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SOMETHING WICKED THIS WAY COMES  
 

funded A4E bid for an experimental  
Coventry Theatre Network (CTN) 

 
 
 
Question:  What would happen if a building 

based regional theatre and a group 
of small-scale companies were to 
develop theatre together for a 
period of years? 

  
Answer: Theatre would never be the same 

again 
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The Coventry Theatre Network (CTN) 
comprises eight partners: 

 
 
 
Bare Essentials Youth Theatre Group:  

Lisa Kealy (co-ordinator during most of CTN period),  
 
The Belgrade Theatre:  

Director - Bob Eaton;  
Artistic Director – Jane Hytch;  
Arts Alive Manager – Claire Maddox 
  

Pathways Theatre Company: 
 Tracie Rowlands 
 Claire Louise Thompson 
 
Shaskeen: 
 Kathi Leahy 
 
Snarling Beasties 
 Debbie Isitt 
 
Talking Birds 
 Nick Walker 
 Derek Nisbet 
 Janet Vaughan 
 
Theatre Absolute 
 Chris O’Connell 
 Julia Negus 
 
Triangle projects 
 Carran Waterfield 
 Richard Talbot 
 
 
CTN Co-ordinator: Cathryn Goodwin, Belgrade Theatre 
CTN facilitator: Viv Freakley, Arts and Media Training 
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PART ONE 

1.1 The structure of the report 
 

 
The report is structured in four parts.  

Part one offers a summary of the report: the nature of the CTN experiment, its 

achievements and areas for improvement that might inform future practice. 

 

Part Two begins, in section 2) with describing the context for the CTN 

experiment. It considers the context of Coventry as a city in relation to current 

developments in innovating regeneration in cities. It considers the practice of 

the independent companies in the CTN as innovators, trained and practicing 

outside of mainstream theatre and the importance of this element in 

regenerating theatre, which has been recognised by the Belgrade. It makes 

connections between work of the Belgrade theatre with local independent 

theatre companies and the common social commitment to Coventry and its 

community. It considers the nature of the networking which was in place 

before the experiment. In section 3 the report considers the significance of the 

proposal, the vision it described and the aspirations of partners. It also 

considers the anticipated tensions and challenges. In sections 4 and 5 the 

report offers an overview of the achievements and challenges to the 

realisation of the project proposal. 

 

Part three focuses upon the working of the experiment outlining the types of 

activity it involved: meetings, training and projects, citing some particular 

examples as evidence. It then considers each of the partners individually 

describing the nature of the company’s work, their CTN related activity and 

their reflections upon the experience. 

 

Part four seeks to summarise the key points of the experiment, celebrating 

the significance of the achievement and proposing areas and some strategies 

that might be considered in future similar schemes.  
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1.2 The Executive Summary 
 

1.2.1 What was the CTN and why was it funded?  
 
The Coventry Theatre Network (CTN) was a 3 year A4E funded experiment 

involving seven small-scale theatre companies and the Belgrade theatre. The 

vision of the proposal outlined in the CTN proposal, ‘Something Wicked this 

way Comes’ (see p.1), was that the funding might enable collaborations 

between the CTN companies to be given time and context to be nurtured, and 

ultimately be the catalyst for major change in the kinds of theatre activity in 

the city and a growth in its significance, locally, regionally and nationally.  

 

The vision, responded directly to the growing concern about the relevance 

and capacity of repertory and independent theatre companies to make 

innovative and socially relevant work (Arts Council White Paper on Drama 

1997; Boyden report 2000). The decision to fund the initiative recognised the 

considerable groundwork already in place by a number of partners as well as 

the potential for further growth (see section 2, especially 2.2, 2.4, 2.5). The 

experiment also addressed growing cultural awareness of the need for 

cultural regeneration to be founded upon ‘ the capacity to build partnerships’ 

(Landry & Bianchini 1997) and recognise that ‘ the real purpose of the arts is 

..to.. contribute to a stable confident and creative society’ (Matarasso 1990), see 

sections 2.1 and 2.4) 

 

The experiment embraced a number of large projects involving collaboration 

between partners. It addressed a common desire to develop through 

collaborative training and projects, both with each other and other partners. 

(See section 6) 

 

 

1.2.2  Achievements 
 

• The CTN experience has for all parties offered a ‘defended space’ (Boyden) 

in which new developments have occurred, that otherwise would have 
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been either less developed or unrealised. It has allowed experimentation, 

which has naturally resulted in some tangible successes, and some 

apparent ‘failures’, all of which have provided important lessons and 

prompted artistic growth. This aspect of the project is without doubt and 

this alone should warrant other similar models being developed. 

 

• The experiment has also had a significant impact on the processes and 

nature of theatre-making connected to the Belgrade theatre. The work of 

a number of CTN companies is now informing year-round practice at the 

theatre. A number of the independent companies now demonstrate much 

greater versatility and the ability to operate as production companies. In 

this respect it can be claimed that ‘theatre will never be the same again’ 

(Something Wicked this way Comes – CTN proposal) 

 

• The profile of theatre in Coventry has grown regionally and nationally. 

There is a growing understanding of the value and import of the work of 

the Belgrade theatre and Coventry independent theatre companies. The 

CTN has informed the £300,000 stabilisation award for the Belgrade and 

also the success of funding applications by the independent companies 

for fixed term funding, a point endorsed by West Midlands Arts (WMA 

interview 2001) 

 

• Much of the collaborative CTN practice has already enabled the 

realisation of a number of the points cited in the Boyden report 2000 as 

aims for the next five years time, such as: 

‘develop[ing] supportive relationships between building-based production 

companies and small and middle scale touring companies ….defend[ing] 

and promot[ing] a culture of risk and innovation through which to re-

energise theatre as a contemporary form…. encourag[ing] new writing, 

new plays and new work …. access to theatre of quality which is 

produced and presented at all scales in a range of collaborative 

relationships .. extract[ing] the maximum benefit for the wider community 

from the collaborative process of making theatre.. ….develop[ing] an 
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active culture of participation in live theatre… nurtur[ing] existing 

audiences and develop[ing] new ones’ (pp.36-7). 

 

• For all of the companies the development of insider training opportunities, 

both through planned collaborations and through less formal structures 

has been a significant element of the experience and developed 

understanding of wider practices and processes. 

 

• The network has developed the artistic community in Coventry, removing 

a sense of isolation and providing a forum for project based and social 

support. The value and need of such a network is marked by the desire 

for other companies to join and for the network to extend and perpetuate 

itself. 

 

 

1.2.3 Areas for development and related 
recommendations 

 
• The extent to which companies express the positive qualities of the 

project appears to relate quite closely to the extent to which values are 
shared or the extent to which understanding of each other’s different 

values and practices has been prepared for. Some companies have felt 

that they have not been deemed as ‘CTN successes’ on the grounds of 

their artistic proximity to the Belgrade which has a detrimental affect on 

their self esteem. 

Recommendation:  

Future projects might benefit from enabling a better sharing of values 

and needs, recognising that the different positions that artists take or 

are in at the time of collaboration (due to particular practice, youth or 

inexperience) may require the implementation of particular strategies 

or structures to support partners in communicating their needs and 

concerns. 
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• The definition of collaboration has been a significant issue. This is a 

relative term, and has been open to different interpretation by different 

partners, on different projects and at different times. Greatest difficulties 

have occurred where the terms of collaboration have not been openly 

discussed and debated, where equal agreement to any particular 

definition has been absent and uncontracted.  

Recommendation: 

Collaborative contracts should be discussed and agreed between 

partners in advance of any commitment to collaborate. Details such as 

the creative roles, responsibilities, evaluation and constructive 

feedback should be agreed and written, with sensitivity to the position 

especially of younger independent companies whose voice may be 

under-developed in this respect. It may be useful to involve facilitators 

in such meetings to develop better negotiation skills between unequal 

partners. 

 

• On projects where partners are collaborating for the first time, especially 

where they operate in significantly different ways, there has been 

difficulty in developing a shared understanding of each others 
expectations and involving technical and performance workers.  

Recommendation: 

Longer preparation and development of collaborative projects is 

needed to develop better insight into the constraints and possibilities 

offered by the way of working and contexts of partners: to allow values 

and beliefs can be expressed, heard and respected. Particular 

strategies for this need to be developed between partners to facilitate 

this process, such as shadowing, regular timetabled review within the 

production schedule to reiterate agreed goals, articulate developments 

and allow participants to feel involved.  

 

• Selecting an appropriate  forum and framework for dialogue has 

become an issue. There is a question over the extent to which the natural 

context of artists’ work - practical activity - might have been a better initial 
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forum to facilitate sharing other than meetings. Creative alternatives 

might be considered. 

Recommendation:  

The success of the project would have been strengthened had there 

been a better understanding by partners of each others’ practice. 

Exchange of work demonstrations (where an artist selects their own 

medium for articulating their working practice) and subsequent 

individual company set agenda for debate / activity following such 

demonstrations might allow for values and beliefs to be expressed, 

heard and respected.  In this way areas of common ground / difference 

can emerge in advance of the collaborative projects. 

 

• Inequality between partners of different size and age has been a 

factor in the difficulty of developing shared understanding between 

partners. This has affected the ability of companies to represent 

themselves effectively, to feel listened to and able to assert needs. 

Recommendation: 

Strategies need to be in place to enable a ’level playing field’ between 

partners. Facilitators and managers need to recognise differences in 

status between partners and prepare environments in which ‘minority’ 

voices can be heard. Equal staff representation at meetings where issues 

are debated might be one strategy, as might a structure which gives 

equal air-time to speaking / presenting. 

 

• The problematic dynamic of a large organisation like the Belgrade in 
relation to a number of other smaller ones was exacerbated by the 

administrative responsibility for the project. They were positioned in the 

perceived ‘patron-like’ role that had historically occurred through their 

receipt and devolvement of City Council funds for support of independent 

companies  

Recommendation:  

The use of outside administrative-managers, consultants and advisers 

to support partners realise the goals of such experiments is vital. The 
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importance is in having interested, informed and sympathetic 

personnel in such roles, whose responsibility it is at times to support, 

sometimes to instigate and organise cannot be underestimated. This 

enables the partners to focus on their own needs whilst learning about 

others’. 

 

• A number of difficulties appeared to occur simply due to poor 
information flow. Communications might have been prompter and more 

transparent between members at every stage of the process, avoiding 

the difficulty of partial circulation.   

Recommendation:  

Keeping all partners informed at all stages of the project, regarding 

administrative matters, new developments and consulting or giving 

reminders of issues to be or being discussed. Using e-mail to sound 

out responses in advance of a training event or meeting might have 

improved a sense of whole group ownership of meetings, focused 

attention and overcome a culture of face to face, location based 

information exchange which isolated those artists whose offices were 

away from the Belgrade vicinity. 

 

• There has been a difficulty in profiling, locally, the achievements, 
skills and significance of the work of the eight CTN companies. This 

has not developed to the level first anticipated, despite some visits to Big 

Meeting Days by City Councillors and officers.  

Recommendation: 

Collective representation and on-going dialogue is a vital part of 

improving the profile of the cultural industries in any city. It is important 

to involve significant stakeholders, such as City Councillors, arts and 

culture officers in this process throughout and to influence future policy 

through practice and lobbying.  
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1.3 The writing of the report 
 

I was invited to write a report on the CTN project as an outsider who has with 

a professional and personal interest in its work. I am not an artist or an arts 

officer. My personal research interest is in the area of artists and education 

and in this context, have studied the work of a number of different artists 

including that of Carran Waterfield, Triangle Projects, one of the CTN 

companies and written about her work in New Theatre Quarterly. My interest 

in other Coventry companies has been fed by Coventry's annual, month-long 

Arts Alive Festival which I have followed for the last few years through a 

genuine excitement about the kind of work it presents.  

 

I am, in fact, only one of the writers who has documented the development of 

the CTN, for all meetings and training events have been minuted, all projects 

documented in various ways. I have drawn upon these writings, my own 

notes from attending meetings and events and transcriptions of interviews I 

have conducted interviews in the opening and closing year of the project with 

all stakeholders in the process: artists and city council arts officers.  

 

In writing the report I have sought to select the salient points from the 

experiences I have observed and from the viewpoints I have elicited, but it 

cannot be the whole story, or adequately represent the stories of all of the 

artists, or of all that has happened. This is because I have not lived through 

the experiment as a participant or even around the participants on a daily 

basis, but simply visited and invited dialogue. That in its self is a selective 

methodology. In addition, of course I can never completely be without my own 

perspective as an arts educator, a researcher and as an appreciator of the 

arts. Nonetheless I have sought to represent the range of views and 

experiences and am indebted therefore to all the participants for their 

openness to my questions and demands. 
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PART TWO 
 
 

1. The evolution of the CTN in Coventry 
 

The CTN was born in the A4E proposal which was submitted to the Arts 

Council, with the support of West Midlands Arts, entitled Something Wicked 
this way comes. It was a response to the growing recognition of the 

difficulties of both repertory theatre and independent theatre companies to 

make innovative work that had relevance for the populace. (Boyden 2000, 

Robinson 2000). The award gave each of the companies funding that would 

enable them to develop new work and to train, either in partnership with each 

other or with others. 

There has been a long gestation period in enabling these eight very 

different companies to contemplate a partnership framework in which they 

might meet, debate, train and work.  

 

2.1 The context of the city of Coventry  
 

Coventry is a midlands city, in the shadow of Birmingham - a place flattened 

by the bombing of the Second World War and lacking a strong or positive 

national profile. Since the post-war period when physical re-building occurred, 

there has been some apathy in its development. Even to cite some of its most 

loyal inhabitants, it is a place ‘with no aspirations’, locked in a historical view of 

itself as the underdog. The city council focuses its policies upon community 

regeneration – a stated social commitment to re-build which has been in 

place since the war. It is the home to two universities. One, which boasts the 

largest arts centre outside London on its campus in addition to being one of 

the nation’s top universities, has chosen to take the name of a town some 14 

miles away rather than, it would appear, be ‘sent to Coventry’.  

 

Like most cities at the start of the twenty-first century, Coventry is facing 

significant changes in the economic character of society. As in most urban 

areas, manufacturing industries are reducing and a 20% increase in 

unemployment is predicted in the region by 2005 (West Midlands Arts 1995). 
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These changes pose a significant challenge to all involved in shaping the city 

and compound the particular characteristics of Coventry noted above. The 

City Council is aware of the level of challenge and asserts an intention to 

improve  
'economic, social and physical conditions in Coventry in order to achieve a 

more prosperous, vibrant and civilised city which is held in high esteem’. 

(Coventry Community Plan 1999) 

 

In recent years research has been undertaken to develop our understanding 

of how to regenerate cities suggesting that, rather than the dependence upon 

materials and industry of previous centuries 
‘the industries of the twenty first century will depend increasingly on the 

generation of knowledge through creativity and innovation …Achieving 

success in all these areas requires creative, interdisciplinary, holistic thinking – 

qualities that depend on subtle, supportive city milieux to promote them’ 

(Landry and Bianchinni 1997) 

The city is potentially aided in this task in that both of its universities, one with 

a strong performing arts department developed from a former theatre school, 

offer a wealth of creative and artistic potential.  

Core to the work that has been done in the field of urban regeneration is a 

recognition that physical and infrastructure improvements are not enough.  

‘If regeneration is to be self-sustaining people need to feel engaged, have the 

opportunity to give of their best and be empowered .. it is no longer sufficient to 

assess success and failure against simple financial calculus and new forms of 

value-judgement such as social and environmental auditing are now 

developing... This shifts the emphasis towards … people and the lived 

experience of cities as distinct from their infrastructure, buildings and place.’ 

(Landry 2001, CTI website) 

Landry and Bianchini suggest that success  
'depends on the capacity to build partnerships... to address how people mix 

and connect, their motivations and whether they take responsibility and own 

where they live’ (Landry & Bianchini 1997)  
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Such considerations have been at the heart of the CTN, an experiment in 

developing the cultural industries which can facilitate a better understanding 

of how to   

‘ assess how 'feel', ambience, atmosphere and 'soft' infrastructures are 

created'. (Ibid. p13) 

This is in line also with the work of François Matarasso who has argued that 

policy makers 

‘tend to focus on financial issues rather than on economics in its deeper sense as 

the management of society's resources...[and] miss the real purpose of the arts, 

which is not to create wealth but to contribute to a stable, confident and creative 

society' (Matarasso 1997) 

 

In 1998, when the CTN was first proposed and then funded, it appeared that 

the elements were in place to move Coventry closer to this realisation, to 

maximising what its cultural industries might offer to the city as regenerative 

tools for its community: in both senses of the word ‘economic’. For nine years 

the City Council had employed an Arts Officer, Debbie Kingsley, and given a 

budget for small arts grants. It appeared that there was a commitment to 

fostering artists in the city, to developing the cultural industries as part of the 

city’s regeneration work. A measure of the extent to which creative industries 

were being generated in the city is the fact that at the start of the CTN, in 

1998, there were around 40 theatre companies in the city alone (Kingsley 

1998). The problem had long been that as a small city there were inadequate 

resources to publicise locally and nationally what was happening in Coventry 

and the city lacked a ‘champion’ for the arts, but slowly  

‘what the arts and cultural sector can do for the city and its image ..[was 

becoming] more understood and accepted .. by the City Council’ (Kingsley 98). 

 New initiatives such as the ‘Sent From Coventry’ stamp for local artists, 

funded by the City Council and touring nationally, were being launched to 

counter the popular prejudices about the city. Between the arts officer and her 

manager at least, there was a recognition that more was needed to celebrate 

the achievements and artistic wealth of the city and to ‘take onto a national 

level, raising Coventry’s profile’ (ibid). Debbie Kingsley had long worked with the 

Belgrade theatre staff and local artists, supporting and funding work of artistic 
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merit and social significance, which engaged people in the community to 

participate in their work in some respect.  

 

 

Nationally the Belgrade had suffered from a poor national profile as a 

repertory theatre, affected in part by the neighbouring Warwick Arts Centre 

and in part by a perception that its historic commitment to socially committed 

work was at the sake of high quality performance work. This may account for 

the ‘lack of respect’ previously given by the Arts Centre to the Belgrade and 

Coventry Arts. However, the newly appointed director Stella Hall, sought to 

build relationships with the city, attending performance work on the city, by 

local artists, discussing with policymakers, artists and arts organisations alike. 

Stella Hall came to this growing network with a national profile for high quality, 

locally grounded and experimental work, all characteristics to which Coventry 

arts aspired if not achieved. Here was one potential ‘champion’, certainly an 

asset to the development of Coventry’s arts and cultural sector. 

 

In truth there was a major task to educate and persuade the City Council 

beyond Leisure Services of the potential significance of these local cultural 

industries as being of artistic significance, but the alliance between artists and 

the Belgrade theatre was growing, a new forum had been provided by the 

A4E bid and some players in the council and the arts world were set to 

support the development of this profile locally, regionally and nationally.  
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2.2 The Belgrade: a socially grounded theatre 
 

‘The Belgrade theatre in Coventry …. a place so run down,  
so depressed, so in need of cash injection, and yet  

a place with so much energy and potential’ 
(Gerry Robinson, 2000) 

 

Coventry is home to a repertory theatre that has a long history of activity and 

commitment to its community, since the days when it initiated the nation’s first 

Theatre-in-Education company which founded a new, socially committed art 

form. For over twenty years it has supported a community development 

programme as well as an education department. For over ten years, it has run 

an arts festival celebrating the work of local artists. In advance of the Boyden 

report into the crisis of repertory theatres nationwide, it has been forging 

relationships with its local artists, building bridges into different sectors of its 

community and fostering new talent by funding independent small-scale 

companies to perform in the Arts Alive festival. This has been with the 

generous support of Coventry City Council and in consultation with the former 

City Arts Officer.  

