄre getting better at it.  

The challenge is to move from one age 

group learning from another to this truly 

reciprocal exchange and being mindful of 

this when designing and planning. We are 
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It is not 

proving easy, 

but weĄre 

getting better 

at it. .ć 

Conference 

Delegates visit 

the Nuremberg 

Memorium  
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just starting to crack the nut. We are 

fortunate to have been awarded a Heritage 

Lottery Fund grant to explore our local 

history and celebrate our discoveries, a 

project which we are just starting to roll out. 

The HLF grant comes with support from The 

Media Trust to help us record the project 

digitally. Southbourne, a suburb of 

Bournemouth, has an older than UK 

average population but also a lot of young 

families. For both these groups, however, it 

is not uncommon for significant relatives 

not to live nearby. And for the older group, 

IT skills are often low. Not always by choice. 

It may be arthritis that makes using a 

computer difficult, or it may simply be a 

lack of enthusiasm to learn yet one more 

new thing without understanding what the 

benefits might be.  

We have realised that for some older people, 

learning some basic and simple IT skills 

through having fun to create something 

that recalls their memories that they can 

then send to relatives elsewhere and show 

off their new prowess in digital media is a 

great motivation for learning those skills. 

For youngsters, it gives them a sense of 

ăbeing the expertĄ for a change, because 

grown -ups donĄt have a monopoly on 

knowledge or skills whilst they soak up an 

understanding that we were all young once.  

However, we are still looking for ways to 

bring all sorts of generations together, not 

just the obvious ones of young children and 

our more senior citizens. At the end of the 

conference we visited the Nuremberg 

Memoriam, the building where the post -

world war II Nuremberg trials took place. 

An exceptionally well - informed young 

guide took us around and we were 

awestruck to actually stand in the room 

where Hess and others were convicted of 

war crimes and a new idea that was brought 

in, crimes against humanity. Here we were, 

mainly aged 40 ā 70, learning about the 

legal developments to deal with second 

world war atrocities from a young German 

and in exchange, challenging him with 

questions formed by our own national 

identities and ages, and therefore 

understanding about the war, whether we 

were British, Italian, Hungarian, Turkish, 

Finnish and so on. We all came away having 

contributed something and learned 

something, about the war and about each 

other. ċ 

Cathy Jones  

Director  

Southbourne Creative Hub CIC  

Pumpkin carving 

and drumming 

workshops  

http://mailout.co/wp-content/uploads/Drop3.jpg
http://mailout.co/wp-content/uploads/Drop3.jpg
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A few months ago I was talking to the 

drama teacher of a secondary school in 

South Shropshire, where I currently live. He 

was planning to enter his drama class into 

the National Theatre Connections scheme, a 

play performance competition, but was 

struggling to choose which play his pupils 

could perform because the ten choices were 

all plays about urban life and seemed 

inappropriate for his rural children. 

Something about this conversation struck a 

chord with me, because moving to a rural 

area after ten years working in the arts in 

London meant that I had been thinking 

quite a lot about how different it was, 

despite the fact that in theory the jobs were 

very similar. I had recently been to 

Edinburgh for the festival, scouting for 

shows that might tour to my rural arts 

venue, and had noticed that a lot of what 

was on offer was somehow not aimed at my 

rural audience. There seemed to be a lot of 

shows that would appeal to 20 -30 year old 

urbanites, but not to my audience of retired 

professionals, young families and 

agricultural workers. Which led me to 

question why there is such an imbalance of 

urban over rural, what barriers do rural 

children face when it comes to participating 

in arts activities and what support can the 

wider arts community give them?  

After a decade of working in the arts (mostly in London), Rachel Buchanan 

moved to Shropshire and was amazed at the different cultural landscape. The 

move to the 'culturally dry' rural environment after being immersed in a very 

active and culture - rich city environment led Rachel to think more about how 

this is affecting rural children and the future of arts participation away from 

the big cities.  

Rachel challenges us to think about how rural children can be better served 

by the arts community at large, how we encourage writers and artists to 

think rurally and how we include rural children in the development of new 

work.  

