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Jennifer Tuckett: Hello and welcome to our New Writing Platform on Politics and 

the Arts. My name is Jennifer Tuckett and I’m the Course 

Leader for MA Dramatic Writing at Drama Centre London at 

Central Saint Martins. Tonight is our third event in our ‘New 

Writing Platform’ series, our new series dedicated to exploring 

new ideas going on in the dramatic writing industry.   

Tonight, we’re going to be talking about politics and the arts, 

and I’m delighted to welcome my panellists: Daniel Harrison 

from ‘What Next?’ and Chair of ‘What Next? Generation’; then 

next to Daniel we have	  Phelim McDermott, Artistic Director of 

‘Improbable’ and Founder of ‘Devoted and Disgruntled’. Next 

to Phelim is	  Fin Kennedy, Artistic Director of ‘Tamasha’ and 

Founder of ‘In Battalions’. Next to Fin is David Edgar, 

playwright, former President of the Writers’ Guild and founder 

of the British Theatre Consortium. Finally, we have Liberty 

Martin, arts student and producer of the next ‘In Battalions 

Festival’ and Fin’s assistant on ‘Operation Mobilise’. 
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The structure of this event is each speaker is going to speak 

for five minutes about arts and politics, their organisation and 

why they created it, how you can get involved, and why they 

think it’s important to engage with arts and politics. There will 

be questions from the panel for five minutes between each of 

the speakers’ presentations, and we’ll open the floor to 

questions from the audience at the end. Can we begin with 

you, Daniel, and we’ll work this way? 

 

Daniel Harrison: Hi, everyone. A couple of disclaimers first of all: I knew that 

this was happening today, so if I sort of waffle on and speak 

for one minute or speak for twenty minutes, I apologise. I’ve 

also got Pulp’s ‘Common People’ on a loop in my head since 

coming to Saint Martins College (Laughter), so I’m battling 

against that as well as we speak.   

I’m very grateful to Jennifer for inviting me here tonight. I am 

Co-Chair of ‘What Next? Generation’, which is an offshoot of 

‘What Next?’ I don’t know if anybody knows what ‘What Next?’ 

is or does. No? Okay, so rewind to 2010. The result of the 

2010 general election. We knew that with the Conservative-led 

Government’s narrative of austerity the arts and culture was 

going to be in for a rough ride. 

So, David Lan, the Artistic Director of the Young Vic, met up 

with a couple of other people. Nicola Thorold from the 

Roundhouse, Alistair Spalding from Sadler’s Wells, Kenneth 

Tharp from The Place, and some others that I can’t remember 

for a moment came together and said, “What next?” That was 

literally the question: “What next? What are we going to do? 

What is going to happen next?” because what the Government 

said at that time was that “We are going to cut the deficit,” but 

“what next? What after you’ve cut the deficit? What will happen 
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to arts and culture then, once you’ve whittled it away to the 

bone?”  

So, ‘What Next?’ started with a meeting in the Young Vic bar 

one morning at 8:30, and they decided that actually this was a 

pretty good idea and we got some interesting discussions 

coming out of this, and so they met every Wednesday at 8:30 

and the group grew. It grew in size, but also in terms of 

representation of who was there, so not only was it theatres, 

but it was other cultural venues – so, galleries, and museums, 

and freelance workers in all forms of the arts. So, 

photographers were there, and dancers were there, and 

spoken word artists were there, and a huge array of people 

came together to answer this question. 

Then ‘What Next?’ kind of changed what it was trying to do 

and it wanted to shape arts policy, so ‘What Next?’ met up with 

the Conservative culture team at the time – Maria Miller and 

before that Jeremy Hunt, most recently Sajid Javid, and also 

with Ed Vaizey, and also with Labour’s shadow team, who’s 

consistently been Harriet Harman – and came up with policies 

which we’ve tried to put into those parties manifestoes for this 

current election; so, for instance, STEM to STEAM, in which 

‘STEM’ stands for science, technology, engineering and 

maths.  