 

The Belgrade theatre has been fortunate in its appointment of its associate 

artistic producer Jane Hytch whose achievements in developing community 

arts are well known in the region. She is the founder of Worcester Arts 

Workshop. Hytch has been significant in the movement of a number of key 

players: artists and arts officers to re-conceive the Belgrade as a facilitative 

partner in socially relevant, regenerative arts for the city which fosters ground-

breaking artistic initiatives for the benefit of its local, regional and national 

artistic community and especially for its local people. Hytch is clear about 

what makes good community arts. 
‘I think its all to do with being able to make relationships with people and not 

to make decisions for people, but to work with them .. you’ve got to believe 

that ..people who are untrained .. actually have ability ‘ (Hytch 1998). 
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Such an emphasis upon involvement of the community and their engagement 

is significant, according to Matarasso (1997), in the regeneration of the city. 

He argues that it is the engagement with the very character of the arts: their  

'excitement, anger, magic, colour, symbolism, feeling, metaphor and 

creativity' which helps people ‘to think critically about and question their 

experiences and those of others’. It is 'through sharing creativity that 

understanding and social inclusiveness are promoted.' (Ibid) 

Hytch’s commitment to community, shared by Eaton and Maddox, is at one 

with the emphasis in the city council upon community at the core of its 

regeneration.  

 

Work with and of relevance to its communities may be the driving force of the 

Belgrade’s work, but it manifests itself through a number of strategies. The 

Belgrade has forged relationships with some exceptional international 

companies, searching always for work which has a significance, a proximity 

and an appeal to local popular audiences. Teatr Buiro Podrozy’s Carmen 

Funebre, an outdoor performance, presented in the Cathedral ruins is a prime 

example of this. Both its tale of the devastation of war on communities and its 

towering, powerful form, presented in close proximity to the audience, which 

cuts through and is at times sited within the crowd, created such resonance 

for its Coventry audience that the piece was performed two years running. 

They are significant to the city’s artists also as a company skilled in outdoor 

work. The Belgrade staff, even at the beginning of the CTN spoke of echoing 

the model of Odin Teatret, who seek to build longer term relationships with 

other companies and community groups. Hytch suggested that they did not 

envisage inviting international artists for less than a week, to enable 

audiences to build a relationship with work on more than one occasion, 

whether that be the shopping precinct based theatre experiences of The 

Natural Theatre Company where expectations might be set and familiarity 

grow amongst the public, or offering both indoor and outdoor work as with that 

of Podrozy, where popular outdoor work might feed an interest in indoor 

pieces.  
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The additional factor in the artists with whom the Belgrade builds 

relationships, is their value  
‘in terms of developing the creative work of local artists and local practitioners. 

It is about training …. about sharing work, about opportunities to perform 

alongside and learn…What’s important for us is.. the creative development of 

our Coventry artists … ’ (Kingsley 1998)  

Visits by Odin as part of the Arts Alive Summer festival have included training 

sessions between local and international directors and performances. Within 

the life-span of the CTN, this has been realised most visibly through the 

millennium Mysteries, where the Belgrade invited and facilitated Podrozy to 

work with a combined home and local team of artists and in consultation with 

local directors and practitioners working on other sections of the performance.  

The nature of artistic activity in Coventry, through the Belgrade is a marrying 

of social commitment with a developing edge in artistic quality through the 

training and support of local artists to perform alone and in collaboration, 

locally, regionally and nationally. 

  

 

2.3 Outside of the mainstream: training, grounding and 
influences which shape practice 

 
 
Clive Barker, Warwick scholar, actor-trainer and Belgrade board member has 

celebrated the initiatives by the Belgrade to develop training links between 

international artists such as Odin and Coventry local artists, because both 

groups of artists are experimental in their practice. The reputed international 

partners have had opportunity and time to develop rigorous training systems 

from which newer companies may learn through collaboration. Barker voices 

the commonly shared understanding that current drama school training is at a 

point of crisis, in many cases, inadequately addressing the needs of a 

developing theatre. He recognises,  

‘that the most vital and innovative areas of theatrical work are outside the 

established theatres .. cross-genre and cross-culture, in small companies …. 

trying to find new solutions to ..social problems’ (Barker 1998?) 
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The characteristic of companies, such as the Coventry CTN companies is that 

they are just that: either unschooled in formal actor-training or have 

reconceived the value of that training and continued to develop their own 

practice. The nature of their formative training experiences have been outside 

of the mainstream. In addition to affecting changes in drama schools, Barker 

suggests that artists need to be helped to conceive of themselves as life-long 

learners, crafting and developing their work responsively to context, 

experimenting and innovating, rather than being trained in fixed practices, as 

if ‘finished’. This belief, which is shared by the arts funding bodies, has been 

at the heart of the CTN initiative, supported by the expertise in professional 

development offered by Arts and Media Training, consultants throughout the 

experiment for all artists involved.  

 

Each of the CTN partners has particular formative experiences which have 

shaped their value systems and practices. For Hytch of the Belgrade, 

inspirational artist-teachers from an early age fostered a belief in the innate 

creativity of people and of the natural need to facilitate opportunities for 

people to feel free to express themselves, to engage themselves wholly with 

that expression. Even in those early years the opportunity to use a theatre 

space inspired her to create a theatre company. Her first adult experiences 

with the arts were with the disenfranchised, the ‘misfits’ of society and in the 

most unlikely of circumstances she fostered a community arts centre which is 

still thriving. An untypical grounding for an artistic producer of an established 

repertory theatre, this has fostered particular skills and understanding 

between the theatre and its local communities: both popular and artistic.  

 

Debbie Isitt trained at Coventry School of Theatre, then a drama school. The 

course was led by a number of impassioned tutors each committed to the 

methodology of a different theatre practitioner, each vying for importance and 

from whom students made their own choices. It was also a school outside of 

London, where most of the schools are sited, attracting a different class of 

student which Isit remembers as very significant. 

‘ The standards were very high.. but the kids were very street .. it was an 

interesting dynamic because you’d got lots of really ordinary kids who didn’t 
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know what else to do with their lives being drawn towards drama… that made 

it very down to earth… very sparky’ (Isitt 1998) 

This sympathy remains in both her creative approach and her home in 

Coventry. Further to that, her first experience in theatre was working with 

Cambridge Experimental Theatre which ‘was re-training in a way’ because ‘ it 

really upturned an awful lot of the stuff I’d been learning at college’, challenging the 

Stanislavskian tradition of preparation and encouraging a more instinctive 

response to making work. Touring in Europe with the company also attuned 

her to the power of emotion through physicality, which remains a 

characteristic of her work.  

 

Julia Negus and Chris O’Connell of Theatre Absolute did train at an 

established theatre school, Webber Douglas, initially, like Isitt, intending to be 

jobbing actors in the mainstream. However an early experience with director 

Jeremy Weller at the Grassmarket in Edinburgh, working on Glad, a piece 

about the homeless, researching for months with the homeless and then 

performing with a mix of professional actors and homeless people, changed 

these expectations. O’Connell speaks of how the experience, 

‘opened my eyes up to how theatre could have an effect ..bring meaning to 

people’s lives, not just [for]… an audience, but for participants.. 

The idea of wanting to go back and work somewhere like the National or RSC 

seemed a bit bland. I began to realise that it was a social tool very much. That 

..shaped my whole outlook really.’ (O’Connell 1998) 
 

Kathi Leahy of Shaskeen, studied a BA in Theatre Arts, having first worked at 

the Belgrade in a number of roles. Her course offered a broad grounding in a 

range of skills, in the cultural context of plays and in staging work especially 

community plays. It did not offer depth or ‘training’ as much as a range of 

experiences. Like Isitt she notes the significance of her working class peers, 

in shaping her training experience – a coincidence in her particular cohort. 

Training for her she suggests has happened subsequently, often within 

projects, or through arts grants such as that which enabled her to learn about 

directing and working with community groups. Her most valued training has 

been working with Richard Hayhow as a trainee director where she learnt not 
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just about directing, but directing with community groups, now a real hallmark 

and strength of her work. Like Hytch, Leahy has great belief in the creativity 

and talents of ordinary people and all of these factors combine to create a 

kind of inverted snobbery about mainstream training and theatre.  

 

Like Leahy, Carran Waterfield of Triangle, came later to performance and 

although she began with the common assumption that to become an actor 

she should train at a drama school, she soon realised that her interest in an 

intense and highly physical theatre form was better allied with alternative 

training and, with the support of a training grant from West Midlands Arts 

trained for a number of months with Odin Teatret in Denmark.  Since this time 

she has undertaken self-directed training, seeking out training experiences 

and partners to develop her craft. As the founder of Bare Essentials Youth 

Theatre Group, she has passed this methodology to this group of young 

people: artist-led training, reinforced by considerable peer training enhanced 

by particular opportunities with visiting artists to develop new skills.  

 

Talking Birds, a graduate group, but not in performance, also lack, a ’formal’ 

training, but have sought out training opportunities within the artistic 

community, and peer trained through the naturally collaborative process of 

their work, both within the company and beyond. 

 

Tracie Rowlands of Pathways, as the youngest professional artist in the CTN 

is the product of a newer specific training for small-scale theatre: in making, 

performing and administrating such work through Coventry University. Her 

choice of course was very deliberately outside of the mainstream: wishing to 

gain training in running a theatre company and working regularly with 

practising artists from local small-scale theatre.  

 

 
 

2.4 A social commitment within experimental and 
independent practice 
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For many of the small-scale companies involved in the CTN experiment, there 

is a connection between the social character (and needs) of a place like 

Coventry and the desire to train and to develop their practice as experimental 

and independent, outside of the mainstream, which has been the motivation 

to make Coventry their artistic home.  

 

For some artists Coventry is their home. Kathi Leahy of Shaskeen is herself a 

second generation Irish woman, born in the city and committed to exploring 

her own and her community’s position in the city as a woman, an Irish person 

and as a Coventry artist. Carran Waterfield of Triangle is passionate about her 

home city and has dedicated a large amount of her creative talent to finding a 

voice for the stories and myths which the city and her people have 

experienced. Bare Essentials as a group of young people are of course home 

born and bred.  

 

For other artists, an artistic grounding in the city has been the starting point. 

For Debbie Isitt of Snarling Beasties, the attractions have been both of the 

(former) Centre for Performing Arts as the supportive ‘home’ of her company 

and the groundedness of the people have been key factors. She speaks of ‘a 

kind of equality’ in Coventry because ‘there are few very rich people here .. 

everybody’s kind of on the same level’. Nick Walker of Talking Birds speaks of 

the city as a ‘manageable size’ in which a new small-scale company might 

‘make an impact…Professionally it seemed an exciting place to be because ... you 

could find connections with lots of organisations until you felt you were part of the 

arts scene.’ Although they are the only CTN company to come from Warwick 

University and have a more academic foundation, Talking Birds are adamant 

that they are ‘a city company’. They celebrate the dynamic of Coventry as a city 

which is ‘always changing’ due to the flow of people of new influences, partly 

popular culture, new companies or new people [coming to the] universities…. new 

things are being built. Their commitment to this city has been confirmed by the 

regional support they have received, both from West Midlands Arts and from 

the Belgrade. Tracy Rowlands of Pathways, a former gradate from Coventry 

University has been supported by the city and the Belgrade both with 

opportunities and funding – a key motivation to site the company here.  
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For Chris O’Connell and Julia Negus of Theatre Absolute their formative 

experiences have forged a commitment to a socially significant content and 

process which has predicated a conscious preference to develop their 

company outside of London and work in a context where social issues and 

needs are real and local. They have stayed in Coventry due the support 

especially of the Belgrade theatre and the commitment to the city is evident in 

the way they represent their company. In 1997 O’Connell said in a press 

interview that his vision was ‘to create an environment where people will come to 

Coventry for new writing as they did in the 1950s with Arnold Wesker’. In the press 

release for the ‘Writing House’ the company expressed an ambition for 

‘Coventry [to be] re-established as a city with a reputation for artistic innovation, a 

city that is a point of referral for writers in the Midlands and the nation beyond’.  

 

Each of the CTN companies, with the exception of Snarling Beasties who 

have received support on a co-production with Warwick Arts Centre, has also 

received support from Coventry City Council ‘because of the participatory nature 

of what they do – of having a connection with the Coventry Community in a particular 

way’ (Kingsley 1998), whether this may be through workshops for interested / 

education / youth / community groups, participation in performance work or 

apprenticeships for those training in particular theatre based skills.  

 

Isitt spoke for the whole network when she suggested that, like the musical 

innovations of two-tone and ska which came out of a working class Coventry 

and an political edge, there was potential through the CTN to address popular 

audience needs with avant-garde practices. ‘ I really think we should be setting a 

new agenda… we do breed artists in the way that no other city does’.  
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2.5 The Arts Alive festival: the grounding for a network 
 
 

The ‘Something Wicked’ bid developed with the impetus of representatives 

from the Belgrade, independent theatre companies, West Midlands Arts 

Officers and the city council. Discussions between these groups had become 

naturalised over a number of years through the Belgrade Alternative Theatre 

Season, which had matured into the Arts Alive Festival.   

 

This festival was a significant Belgrade initiative, supported wholeheartedly by 

the city council arts officer. Arts Alive stands in contrast to many festivals that 

feature international celebrities and national touring companies. 
‘We, quite consciously decided not to become part of that festival circuit .. to 

try and do things that were unique for Coventry’ (Maddox, Belgrade 1998) 

Coventry’s Arts Alive Festival is formed by a local identity, it is  
‘rooted in the creative practice of Coventry artists, in the participatory needs 

of the local community and the diversity of the community’. (Kingsley 1998) 

The focus has ever been on cultivating exciting new theatre work by local 

artists, with and for local people, alongside that of proven international artists, 

with whom both the artistic and local community might build a relationship, in 

order to develop the creative work of local artists and local practitioners.  

In this light the visits by Odin Teatret have involved debate and training 

opportunities which have informed the development of the theatre network. A 

strong relationship has developed with Poland’s Teatr Buiro Podrozy, first 

marked by Carmen Funebre (see p. ), which resulted in a major collaboration 

with local artists in staging the Mysteries in 2000.  

 

Through its generous city funding, the Belgrade has been able to use the 

festival to commission, co-produce and financially support local companies to 

develop and celebrate their talents. Shaskeen was formed in order to present 

a small-scale community researched and devised piece with Irish women for 

Arts Alive. Bare Essentials likewise first performed in a professional venue, 

with a design budget, due to Arts Alive funding. Community work such as the 

Acting Out project is also featured, where local young people, on the edge of 
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the formal education system are supported in making a theatre piece following 

a lengthy supportive workshop period focused upon inclusion and giving voice 

to these young people. Shysters Theatre Company, which has developed 

from Fountain, a disability arts group using theatre as a therapeutic tool, has 

also developed to such a level, in part due to the opportunity, impetus and 

platform that the festival has presented. Talking Birds relish the opportunity to 

make work for a specific space – the studio spaces for Arts Alive having been 

constructed differently over a number of years including the outdoor Dome, in 

Belgrade square, a studio constructed as a traverse space on the main stage 

which allowed use of levels with the trap door and a small theatre space 

inside the transport museum.  

 

The combination and vision has produced an innovative and exciting month of 

new work each year, some as collaborations with the Belgrade producing, 

some with small budgets. As Kingsley suggests: 

‘You see an awful lot of work in theatre and you just get bored by the majority 

of it. In Arts Alive I am continually challenged. Several new and exciting things 

happen to me each year in Arts Alive that I find very rarely happens outside of 

that situation, artistically speaking’ (Kingsley 1998). 

 

Through the year-round discussions which precede this annual festival, the 

Belgrade theatre has become more aware of the needs and interests of 

individual independent theatre companies and they of the Belgrade’s interest 

in cultivating an interest in them. Shaskeen for example offers the Belgrade 

access to its Irish population, an ‘invisible’ but large group in the community.  

The Belgrade offers Shaskeen an opportunity to celebrate and explore the 

identity of the Irish in a public way, to develop its sense of belonging and to 

give status to the natural creative talents of the Irish people. For each of the 

companies there has been a motivation to invest in a relationship with the 

Belgrade and vice versa.  

 

Additionally the arrival of Stella Hall as director of Warwick Arts Centre, who 

has expertise in developing innovation through work with small-scale 

companies and who knew Coventry City officers engaged in arts work offered 
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the opportunity to programme and develop initiatives collaboratively in the 

city. Some of the CTN projects in the first year of the experiment were 

programmed at the Arts Centre where a more appropriate space was 

available.  

 

A significant factor in the A4E bid was that it would finance the companies 

directly and thereby facilitate a more equal negotiation between partners, 

avoiding the possibility of the sense of patronage that might have been felt 

previously and enabling the independent theatre companies to develop their 

voice. It was also a longer-term commitment with larger sums of money which 

would buy the time for collaborations to be nurtured, for learning and reflection 

about practice to happen.  

 

The bid combined an earlier one between the Belgrade and three of the CTN 

companies: Snarling Beasties, Theatre Absolute and Shaskeen and the 

projects envisaged with these companies remained significant elements of the 

bid. With the added impetus of the city arts officer and other local artists, the 

bid was extended to include a wider range of established local companies all 

of whom had sought support for administrative support and for professional 

development. The former was not within the remit of the funding body, but the 

latter was. The bid was written by one elected artist from the seven small-

scale companies and one from the Belgrade.  

 

With support and consultation from the City Arts Officer and West Midlands 

Arts Officers, Arts Alive has been the forum for the separate dialogues which 

led to the CTN A4E proposal. As Leahy comments of the experiment, echoing 

the exact sentiment of three other companies: ‘It’s about how people and their 

vision can change a place’, and that has been generated collaboratively -  ‘ It 

could only have happened around now.’ 
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3 The proposal: hopes and fears 

3.1 The appeal of the proposal.  

 
The proposal, ‘Something Wicked this way Comes’ described the vision of 

seven small-scale theatre companies based in Coventry and the city’s 

repertory theatre, the Belgrade to initiate changes in the ways theatre might 

be made and therefore in the kind of theatre that could happen in the city. It 

was considered, by the arts funding organisations to be one of several 

pioneering initiatives involving repertory theatres addressing a central Arts 

Council priority to build opportunities for collaboration, for training and for 

partnership and for regenerating repertory theatres.  
 

The proposal addressed many of the issues, articulated in the Boyden report 

(2000), about the crisis in repertory theatres. The report argued that 

consistent financial deprivation combined with changing practices in society, 

in education and in performance had created an anachronistic theatre which 

no longer held cultural relevance for the populace. In the CTN proposal was  

an example of an initiative focused upon addressing this dilemma.  

‘The report notes that  

‘practitioners are keen to experiment. What they need is the defended space 

in which to do so.’ (Boyden 2000 p.17, 3.3.5) 

CTN was one such ‘defended space’.  

 

Here was an opportunity to fund an initiative which sought to build upon 

proven partnerships and which promised to help an artistic community to 

develop the ‘clear sense of artistic and social purpose’, which the report 

advocated. Already Arts Alive, through its vision and partnership between 

repertory theatre and independent companies was enabling the Belgrade to 

support ‘locally distinctive identities’(ibid)  

 

Three key collaborative ventures were at the core of the funding bid, each 

between the Belgrade and an independent company. With Theatre Absolute, 
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The Writing House would be launched: a workshop-style investment in new 

writing to facilitate experimentation and improved quality of product.  With 

Snarling Beasties, actor-training would be a significant part of a bigger 

collaboration between the theatre and a small-scale independent company. 