ĆThere 

seemed to be 

a lot of shows 

that would 

appeal to 20 -

30 year old 

urbanites, but 

not to my 

audience of 

retired 

professionals, 

young 

families and 

agricultural 

workers.ć 



RURAL ARTS 

The difference between living in the country 

and living in the city is mostly one of 

density and infrastructure. Population 

figures from 2011 show that in the district of 

Islington, for example, there are 13,866 

people per sq km. Out here in Shropshire, 

there are 96. If you were to spread us out 

evenly over that square kilometre, we would 

each be standing 100 metres apart. This 

makes getting together to do things, be it 

work, study or play, time -consuming, 

expensive and often difficult. Venues have 

to compete for small audiences so they are 

spread far apart. Transport is often limited 

or non -existent, and having a small number 

of jobs for arts professionals in a region has 

its own challenges.  

In this area, we have a venue in the local 

town that shows mostly films. After that, the 

nearest live arts venues are at least an 

hourĄs drive away by car. Because they are 

each serving a large area alone these venues 

have to show a mixture of comedy, music, 

some theatre, very occasionally dance, 

mostly for one or two nights at a time. 

Tribute acts abound and quality can be very 

mixed due to a combination of content 

availability, budget restraints, touring 

practicalities and esoteric programming 

tastes.  

Workshops are subject to the appetite of the 

venues to host them, availability of 

practitioners in the area, numbers of 

participants who are local enough to 

commit to coming regularly and the maths 

of having a small number of participants 

and their ability to cover course fees. This 

means that children in rural areas are not 

exposed to arts as an idea in the way that 

urban children can be; they simply donĄt 

have the opportunity to see them in action 

as much because there are fewer workshops, 

drama groups, or shows available to them.  
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Ćchildren in rural areas are not 

exposed to arts as an idea in the 

way that urban children can be; 

they simply donĄt have the 

opportunity to see them in action 

as much because there are fewer 

workshops, drama groups, or 

shows available to them.ć 

Image courtesy 

of Sian Griffiths  
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Should a young person be determined to 

come to an arts event, their biggest barrier 

to participation is transport. The average 

urban school journey is 2.8 miles, but in 

rural areas it is 5.1 miles.  

When I was growing up, I lived nine miles 

from school and 1.5 miles from where the 

nearest school bus dropped me off. There 

was one public bus a week to our village, 

arriving every Wednesday at 2pm. Most 

buses to villages in this area leave town at 

4pm, meaning that children are unable to 

commit to workshops after school because 

they canĄt get home without a willing parent 

to give them a lift. A study by the Rowntree 

Foundation in 2000 shows that 40% of rural 

children cited transport issues as key to 

their decisions about post -16 education, 

often settling for courses they weren't really 

interested in or not studying at all because 

they couldn't get to and from their chosen 

course. Getting children in and out of arts 

workshops is just as challenging, if not more 

so, and they are heavily reliant on parents 

and friends parents to help them.  

When it comes to delivering arts projects in 

rural areas, the experience for professionals 

is not at all like working in a city. There are 

very few jobs, many are part time and 

wages are comparatively low. Should you 

get a job, you may well be working alone or 

nearly alone in the area. I have spoken to 

numerous arts professionals in rural areas 

who talk about isolation or lack of 

inspiration due to being in an environment 

when practising or thinking about the arts is 

not normal or habitual to everyone else. 

When your nearest peer is an hourĄs drive 

away, networking is crucial but also time -

consuming and expensive, and the budgets 

of smaller venues often cannot support too 

much travelling. Conferences and 

professional development opportunities are 

often held in cities, because it makes 

financial sense for the organisers, and can 

seem impossibly far away when you have to 

travel for several hours, pay for a hotel and 

then travel back. For this reason it is easy to 

quickly fall behind, lose touch with 

colleagues and therefore miss out on the 

connections and ideas that make the 

projects of the future. In addition, much of 

the manpower for rural arts events is often 

supplied by volunteers or workers with little 

professional arts experience. Trying to work 

professionally can be tricky when you do 

not have a team of qualified peers around 

you, and while amateurs can be very 

valuable, they do have an impact on the 

professionalism of the overall experience.  

All of these challenges have been 

exacerbated in the recent funding cuts, 

because rural areas will always lose the 

numbers game: we will never have as many 

users or participants as an urban area and 

we always have higher transport costs so 

when hard -pressed officials have to cut 

something, rural services are often the first 

to go. Having so few practitioners means 

that cuts can really have an impact on an 

area if you lose even one.  

For example, the Maypole dance event in 

the attached photograph is run annually by 

a fantastic local freelance arts and crafts 

workshop leader, but due to changing 

circumstances she will not be able to run 

this event in the future and there is no one 

around to replace her. Every single body 

counts when there are so few of us, and 

losing one is disproportionately 

demoralising.  