We thought there needed to be an ‘A’ in there, i.e. arts, and so 

all schools needed to have an arts provision as well, because 

what we’re seeing and what the danger is is that, specifically in 

a comprehensive education, we’re having a whittling away of 

those specialists arts subjects and we’re seeing freelance 

drama practitioners going into schools and teaching those 

subjects.  

Also: Ofsted rating. Ofsted should only rate a school ‘excellent’ 

if they have excellent arts provision, so there’s no hiding place 
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for schools in terms of what they offer in relation to arts and 

this kind of cradle-to-grave argument, ensuring that arts is at 

the centre of everything and also championing the holistic 

value of the arts. This has been quite successful in terms of 

shaping the Labour manifesto at least, less so the 

Conservative one, and we have seen some successes. The 

Ofsted idea was a ‘What Next?’ idea, which is now part of the 

Labour manifesto.   

Where do I fit in all that? Me and a couple of other people, in 

terms of who were at entry-level jobs within the arts, saw 

‘What Next?’ happening and were interested in this, but we 

also felt a little bit unsure and uneasy to go into this room at 

8:30 on a Wednesday – you know, be a bit of an upstart. I 

work at the Young Vic in the Taking Part department, which is 

all of our community and education work that we do within 

Southwark and Lambeth. For me to suddenly just wander into 

this room at 8:30 and there’s David Lan, the Artistic Director of 

the Young Vic, Alistair Spalding, the Artistic Director Sadler’s 

Wells, Nicola Thorold of the Roundhouse, etc., etc., I thought 

that it would be slightly wrong for me to enter it. 

But I still thought that I could contribute, so me and a couple of 

other people met at the Roundhouse one day and we said, 

“What can we do to infiltrate this debate and add to this 

debate? We are not confident yet in ourselves as individuals to 

join in, but we think that together collectively we have 

something relevant to say.” So, a bunch of us met up one day; 

they was me from the Young Vic, somebody from the 

Roundhouse, somebody from the Unicorn Theatre, somebody 

from The Place dance centre, and we suddenly grew as a 

movement ourselves.  

We self-define as those who are younger or more emergent 

within the arts. Not only do we lobby government – and we’ve 
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met with both colours in politics – but we also lobby the 

industry itself, and we are not afraid to stand up and point out 

when we think that the industry is being pretty shameful – so, 

for instance, unpaid internships within the arts.  

I was very fortunate that I spent three months unpaid at 

Battersea Arts Centre and then another month unpaid in BBC 

Drama. I was able to do that because I was fortunate enough 

to be born into a middle-class household who had these 

gateways into the arts. Other people do not have that fortune, 

which comes from where and when you were born, so we 

need to champion that and ensure that that isn’t something 

which continues within the arts. We need to see an appropriate 

wage within arts.  

The people on the ground on the coalface – I know that’s a bit 

corny – in terms of ushers or visitor assistants within galleries, 

who are there at the centre point, ensuring audiences come in 

and engage with a piece of art, they need to be on a decent 

wage, a living wage.  

Issues such as this, or another one that’s just sprung to mind 

is free travel for apprentices within the arts, these are the kind 

of things that ‘What Next? Generation’ is championing. We 

have faced issues as well, we’ve been patronised; I remember 

Ed Vaizey calling us a bunch of kids at a meeting once. Those 

are the kinds of things that we have had to deal with.  

What else was I meant talk about? Why is it important? I think 

it’s pretty obvious why it’s important; I don’t think I need to 

answer that question, because if arts isn’t political, then what 

is? I think that every form of art is political. I went to see a 

panto at my local theatre, Hackney Empire, and it was so 

excellent; it was really, really brilliant, but it was also so 

political to see a piece of theatre opening up to the audience, 
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opening up to that community and being so relevant, and 

topical, and vibrant.  

That is what theatre, and I can only speak from a theatre 

background, but that is what the arts needs to do to ensure 

continued success and move away from this kind of pale and 

stale National Theatre – that’s fine for you – kind of audience 

that we’ve had in the past. Have I spoken for more than five 

minutes? I know I’m starting to ramble. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: You’re right on time. 