With Shaskeen large-scale complementary professional and community cast 

events were projected. These were supported by other potential 

collaborations between independent companies and with the Belgrade, plus a 

number of identified training needs all of which would support the 

development of local small-scale theatre companies. It was exactly what best 

practice in the Boyden report recommended, ie.  
‘encouraging new writing for theatre and the creative industries…. developing 

and nurturing creative talent…. providing a potential focus for the celebration 

of local communities ..[and] supporting development at the small scale (p. 

32). 

 

 

3.2 Hopes, aspirations and expectations 
 

‘ I hope you can keep your autonomy and independence and  

form an alliance with a theatre like the Belgrade’  

Isitt 1998 
 

 

Debbie Kingsley, City Arts Officer considered the CTN experiment had the 

potential to offer ‘a genuinely mutually supportive situation’ addressing at once 

the need of the Belgrade to  

‘rejuvenate themselves as a large organisation and also give succour and 

support in an appropriate partnership with the small scale sector’ (Kingsley 

1998). 

There was also potential for CTN artists ‘to diversify .. [and] give themselves a 

local profile with people who don’t go to theatre’ through the outdoor events 

planned by the Belgrade during this experiment.  

 

Before the CTN, despite there being a strong advocate in the city in its Arts 

Officer, it was recognised that there was limited awareness and 
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understanding of the work of local artists within the City Council. This was 

perhaps typical, as the Boyden report suggests that, 

‘Local authorities tend to fund theatre for added value rather than from a 

commitment to drama as art. They define ‘’added value’’ as work that flows 

directly to or from their local communities.. and the work the company takes 

out into the community’ Boyden 2000 p.13 

 
One potential strength of the CTN was that a collaborative lobbying to inform 

and invite dialogue might have more impact in developing an awareness of 

the range and nature of the work of local cultural industries and their potential 

in terms of economic and social regeneration within Coventry. 

 

Kingsley expressed both her own view, and that of some Belgrade staff, when 

she suggested that the CTN experiment might be the means to extend the 

influences of Arts Alive. 

‘I’d like to see the whole main house programme thrown over and re-visited 

and I think through CTN that will start to happen ..over the next few years I’m 

hoping its tentacles will be felt in every bit of programming in terms of choices 

of home produced shows’ (Kingsley 1998) 

At the first Big Meeting Day, CTN artists asked the Belgrade whether they 

might be consulted as part of the Belgrade Theatre programming team. 

Kingsley considered this to be a healthy sign of the kind of ‘invited 

disturbance’ which was at the heart of the experiment and which offered 

potential for discussion and collaborative decision making about the kinds of 

arts work presented in the city through the Belgrade. 

 

Debbie Isitt, reflected a commonly shared view when she celebrated the 

experiment as an example of longer term investment in artists that she felt this 

country was so poor in. In line with Landry (2001) , Matarasso (1997), 

Robinson (2000) and Boyden (2000), Isitt argued that the lack of long term 

investment and vision in human creative potential, was responsible for 

stultifying creativity. She advised investing in the artists themselves, not a 

record of the commercial success of their work although this may be a factor, 

but their potential:  
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‘..identifying people of passion, of talent, of vocation, of difference and 

investing in that body of people... [who might give] the country a legacy of 

artists.. In 30 years time what might these people create? What might the body 

of work be in 30 years time that we might be able to write books about? What 

will they have done? It's about the potential in people’ 

 

All the independent companies shared the view that the ‘risk element has been 

completely sucked out of theatre’. All were conscious of the pressure by funders 

to ‘succeed’, or to have ‘a hit’ in the knowledge that ‘failure’ in any artistic 

enterprise would be punished by withdrawal of future funding rather than 

continued support in the context of a longer term view which ‘let[s] companies 

fail and experiment’. They agreed that project based funding which limited 

development time on collaborations, training and developments in their 

practice was a major difficulty in their growth. This resulted in a feeling that 

they were often in a state of transition, isolated and at times vulnerable to 

feelings of insecurity and lack of confidence about their work and their own 

worth as artists. They noted how, as small-scale companies they were 

typically shaped by their own personalities: one, two or three and hence any 

challenge from funders with regard to vision or collaborative development, any 

judgement upon artistic achievement was a very personal and vulnerable 

issue. For each of the companies CTN funding was an oasis, a brief respite, 

which allowed freedom to experiment and thereby for the kind of growth and 

learning that comes from being allowed to make mistakes, to fail perhaps. 

 

 In addition to the time for development which the funding bought, the artists, 

welcomed the network experiment as an opportunity to develop solidarity that 

might enable them, collectively, to address issues of common concern. They 

hoped it would enable them to build greater trust which might also impact 

upon the vulnerability they felt about their work. These views were expressed 

both in individual interviews and at Big Meeting Days. 

 

Beyond this common ground initial hopes and expectations appeared to 

range. On one hand there was a pragmatic view of the experiment as a 

financial gain which might better support collaborative experimentation which 
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might benefit artistic growth. On the other there was a hope that by the end of 

the three years, independent companies would have be significantly altering 

the practice of theatre and theatre-making in Coventry, that not only would 

there would be more collaborative work between independent and repertory 

organisations but that such collaborations would be differently negotiated on a 

more equal footing, embracing the ‘invited disturbance’ of different and 

innovative practitioners.  

 
 

3.3 Tensions and fears 
 

We wanted to create the opportunities .. knowing that there’s  

a very good chance of cultural clashes’. (Kingsley 1998) 

 

All of the partners engaged in the CTN welcomed the opportunity that the 

experiment offered and entered into it positively. Nonetheless, the field of 

cultural production (Bourdieu 1993) in which all art-making occurs is 

inherently competitive, with all artists struggling for funding and for 

recognition. This situation predicates some sense of competition and tension 

when artists meet and begin to share. It was not possible for the project to 

have been without such tensions which should be considered ‘natural’ to the 

context of cultural production in the Western world.  

 

Naturally therefore the identity of each artist is of vital significance to their 

position within the field and it is unsurprising that the most commonly voiced 

fear in the early stages of the CTN was sustaining the independence and 

individual identities of the companies. The independent companies 

themselves expressed concern that constant collaboration might impact upon 

their uniqueness. From the Belgrade there was recognition of a danger that 

companies might rely too much on the support of the Belgrade, or might 

consider themselves protected from some of the risk through co-production 

with the Belgrade and that this would be unhelpful in the development of the 

companies as healthy independent organisations. Each recognised that 

collaboration and a ‘cosy’ community might endanger the edge of each 

company, that separate ‘positions’ might move too close to each other and 
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blur, challenging their identity. In practice CTN funded work remained one 

aspect of a wider set of activities for every partner and as time progressed 

each became more confident is asserting their position and ensuring that their 

company needs were addressed in any collaboration. 

 

It was with awareness of the likely tension that Kingsley delighted in the 

honesty and openness of artists at the First Big Meeting Day. Some artists 

individually shared this view, others suggested that they considered the group 

to have been quite guarded and to have felt uncomfortable themselves, 

especially about the different levels of power in the room. Some suggested 

that their consciousness of differences in power persisted throughout the 

three years of the experiment. 

 

There was an articulated view of all CTN members having equal status in the 

network, which the competitive context of arts funding, age of organisation 

and the history of inter-relationships belied. Separately a number of people 

acknowledged this tension, but without any real sense of any other scenario 

being possible – that it was a necessary tension of the dynamic of the 

network. Certainly the position of individual artists or companies within the 

network, real or perceived, was not directly addressed. Perhaps given our 

understandings nowadays of the inherent inequality of the field of cultural 

production and the models in educational and social fields for addressing 

recognised inequality (e.g. equal opportunities practice), there was scope to 

have anticipated and implemented strategies for minimising this area of 

tension.  

 

Individually some artists commented on the number of Belgrade staff who 

were present at meetings in relation to independent company representatives. 

Some suggested that parts of the meeting should be purely for the 

independent companies whose needs were so particular and felt unequal time 

was given to their needs in comparison to the Belgrade’s. Alongside this 

however, because administration of the CTN and marketing of collaborative 

projects came from Belgrade staff, there also persisted some patron-like, 

expectations of what the Belgrade should provide as support for the 
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independent companies which were at odds with the idea of the equal 

partnership of CTN members.  

  

The power struggle was no more clearly evident than in the variance in 

funding for all the companies which was keenly felt by some as perpetuating 

previous inequality between partners. This was exacerbated by the apparent 

lack of clear communication about what funding had been approved for each 

partner in the final and accepted proposal, which was different from the 

original submission – the version most companies had seen. In the final 

award, funding was attached partly to collaborative projects between the 

Belgrade and independent companies, and partly to separate company 

projects where the perceived reputation of the companies by funders affected 

the size of grant. Whilst this was a constraint placed on the CTN by funders, 

many partners felt that the traditional funding structures were undermining the 

potential of the initiative to create a more equal relationship between the 

artists involved.  

 

 
4 Achievements 

4.1 Shared perceptions 

All of the artists involved in the CTN appreciate what the funding has bought 

them: ‘ a defended space’ (Boyden) in which to experiment and to develop, 

confirm or challenge their direction. All have undertaken projects which have 

enabled them to develop new aspects of their work, and whether or not this 

has created a tangible legacy this has been a valuable journey.  

A number of artists spoke of improved confidence and faith in themselves as 

artists as a result of the opportunity to experiment, to sound out responses in 

a protected framework and thereby to develop a stronger sense of their own 

identity.  

 

For most partners the CTN network has been significant in their growth as 

artists also because it has removed some of the isolation of being a small 

independent company and fostered an awareness of the thriving community 
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of small-scale theatre companies in the city. Four of the companies now have 

offices in the rehearsal studios which neighbour the Belgrade theatre and this 

has evidently been significant in developing a community ethos. It has also, 

for a number of companies, removed some of the defensiveness that 

companies often feel in a competitive funding framework and prompted artists 

to initiate additional collaborations, consultations, further developing existing 

contacts, even sharing or passing work to each other if appropriate.  

 

 4.2 Markers  
 

West Midlands Arts Officers consider that the CTN experiment has developed 

most of the independent companies involved to be ready for Fixed term 

funding. The Belgrade has received £300,000 uplift fund and the CTN has a 

profile in that award - one of the criteria being ‘investing in the independent 

sector’ (WMA interview). CTN profile and funding has given many companies 

the ‘cultural capital’ to lever further funding from other partners - many 

company accounts of project funding show multiple sources. The amount of 

co-productions between companies has increased contributing to national and 

regional partnerships emerging. Each of these factors indicates that the 

existing artistic community has been strengthened and developed by the 

project. 

 

Much of the collaborative CTN practice has already enabled the realisation of 

a number of the points cited in the Boyden report 2000 as aims for the next 

five years time, such as: 

‘develop[ing supportive relationships between building-based production 

companies and small and middle scale touring companies ….defend[ing] 

and promot[ing] a culture of risk and innovation through which to re-

energise theatre as a contemporary form…. encourag[ing] new writing, 

new plays and new work …. access to theatre of quality which is 

produced and presented at all scales in a range of collaborative 

relationships .. extract[ing] the maximum benefit for the wider community 

from the collaborative process of making theatre.. ….develop[ing an 
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active culture of participation in live theatre… nurtur[ing] existing 

audiences and develop[ing] new ones’ (pp.36-7). 

 

 

This period has seen a number of new departures for the companies, which 

have been enabled in part at least by A4E funding: 

• The influence of the CTN experiment can now be felt through year round 

programming at the Belgrade instead of at particular times of the year. 

Community work has become much more advanced with mixed 

community and professional casts becoming a commonplace feature of 

the programme. Collaborations with international artists have facilitated 

training for local artists and developed the Belgrade and CTN artists’ 

profile with outdoor events. Through all of the CTN collaborations, its 

audiences have increased- many of whom are not regular theatre 

attendees. 

• A number of companies have made videos of their work or as part of their 

work, following insider training with fellow CTN artists. Talking Birds have 

collaborated with Bare Essentials, Snarling Beasties, Theatre Absolute 

and Triangle in this respect.  

• The video of ‘Baggage’ created between Talking Birds and Pathways has 

enabled this company to move into a new area of work with the Eating 

Disorder’s Association, using the video as part of a package involving 

workshops and performance, celebrating the range of skills of the 

company. 

• Theatre Absolute have established The Writing House in collaboration 

with the Belgrade. During the CTN project they facilitated 10 Writing 

Houses for work at various stages of development, 7 of which were 

staged with or by the Belgrade. 

• Talking Birds established a web-site which they have developed as an 

interactive site involving performance elements as well as being a 

springboard for the company and for members individual work as writer, 

composer, film-makers and designer. 
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• Following CTN funded actor training, Debbie Isitt has made her first full-

length film which has lead to Isitt being invited to be a partner in a new 

film production company called Her Films. She has directed a large scale 

main house experimental piece,’101 Dalmatians’ which achieved a record 

box-office success and attracted great publicity to the Belgrade for 

experimental work. 

• Shaskeen has developed a number of new partnerships with Irish, site-

specific and Indian artists, thus combining collaborations between local 

people and professional arts. Kathi Leahy has organized carnivals with 

the community and developed her own career directing for large scale 

theatre. 

• Triangle have developed the work of Nina and Frederick, from a theatre 

tourism type event as an Arts Alive experiment to become a strand of 

their core work. The work has been developed in the community through 

‘live’ role play with participants as well as through researched 

performances. 

 

Younger companies on the peripheries of the project have benefited from the 

emerging culture and commented upon the importance of the network to their 

development. Some mentoring relationships have developed between CTN 

and younger companies. The CTN has generated a new network 

organization, involving some CTN members but embracing new companies, 

Highly Sprung and Fused being two examples and with each of these a more 

experienced company has become mentor, using their training methodology 

and drawing upon that offered by Arts and Media Training during the CTN 

period 

 

The success of the Coventry Theatre Network has gained national profile. 

Funding is not necessarily easier now that the CTN funding has ended, but 

profile is a form of cultural capital which improves the position of these artists 

in the competitive ‘field of cultural production’ (Bourdieu 1994) and is proving 

to earn them greater visibility.  
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5 Obstacles and difficulties 

5.1 Changes in the wider context: city and council 
 

The issue of profile has remained a huge stumbling block for Coventry Arts. 

Despite hopes for the CTN to become ‘part of a thriving cultural portfolio for the 

city’ (Kingsley 98), the small pool of advocates for the arts have not had a voice 

or champion amongst local politicians to gain the recognition or respect for the 

philosophy which has nurtured developments amongst the artistic community, 

In 1998 the City Arts Officer acknowledged that profile was a crucial issue. 

With a small team of two in cultural services committed to the arts, it had not 

been possible to dedicate the time necessary to fully develop awareness of 

the amount, range and quality of arts activity in the city, nor to lobby for 

political support for their arts policy1. This team of two was also perceived 

elsewhere as separate with  
‘all of the areas within cultural services [being] dealt with on a one to one 

basis with .. the Head of Cultural Services and therefore there was no 

commonly understanding of what strategies there were and why they were 

there. The Cultural Services management team didn’t work … as a strategic 

body.’ (Vaughan 2001) 

 

Despite the drive and efforts of two officers heading the arts and the 

celebration within the Council of the CTN as the largest A4E award in the 

country in the first year of the experiment, there was a limited recognition of 

any reciprocal responsibility for support by the Council. Perhaps the nature of 

a city council as ‘a political animal [where] members change and some members 

want to have a different view on something than others’(Vaughan 2001), presented 

a greater challenge to the profile and recognition of the artistic community 

than anticipated. It certainly appeared that there was little understanding of 

                                                
1 Coventry City Council’s Arts Policy during the time of the CTN stated that its aims included:  
‘To support the artists and creators in Coventry, in particular: 

• to secure involvement and commitment from local artists and other partners to Coventry 
and offer them support and challenge in return.  

• To encourage artists to live and work in the city to enhance the city for the benefit of 
local communities and visitors to the city.  
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the notion of the CTN as symbolic of the kind of ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu) 

which might be of economic and heritage value to the city amongst its 

politicians. Many of the CTN meetings raised this point and even at meetings 

where Council members attended, whilst there was admiration for the breadth 

and volume of artistic activity by CTN companies, there was little recognition 

of the potential value to the city of building ‘mutually beneficial partnerships’ 

(Landry & Bianchinni 1997)  

 

 
A further challenge to the CTN was the fact that from the end of 1999 to date   

marks ‘a very chaotic period’ (Ibid) within the City Council. Halfway through the 

experiment, the City Arts Officer resigned, followed swiftly by the Head of 

Cultural Services, both disillusioned by the view of the arts being directed by 

the Chair of their department. The emphasis upon events rather than 

cultivating local artists, combined with continued lack of understanding of the 

value of the arts were at the root of the departures and in the interim, before 

new structures had been set in place and a new policy developed there was a 

vacuum in the city council. The CTN lost its council advocate and was left with 

no focus to renew the lobbying and representation. This period has been ‘very 

messy and sometimes unplanned .. and opportunistic’(Ibid)  and only recently 

resulted in any view for the arts emerging. In 1988, the city Council and Mark 

Fisher, the then Minister for the Arts, were briefed about Coventry’s arts 

strategy and the role of the CTN in this vision. It is disappointing therefore that 

at the end of the CTN experiment Vaughan expressed doubt that many of the 

City Council had even heard of the CTN. 

 

In the final months of the project, work began on developing a new city arts 

policy. Vaughan suggests that this will reflect ‘less interest’ by the City Council 
‘in what you might call excellence and innovation and [be] more in tune with access 

and social inclusion’. However no apparent recognition was given to the work 

already well underway through the CTN in this respect. This is a huge 

frustration for the companies who consider themselves active and quite 

advanced in this respect, such as the Belgrade and Shaskeen. It is also at 

odds with previous initiatives in the city for the development of city pride in the 
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excellence and achievements of Coventry based artists, see footnote 1 

(quotation from City Arts Policy) and earlier ‘Sent from Coventry’ initiative. 

There is an impression that despite the claim that ‘we do see creative industries 

as being important part of cultural regeneration’ (Ibid) and there is funding for an 

Arts Business support post, a limited view of cultural regeneration persists. 

There is also a view that the CTN as only one of ‘a number of disparate [artistic] 

communities’ cannot be recognised until all have come together. In the name 

of fairness to the wider artistic community, an opportunity has been missed to 

build upon the proven partnerships between community and artists marked by 

the CTN experiment. Vaughan suggested that the way forward is for the 

companies to ‘trust us and inform us.. and have a dialogue’, and felt that this 

would happen with the ‘involving process’ of arriving at a new Arts Strategy.  

 

Nonetheless it is difficult for the CTN companies not to feel some frustration 

when city council officers working in culture and the arts demonstrate 

significant misunderstanding about the nature and import of the CTN 

experiment. This is particularly keenly felt when those companies feel they 

have strived to involve the City Council in the process throughout. 

 

 

An additional change was the departure from Warwick Arts Centre of director 

Stella Hall. Dialogue has continued with her replacement, and a relationship is 

developing. However the anticipated partnerships which were in place at the 

start of the experiment, and which might have made a greater impact upon 

the profile, understanding and role of the arts in the city and beyond (as 

Landry and Matarasso suggest) have changed and affected the growth of 

partnerships through the CTN. 
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5.2 Effects of the funding structure 
 

The tension of the power struggles between members, noted above, was at 

the root of many of the difficulties within the CTN, but some part of these can 

be connected to the external funding structure which shaped its construct. 