So, what are my suggestions to help support 

rural arts?...  

 

Ćit is easy to 

quickly fall 

behind, lose 

touch with 

colleagues and 

therefore miss 

out on the 

connections 

and ideas that 

make the 

projects of the 

future.ć 
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ĆWhen I was growing up, I lived 

nine miles from school and 1.5 

miles from where the nearest 

school bus dropped me off. There 

was one public bus a week to our 

village, arriving every Wednesday 

at 2pm.ć  
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We need the wider arts community 

to remember us!  

When looking at strategy for the future, 

donĄt forget that rural arts organisations 

deliver an important service too, and need 

different types of support and different 

strategies in order to deliver arts to hard to 

reach places. The bfi ran its first Rural 

Cinema Conference in 2012 and I was 

encouraged that they were actively 

engaging with the very lively rural cinema 

scene. There are already conferences 

specifically for specialised Rural Touring 

schemes, but how embedded is the idea of 

rural arts in the national scene really?  

We need funders to understand that 

our bids will look different to urban 

funding bids...  

Because of two key factors, low participant 

numbers and high transport costs. Some 

funders are very sympathetic but others 

simply see us as poor value for money. We 

may not be the Southbank Centre, but often 

our small projects can change the lives of 

rural children in ways that London -based 

arts executives may not understand.  

I would never have worked in the arts if it 

hadn't been for a lively drama teacher at 

school and a one -off participation project 

with Ludlow -based Pentabus Theatre when I 

was young. Those two chance meetings 

changed my life forever.  

Bus money may seem like a trivial thing but 

it can be the difference between opening a 

window into a different type of life, or not. 

Expensive centres of excellence like the 

Southbank Centre are important, but the 

next generation of writers, performers and 

producers can often have their first 

experience of the arts for a fraction of the 

cost of one performance by a world -class 

concert pianist.  

 

Come and visit!  

I would love to see more high quality artists, 

production companies and large venues 

reaching out to smaller rural venues through 

visits and exchange programmes. Having 

visitors can be utterly inspiring to children 

who donĄt normally get to meet authors 

they've read or artists they've heard of ā 

Frank Coterell Boyce visited Ludlow School 

three years ago and they are still talking 

about it because it was such a special and 

unusual occasion.  

Village halls make cheap rehearsal spaces 

and residencies where a professional 

company rehearses their professional 

production in a rural area for a week and 

then runs a workshop or does a scratch 

performance to a local audience would be 

just as cost effective as running rehearsals 

in a central London location, for example. 

This would expose rural audiences to some 

high quality live performers, as well as 

allowing rural arts professionals the 

opportunity to improve their own skills and 

exchange good practice.  

South Shropshire is a designated European 

Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and can 

be an inspiring environment; maybe being 

outside city comfort zones would encourage 

established writers and companies to think 

up new stories and ideas that are relevant to 

different audiences. Rural audiences are also 

much more responsive and welcoming than 

many urban audiences I have seen, and 

most performers I know really enjoy 

performing out here.  

More digital please!  

Rural audiences are very appreciative of 

good performances and the live streams of 

ROH and NT shows have been very popular 

amongst some sectors of my audience who 

would never have got to see them otherwise 

due to prohibitive costs and logistics. I 

would now love to see more live streams of 

different types of arts performances and 



RURAL ARTS 

master - classes that are more relevant and 

interesting to young people. Can you 

imagine if Doctor Who, for example, did a 

behind the scenes series that children in 

rural areas could watch and respond to, 

looking at how the actors prepare and what 

it means to sit in the editing suite? How 

exciting! Rural children, like most children, 

are addicted to television and the internet 

and so looking at ways that live arts skills 

intersect with their favourite mediums could 

be revelatory to them.  

Help with networking in rural areas.  

In my experience, most arts workers are 

keen to develop participation projects and 

will do their best to do that anyway, 

however any support to our lonely outposts 

is gratefully received. This could involve 

holding professional conferences or events 

occasionally in rural areas to allow the 

urban participants to shoulder some of the 

travel cost burden, or perhaps bursaries to 

help support those who need to travel a long 

way.  