 

Daniel Harrison: I’m right on time. I’ve got more to say, but I’ll stop there. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: That’s great; thank you, Daniel. Questions from the panel for 

Daniel? I know I have a question, which is how do people get 

involved if they want to get involved? 

 

Daniel Harrison: If you want to get involved in ‘What Next? Generation’, you’re 

more than welcome to come and grab me afterwards; 

otherwise, just search for us, ‘What Next?’, and under that: 

‘What Next? Generation’. I work at the Young Vic; you can find 

me through the Young Vic, through the Young Vic’s website or 

through ‘What Next?’ more generally. 

 One failing of ‘What Next? Generation’ currently is that we are 

very venue heavy, so a lot of our members come from theatres 

or come from very notable venues. We don’t have a lot of 

freelance workers; we don’t have a lot of people that come 

from non-theatre-based backgrounds, so the more the merrier.  
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We’re also, unfortunately, very white, very university educated. 

That won’t change with here, but in terms of achieving equality 

and diversity, which is something that the arts really, really 

needs to focus on, then that’s something else. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: Great; thank you, Daniel. Any other questions from the panel? 

 

Fin Kennedy: I’d be curious about how you found dealing with politicians, 

Daniel, and how successful or otherwise you’ve been in getting 

them to listen to you – actually listen to you, rather than 

pretend to listen to you because that looks like what they 

should be doing. 

 

Daniel Harrison: It can be a little bit intimidating and sometimes you can feel a 

little bit of a tagalong. For instance, recently David Lan, Artistic 

Director of the Young Vic, took me along to Westminster to 

meet Harriet Harman, and part of you does think, “Actually, am 

I going to a kind of like ‘Take Your Child to Work Day’ kind of 

thing?” – not that David Lan is my father. I don’t whether this is 

being… This is being recorded, yes (Laughter).   

I think that you’ve just got to hold your ground; you’ve just got 

to stand your ground and you’ve got to be confident in what 

you’re saying, because we really believe in what we’re saying; 

we’re not paying lip service to what we’re saying. We’ve 

published a manifesto; you can read about it. We’ve published 

a series of pledges, both for the industry and for government, 

whatever colour that government is.  

I think that if you believe in what you’re saying, then, although 

age is why we exist, because we are specific for younger and 

more emergent arts workers and practitioners, if you just 
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believe in it, then that’s strong enough, I think, regardless of 

who you’re talking to. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: Thank you, Daniel. I think that’s about five minutes, so shall we 

move on to you, Phelim, if you would like to talk next? 

 

Phelim McDermot: Yes, thank you; great to hear what you were saying. I’m kind of 

interested because some of the things that you mentioned 

about your sense of – I don’t what it is – permission to bring a 

voice into a conversation or into an environment, because you 

are in a role of being younger, “Is it okay for me to speak in 

this?” is something that connects to what I’m going to talk 

about a little bit. 

 I’m here with a hat on about an event that we host that’s been 

running for 10 years now. It’s called ‘Devoted and Disgruntled: 

What Are We Going to Do about Theatre?’ I guess one of the 

reasons I’m useful in this conversation is that over the years 

I’ve found it actually very difficult to engage with politics – I’d 

say maybe politics with a big ‘P’. My politics has been about 

the politics of the rehearsal room.  

‘Devoted and Disgruntled’ came about because, basically – I 

was telling Fin earlier – it came about because I began to hear 

myself moaning a lot, and I realised that I was kind of sick of 

myself moaning and not quite doing something about it, but I 

didn’t feel I had a language of engagement with the things that 

I was pissed off about.  

I’d actually been given a book by someone, which is where 

most of the ways that I work comes from – books, reading 

books and crazy books. It had been on my shelf for a while; it 

fell off the shelf. It was a book called ‘Open Space 
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Technology’, and it’s basically a way of working with large 

groups of people and the origins of the idea of open space, 

created by a guy called Harrison Owen, who spent a year 

organising a big conference, with lots of keynote speakers and 

panels and whatever.  