 

Although Arts and Media Training personnel typically facilitated meetings, the 

unfortunate positioning of CTN administration with Belgrade staff meant artists 

tended to look upon the Belgrade as ‘in control’. In hindsight Hytch thinks that  

‘the money should some how have been managed independently from the 

Belgrade, because I think people got into the mindset of them doling out the 

money [and ] … we were not the patrons’ (Hytch 2001) 

The Belgrade felt that this had been forced upon them by funders because the 

administrators of the A4E grant needed to be proven; the alternative would 

have been for the CTN to become a constituted body which would have 

involved a huge amount of bureaucracy. But they were conscious of the 

difficulty this created, especially given their historic investment in independent 

companies through Arts Alive and beyond. 

‘ The Belgrade puts a lot of resources in – more than other reps would. There 

is a kind of reliance – an expectation that the Belgrade will do it’ (Goodwin 

1998) 

 

The issue of funding also created divisions within the network. Some 

companies such as Pathways, Triangle and Bare Essentials had entered into 

the network on a projected budget which was not realised in the final award. 

Funding bodies awarded budgets on the basis of the proven track record of 

companies and this further marginalised those younger or less core 

companies within the network. 

 

 

5.3 Felt difficulties within the CTN 
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A number of companies felt oppressed by a sense of hierarchy within the 

network. The examples they cited typically related to funding and the lack of 

clarity about why the original bids submitted had been approved differently by 

the Arts Council. The fact that this was not openly discussed and addressed 

was also an issue. Whilst the control in this respect may have resided with the 

funders, the lack of clear information from the outset about the budgets 

agreed, rationale for alterations from those submitted by companies and 

readiness to address company concerns caused discomfort. There were 

frequent references to this during Big Meeting days, especially in the first 

phase. 

 

A second reason for a sense of inequality related to a consciousness of the 

position a company held within the network and possibly to the proximity of 

the shared interests with the Belgrade, who as the ‘big ship’ had additional 

cultural and financial capital. Certainly none of the companies who the 

Belgrade had on-going collaborative work with the Belgrade voiced this 

opinion. Bare Essentials for example were concerned that they had 

repeatedly requested voice training, but felt they had no power to assert this 

need. Pathways felt that they had never achieved a true sense of partnership 

where there was debate and feedback about their work; that there was less 

interest in them. Triangle likewise felt prevented from having a proper voice in 

the CTN. All three companies spoke of feeling excluded from dialogue about 

activity within the Belgrade that might interest and impact upon the 

independent companies. It appears significant that the companies who spoke 

of feeling excluded were those who did not share offices in the AEU building 

neighbouring the Belgrade. Such sensitivities were further compounded by 

the unofficial inclusion of The Shysters into the CTN without formal 

consultation. Some felt the Shysters had become a preferred company over 

original members.  

 
 

The younger companies considered that the expectation for them to operate 

as some of the more established companies was unrealistic. The common 

route of three-year plan, and consequent action plan was inappropriate for 
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their stage of development. They had different constraints and were 

inexperienced in projecting in this way. In hindsight they suggested that a 

different, more personally relevant framework was necessary that recognised 

the inequality of the playing field and enabled these companies to better 

achieve a sense of success.  

 
 

It should be recognised that each of these companies entered the CTN at a 

point of change in their natural growth as companies. Bare Essentials had 

significantly changed. It had been a large, mixed-age group where older 

members led and trained younger and the natural ‘wastage’ of older members 

leaving did not significantly affect the nature or viability of the group. Now it 

was a small, close-aged group where the departure of a few was significant. 

Additionally, through pressure from funders they had relinquished their ties 

with their director and caretaker and were now being forced to continue 

following a professional model which did not always address their needs. Both 

Triangle and Pathways were also at a stage of transition: the nature of 

partnership within the companies was under scrutiny and their direction as 

companies in question. A question remains still over how the CTN partners 

might have managed their collective duty to address such issues more fully.  

 

The planned closing conference was a catalyst for further division. There was  

concern over the time and funding for artist activity. However the biggest 

difficulty was reaching agreement over its form and content in order to 

constructively and accurately reflect the experiment.  Triangle and Snarling 

Beasties were of the opinion that it should focus upon Dalmatians as the only 

‘truly experimental’ project, which addressed the core question of the CTN 

and involved many of the companies. Other partners did not share this view 

and the inability to reach agreement eventually compromised the realisation of 

the event 

 

Some of the above points might have been ameliorated by better practice 

within the CTN, for example by ensuring that the administration of finance and 

management of the project been wholly with an ‘outside agency’. This has 
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been addressed in the network which continues beyond CTN, where the 

administrator and manager of the network is an employee of Arts and Media 

Training. They might have anticipated some of the difficulties of hierarchy and 

made stronger efforts to facilitate equal access to having a voice possibly 

through closer chairing by an ‘outside’ project manager.  

However even without such measures, better communication and a stronger 

commitment to transparency might have enabled the group to negotiate 

through any sense of hierarchy or inequality of practice, dissipating the 

difficulty of different levels of finance, different levels of collaborative 

commitment and perceptions that because the Belgrade was involved in 

administration it was responsible for the dynamic of CTN activity.  

 

A question remains as to why none of the partners aired their grievance 

earlier about issues such as having a voice, wanting a more incisive debating 

framework, feeling valued by other partners. A simple answer lies in access 

due to inequality. But not all companies complained of this. Differences in 

perception of what the CTN was about and what responsibility each partner 

had to the collective seems to be more central, raising the question of whether 

there ought to have been an initial, perhaps written, negotiation of 

expectations, roles and responsibilities. All partners must carry some 

responsibility for the ‘failures’ of a collaborative experiment.  
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PART TWO 
 
6 The pattern of events 1988-2001 

6.1  Big Meeting Days, training and professional 

development 
 

The three years of the CTN featured twelve of ‘Big meeting days’ as they 

were called, run by an independent arts consultant, Viv Freakley of Arts and 

Media training. The meetings were planned to occur roughly one per quarter 

year. The pattern of each day was the same. The first part at least of each 

morning was concerned with updates: each meeting all companies shared 

their company news about what they were recently, currently or imminently 

engaged in. Late mornings and afternoons addressed an issue identified from 

the outset, or in process, as of interest to the group.  

 

Before the first big day individual consultations had taken place between each 

company and Viv Freakley of Arts and Media Training, identifying their current 

position, their projected position for the end of the CTN experiment in three 

years and their developmental priorities. These were reviewed and repeated 

in the final phase of the experiment to enable companies to prepare their post 

CTN strategies.  

 

The first day (29/7/98) was wholly concerned with agenda setting. The 

morning was given over to company presentations where each offered a 

snapshot of their current position, concerns and developmental needs. The 

afternoon was concerned with looking for common threads in developmental 

priorities and setting out an agenda and programme for training opportunities 

that addressed the groups’ needs. Subsequent days and additional 

opportunities sought to address the identified needs and to respond to newly 

identified ones. There were regular reviews of progress, reviewing of target-

setting for companies in their collaborative interests and action planning to 
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address identified needs. The representation of the CTN to others was also a 

key issue, especially in the second phase of the project. 

 

Speakers were invited in response to identified needs to enable companies to 

debate and learn from them. These included, venue promoters, funders, 

marketing, city council representatives and other local arts links. A number of 

training opportunities happened outside of these days, for example a 

performance workshop led by Clive Barker and a fundraising day led by 

management centre. Unsurprisingly, not all the identified training needs were 

addressed within the scope of the project, but the introduction of a number of 

insider training opportunities were significant in promoting the collaborative 

and supportive structure of the CTN and enabling artists to seek out and offer 

training opportunities for each other. 

 

A number of the Big Meeting days provided a forum for companies to engage 

in debate with their peers about the nature of their work, the difficult issue of 

effectively representing and marketing experimental work in order to improve 

their profile and secure a tour, receiving feedback on work shown (typically on 

video, although occasionally in workshop). The CTN gave an apposite and 

typically supportive forum for debate and feedback. Over the course of the 

project six of the seven independent companies gave presentations, although 

these varied from a snapshot of one particular piece, e.g. a promotional video, 

to a lengthier representations of a company’s artistic focus and the problems 

that they face in representing that effectively to promoters and audiences. 

 

The Belgrade represented itself via its new community initiatives, inviting 

representatives for example from The Shysters and from the Acting Out 

projects to become involved within the CTN and make links with other artists. 

 

After the regular updates, the areas covered on each day are identified below. 

Day 2 (28/10/98)   

- Talking Birds, Pathways and Snarling Beasties each gave 

presentations. For example Nick Walker used the opportunity to use 
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the group as a sounding board, articulating the focus and concerns of 

the company, showing as illustration short videos.  

- Pathways showed their first video, of ‘Tandem’ and the group pooled 

ideas for feedback about potential audience and appeal.  

- Snarling Beasties presented a video scrapbook, explaining the 

rationale for the construction of the piece as a marketing tool which 

also prompted debate.  

- In addition, Tricia Mahoney from West Midlands Arts gave an update 

on funding opportunities for companies. 

 

Day 3 (10/2/99) featured  

- a meeting between the companies and 4 venue promoters (regional 

and national) talking about their polices and priorities in booking artists. 

This was an opportunity for the independent companies to debate and 

better inform themselves for marketing touring work.  

- This was complemented by a session deconstructing publicity material, 

led by the Head of marketing at the Belgrade which prompted further 

debate about marketing.  

- Triangle presented a short promotional video about their work and 

discussed the problems of selling their work. 

Companies expressed an interest in speaking to Arts Council touring officers 

and to press to further inform the task of representing and selling their work.  

 

Day 4 (7 / 4/99)  

- marked the end of the first year of the CTN and focused upon  

evaluation of work to date and re-visiting planned training agenda for 

the next phase, supported by Coventry City and West Midlands Arts 

Officers. 

- The CTN website had been established.  

- The continued pattern of Meeting days to established pattern was 

agreed, with a request that the afternoon, issue based sessions should 

be closed to observers to better facilitate the growth of community trust 

amongst CTN members. Companies expressed a desire for more 

insider training: sessions led by the artists themselves for each other.  



 50 

 

Day 5 (7/7/99) 

- Shysters gave a presentation about their work: their history, working 

methods and showed an excerpt of their workshop practice.  

- Bare Essentials presented an excerpt from performance of Misfit’ and 

discussed their working methods 

- Companies discussed insider training: to define aims and plan which 

companies might lead particular activities. 

 

Day 6 (24 /11/99) 

- At a half way point in the project companies were invited individually 

and then collaboratively to identify their needs and jointly to plan 

consequent action. This was to inform the rest of the project and 

beyond. Fundraising for example was a key issue. Another was the 

changing nature of the CTN and the need to profile its achievements in 

order to lever funding. 

- A subsequent training session was arranged led by Viv Freakley to 

help companies represent their worth via CTN and persuade funders. 

- Bare Essentials showed their video of ‘Misfit’ and gave a presentation 

about the process of making it 

 

Day 7 (11/1/00) 

- Matthew Pegg , director of young people’s work at the Belgrade gave a  

presentation on the changes in this area. 

- Insider training models were discussed following possible model used 

in Birmingham presented by Nick Walker. A number of opportunities for 

insider training within existing and planned projects were identified e.g. 

observation of early rehearsals for ‘101 Dalmatians’; Work 

demonstrations / presentations /discussions / workshops of working 

methods as exchanges between companies;   

- Discussion of CTN role in Belgrade feasibility study 
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Day 8 (29/2/00) 

- Following the recent departure of City Arts Officer, Richard Munro, 

Head of Cultural Services gave a presentation of the city’s current 

position 

- Claudia Temple from West Midlands Arts gave an update of funding 

opportunities focusing on RALP 2 

- There was a discussion about the purpose and nature of the 

conference and publication that would conclude CTN 

 

Day 9 (9/5/00) 

- Theatre Absolute showed their promotional video for ‘Car’ 

- Jenna Kumiega gave a presentation on a WMA research project aimed 

at small-scale theatre and dance companies 

- There was a discussion of potential future CTN / Arts alive 

collaboration with the Belgrade  

- Discussions developed on how to represent the CTN conference and 

how it might be structured. 

 

Day 10 (20/9/00) 

- Roger Vaughan, Arts and Heritage officer with the City Council updated 

the CTN on developments. The new structure, roles and 

responsibilities were not clear and a director for culture was to be 

appointed. 

- Shysters gave an update of their work 

- Sarah Whately, CUPA updated CTN on current courses and resources 

at the new city site and identified areas for possible links with CTN 

artists 

- Presentation ideas from artists at conference were discussed. 

 

Day 11 (6/12/00) 

- Fred Brookes from WMA gave a presentation on Creative Advantage 

fund, followed by discussion. 
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- Further update from Roger Vaughan and new staff David Shaw and 

Peter Chandler 

- Shysters gave an update of their work  

- Presentation of ‘Active Idles’ a piece devised by ‘Learning in Later Life 

students at Coventry University through the Belgrade. 

 

Day 12 (26/2/01) 

- As the final meeting, the focus of discussion was the conference: 

whether it should happen, how and why.  

- As not all member had been able to make this date and properly review 

the CTN, a further meeting occurred on 9 / 3/ 01 to evaluate how the 

project had been overall for each of the members.  

 

 

6.2    The projects and their impact 

The range of work encompassed by the CTN companies is immense. Each 

Big Meeting Day revealed another phase of intense activity, new 

achievements and departures for the artists and additional skills learnt. For 

any observer, this section of the CTN was persuasion enough of the 

importance of the experiment. The detail of the growth and breadth of activity 

fostered by the funding and the collaborations (funded and unfunded) is 

impossible to document in any readable form. Consequently, details of CTN 

related activities are detailed per company in the following section. Here we 

consider a selection of projects which represents some of the range of CTN 

activity and considers the lessons learned. 

 

 A number of companies saw the opportunity to make a video of their work as 

a significant tool for marketing and development. Talking Birds undertook 

such video-making projects with Bare Essentials , Pathways and Theatre 

Absolute. Pathways, for example, reconceived ‘Baggage’, a devised piece 

inspired by the experience of anorexia for a short video. As a result they have 

developed a new line of education work through the National Eating Disorders 

Association involving the video, education pack, workshops and 
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performances. Projects like these reflect the strength of insider training within 

the project where peer group facilitation has enabled companies not only to 

make work, but to come to new understandings of their own work and of a 

new artistic form through such collaboration. 

 

One collaboration which had been in the pipeline for some time was that 

between the Belgrade and Theatre Absolute: to establishing a writing house: 

a forum for writers, directors and actors to test out new material and  

approaches without the requirement to realise a performance, possibly as a 

process in the writing of a play, or in revising, or in exploring approaches for 

realising a text. This was a project which fitted well within the development 

plans of both partners and received significant support and approval from 

funders such as the Arts Council and West Midlands Arts. The form of theatre 

- scripted new plays - was known and already an important aspect of the 

Belgrade’s repertoire. The relationship between companies was long 

established and each had respect for the other’s work and an on-going need 

for the other as a collaborator. In this collaboration there was a high level of 

shared objectives and values and a clearly articulated set of expectations. 

The Writing House is now a highly successful vehicle and many of the plays 

that have been through the process have since been staged successfully at 

the Belgrade.  

 

A second collaboration which although relatively young had some history and 

again a high level of shared objectives and values was that between the 

Belgrade and Shaskeen, a company with a strong profile of youth and 

community work with the large Irish population in Coventry. In the opening 

year of the CTN this collaboration staged a mixed community and 

professional cast play, ‘The Wedding’ on the main stage. This project has 

informed practice at the Belgrade which, since this time has regularly featured 

mixed community and professional casts in large scale main house 

productions with great success. Further collaborations between the partners 

have enabled the growth of community involvement using site-specific / 

outdoor professional artists who teach skills of performance, costume and 

float-making which has featured in the Mysteries and in Carnival. Again this 
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work has addressed priorities both for partners and for funders within the City 

Council and beyond. 

 

The most difficult project in this context has been ‘101 Dalmatians’, directed 

by Debbie Isitt of Snarling Beasties, involving members of five of the seven 

CTN companies. The project was a co-production between the Belgrade and 

Snarling Beasties and was a consciously ‘invited disturbance’ to the regular 

practice of the Belgrade, inviting an experimental and radical director into a 

traditional repertory structure to realise a vision of a story popularised by 

Disney. There was no history to this particular collaboration, or any precedent 

for such a project. There was a known and anticipated difference in cultures 

and practice which the project hoped to negotiate and learn from, but of all the 

projects it was the least charted territory. In these respects some artists 

considered this project ‘a genuine CTN production’. 

 

Isitt’s production moved between film and theatre, the stage intruded into the 

audience and actors entered from numerous places including from a rope 

above the audience, snow blew in their faces, in short the piece sought to 

create ‘surround theatre’. In Isitt’s version Cruella conveyed an obsession with 

her own power, invoking storms, watching like Big Brother through CCTV 

cameras and verbally beating her men into submission. For Isitt the narrative 

echoed the human atrocities of the concentration camps and in more recent 

year of ethnic cleansing, where many were hounded (and killed) by the 

henchmen of one or a few with a singular vision. Cruella was an aging film 

star driven by her own jealous obsession with her faded youth and glamour. 

Her ‘badduns’ were foolish, scared but dangerous louts and the puppies were 

played by children (the new borns being shown as babies to emphasise their 

vulnerability). The content and style was challenging and shocked some 

audiences who, on the basis of popular culture brought very young children. 

On the first night, at one moment the ‘badduns’ doused a Dalmatian in petrol 

and threatened to set it alight. Some audiences complained, some walked out 

and some changes were made to the performance as a result of public 

response. Isitt attended every performance, responded to telephone 

complaints and hosted a debate about the piece. The Belgrade opened the 
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display boards to public comment inviting every audience member to write 

their views and pinned everything up including bad press.  This gave a voice 

also to the 101 children involved, many of whom expressed their 

disappointment that adults should patronise them by suggesting that the 

material was too dark for children and who could not celebrate the 

achievement of such a huge community cast in a professional experimental 

main stage piece. Their comments made illuminating reading. The piece 

remained a box office success – through Isitt’s reputation and the controversy 

itself and attracted a high audience not just from the city but from outside the 

city and even outside the region.  

 

The difficulties of the process informed the difficulties of its reception. The 

Belgrade had anticipated the need for clearer information on the show and 

instigated a number of meetings between technical staff and the director to 

communicate expectations. But this was not enough. The nature of the 

process was not grasped by many theatre staff who felt excluded from the 

understanding shared by the actors and freelancers brought into the project. 

Isitt was used to a team of technical and performance artists contracted 

especially for the demands of a particular performance style and show, a 

small team pulling together under the pressure of making and touring the work 

under her autocratic leadership and committed to working whatever hours 

required. Belgrade staff work on every show, doing regular hours in defined 

roles on every show. Many felt alienated from the process and unable to 

negotiate a role for themselves.  

 

 

It appears that the project relied too heavily upon assumptions of what each 

partner expected of the other. Hytch admits that she made assumptions. 
I commissioned a script and that was what we were going to get and all the 

experimental work that she was doing around it was simply the sub-text and 

developing character work.’ (Hytch 2001) 

Isitt was embracing her own and Triangle’s working process and improvising 

with the script as a background, a reference point rather than a given – a point 



 56 

that she believed the Belgrade understood. The written objectives for the 

project had stated that the production would be concerned with 
’the pursuit of ownership by the actors exploring the relationship between 

what is written and what is said or unsaid, blurring the boundaries’ 

Terms such as ‘actor ownership’ and ‘blurring the boundaries’ between script and 

improvisation are open to interpretation by both parties. The point is that they needed 

to be clarified. Certainly documentation and discussion after the event suggest 

that there was a lack of a shared vocabulary so that the values embedded in 

each culture remained different rather than shared. Each partner felt 

conscious of their own expectations, of demands made by the other and 

compromise but not of common ground. 

  

The experience revealed the need for a much clearer contract between 

partners and, to implement that contract, strategies for articulating 

expectations, developing a shared vocabulary and agreeing roles. 