I recently held a writers networking event 

with Writing West Midlands in Ludlow that 

was attended by 26 local writers. Writing 

West Midlands were delighted to discover so 

much local talent and the writers were 

delighted to have a rare opportunity to meet 

each other; it would have been very 

different if WWM had held their event in 

Birmingham as usual and most of the 

writers would not have attended an event so 

far away.  

Budget cuts means that the arts department 

of our local council is likely to disappear and 

we will struggle more without their support 

and efforts to set up networking 

opportunities.  

 

 

 

If youĄre an arts professional from a 

rural area, go back and visit!  

Research shows that children respond 

particularly well to role models and mentors 

who have come from a similar background 

to themselves because it makes the idea of 

them doing it themselves far more real. 

There is a young actor from this area who 

has been in a national television series, and 

local children still talk about him coming to 

visit their group. Aimhigher was a 

programme that involved students visiting 

older students from their area at university, 

and it proved successful. The arts could 

benefit from more of this type of 

mentoring. ċ 

Rachel Buchanan 

rachelonthehill@gmail.com  
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CULTURAL LEGACY 

When it was announced that Liverpool had 

been chosen to be the 2008 European 

Capital of Culture, there was an outpouring 

of emotion in the city. After so many years 

of being the UKĄs pariah city par excellence, 

the importance of the accolade to 

LiverpoolĄs collective psychology and how it 

was viewed externally cannot be 

underestimated.  

Beyond the city itself though, of greater 

importance was how, whilst hosting Capital 

of Culture, Liverpool became the focus of 

intense debate and a subsequent sea -

change in the way that many people think 

about concepts of culture, community, 

participation and regeneration.  

Long before 2008 of course, Liverpool had a 

strong cultural output despite, or perhaps 

because of, its continual economic 

struggles. Even LiverpoolĄs bohemian 

enclaves are only a short walk from the 

most grinding poverty and this has always 

lent something of a DIY and a socially and 

politically aware spirit to arts in the city.  

Arguably the first ăarts centreĄ in the UK was 

LiverpoolĄs Bluecoat, founded at the turn of 

the century in an abandoned school by 

rebellious spirits called the Sandon Studios 

Society, unhappy with the then traditional 

arts establishment in the city. Sixty years 

later a group of idealistic Liverpool 

University students set up the Everyman 

theatre in an abandoned chapel. They 

wanted to create a space for drama that 

would reflect ordinary lives and take radical 

perspectives, in doing so helping to pave 

the way for socially - concerned writers like 

Willy Russell and Alan Bleasdale.  

In another abandoned chapel, a group of 

radical creatives set up The Great Georges 

Community Cultural Project in 1968, 

arguably the UKĄs first ăcommunity artsĄ 

project, now still operating as the Black -E. 

Later, in the 1970s a group of photographers 

ignored by the art establishment set up 

shop in an abandoned pub.  

They called part of it the Open Eye Gallery 

and helped bring photographers of 

everyday life such as Martin Parr and Tom 

Wood to attention. Whatever public money 

was spent by the city itself on the arts in the 

post -war era was nearly always through the 

lens of ăwhat will it do for the community?Ą 
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Five years ago Liverpool was artistically recognised by the world, receiving 

the insignia of cultural and creative pride ā the title of European Capital of 

Culture 2008.  
 

Arts project manager and writer Kenn Taylor explores the creative descent of 

this inspiring Northern  conurbation and how its Capital of Culture crown was 

to change the cultural fabric of the city  

ĆLiverpool 

became the 

focus of 

intense 

debate and a 

subsequent 

sea-change 

in the way 

that many 

people think 

about 

concepts of 

culture, 

community, 

participation 

and 

regeneration.  



CULTURAL LEGACY 

and ăhow will people connect to this?Ą long 

before audience participation was a section 

on every Arts Council application form.  

It was into this tradition that the UKĄs 

choice of host city for the 2008 European 

Capital of Culture came into view. The hope 

in Liverpool was that winning the title would 

celebrate the cityĄs cultural achievements, 

so often forgotten or ignored, and also that 

it would help attract investment and create 

much -needed jobs. It was very much in line 

with pre -Crunch era Blarite ideas of turning 

post - industrial areas into centres for the 

ăcreative economyĄ that the cityĄs bid went 

in. Liverpool was arguably the starting point 

for the application of such ideas of cultural 

regeneration in the UK. After the 1981 riots, 

the regeneration schemes in the city 

initiated by the then Conservative 

government included the opening of Tate 

Liverpool in 1988 in the cityĄs abandoned 

docklands. This long before LondonĄs Tate 

Modern and GatesheadĄs Baltic also turned 

redundant riverside industrial space in 

centres for culture.  

Ultimately Liverpool was to beat favourites 

Newcastle/Gateshead to the Capital of 

Culture title. The judges who made the 

decision said it was LiverpoolĄs strong 

cultural heritage, future plans and most of 

all, the sheer enthusiasm of the cityĄs 

population for the bid that won the day. Yet, 

as that faithful year got closer, more and 

more people began to ask, what is it for and 

who will it benefit?  

The criticisms tended to be two fold. The 

property boom which was already engulfing 

the UK was accelerated significantly in 

Liverpool by the title. Soon grassroots music 

venues and artists studios began to be 

displaced by luxury flats. Capital of Culture 

it seemed was indeed helping to re -make 

the cityĄs fabric, but was it in a good way for 

its cultural scene? Secondly and perhaps 

more fundamentally, many people had 

objections to what they felt was too much 

focus on bringing an ăinternationalĄ culture 

aimed at attracting tourists to the city and 

not doing enough to encourage local 

creative expression and involvement. 

Capital of Culture it seemed was indeed 

helping to re -make the cityĄs fabric, but was 

it in a good way for its cultural scene?  

Accusations of the Liverpool Culture 

Company, who  were tasked with running the 

year, being remote and lacking 

understanding of the local arts community 

were rife, if sometimes unfair. With art it is 

of course hard to please all of the people all 

of the time. However, these criticisms were 

perhaps summed up when a popular local 

Banksy work on an abandoned pub was 

covered over with Capital of Culture 

branded hoardings, something which even 

made Newsnight.  

A whole swathe of independent fringe 

projects sprung up alongside the official 

2008 cultural programme, often using 

creativity to highlight the above issues. In a 

city with such a tradition of DIY, rebellion 

and politics in art, this was perhaps 

inevitable. As time went on, more and more 

people began questioning the whole idea of 

the then dominant mode of cultural 

regeneration. With these issues highlighted 

by activists in Liverpool, national critics 

who had previously praised the cultural 

regeneration of BritainĄs Northern cities 

began to write of their wariness of the 

ădropping inĄ of art from on high to change 
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things in post - industrial areas. There was a 

realisation that such initiatives were not 

necessarily bringing benefits to deprived 

communities, that in some ways they were 

making things worse and were perhaps 

ultimately unsustainable.  

For a time, it seemed the whole Capital of 

Culture project was heading towards 

disaster. In the event, sterling work by all 

involved pulled it back. Ultimately 

delivering a programme that was varied and 

popular, ranging from experimental 

electronica to a Gustav Klimt exhibition and 

a play about Liverpool FC. Most local people 

felt, by and large, that it was a successful 

year, but also that how the city did culture in 

future would have to be different.  

Yes, culture can bring up the visitor 

economy; witness LiverpoolĄs huge growth 

as tourist destination since 2008, recently 

nominated by Condé Naste Traveller as its 

third favourite UK destination after London 

and Edinburgh. Yet if the same type of art is 

available in London and New York, why go 

anywhere else? Uniqueness is what attracts 

visitors, culture they cannot consume 

elsewhere. GaudiĄs architecture brings many 

more people to Barcelona than the works in 

its contemporary arts centre, for example.  

More fundamentally, there was also a 

realisation of the need for a change in how 

cultural services interact with local 

communities. That publicly - funded culture 

should not be just imposed from the top 

down, it should be developed with thought 

given to how different audiences can 

connect and become involved at different 

levels.  

In Liverpool this was perhaps just a return 

to the way things were done before, back to 

the era of the founding of the Black -E, the 

Open Eye and Everyman, but such thinking 

is beginning to embed itself within wider 

cultural policy and thinking.  

Liverpool of course didnĄt do this on its own, 

but the city has played a big role in debates 

about culture, participation and the urban 

environment over the last thirty years. A 

line could be drawn from the opening of 

Tate Liverpool with its ăinternational cultureĄ 

coming North and its luxury flats next door, 

the beginning of the property and ănew 

economyĄ boom and the speeding up of the 

international art world to Capital of Culture 

and the Crunch and onto todayĄs greatly 

changed arts landscape, with funding 

reduced and audience criteria higher than 

ever.  

CULTURAL LEGACY 
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