In hindsight both partners suggest mechanisms that might have been put 

implemented, for example a time-scale allocating time for working with 

technical staff or shadowing of existing freelancers who know an artists’ 

practice. It is promising to know that subsequent collaborations have 

benefited from clearer contracting and also that negotiations are underway for 

a collaboration between the Belgrade and Snarling Beasties at a future date.  

 

 

 

7 How was it for you? The companies: anticipation, experience 
and reflection 

 
7.1 . Bare Essentials Youth Theatre 

7.11The company 
 
Bare Essentials was founded in 1988 by Carran Waterfield, a former Drama 

teacher, now the core artist of Triangle. The motivation for its creation was the 

interest of the young people in a physically based approach to devising work, 

initiated by Waterfield when their teacher. Since that time the company has 

made nine performance pieces, almost one per year. Their work, like that of 
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Waterfield their mentor and artistic director, is experimental and informed by 

the interests of the young people. Under her guidance the company has 

developed a number of skills, not just in devising their own work, but in 

managing the company, much as a small-scale company, completing grant 

applications, handling publicity, seeking training opportunities and planning 

and running workshops for others. 

 

Their work, which is unusual for Youth Theatre, has gained recognition and 

admiration locally and internationally. In 1991 The company represented the 

city at an International Theatre festival in Russia with ‘Sticks and Stones’, 

which was also finalist in the Lloyds Bank Theatre Challenge. They have also 

visited and trained with Odin Teatret in Denmark, exchanging practice with 

Danish and Italian artists and youth groups. Since 1994 Bare Essentials’ work 

has been considered worthy of public showing in the city and has featured in 

the annual Arts Alive Festival. From 1997 they have been funded through Arts 

Alive to work with a designer, Janet Vaughan of Talking Birds, and this has 

impacted upon the production values of their work.  

 

Over the thirteen years of its existence, Bare Essentials has comprised 

between five and twenty-five members and spanned an age range of 6-21. 

At the start of the CTN there were twelve members aged 10- 16, in its final 

year this had reduced to 5 members. The company’s involvement in the CTN 

marks recognition of the uniqueness and the import of their work. As Nick 

Walker of ‘Talking Birds’ said,  
‘In the last Arts Alive by far and away the most experimental lot were Bare 

Essential – by a long shot!’ 

 
Bare Essentials saw their involvement in the CTN experiment as an 

opportunity to observe and learn about the practice of other independent 

theatre companies and the activity of the Belgrade. They were concerned 

about the way in which they might continue to manage their administrative 

and fund-raising responsibilities. Since recent changes within the company 

and with the imminent separation from Waterfield this had been left to 

younger, less experienced members and they needed to become more skilled 
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in order for the company to develop. The constant turnover of expertise in a 

youth theatre such as this was also a challenge to its development. They were 

concerned also that because of their age they were not taken seriously. They 

considered themselves to be a theatre group, albeit one making work less 

intensively and constituted by young people. They requested administrative 

support in developing their work in training and exchange with other youth 

theatres and in touring their work beyond the city. 

 
 

7.12 CTN related experiences 
 
 

In Summer 1998, the first CTN year, Bare Essentials created ‘Echoes and 

Omens’ for the Arts Alive festival. West Midlands Arts had refused funding for 

another piece directed by Waterfield and so the company had decided to work 

with Richard Talbot (now of Triangle) as director and with Waterfield as writer.  

This was an experiment, a first for Bare Essentials with script. In the latter part 

of the year the company relinquished its ties with Carran Waterfield, due both 

to her own commitments and due to the advice of funders such as West 

Midlands Arts that the company introduce new artistic influences through 

collaboration with different artists. Through the core training budget for CTN, 

Bare Essentials undertook workshops with three different directors, selected 

for them by the Belgrade staff. They chose to engage Tracie Rowlands, 

artistic director of Pathways, a fellow CTN company. With a new director they 

successfully bid for project funding two years running from West Midlands 

Arts, creating ‘Misfit’ in 1999 and their final piece ‘Forgotten Truths’ in 2000.  

 

Using core training funds, through collaboration with Derek Nisbet and Janet 

Vaughan of Talking Birds, Bare Essentials created a ten-minute version of 

‘Misfit’ for video. The project involved the creation of a documentary handbook 

enabling the group to record the process. 

 

The same funding was used to finance a part-time administrator which 

continued for a year of the experiment and which secured two performances 

for the company outside of the locality. 
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7.13 Reflections 
 
Lisa Kealy, who was one of the only two long-standing members of Bare 

Essentials who were still present at the end of the CTN, attended the final 

evaluation and spoke about the value of the project for the company. 

Personally she had valued finding out more about what was involved in 

running a small-scale independent theatre company through the Big Meeting 

Days. Matthew Winston, who is now training at the Laban centre, also valued 

the experience which was influential in his choice of career. For the whole 

company a significant event was the creation of the video, which they all 

considered an engaging and valuable learning experience. Although it was 

not fully a CTN contribution (because only the initial director workshops were 

CTN funded) it was evident that both the choice of Rowlands and the process 

of making ‘Misfit’ had transformed the group from a youth theatre into a 

confident young theatre company.  

 

When questioned as a group, the company were voluble about the debt they 

owed to Waterfield who had trained them. They described her approach as  

a combination of direction and freedom. However whilst this training had 

made them into the performers they were and generated a discipline, an 

appetite for and ability in a particular style of physically and organically 

devised work, the differences in the way they had made ‘Misfit’ had facilitated 

a fuller understanding of and responsibility for making their own work. In a 

shorter time scale and working with a director who didn’t know them and had 

no habitual teacher-type, care-taking experience, Bare Essentials were forced 

to do more for themselves. 

‘We’ve never really thought about where the play was going before compared 

with ‘Misfit’. We’d sit down and think after an improvisation where can we take 

this next? Which bit will link with what? Whereas that would be Carran’s job 

before… We could give ourselves the responsibility to look and decide 

‘’Where’s this going to go?’’ rather than have Carran do that part of the 

thinking for us.’ 
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The company discovered how to be their own ‘outside eye’ as Waterfield had 

long trained them to do, but which had never felt necessary until this time. 

Combined with their experience of running workshops for themselves, they 

were able to show Rowlands and each other how their ideas might be realised 

and to use their director as an artistic advisor rather than the driving force of 

the piece. They spoke of a new discipline in their working method. The sense 

of ownership and achievement from the project was immense. They attributed 

this also in part to a smaller and more focussed membership of 6 people aged 

14-17, much like a small-scale company. The company also relished the 

freedom that Arts Alive and gave them to work with different directors and 

designers. 

 

However the company considers that there were a number of difficulties and 

unrealised opportunities for them during the CTN experiment. The lack of 

budget severely limited their ability to realise their ambitions to develop in 

terms of administration, training and touring. They felt without this they had no 

lever to negotiate training needs, such as voice work and that they had held 

an unequal position within the CTN. The administrator had also been a limited 

success and had not enabled them to realise the touring developments as 

they had hoped.  

 

Much of the difficulties stemmed from the fact that being school-children, they 

found it difficult to attend the Big Meeting Days. On a number of occasions, 

individuals had obtained permission to attend from their schools. However this 

regularity waned significantly in the last year – a reflection of the significance 

of and interest in the CTN. This was reflected in a closing discussion with the 

company when two of the five remaining members had not heard of the CTN.  

Even within the CTN, collaborative opportunities were not realised. One 

member spoke of the missed potential of building a relationship with St 

Finbar’s Youth Theatre run by Kathi Leahy of Shaskeen. Overall the company 

felt that its growth had not been due to CTN support and that for that to have 

genuinely happened, a different frame was necessary to position a youth 

theatre in a network alongside professional companies. 
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7.2 The Belgrade Theatre 

7.24 The organisation 
 

 
At the beginning of the CTN the Belgrade activity comprised: main house all-

year programming; the Arts Alive Summer festival, Education work and Youth 

Theatre work. The main house programme featured a mix of touring and 

home produced shows (5 or 6 per year) where the latter might have some 

local relevance, but the programme overall included popular musicals, 

modern classics and pantomime. The Youth Theatre involved studio and main 

house performance work and training. Education work was newly developing 

following the closure of the Belgrade TiE company in 1996. It was therefore 

through the Arts Alive festival that the Belgrade worked with most of the CTN 

companies in addition to other professional (local, international and national) 

and non-professional theatre groups.   

 

Nationally there was both awareness and planned action in response to the 

recognition of the crisis in repertory theatres (Boyden 2000). Following its own 

crisis of 1995/6, and the closure of the Belgrade TiE, the theatre was already 

actively engaged in its plans for regeneration. Whilst there was a history of 

socially committed activity, this was neither addressing a breadth of needs nor 

the tension growing between social commitment and artistic quality as a 

producing theatre. The theatre recognised that it was too fragmented and was 

working to strengthen its artistic policy and develop a new, shared and owned 

mission statement throughout all departments in the theatre. The Belgrade 

entered into the CTN experiment ready to change and committed to 

facilitating a culture of continual change. At the first meeting it shared its draft 

mission statement as: 

‘responding to, reflecting and reinforcing the community of Coventry by 

providing excellent enjoyable theatre that demonstrates diversity and cultural 

leadership’.  

The statement reflected a consciousness of the need to both improve the 

artistic excellence of its programme whilst making work that is relevant to its 
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populace – a renewed commitment to its social purpose. The creation of 

partnerships with other theatre companies and organisations, which was 

already beginning, was seen as an important means to enable the theatre to 

realise this aim. An image of the theatre as a kind of ‘glasshouse’ (but without 

the glass ceiling effect) was described, expressing the ideal of greater 

transparency, visibility and access in and out of the organisation to build 

connections out with the artistic and local communities.  

  

Whilst key Belgrade staff embraced the spirit of the vision, there was concern 

that it was not owned by the organisation, the ‘big ship’, with a staff of around 

80, and that mechanisms for addressing such issues needed to be developed. 

West Midlands Arts Appraisal  (2000) comments on ‘the inclusive, encouraging 

atmosphere of the theatre’ p.15, a point echoed by staff who speak of the 

‘supportive ..family atmosphere’. Reflecting the theatre’s Mission statement 2000 

(see appendix 2) Bob Eaton comments that ‘the Belgrade is not run in a an 

autocratic way and when people are treated in an autocratic way they find it very 

difficult because they feel that their contract that they have undertaken is not being 

honoured’’. Whilst in many ways this is a potential strength of the organisation, 

it also presents an immense task to management to handle implementation of 

change which is owned by all staff and without introducing a damaging sense 

of hierarchy.  

 

There was also the issue of representing this vision to the Board of directors, 

whose membership changes regularly and  includes city Councillors with a 

number of agendas and often very different views of what a repertory theatre 

should be about. As a public funded organisation, there are layers of 

accountability for a repertory theatre such as the Belgrade, as Boyden notes: 
Building based producing theatres are among the most regulated businesses in 

the UK. Senior managers have less room to manage than their counterparts in 

almost any other context [and] ..could be answerable to as many as 18 separate 

authorities each of which has the capacity to influence the way the theatre works’ 

Boyden 2000 p. 27 

 
As discussed earlier, the changes in the city council particularly created a 

significant challenge to the Belgrade in its implementation of change. 
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7.21 CTN related experiences 
 

During the 3 years of the experiment the Belgrade undertook key 

collaborations both with CTN and with international partners in order to 

address its aims, stated above.  

A key collaboration was that with Theatre Absolute, launching The Writing 

House in 1998. Five Belgrade productions went through a Writing House 

process during the CTN period: ‘The Wedding’, ‘Phil and Jill and Jill and Phil’, 

‘Cool Water Murder’, ‘Big Nose’ and ‘Three Minute Heroes’.  

A second big development was community work in the Irish community 

through Shaskeen. ‘The Wedding’ 1998 featured a large mixed community 

and professional cast. This cast mix continued with new artistic alliances in 

1999 and 2000 Shaskeen through the carnival and through Kathi’s Leahy’s 

direction of a section of the Millenium Mysteries as a community play. 

The third big experiment of the CTN period was the collaboration with 

Snarling Beasties to stage an experimental version of 101 Dalmatians on the 

main stage, a project which also involved performers from two other CTN 

companies and assistant direction from a third. 

Throughout this time, using Arts Alive funding the Belgrade continued its 

growing relationship with Teatr Biuro Podrozy and in 2000 drew also on some 

CTN funding to facilitate the Millenium Mysteries for which this Polish 

company created an original performance working with a combined Polish 

and British cast. 

 

The work of Shysters, formed in 1997, also developed as a result of 

opportunities which grew out of the CTN experiment. For example small 

projects such as a collaboration with Triangle, or larger ones like the 

‘Millennium Mysteries’ (where Shysters performed the creation story) involved 

some CTN funding.  This occurred in complement to their own shows ‘Scary 

Antics’ and ‘Fallen Angels’ both of which received City Council funding 

through the Arts Alive budget. In autumn 2001 they were involved in a 

Belgrade main stage production of ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream’ as the 

mechanicals. 
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7.23 Reflections 
 
The Belgrade team have been immensely positive about their learning and 

growth as a result of the CTN experiment.  

‘ When we said theatre will never be the same again, for us it genuinely won’t. 

….We didn’t know what kind of theatre we were and now we do.’ (Hytch 

2001) 

The experimental projects it has funded have allowed its director and 

associate producer to develop a truer understanding of each other’s position, 

to consolidate and develop a more detailed plan for the future of the Belgrade. 

It is now more solidly informed by and connected to its local and artistic 

communities and consequently the nature of the process and product is 

different. But they are also clear that its success is firstly because  

‘It’s been an organic process from what’s been happening around us. It hasn’t 

been imposed…’ 

and secondly because the director of the theatre  
‘embraces the .. artistic endeavour and skill around…. - You couldn’t do that 

in a typical repertory regime’,  

which in turn means dialogue happens: 

 people want to come in and say what they want to do’. (Hytch & Eaton 2001) 

 

At the end of the CTN period they have a revised mission statement 

(appendix 2) which they consider has grown from the ‘very very direct impact’ of 

the CTN on the Belgrade’s development. The introductory paragraph states: 
‘ It is the Belgrade’s belief that it should be open to the influences that 

surround it and that collaborations between artists and communities can 

create the most relevant innovative theatre’. 

They consider themselves to be ‘probably more advanced than any other theatre’ 

in England in the way they work with community and cite the ‘Millennium 

Mysteries’ and ‘Midsummer Night’s Dream’ as evidence.  

 

Perhaps the clearest marker of development for the Belgrade is the decision, 

for 2002 to stop the Arts Alive festival and instead to integrate all of the 
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aspects of its work into year round programming drawing on its community 

connections, professional touring work, home (own and collaborative) 

produced work, collaborations with and support of experimental independent 

theatre companies and international connections, removing many of the 

divisions of type of work and instigating instead the title of ‘Belgrade projects’ 

on all work. This is an ambition that Kingsley spoke of in 1998 (see p.32) 

 

The theatre’s director and producer have also worked to develop this profile 

with their funders, especially with the Belgrade Board to develop an 

understanding of the developing ethos. They speak of the triumphs of 

individuals now fired up by the new practice and supporting the direction of 

change and regeneration by the Belgrade. There is, suggests Eaton, referring 

to the City Council support, ‘a glimmering awareness that there is a kind of cultural 

industry in the city’, but still an absence of vision. The theatre is struggling to 

protect funds for supporting the growth of independent theatre companies 

against a directive from the City Council that the Belgrade focus upon outside 

events for the sake of city profile. This is a threat to the culture the Belgrade is 

seeking to nurture and the lobbying must continue.  

 

Collaboration on ‘The Writing House’ with Theatre Absolute has reaped huge 

rewards for the theatre in terms of new plays and addressing a key areas for 

development identified by the Boyden report 2000 and consequently 

prioritised in national and regional funding priorities. With Shaskeen, the 

Belgrade has made great advances in their work with the community and  

‘the process of working with those [community] actors has become much 

more about those participants being creative than being supernumerary….I 

think its dramatically advanced that whole notion of the relationship between 

professional and non-professional actors and put them on an equal stage in a 

way that I don’t think it would have been without the CTN’ (Hytch 2001) 

 

 
As noted above, there was a difficulty of perception of the Belgrade’s role in 

the CTN due to the positioning of administration of the CTN within the 

Belgrade. The Belgrade has learnt that it needs to be much clearer in 
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signalling its role and position when building partnerships. In order to develop 

its own programme and style, it too needs to assert its needs and  

‘seek out partnerships, but they have to be equal and truly creative 

partnerships’ 

 

This lesson was particularly relevant in relation to the controversial ‘101 

Dalmatians’. The Belgrade acknowledges that it did not begin this project with 

a clear creative contract that stated creative aims and expectations (see 6.2) 

and hence misunderstandings arose. It needs to ensure that the mechanisms 

are in place to enable all involved to understand and engage with the 

demands of a particular project. Nonetheless, Dalmatians has not stunted the 

appetite for further collaborations with independent companies such as Isitt.  

 

 

Although there were no other big projects between CTN companies and the 

Belgrade, the period of collaborative projects and insider training has fostered 

a readiness to draw upon the skills of the artists in the CTN companies. Derek 

Nisbet from Talking Birds has done some video work for the Belgrade’s 

Christmas pantomime, Tracie Rowlands has directed a youth theatre project, 

Kathi Leahy from Shaskeen has now directed a number of Belgrade shows 

and performers from all companies have acted in them. This level of activity 

and exchange and development of skills and opportunities is unprecedented 

before the CTN and has informed the flavour of the work which is now 

naturally informed by its wider artistic community. 

 
 
 

7.3 Pathways 
7.31 The company 

 
Pathways is a dance-theatre company committed to generating movement 

from an emotional impulse. It is not concerned with dance as aesthetic form 

but, as an aspect of physical theatre where the devising processes arises out 

of movement based improvisation and experimentation. Its work is typically 

issue-based, but personally grounded, focusing upon what is meaningful 
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common ground between performers and the potential audience. It has two 

key members but works with a small core of performers, developing a shared 

understanding of working practice.  

 

Pathways is the youngest of the professional CTN companies. It was founded 

in 1994 by Tracie Rowlands (artistic director) and Claire Louise Thompson 

(choreographer, performer and administrator) both graduates of Coventry 

University’s Small-scale theatre HND/ Degree course, during the final year of 

that degree course. Since this time, the company has received City Council 

funding, for three years, and West Midlands Arts funding for 2 years during 

which time it has built up substantial local and regional credibility. Each of its 

shows has been warmly received by national press which has described their 

work as ‘sincere committed theatre.. unique performance theatre…. funny, brilliant, 

multi-skilled’. Debbie Kingsley, the city Arts Officer, speaks of the ‘vision’ of the 

company.  

 

At the beginning of the CTN experiment Pathways already had a record of 

collaborations with the Belgrade but also has a strong relationship with the 

Pegasus Youth Theatre in Oxford and a number of FE colleges and regular 

venues on a touring circuit. However in addition to undertaking all directorial, 

management and administrative functions, both Rowlands and Thompson 

have needed to work as freelancers, typically on educational projects, as 

Pathways was a young company, not yet adequately established to have 

either a secure base or to be able to provide incomes for this two-person 

company. The focus of the company’s development plans with the help of the 

CTN was naturally therefore for longer term stability, which required the 

development of regular work (educational and performance) and the 

development of key partners beyond the locality. 
 

7.32 CTN related experiences 
 
During the first year of the CTN (1998-9) Pathways re-developed their 1996 

show ‘Tandem’ working with French director, Micheline Vandepoel to explore 

the ways in which the separate language of dance and theatre might become 
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more fused, and re-staged this version on the Arts Alive Festival. This then 

informed the creation of a 30-minute film version of the piece, constructed in 

collaboration with an Oxford based film company. During this year Rowlands 

forged a new artistic relationship with Bare Essentials, a fellow CTN company, 

and began work on their new show, ‘Misfit’. 

 

In year 2 ‘Misfit’, was staged in the Arts Alive Festival 1999. Its success lead 

to the continuance of Rowlands’ relationship with the company as director. 

Pathways also created its own new piece, ‘Baggage’ which was performed at 

Warwick Arts Centre as part of the 1999 Coventry Arts Alive festival.  

Towards the end of this year Rowlands was given an opportunity for director 

training as she observed the work of Debbie Isitt during development weeks 

of 101 Dalmatians.   

 

Bare Essentials’ new piece ‘ Forgotten Truths’, directed by Rowlands, was 

staged at the 2000 Arts Alive. Although an anticipated opportunity to continue 

her director training was not realised, Rowlands had some opportunity to see 

the auditioning and initial work of Pawel Szkotak, director of Teatr Biuro 

Podrozy working on the Millennium Mysteries with a mixed Polish and English 

cast. Rowlands also directed a Belgrade Youth Theatre show, ‘EarthTales’. 

Pathways developed theatre production of ‘Baggage’ into a video, through a 

collaboration with ‘Talking Birds’, another CTN company. The video opened a 

new aspect of the company’s education work in the health education sector. 

 
 
 

7.33 Reflections 
 
The catalogue of events reveals a number of important collaborative 

opportunities for Pathways, fostered within and outside of the CTN. Rowlands 

celebrates the opportunities, many of which have been significant to the 

developing shape of this young company and its artistic director.  A number of 

these achievements relate to the areas identified in their original development 

plan: the development of Rowland’s directorial skills, developing production 
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quality through work with designers (as on ‘Baggage’), some development of 

a business strategy for the company.  

 

Through her observation of Micheline Vandepoel and of Isitt’s direction and 

her own experience of working with Bare Essentials, Rowlands has been able 

to address her ‘quest’ for a greater  

‘harmony of …movement and language which has an emotional connection 

[which isn’t fighting with a dance aesthetic] and you are moved and engaged 

by the whole experience.’  

She has developed a new understanding of how  ‘a performer is writing as they 

are devising’ and prioritising the performer in order to find the truthful response. 

She values the organic quality of the performers in Bare Essentials who, by 

virtue of not being trained in a particular discipline, ‘are not restricted by 

…boundaries that they set themselves.’ These experiences have enabled 

Pathways to ‘question our style and where we are going and developing’. And with 

this growth has come an increase in confidence in the artists in challenging 

others and asserting their needs. 

 

 

Some difficulties in achieving all their plans have arisen due to changes in 

circumstance for each of the two key members. Rowlands is now a mother, 

Thompson has developed a greater interest in dance in education and her 

work in this respect is growing. Neither is able any longer to commit the large 

amount of time, which they historically have devoted to the company, 

unsalaried. With or without the CTN this would have been a period of re-

assessment. The priority stated in 1998 for establishing the company as a 

long-term venture two-person is in question.  

 

Rowlands asserts that ‘the CTN has been.. a huge learning curve’ but there 

remains a sense of disappointment within the company.  There is a feeling 

that the CTN has not been the support and the shift in dynamic that was 

originally anticipated. Whilst the evident growth of collaborative opportunities 

has been of huge value to Rowlands, inherited difficulties within the network 

structure have coloured these collaborations.  
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One difficulty was the history of Pathways as a student group who had been 

taught by a number of artists in the CTN companies. This relationship 

presented a particular challenge in terms of fostering equality across the 

network. This was further compounded by the fact that the company had also 

first received profile in the Arts Alive festival in 1994 with ‘Fragile’ when they 

were still students and where the collaborative relationship with the Belgrade 

had been in the form of project funding. This definition of collaboration, it was 

felt, was still largely unchanged. The company expressed concerns about ‘ the 

lack of feedback’ about their work and their perception that ‘ the nature of co-

producing with them has been just a kind of cheque’. Lack of transparency and 

poor communication were often referred to as significantly problematic 

because the work is  

‘ all … about me, everything has been about my life. .a kind of therapy [for me 

and ] for the people we work with’  

so feedback or, more significantly its absence was interpreted as a value 

judgement on their work and had fuelled the artists’ sense of vulnerability. 

These combined factors led to the company feeling patronised, unable to 

shake off the student image and alienated from the core of the CTN. They 

lacked confidence and felt unable to challenge practice in the early years and 

foster better communication before habits had become entrenched.  

Thompson, who attended early CTN meetings, had become alienated by the 

lack of choreographic opportunities and consequently had become more 

detached. 

 

Nonetheless, whilst she spoke with a cynical edge at times about unfulfilled 

promises and preferential treatment, Rowlands considered that the 

collaborative opportunities had been privileges and that on balance that ‘the 

positives definitely outweigh the negatives’ . 
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7.4 Shaskeen 
7.41  The company 
 

Shaskeen was founded in 1994 by Kathi Leahy, a second generation Irish 

woman, born and bred in Coventry, in response to the lack of representation 

of the large Irish community in Coventry theatre. The company works in 

collaboration with the Irish community to develop Irish arts and produce live 

events. Shaskeen’s range of work includes theatre, new writing, dance and 

large –scale events and takes place in a range of forums. Leahy is 

Shaskeen’s artistic director and its sole consistent company member.  

 

The company runs three strands which operate independently and 

collaboratively. In its professional work, with its youth group, St Finbarr’s 

Youth Arts and its adult community group, Seanchara, Shaskeen celebrates 

and challenges the cultures of first, second and third generation Irish 

communities, building bridges between the different generations and placing 

women at the centre of the work. The company work develops from research 

into both Irish history and the local histories of the Coventry Irish community. 

It draws upon the art forms, skills and expertise of the living Irish culture 

(dance, music and storytelling) and shapes them in a theatrical context.  

 

Shaskeen is concerned with access: with community and audience 

involvement on a large scale. It is committed both to locally researched, 

developed and staged performance work, where theatre happens in non-

theatre venues and gives a voice to the Irish and especially Irish woman. It is 

also concerned with a larger sense of community where large numbers of 

people come together in a participatory context to celebrate and appreciate 

through theatre.  

 

Company aspirations for the CTN years included a carnival event which might 

combine common experience of the community involvement typical of large 

scale processions such as the St Patrick’s day pageant with raising the level 

of artistic quality. Collaboration with MacNas was planned for this express 
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purpose. Her vision was of a ‘massive event  ..where loads of people can be 

involved … there are so many people with talents and skills’. A second 

development area was directing in the larger scale. Development needs 

identified the need for the company to decide its core business as Kathi was 

becoming overstretched and unable to develop all strands of her work as a 

one woman organisation.                                                           

 

During the CTN years, Kathi Leahy’s work as a director and facilitator has 

developed. St Finbarrs Youth Arts continues and whilst Kathi remains 

consultant and works with the group, others now lead and the group has 

developed its own momentum. Seanchara, the community outreach group, 

has begun work with other community groups such as Shysters. Kathi has 

had to focus more time on her work as an increasingly successful director, 

both with and outside of the Irish community. Within the lifespan of the CTN 

she has undertaken the direction of three large-scale productions, one of 

which has been an Irish community event, but where community involvement 

has been a common characteristic. This year she will direct a large outdoor 

event, a collaborative piece between the Belgrade and MacNas, Ireland’s 

largest community theatre group. 

 

 

7.42  CTN related experiences 
 

CTN funding has enabled the company to rent office space in the AEU and 

develop an administrative company base located amongst other artists and 

neighbouring the Belgrade. With one exception, CTN funding has not been 

budgeted for Shaskeen’s work, but has been both a lever for obtaining other 

funding sources. 

 

The first project involving CTN funding was ‘The Wedding’, staged in May 

1998. This was the first large-scale collaboration between the Belgrade and 

Shaskeen and involved the Irish community, and Irish women especially, as 

performers alongside professional actors, performing on the main stage. The 

project also went through a ‘Writing House’ week with Theatre Absolute. 
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In June of the same year Shaskeen also staged ‘Banshees’, a work in 

progress, performed by a professional cast, set in Tir Ma mBan, a mythical 

land of Irish women cast out of men’s history books. The piece explored how 

the women’s apparent madness is borne of the horror of the way they have 

been treated and forced to live their lives. This was an Arts Alive co-

production. 

 

In 1999 St Finbarrs staged ‘Children of Lir’ and Seanchara staged ‘Celtica’ 

(March) and ‘Travelling Past’ (October) each in local, non-theatre venues. 

Shaskeen worked on script development of ‘Maisie’s Boots’ a project in 

development. CTN profile enabled Leahy to lever funding from the Irish 

foundation to fund the artists input to this community work.  

 

In 2000 Shaskeen undertook three projects. The first, ‘Sceal Mor – Maha 

Katha’ was a co-production with Chitraleka and Co. and involved the Belgrade 

as partners. The performance was staged as part of Arts Alive in July 2000. 

The second, ‘Craic on the Road’ was a co-production with Open Theatre 

company and involved St Finbarrs Youth Arts and Seanchara, in partnership 

with the Belgrade. The third was Carnival 2000, a large-scale city event in 

association with MacNas and in partnership with Coventry Irish festival.  

 

 

 
7.43    Reflections 

 
Although most of Shaskeen’s work during the CTN years has not been 

directly funded by the A4E bid, the experiment has given the company 

‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu 1993) – not least as a result of collaborative work 

with the Belgrade, developing Leahy’s existing experience, on a larger scale. 

Seanchara’s activities and St Finbarr’s youth arts have been project funded, 

precisely because the company was recognised as a result of its involvement 

and achievement through the CTN project. Leahy asserts that, apart from 

‘The Wedding’ which was funded, Sceal Mor and Craic on the Road would 

also not have happened without the CTN – again because the profile with 
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those partners and funders for the projects would not have been significant 

enough to warrant the ‘risk’. 

 

But it is not the money which Leahy mentions when discussing the value of 

the experiment to her company. It is all the other factors which have combined 

to facilitate a clearer understanding of her own artistic direction and informed 

her growth of self-belief as an artist. Leahy talks of the importance of 

engaging with other companies, feeling less isolated, of the real value of 

having longer development time on projects, of being encouraged to think 

further ahead, to understand others’ work and how this has informed her own. 

She feels that her work is now taken seriously. The legacy of being an Irish 

immigrant, with working class roots have made that a difficult journey and one 

that continues. However she is clear that without this opportunity she would 

not have been able to sustain all the work she was engaged in, nor grow in 

the ways and to the extent that she has. The CTN experiment has enabled 

Leahy to focus upon her own growth and move beyond the debilitating 

competitive attitude towards other artists which generates self-doubt. She 

considers that the companies ‘have been forced to engage .. in a way that artists 

rarely do’ and thereby to foster a fuller understanding of others artistic practice 

as well as their own and that this has been a healthy growing process – for 

her at least. The issue of the constant pressure to fundraise has not been 

alleviated however and remains. 

 

‘The Wedding’ has been a significant kickstart to this process. Having staged 

the play first in 1996 as a studio piece where the audience were framed as 

wedding guests and drawn into the event, the vision of both Shaskeen and 

the Belgrade for 1998 was to reconceive it for a large cast performing on the 

main stage. The piece was a community ‘owned’ project having been 

developed through devising workshops and then scripted capturing the voices 

of the real life experiences of the Irish community. The risk was that the 

dynamic of being present at a ‘lived’ and ‘owned’ community event where 

proximity bred intimacy would be lost on the large scale. Of course the event 

was different, and no longer an intimate affair, but the ownership was simply 

on a larger scale, drawing in a large Irish audience many of whom had not 
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previously attended the theatre, still generating a strong relationship with the 

audience.  

 

The CTN also marks a new development in both Leahy’s and the Belgrade’s 

practice: where community performers have been valued for their own skills 

and voice alongside professionals such that a shared respect has grown and 

informs future partnerships. Like Hytch, Leahy is not an artist for hierarchy. 

Her passion is for access, for as many as possible, to significant arts 

experiences, for the development of arts communities and for self expression 

through such events: participatory and witnessed. It is in this light that Leahy 

has developed her directorial work, both in popular productions such as The 

Twits and in special events such as The Mysteries’ where she directed one of 

the community plays and the Carnival where she celebrates the making and 
‘sharing things with other people .. something that has a significance to you .. 

passing it on’. In each there is a need to develop a mixed community of actors: 

young and old, trained and untrained where there is an exchange and 

collaborative learning of skills rather than a master- pupil learning process. 

Professional actors ‘have to adapt .. so its more like a sharing. Its about still going 

for strong standards of quality .. but its also about opening the work out .. knocking 

down the mystery.. saying that something should be for our community, not just for 

the elitist few’. It is here that Leahy seeks to make a mark. She talks about her 

desire to ‘stay with a very positive commitment to this vision’ and to ‘gradually 

change it’, for example demanding equal financial support for young people’s 

work as for adult classical theatre. She is clear that collaborative practice, 

where ‘all the time it’s about learning off each other’ has been at the core of her 

growth and success – exactly the vision of the CTN experiment. She 

attributes her success to not simply introducing a different way of working but 

‘taking people with you ..[enabling them] to learn about why. ..You have to inspire 

them ..Its to do with communication and sharing and actually allowing people in … 

the more open you get the less you think about being judged’, which may on some 

projects require longer development time than the experiment has allowed – ‘ 

101 Dalmatians’ she suggests is a case in point. 
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The significant development for Leahy has been the perceived and actual 

growth within and beyond an earlier definition of herself as an Irish community 

artist. At the close of the CTN, there were no more Shaskeen projects, but a 

managed ongoing development for St Finbarrs and opportunities through 

projects and project funding for Seanchara. Leahy has become an 

accomplished director working both with the Irish community and outwards 

‘connecting with other communities’. For her the collaborations and 

developments with the Belgrade have been a fortunate ‘marrying that’s helped 

me artistically to develop’. She is aware that the experiment has not necessarily 

revealed the same shared values or complementary interests for all 

companies and all projects - ‘all the time its about learning and failing’. But that 

failure in terms of collaboration has also generated huge learning; that 

networking between the independent companies has also been a significant 

achievement of the experiment. As she says, ‘I would not have sustained the 

work, the level of commitment, and been able to develop in this way without the 

CTN’.   

 
 
 
 

7.5 Snarling Beasties 
7.5.1 The company 

 
Snarling Beasties is perhaps the best known of all of the CTN companies, and 

came to the experiment with a national and growing international profile for 

challenging live theatre which combines new writing with a physical 

performance style of great emotional power. Debbie Isitt herself is 

acknowledged as a writer and director of considerable talent. 

 

The company achieved huge and early success on the small-scale touring 

circuit and did so as a commercial rather than a funded company. Operating 

as a two-person company gave the company complete control over the artistic 

direction and the promotion and presentation of their work. But success 

(Perrier Award, Independent Award, Time Out Award) generated ACE / WMA 

interest, eventually prompting a move to the middle scale. Although 

successful in terms of audience attendance figures, middle-scale touring was 
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frustrating for the company’s artistic development, due to the need to engage 

with promoters and administrators who did not understand the company’s 

work and the financial strain of having to cast ‘named’ actors.  

 

At the beginning of the CTN Snarling Beasties was concerned to develop its 

work in ways which avoided a repeat of the difficult middle-scale experience 

enabling the company to retain control of its existing and developing artistic 

vision. The company was already engaged in film work, having produced a 

short film and undertaken development work for longer films. Funding 

relationships for were in development. The concerns of the company lay in 

three areas. Firstly was the need to train a pool of actors with commitment to 

and expertise in Snarling Beasties’ performance style. The middle scale 

experience had convinced Isitt that she could not in the standard rehearsal 

time frame, extend her small-scale two/three hander performance style with 

core company members to a large scale without such a developmental 

process. Secondly, the company was interested to sustain and develop its 

growing interest in film as a new performance medium, to work collaboratively 

with a film production team. Thirdly the company was interested was to find 

new ways to use non-standard venues, spectacle, film and their own style of 

physical performance to attract new audiences for theatre.  

 

Isitt was seen, by some engaged with the CTN, as the potential champion for 

the arts that the city needed. As an articulate artist with strong visions, who 

was concerned to break down the barriers between in performance forms, to 

challenge expected behaviours from performers, she was potentially the most 

risky and exciting of the artists involved in the experiment. 

 

 
7.52 CTN related experiences 
 

The CTN experiment offered an opportunity for Snarling Beasties to address 

each of its identified needs, mainly, although not exclusively through the 

collaborative staging of ‘101 Dalmatians’. The idea for the project had been in 

development for a while – Isitt had been commissioned by the Belgrade to 
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write a script, a year before the CTN, and had undertaken some research and 

development workshops with actors and with Ludus dance company as part 

of this process. The CTN enabled Isitt to realise an experiment which 

embraced all three of its developmental aspirations, detailed above. 

Collaboration with the Belgrade offered an opportunity for Isitt to build her 

directorial profile and she entered the experiment optimistic that ‘you can keep 

your autonomy and independence and form an alliance’ because she had 

experience also of simply being the director in a theatre where she was 

‘playing by other people’s rules’. She recognised that it took time for trust to 

develop and celebrated the support and investment offered by the Belgrade.  

 
In the first year of the CTN Snarling Beasties undertook developmental 

training with actors which fed into the production of its first feature-length film, 

‘Nasty Neighbours’. This was a first opportunity for the company to train a 

company in its own style prior to rehearsal.  

 

‘101 Dalmatians’ was a core CTN project and happened towards the end of 

the second year of the experiment. It involved two performers from Triangle 

and one from Talking Birds (both CTN companies), two who had worked with 

Snarling Beasties before, two from Scarabeus, a multi-disciplinary 

performance company, trained in various European experimental and physical 

traditions and skilled in acrobatics, circus, abseiling and trapeze work acrobat, 

and two others who had been auditioned through a development week in the 

early stages of rehearsal. The project sought to engage all Belgrade staff in a 

different process of making theatre work to that which they typically 

experienced, where roles and responsibilities were known and to propose 

new ways of working across technical and artistic teams. It was anticipated as 

a challenging project because of the different motivations and perspectives of 

all involved.  

 
 

7.53 Reflections 
 
 
Isitt concedes that the CTN had some benefits for Snarling Beasties. She 

wonders whether she would have been able to realise the film ‘Nasty 
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Neighbours’ without the developmental actor-training time that the CTN 

funding bought her. The film has earned some international acclaim and also 

been significant in her leverage of Creative Opportunities funding to co-found 

‘Her Films’ – a female film production company. Both this and the workshop 

period with actors on ‘101 Dalmatians’ were ‘invaluable’.  She talks also of the 

‘sense of belonging to a community of artists – that’s been very positive’ for an artist 

who is typically ‘very isolated .. or you feel very isolated .. its enriching listening to 

other peoples’ stories’. 

 

Isitt is appreciative of the huge investment and opportunity of being able to 

realise a Snarling Beasties, mixed media, large-scale, almost site specific 

‘101 Dalmatians’ which she describes as ‘a fantastic experience. I think it was a 

really exciting adventure to go on and certainly inspired me to think of a new way of 

making my work, so the actual process and events was a great experience.’  

 

But the process has also been painful. Isitt considers the opportunity to have 

been ‘ wasted by a theatre that feared change’. In her view the management 

team at the Belgrade did not embrace the disturbance that they had invited in, 

instead they struggled to accept Isitt’s artistic vision, clashing on on all key 

issues: marketing, press, technical facilitation and working method. Isitt 

considers that they undermined the project by not showing leadership to their 

staff.  Isitt recalls that 

‘The terms of the CTN agreement were strictly for me to work with a pool of actors 

[but] that developmental time became completely overshadowed by the task of 

‘’enthusing’’ reluctant Belgrade staff to ‘’join in’’ with the spirit of the production.’ 

Given the time she gave to informing technical staff and persuading them of 

her vision for the piece during the pre-production stage, and the difficulty she 

experienced in communicating that effectively, she believes that the 

expectation of what she might achieve by this process alone was too great.  

 

Isitt was conscious of a disparity in commitment between independent artists 

contracted for the show and Belgrade staff. She anticipated a more 

interventionist role by Belgrade management in the process of engaging their 
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staff in her way of making theatre. Attention was needed to create a ‘synergy 

between theatre staff and Snarling Beasties company’.  

 

A particular tension for Isitt was the disparity between actors and technical 

staff in terms of support given by Belgrade management and in terms of pay. 

When the controversy of the production first occurred, Isitt felt that the 

Belgrade ought to have spoken to the actors and showed solidarity and 

support for the show as a collaborative project instead of ‘turning their backs’. 

She also resents the overtime bills chalked up by Belgrade staff and which 

were paid for from the project budget whilst actors did overtime for no pay. 

This overspent reduced the research and development possible for the 

company in the final year of CTN. Isitt questions the real scope for innovation 

and collaboration with independent artists in a theatre structure where 

practice is defined by salary and relatively singular job descriptions. In this 

respect her views connect with Boyden’s suggestion that in the future:  

‘ It may be that larger theatres, like the regional contract orchestras, will need 

to accept a more fluid structure of short-term or part-time contracts with a 

range of creative practitioners’. Boyden 2000 p.27 

 
 
At the heart of her responses is Isitt’s frustration that ‘there was no co-

production contract’ which given the cultural differences of the two production 

companies, was significant. It meant that assumptions and expectations went 

unchallenged, that there was no process of articulating and forming an agreed 

view on particular issues, such as target audience and related marketing 

strategy and roles of each partner in managing and liasing with technicians 

and performers.  Isitt felt for example that she needed her total focus upon 

making the work and that she was at time compromised and unsupported by 

the Belgrade by other demands. She felt that the risk of the project was not 

shared between partners and that she was left ‘drained and with no financial 

resources to continue Snarling Beasties work’. 
 

Despite the difficulties Isitt is interested in future collaborations, encouraged 

by the interest of Belgrade staff, expressed at the evaluation, in having 
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another go at this kind of working method. Nonetheless no overtures have yet 

been made by the theatre to build upon the lessons learned.  

 

Isitt reflects that the imbalance of power remains a significant concern for her 

in collaboration as an independent company with the Belgrade. She considers 

that the needs of the artists in independent companies have had 

proportionately less attention through the experiment and wonders whether 

the CTN has been ‘asking the right questions about what they [artists in 

independent companies] want’. She cites some of the companies on the edge of 

the experiment, such as Pathways and Triangle and suggests that there was 

scope for the CTN experience to have developed them more. She suggests 

that had the agenda for the CTN experiment  might have included work share 

/ lecture demonstrations opportunities to communicate about their work to the 

network. This might have ‘offer[ed] a context for people’s work and I think if you 

know the context ..it helps you embrace it.’  

 
 
 
 
 

7.6 Talking Birds 
 

7.6.1 The company 
 
Talking Birds is an enigmatic company to describe in any succinct way. They 

resist descriptions of themselves as ‘an innovative multi-media company’, 

although it is precisely this which has them a reputation in the region and 

nationally and which has informed the strong funding record they have with 

West Midlands Arts, the Arts Council and the Belgrade.  

 

At the beginning of the CTN period Talking Birds’ activity comprised small-

scale theatre touring, production of film shorts and cutting edge mixed media 

presentations. Their experience of working with administrative support to 

manage small-scale touring had not been positive and had stimulated a 

review of the company. The decision was made for the company to continue 
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as a core of three Coventry based members with the remaining three actors 

collaborating on particular projects.  

 

The company entered the CTN with particular new interests. One was the 

development of a web site, both as a marketing tool and as a new arts 

activity. The second was the desire to move towards working in non-traditional 

performance venues, looking for opportunities for collaborative large scale 

site-specific cross-art projects, combining projection and live performance, 

with the support of a larger organisation like the Belgrade.  A third was the 

desire for an office space rather than working out of home. 

 

Individual development priorities such as Nisbet’s desire for research and 

development opportunities in composition and sound technology and Walker’s 

in performance and directing were seen to inform both individual and 

company developments. This is a characteristic of the way the company has 

evolved and develops: each collaborates with and pursues work in their own 

apparent discipline or current interest: typically Vaughan in design, Walker in 

performance or writing and Nisbet in music composition or video. This work 

however also informs the collaborative projects of the company such that 

collaborators are constantly informing the practice of the company. The 

dynamic of the company then is a responsive one where there is a constant 

flow of independent and combined projects.  

 

There are characteristics which are identifiable in their company performance 

work – ‘an interest in individuals in the margins of keeping hold of things.. people at 

the brink… at the limit emotionally… and examining the very tension of [that breaking 

point]’. The particular context of any of their performance works allows for 

fantasy life and for the same kind of connection and separation of characters 

– a characteristic which is reflected in the working dynamic of the company. 

But they are not a company driven by a particular performance tradition as 

they are, unashamedly, not ‘schooled’ performers but ones who have 

collected training experiences in an eclectic fashion, using and discarding 

stimuli and working processes within a democratic working practice.  They 
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argue that their ‘funding record reflects an interest in .. crossing new art forms, 

occasionally looking for collaborations with different sorts of people.’ 

 

 
 

7.6.2 CTN related experiences 
 
In typical Talking Birds style, it is difficult to be clear about quite what role the 

CTN has played for the company. Clearly some initiatives drew upon CTN 

funding: the development of a website in the first year for example and the 

growth of web-based performance related projects such as that related to the 

‘Black Box’ performance in year 2 and continuing still. 

 

It is possible to argue that Talking Birds more easily assimilated the 

collaborative opportunities offered by the CTN than some other companies 

because of their responsive and democratic working method which ‘allows for 

the impact of the unexpected’, rather than pursuing a particular artistic vision. As 

Nick Walker suggests ‘we respond to the whole collaborative methodology’. CTN 

could be construed simply as a more intense extension of the company’s 

existing processes of collaborative practice. The network provided both 

collaborative partners and the funding to realise them. Talking Birds are the 

only CTN company to have worked with all the CTN companies during the 

three year period. Vaughan and Nisbet worked with Triangle offering design 

and music composition for Tallyman. Walker performed with both Triangle 

actors and under the direction of Debbie Isitt of Snarling Beasties in 

‘101Dalmatians’. Vaughan and Nisbet have produced promotional and 

training videos with Theatre Absolute, Pathways, Bare Essentials and 

Shysters (Belgrade). Walker has performed in ‘Fantastic Mr Fox’, under the 

direction of Kathi Leahy, Shaskeen and the whole company have worked with 

the Belgrade on co-productions for Arts Alive in 1998 (Smoke, Mirrors and the 

art of Escaplogy) in 1999 (BlackBox) and in 2000 (Persistence of Vision) in 

addition to other smaller projects. 
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Certainly this wealth of collaborative project work has addressed many of the 

developmental interests of the company and would not have been possible 

without the funding of such a network. 

 

 
7.6.3 Reflections 

 
It is without doubt that the CTN years have been productive and valuable 

years that have enabled all three artists, as a company and independently to 

realise new development plans. However the company cannot easily identify 

its effects. They speak of the experience as ‘a more intense and accelerated 

process’, that ‘set off, perhaps, a more significant set of opportunities’. The major 

difference for them was of being ‘more creatively comfortable’ an echo of 

Boyden’s ‘defended space’ – that new developments were possible because 

funds were available for research and development and collaboration.  

 

The experience has also enabled the company to realise its own direction 

more. In part this was due to the mechanism of meeting with the project 

facilitator, Viv Freakley which ‘forced us to sit down and talk about what we were 

doing’. It was also the living through of separate collaborations and making 

company work where the dynamic of individual artist work fed company 

development that has been important. Company members spoke of the 

different ways in which they had collaborated: in response to a director’s 

vision, to offer a new element to an existing piece or, as a collaborator right 

from the outset of a process and that such experiences were always new and 

negotiated. By comparison, with company projects, they valued working within 

a known democratic cross-arts process, with partners whose practice they 

knew and with whom they might craft and develop in an different way, rather 

than have always to re-negotiate the process with new collaborators.  

 

The company spoke of their activity at the end of the CTN period much more 

as a production company engaged in a variety of kinds of activity rather than a 

small-scale theatre company. They saw their role pragmatically as a social 

responsibility ‘to be interesting.. useful .. to stimulate .. or surprise now and then’ 
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and that their task was to be open to new ways in which they might do so, not 

to be restricted by a view of themselves as ‘a theatre company’ for example, 

or as ‘multi-media artists’. Interestingly in the light of the Creative Cities 

Initiative, cited in section 2 (Landry), the company spoke of an interest in 

functional art, in town design for example, ‘where you don’t have to be an artist or 

a scientist but you can completely cross it.. that’s quite essential to us because we’re 

not theatre trained’.   

 

The company express a ‘healthy’ and ‘pragmatic’ view of the CTN which 

doesn’t ‘owe us anything’ but as ‘certain structures that allow us to do certain 

things.’  Nonetheless they were aware of resisting some of the aspects which 

they found difficult, typically the dynamic and nature of Big Meeting Days 

where they were aware of ‘a weird hierarchy about who deserves to say what’ and 

a sense others had of the CTN as ‘this [threatening] thing’. Whilst they 

considered the information from companies was ‘stimulating and very useful’, 

but that the dynamic of the Big Meeting Days was diluted by a constant desire 

to accommodate common ground which led to ‘nebulous’ discussion and 

missed the opportunity to use it as a forum for ‘passionate theoretical debate’ 

about practice where people’s artistic voices were articulated and challenged.  

 

 

 

7.7 Theatre Absolute 
7.7.1 The company 

 
Theatre Absolute was formed in 1992 as a company concerned with 

producing and touring work based on new writing. Its co-founder, Chris 

O’Connell is himself a writer, but the company has also always had an interest 

in facilitating exploration and understanding of the processes and choices 

which inform the process of writing and realising script for the stage, for other 

writers, directors and actors. They describe the kind of work they are 

interested in as ‘something which addresses contemporary issues in a directly 

contemporary way’. The company’s artistic policy states that its purpose is ‘to 
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be a point of contact for young and burgeoning talent, whether they be writers, actors 

directors [or] designers who can learn and develop their craft whilst working with the 

company.’ In the years before the CTN, this has been the company’s focal 

activity which led to the idea of ‘The Writing House’,  ‘a service for writers which 

will nurture the creation and development of new plays’.  

 

‘The Writing House’ was a key element of the CTN bid, a collaboration 

between the Belgrade and Theatre Absolute.  The proposal and vision grew 

out of a long-standing relationship between the two partners and addressed 

developmental priorities for both.  

 

Theatre Absolute operate in a variety of ways: as a production company for 

small-scale theatre touring; as writer’s laboratory - through ‘The Writing 

House’; as a writer’s agency, brokering relationships between individual 

writers and commissioning agencies/ theatres; as a developmental agency 

raising the profile of new writing. In addition both partners undertake drama-

based education, Youth theatre and community projects.  

 

At the beginning of the CTN, the company had some clear objectives for 

individual and shared areas of development. One frustration they had 

expressed earlier on was being ‘able to articulate really what it is that we do 

succinctly’. Whilst they felt they knew instinctively which actors or writers were 

right for them, it was difficult to define that and that in turn had an impact upon 

their profile and their ability to attract appropriate collaborators (writers, 

directors and actors).  The development of an articulated artistic vision was 

one of the challenges they gave themselves during the CTN period. Chris also 

identified a need to develop directing skills and Julia producing and 

administrative skills – both of which would inform their common goals to 

develop the artistic vision of the company outlined above.   

 
 

7.7.2 CTN related experiences 
 
The CTN has given Theatre Absolute an opportunity to realise ‘The Writing 

House’ over a three year period, thus facilitating ten Writing House workshop 
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weeks, some selected by the Belgrade, some by Theatre Absolute. This was 

indeed a ‘defended space’ in which artistic work and skills might be fostered 

and longer term artistic success be developed. For actors, directors and 

writers, this was a training ground in which processes, collaborations and 

scripts might be nurtured. 

Partnership with the Belgrade through this collaborative project has also given 

the company rehearsal space for each of the Writing Houses and enabled the 

company to use its own finance to rent office space in the AEU buildings 

neighbouring the Belgrade. 

Year 1 

• February 1998 -The Belgrade Theatre ran a Writing House for ‘The 

Wedding’ by Kathi Leahy. 

• June 1998 - Theatre Absolute ran a Writing House for 'Concerto for 

The Vital Voice' by Louise Ramsden 

• July 1998 - The Belgrade Theatre ran a Writing House workshop of 

'Phil and Jill and Jill and Phil' by Alex Jones. (Premiered April 1999) 

• September 1998 -The Belgrade Theatre ran a Writing House 

workshop of 'Cool Water Murder' by Chris O'Connell. (Premiered at 

the Belgrade, June 1999). 

• October 1998 - Theatre Absolute ran a Writing House workshop of 

'Secret Sister' by Chris O'Connell,  

• February 1999 - The Belgrade Theatre ran a second Writing House 

workshop of 'Cool Water Murder'. 

Year 2 

• March 1999 - Theatre Absolute ran a Writing House workshop of 'Car' 

by Chris O'Connell. (Premiered as a co-production at the Belgrade 

Theatre in June 1999; Won Fringe First at Edinburgh Festival 1999 

and Time Out award 1999; has since toured nationally and 

internationally -  to Germany, France, Ireland and Estonia). 

• March 1999 - The Belgrade Theatre ran a Writing House workshop of 

'Big Nose' by Kwame Kwei Armah and Chris Monks. The play 

premieres at the Belgrade Theatre in May 1999. 
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• March 2000 - The Belgrade Theatre ran a Writing House workshop of 

'Three Minute Heroes' by Bob Eaton. The play premiered at the 

Belgrade in Autumn 2000 to great success and is scheduled for a 

second run in Spring 2001. 

Year 3 

• March 2000 - Theatre Absolute ran a Writing House workshop of 'The 

Hen House' by Kaite O'Reilly. 

• October 2000 - Theatre Absolute ran a Writing House workshop of 

'Raw' by Chris O'Connell. (Premiered at Belgrade as a co-production 

with the Belgrade Theatre and Pleasance Theatre, London in July 

2001; Won Fringe First at Edinburgh 2001) 
 

 

7.7.3 Reflections 
 

Theatre Absolute ‘hit the ground running’ (Kingsley) with ‘The Writing House’. 

They already had experience of running workshops to support writers and 

directors and had ‘always had this kind of vision’ of ‘a laboratory type’ Writing 

House. The CTN ‘just came at the right time for us’ and enabled the company to 

‘ begin to work in a much more consistent way in developing our relationship with 

writers’ and ‘be proactive rather than reactive’.  

 

At the outset, O’Connell had expressed a view of the kind of partners he 

sought. He talked, for example, of actors who emit a ‘kind of vibrancy’ who had 

a readiness to experiment, to collaborate rather than simply be directed. The 

company had experienced difficulty in finding such people. The effect of the 

CTN funding for the Writing House meant that there was funding for ‘Equity 

fees, subsistence and accommodation for a whole week’ which was the kind of 

‘pulling power’ that meant they could reach actors ‘of a superior quality’ and 

entice actors who might be interested in such developmental work, but who 

could not afford to engage in it on a pittance. 
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Working more collaboratively through the Writing House has also had an 

impact upon the way in which Theatre Absolute work. O’Connell  talks of 

having ‘learnt to spread the creative cost a bit more across the other people’ by 

engaging collaborators right from the start, so Mark Babych, the director of 

O’Connell’s ‘Raw’ was involved right from the first research and development 

Writing House and together he and O’Connell  were able to find out ‘the pacing 

of it .. the world of it .. the pitch that people lived at’  which informed the whole 

process of casting, rehearsing and producing – of engaging other 

collaborators. They summarise this effect, which the CTN experience has 

facilitated in the important sentence, ‘Creatively, we’re not isolated like we used to 

be before’ – a sentiment echoed by a number of the companies. 

 

O’Connell suggests that Theatre Absolute and the Belgrade have a ‘definite 

connection’, that ‘we are of a like mind’. Each partner has a commitment to a 

view of ‘art having [an] influence on people’s lives and helping them to understand a 

meaning, to look at the expression of their lives.’ Perhaps there is some 

significance in the backgrounds of O’Connell who has worked with the 

probation service in Coventry and Hytch who has worked with unemployed 

and ‘misfits’ in her community work in Worcester. In addition to the values 

shared and known by each partner before the CTN, the mechanisms of the 

Writing House have increased the need for the partners to dialogue and 

engage directly on a regular basis, about scripts which have been sent in or 

elicited, about actors and directors which might be engaged. This has ensured 

on-going communication through which values and views are explicitly shared 

and these factors have been significant in the success of the collaboration.  

 

The impact of the collaboration upon each partner is tangible. Theatre 

Absolute talk of the Writing House prompting   

‘the Belgrade begin to consider how it develops new work ….We’ve been 

able to develop the sort of dialogue [where we can suggest or question] … 

even though we don’t have any effect on Belgrade policy’. 
With the CTN what we feel its done is made them realise that you have to 

take more time with writers. You can’t just get to the point of commissioning 

somebody and then find out the problems that that has along the way.. 
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They’ve had to take a few steps back and think ‘’Yeah we do need to develop 

work slower, we do need to have a longer plan time on a new piece of work’’.  

But the way in which this has been achieved is significant too. Negus talks of 

the process as a gentle persistence, that ‘gradually there’s been more 

commitment on both sides’. O’Connell is sympathetic to the schedule the 

Belgrade operates to and that ‘its harder for them to work more slowly’. The 

staging in 1998, the first year of the CTN, of O’Connell’s ‘Cool Water Murder’ 

at the Belgrade marked the first cross over between two companies through 

the Writing House as the piece was staged as a main house piece but as a 

production with the values of Theatre Absolute. Since that time the culture has 

grown and begun to ‘trickle down through the Belgrade’. Theatre Absolute talk 

with delight about the change of ethos in the Belgrade.  

‘Now we’ve got people throughout the theatre reading new scripts and 

commenting upon them’, that they no longer have the old view that ‘new 

writing is …quirky stuff … that happens in the Summer Arts Alive’’ ‘.   

 

For both partners the value of the Writing House lies in its experimental frame, 

without a prerequisite product. Negus suggests that, ‘even if you were given the 

money to rehearse for six weeks I don’t think you’d discover the same things, 

because you start with the script straight away’. O’Connell and Negus are at pains 

to emphasise that a ‘Writing House’ does not give a guarantee of success - it 

is a ‘tool’, through which  

‘you eliminate as many risks as you can to take the pressure off.. so that 

when it goes on stage it will feel as if it has had chance to breathe - that its 

been explored’.  

Whilst they assert that  

‘there’s no winning formula, each one has different objectives .. [and] even 

though every Writing House will be different in its detail’,  

the CTN experience has also enabled then to ‘begin to develop a blueprint.’   

Their experiences with ‘Car’ and ‘Raw’ especially have been significant. The 

research and development period may involve more than one Writing House, 

but even after premiere, where there is a test from audience reaction, there is 

a need to re-work a play before it goes out again, to create  
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‘that quality feel [which is not just ] high production values, but a feel that 

there’s been a real investment there .. in terms of people’s time and thought, 

not just financial’.   

Both plays ‘Car’ and ‘Raw’ have earned the company ‘Fringe Firsts’ at 

Edinburgh, ‘Car’ also receiving a Time Out Award and this acclaim has lead to 

subsequent tours, nationally and internationally. Next year Theatre Absolute 

will produce ‘Kid’ the last in O’Connell’s trilogy and the company already has a  

contract to publish all three, with Oberon. These are amongst some of the 

best achievements they could have hoped for the company development and 

the Writing House has been significant in this.  

 

The company has developed a much clearer artistic policy.  

‘Having the Writing House has made us come to decisions about the style of 

our company, from having that time to play and push through ‘Car’ – its honed 

it for us’.  

And this in turn has affected the company profile. 

‘The three years have given us the security, not just financial but also the 

confidence to be able to say we are valid and a this is a valid product so 

support it .. we didn’t even have a reputation or a history before and now we 

have.’  

The consequence of profile has been a successful RALP 2 bid for a second 

phase of the Writing House and a position as Key Regional Organisation 

clients with West Midlands Art. They are hopeful for ‘some longer term vision’, 

yet are disappointed in the lack of it in Coventry. They have also extended 

their partners to include BBC radio 4 embracing writers for radio into the 

Writing House and with the longer term aim of including writers for TV and, 

with the Belgrade to begin to nurture young writers.  

 

Whilst the objective of seeking out new writers was not achieved within the 

life-time of the CTN it has become a focus for phase two of the Writing House 

and in 2003 a writer in residence is planned to work with company.  

 

Negus has achieved huge success in her development as a producer and 

administrator. Additionally she has developed a new skill and also been 
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instrumental in the continued life of a theatre network in Coventry through 

mentoring a younger company ‘Highly Sprung’. 

 

 

 

7.8 Triangle 

7.8.1 The company 
 

Triangle was founded in 1988 by Carran Waterfield. For the first ten years of 

its existence, Waterfield created solo performance work, developing, through 

her training with Odin Teatret her own form of ritual-physical theatre: a multi-

disciplinary, performer centred style which refuses a simple narrative line. Her 

work is researched and developed painstakingly over a long period of time 

drawing upon the lives and stories of people known to the artists and upon 

their cultural, historical or mythical counterparts. Waterfield has achieved 

regional, national and international acclaim. Her main collaborator during this 

time was director Ian Cameron, a visual artist as much as a performer, but 

she also sought out training opportunities with other artists. Throughout this 

time she also directed Bare Essentials Youth Theatre Group and worked with 

educational groups developing a strong regional reputation for the quality of 

her education work.  

 

By 1998 Waterfield, in part in response to pressure from funders, was 

developing new collaborative relationships especially with Talbot as 

performer/co-creator and with Isitt as director, relinquishing also her close ties 

with Bare Essentials.  

The CTN marks a period of transition for the company, seeking out new 

partnerships and developing, for the first time different strands to their work. In 

the year before the CTN, the company engaged in a new line of work, 

encouraged by the offer of part commission by the Belgrade who were keen 

to develop outdoor work. Initially, called the Inside Out project, Triangle 

created a theatre tourism experiment – in which performers Waterfield and 

Talbot created two ‘outdoor’ characters who operated as arts tourists, naively 
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exploring and thereby encouraging the public to engage in and reflect upon 

the arts activities in the city centring on the Belgrade. As the project 

progressed the characters of Nina Whetstone and Frederick Bird became 

theatre ‘wannabes’, characters drawn in part from historic, part from legend 

and part from circumstantial need. In the first year of CTN Nina and Frederick 

inhabited the Belgrade Theatre window during Arts Alive eliciting and 

prompting responses from the audience to the work in performance, both 

mainstream and experimental and to themselves, performers role-playing. 

This line of work has developed, at times in collaboration with Janet Vaughan 

of Talking Birds as well as theatre staff from the Belgrade as technical back-

up throughout the three years of the experiment. 

 

Triangle describe their artistic vision:  

‘To explore the core of human existence through performance work that both 

disturbs the audience and makes connections with the lives they live’. 

There is a perception amongst some, that Nina and Frederick are the comic 

face to Triangle, albeit still concerned with human experience, with 

disturbance and connection, but that this maximises the humorous element in 

their work and is therefore more accessible. This is the line of work which has 

received most attention through the CTN. The company have struggled to 

raise the profile of their more ‘serious’ work, whilst they consider that all their 

work is driven by the same values. This tension has been a significant aspect 

of the company’s experience through CTN.  

 

 

7.8.2 CTN related experiences 

 
The CTN funding for Triangle has enabled a mix of collaborative opportunities 

with partners and addressed some particular company priorities.  

 

In the first year of the experiment Nina and Frederick developed their 

Belgrade collaboration. Following their Summer window residency during Arts 

Alive, they had a winter foyer residency during the pantomime, furthering the 
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experimental interaction with audiences. Interest from Shysters theatre group 

during this phase led to a project with the company entitled the Kingdom of 

Nina and Frederick which explored pantomime and fairytale.  

 

Following the style of the solo work, Triangle developed their 1997 production 

of, ‘Looking for the Tallyman’, a new departure for the company as its first 

two-hander performance.  Having worked with Isitt, Snarling Beasties and 

Cameron as directors on the original production with Vaughan, Talking Birds 

as designer, in 1998 they enlisted the musical skills of Nisbet, Talking Birds. 

CTN A4E money that year also paid for the marketing development of 

‘Looking for the Tallyman’ which involved the creation of a promotional video, 

and consultancy with a London based PR company. This development 

prepared the show for a national tour, Edinburgh run and London run during 

1998/99 and was supported by a grant from London Arts Board. 

 

The following year (1999)  Nina and Frederick launched their own show in Art 

Alive, which marked the beginning of a new life for the initiative outside of a 

‘theatre tourism’ experiment. Towards the end of the year, both Waterfield and 

Talbot took lead roles in ‘101 Dalmatians’ – a collaboration between Isitt and 

the Belgrade.  

 

 In the final year of CTN, Nina and Frederick developed a more researched 

piece ‘Listen to the Ocean’ which toured 28 sheltered schemes in Coventry 

and North Warwickshire. Throughout the CTN period and since the company 

has been developing documentation of its work and website development, 

although this has largely been funded in other ways. The last CTN projects 

‘Listen to the Ocean’ and the creation of a video of the Dalmatians project with 

Isitt were also part-funded by the Year of the Artist.    

 

 

 

7.8.3 Reflections  
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Triangle were one of the first partners involved in discussion meetings to seek 

additional funding from the Lottery which might be shared across companies.  

Although they had some reservations about collaboration with the Belgrade 

they recognised funders’ interest in collaboration between small-scale 

companies and a larger organisation. Consequently hey entered the 

experiment  with a positive attitude about the potential of the experiment 

which they hoped would  

‘embrace the kind of work that we do.. that we would become the life blood … 

that we would renew [the Belgrade]. ‘ 

The Dalmatians project was seen as key to this process and might, had it 

occurred earlier in the CTN, as planned, when it was possible for lessons 

learnt to have informed subsequent projects, have informed the involvement 

of Triangle in future projects such as the millennium Mysteries.  

 

Triangle recognises the artistic freedom which the A4E money has given them 

to develop both their devised performance work and their Nina and Frederick, 

invisible theatre work. The CTN has also enabled them to develop further the 

partnerships which (with the exception of that with Nisbet) were established 

prior to CTN with artists in Talking Birds and Snarling Beasties and with 

Shysters as well as with other non CTN artists. They particularly value that the 

funding has ‘nurtured the relationship with Debbie [Isitt]’ on three projects and 

funded Talbot’s performer involvement with Nina and Frederick and ‘Looking 

for the Tallyman’.  The additional performer/creator Tallbot has given stability 

to the company and an opportunity to share the administrative load carried 

individually by Waterfield prior to 1998.  

 

 

However, in Triangle’s eyes, none of their own aspirations, nor the stated 

project proposal – that ‘theatre would never be the same again’ - have been 

realised by the experiment. The ‘failure’ of ‘101 Dalmatians’ to radically affect 

the ways in which the Belgrade engaged with and made the piece is central to 

this view. Waterfield suggests that of the three core projects, the Belgrade 

and Beasties was the only unknown partnership – that there was a history of 

shared practice between the Belgrade and both Shaskeen and Theatre 
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Absolute and therefore that ‘101 Dalmatians was truly the ‘’Something Wicked’’ 

project’ that ‘they should be holding up .. as the example’.  Triangle also feel that 

their projects have not always received the level of support and profile by their 

Belgrade collaborators that they either warranted or that other CTN 

companies received. They believe this to have affected the potential of new 

experiments such as Nina and Frederick, as well as other projects which were 

not even realised during this time, such as ‘Ruby’s Slippers’ a piece written by 

Isitt and Waterfield in the year before CTN and which it was hoped a Belgrade 

collaboration would realise. Although not a CTN project, Triangle were also 

disappointed in not achieving  funding for an international millennium project, 

‘Rough Diamonds’ which, in the spirit of CTN would have involved 

collaborators from Odin Teatret, Denmark, Bare Essentials Youth Theatre, 

Snarling Beasties together with members of Pantheatre France, Equilibre in 

Wales and local Triangle contacts from the community of Coventry. 

Whilst the CTN funding enabled Triangle to move from a one-person 

company with collaborators to a two-person company for the three years of its 

existence, it has since reverted to its solo existence as Triangle, with only 

Nina and Frederick continuing as a partnership enterprise. The hoped-for 

improved stability and profile for Triangle’s devised work has not been 

realised.  

 

But it is of ‘101 Dalmatians’ that the company are most vocal as the core CTN 

event. Waterfield and Talbot were contracted as performers in a collaboration 

between Isitt of Snarling Beasties and the Belgrade theatre. Yet in practice 

there was evidently a Triangle influence upon Isitt’s practice, which had begun 

prior to CTN when the project was first conceived and Isitt had undertaken a 

workshop week with specific actors, drawing upon the skills and processes of 

Waterfield especially. Triangle complained that  

‘there wasn’t enough recognition of what our working method was 

about…[that] there was a huge investment from our company in terms of time 

and planning’.  

A tension was created because Triangle were not artistic partners in the 

written project proposal and yet their practice did inform the creative process. 

Waterfield acknowledges this point when she says,  
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‘we had to go through the back door with that show and do it in a kind of 

subversive way’.  

They felt that they were judged by inappropriate criteria, ‘like voice projection 

….classical kind of value judgements’  which were imposed upon a ’tradition and 

experience of physical theatre training.’ The implication is that the expected 

dialogue between different styles of theatre did not occur, instead the 

mainstream, dominant model was imposed. The anticipated struggle between 

different theatre forms which was, in their eyes, the heart of the CTN 

experiment, was disallowed, refused.  

 

This sentiment that, ‘we have lived with rejection by the mainstream’, is echoed 

elsewhere. At Big Meeting Days they felt conscious of their position outside ‘of 

the inner sanctum’ of companies and were ‘jealous’ and ‘angry’ about not being 

invited and encouraged to represent their practice to the network, whilst other 

companies perhaps were.  Their Nina and Frederick work, which involved 

CTN A4E funding, has not, they feel, benefited from collaborative influence. 

They speak of the influence of the Belgrade, their partners on this venture, in 

the early stages making Nina and Frederick ‘more commercial .. big ..overtly 

comical.. coloured by the identity that the marketing department wanted for Arts 

Alive’. And whilst they responded to such influence, they appear to feel that 

this was an unequal artistic relationship, with the Belgrade who challenged the 

‘creative independence’ of Nina and Frederick. They are more comfortable that 

‘they have returned to what they originally were which is much more low key ..in the 

tradition of performance arts and invisible theatre happenings’.  

 

The CTN period also marks the separation between Triangle and Bare 

Essentials, on the ‘advice’ of West Midlands Arts. Waterfield expresses 

profound disappointment about the lack of support given to Bare Essentials in 

this difficult transition. The training and marketing opportunities planned for 

Bare Essentials in the CTN proposal appeared adequate to enable the 

company to flourish, but in practice the company, whilst not completely folded 

operates with only one member from the CTN period as a much smaller 

entity.  
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Triangle fiercely defends its independence, which it considers was challenged 

by the CTN experiment. Today the company is happier with an alliance with 

the Herbert Museum and Art Gallery where they feel there is greater 

acceptance of their work and readiness by all staff to enter into a dialogue.  
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PART FOUR 

 

8. Summarising the evidence  

8.1 Achievements  

 
• The CTN experience has for all parties offered a ‘defended space’ (Boyden) 

in which new developments have occurred, that otherwise would have 

been either less developed or unrealised. It has allowed experimentation, 

which has naturally resulted in some tangible successes, and some 

apparent ‘failures’, all of which have provided important lessons and 

prompted artistic growth. This aspect of the project is without doubt and 

this alone should warrant other similar models being developed. 

 

• The experiment has also had a significant impact on the processes and 

nature of theatre-making connected to the Belgrade theatre. The work of 

a number of CTN companies is now informing year-round practice at the 

theatre. A number of the independent companies now demonstrate much 

greater versatility and the ability to operate as production companies. In 

this respect it can be claimed that ‘theatre will never be the same again’ 

(Something Wicked this way Comes – CTN proposal) 

 

• The profile of theatre in Coventry has grown regionally and nationally. 

There is a growing understanding of the value and import of the work of 

the Belgrade theatre and Coventry independent theatre companies. The 

CTN has informed the £300,000 stabilisation award for the Belgrade and 

also the success of funding applications by the independent companies 

for fixed term funding, a point endorsed by West Midlands Arts (WMA 

interview 2001) 

 

• Much of the collaborative CTN practice has already enabled the 

realisation of a number of the points cited in the Boyden report 2000 as 

aims for the next five years time, such as: 
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‘develop[ing supportive relationships between building-based production 

companies and small and middle scale touring companies ….defend[ing] 

and promot[ing] a culture of risk and innovation through which to re-

energise theatre as a contemporary form…. encourag[ing] new writing, 

new plays and new work …. access to theatre of quality which is 

produced and presented at all scales in a range of collaborative 

relationships .. extract[ing] the maximum benefit for the wider community 

from the collaborative process of making theatre.. ….develop[ing an 

active culture of participation in live theatre… nurtur[ing] existing 

audiences and develop[ing] new ones’ (pp.36-7). 

 

• For all of the companies the development of insider training opportunities, 

both through planned collaborations and through less formal structures 

has been a significant element of the experience and developed 

understanding of wider practices and processes. All companies speak of 

having a clearer sense of direction and focus through understanding their 

work in a wider context and in relation to each other.  

 

• The network has developed the artistic community in Coventry, removing 

a sense of isolation and providing a forum for support both project based 

and socially. The value and need of such a network is marked by the 

desire for other companies to join and for the network to extend and 

perpetuate itself. 

 

 

8.3 Areas for development and related recommendations 
 
• The extent to which companies express the positive qualities of the 

project appears to relate quite closely to the extent to which values are 
shared or the extent to which understanding of each other’s different 

values and practices has been prepared for. Some companies have felt 

that they have not been deemed as ‘CTN successes’ on the grounds of 

their artistic proximity to the Belgrade which has a detrimental affect on 

their self esteem. 

Recommendation:  
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Future projects might benefit from enabling a better sharing of values 

and needs, recognising that the different positions that artists take or 

are in at the time of collaboration (due to particular practice, youth or 

inexperience) may require the implementation of particular strategies or 

structures to support partners in communicating their needs and 

concerns. 

 

• The definition of collaboration has been a significant issue. This is a 

relative term, and has been open to different interpretation by different 

partners, on different projects and at different times. Greatest difficulties 

have occurred the terms of collaboration have not been openly discussed 

and debated, where equal agreement to any particular definition has been 

absent and uncontracted.  

Recommendation: 

Collaborative contracts should be discussed and agreed between 

partners in advance of any commitment to collaborate. Details such as 

the creative roles, responsibilities, evaluation and constructive 

feedback should be agreed and written, with sensitivity to the position 

especially of younger independent companies whose voice may be 

under-developed in this respect. It may be useful to involve facilitators 

in such meetings to develop better negotiation skills between unequal 

partners. 

 

• On projects where partners are collaborating for the first time, especially 

where they operate in significantly different ways, there has been 

difficulty in developing a shared understanding of each other’s 
expectations and involving technical and performance workers.  

Recommendation: 

Longer preparation and development of collaborative projects is 

needed to develop better insight into the constraints and possibilities 

offered by the way of working and contexts of partners: to allow values 

and beliefs can be expressed, heard and respected. Particular 

strategies for this need to be developed between partners to facilitate 
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this process, such as shadowing, regular timetabled review within the 

production schedule to reiterate agreed goals, articulate developments 

and allow participants to feel involved.  

 

• The forum and framework for dialogue has been a difficult issue and 

clearly is a sensitive issue. There is a question over the extent to which 

the natural practical context of artist’s practice might have been better 

shared and facilitated through other forum than meetings. Creative 

alternatives might be considered. 

Recommendation:  

The success of the project would have been strengthened had there 

been a better understanding by partners of each others’ practice. 

Exchange of work demonstrations (where an artist selects their own 

medium for articulating their working practice) and subsequent 

individual company set agenda for debate / activity following such 

demonstrations might allow for values and beliefs to be expressed, 

heard and respected.  In this way areas of common ground / difference 

can emerge in advance of the collaborative projects. 

 

• Inequality between partners of different size and age has been a 

factor in the difficulty of developing shared understanding between 

partners. This has affected the ability of companies to represent 

themselves effectively, to feel listened to and able to assert needs.  

Recommendation: 

Strategies need to be in place to enable a ’level playing field’ between 

partners. Facilitators and managers need to recognise differences in 

status between partners and prepare environments in which ‘minority’ 

voices can be heard. Equal staff representation at meetings where 

issues are debated might be one strategy, as might a structure which 

gives equal air-time to speaking / presenting. 

 

• The problematic dynamic of a large organisation like the Belgrade in 
relation to a number of other smaller ones was exacerbated by the 
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administrative responsibility for the project. They were positioned in the 

same ‘patron-like’ role that had historically occurred through their receipt 

and devolvement of City Council funds for support of independent 

companies  

Recommendation:  

The use of outside administrative-managers, consultants and advisers 

to support partners realise the goals of such experiments is vital. The 

importance is in having interested, informed and sympathetic personnel 

in such roles, whose responsibility it is at times to support, sometimes 

to instigate and organise cannot be underestimated. This enables the 

partners to focus on their own needs whilst learning about others’. 

 

• A number of difficulties appeared to occur simply due to poor 
information flow. Communications might have been prompter and more 

transparent between members at every stage of the process, avoiding the 

difficulty of partial circulation.   

Recommendation:  

Keeping all partners informed at all stages of the project, regarding 

administrative matters, new developments and consulting or giving 

reminders of issues to be or being discussed. Using e-mail to sound 

out responses in advance of a training event or meeting might have 

improved a sense of whole group ownership of meetings, focused 

attention and overcome a culture of face to face, location based 

information exchange which isolated those artists whose offices were 

away from the Belgrade vicinity. 

 

• There has been a difficulty in profiling, locally, the achievements, 
skills and significance of the work of the eight CTN companies. This 

has not developed to the level first anticipated.  

Recommendation: 

Collective representation and on-going dialogue is a vital part of 

improving the profile of the cultural industries in any city. It is important 
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to involve significant stakeholders in this process throughout and to 

influence future policy through strategic lobbying.  

 

 

I would like to conclude with the comment of one artist, that it is important to 

remember that ‘It was always an experiment’ and that even if one applies a 

‘logical process: proposition, experiment, outcome… it’s about the complexity of the 

people involved.’  
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