At the end of this – I think it was like a two- or three-day 

conference – people came to him and said, “That was a great 

conference. If we’re honest, the best bits were the coffee 

breaks,” and he realised that he had to agree with them. He 

recognised that the real work was happening not in the formal, 

organised structures; it was happening in the informal 

structure. 

Out of that came a way of working where he basically created 

a form which is self-organising conferences. Basically, it’s very 

simple: you have an invitation about an urgent issue that 

needs working on, you get everybody together in a big circle, 

and you get all the issues and all the questions out at the 

beginning of the… Say it’s two-and-a-half days, and you put 

them all on the wall, and the people who are present timetable 

how the conference works. 

I read this book and I went, “The way this works is how I’ve 

been trying to work in my rehearsal room for the last 15 years.” 

It’s actually sort of politically what I believe in, how I make 

theatre, which is about improvisation. It’s about ensemble; it’s 

about including all the voices in the process in the room. Is it 

possible to nurture environments in which, for instance, 

someone who might feel that it’s not necessarily okay for them 

to raise an issue, because they’re not… In a hierarchical 

structure, perhaps don’t have quite the permission to do it?  

Basically, I was devoted and disgruntled, and I wrote an 

invitation. The invitation said, “I’m really pissed off about 

theatre – how we do it, how we make it. I love it, but I’m really, 
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really frustrated with some of the things. What are we going to 

do about it?” This was 10 years ago. 

The definition of a real invitation is it’s okay not to come; you 

don’t have to come. You don’t want the people who’ve been 

told to come; all the people there self-select themselves 

because they care. Then all the sessions happen and then you 

only go to sessions that you care about. ‘Law of Two Feet’, or 

‘Law of Mobility’, means you don’t stay at any discussion you 

don’t want to stay at. You’re not being rude if you leave a 

discussion; nor are you being rude if you join something, you 

can join.  

Basically, what happens over the two-and-a-half days is a big 

kind of beehive of information, questions, and over two-and-a-

half days I have seen people do what I would quantify as work 

which usually takes often six months to make happen – not 

least because you get the whole system in the room. The 

hierarchical structures become much more horizontal. The 

person who could solve your problem is sitting over there, and 

you can walk across and, because of how it works, have that 

conversation now.  

The politics of that event, for me, becomes what I would 

maybe call the ‘politics of chairs’. I got less and less interested 

in the idea that these people here have the answers because 

they’re sitting over here and you’re all looking at us. Actually, 

the answers are in this whole system, and the system and the 

chairs become so self-organised you don’t even tell people to 

do this. What you get are lots and lots of circles of chairs that 

grow and shrink. Sometimes it’s two people; sometimes it’s a 

group of 85 because they need to work on saving the funding 

for Battersea Arts Centre.  

I think it was at D&D Two there was a big thing about losing 

their funding, and someone in the lunchtime said, “Why has 
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no-one called a session about this building we’re actually in?” 

Someone called it, and a big group of people with an incredible 

amount of energy got things moving really fast then and there. 

What it does, D&D, is not make things happen; it speeds 

things up that, if you’re lucky, might happen. It’s basically a 

holding space that kind of amplifies the things that could 

happen, and emergent things come through.  

If you look at the reports over the last 10 years, issues that are 

now kind of being talked about – so, for instance, relaxed 

performances – if you look at five years ago, there were small 

conversations happening about relaxed performances at D&D 

and then… So, you could look at the ones, the report from this 

year, and kind of predict what’s going to emerge from it.  

That was a way that, for me, I found a way of engaging 

politically with things which I’d actually been a sort of political 

wimp about, because I found politics depressing because I 

didn’t quite know how to engage with it. Is that five minutes? 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: That is perfect, thank you. Any questions from the panel for 

Phelim? 

 

Fin Kennedy: I’ve been to a couple of D&Ds, Phelim, and I think they’re 

great. One thing that you haven’t mentioned is about how the 

material is recorded there and then and this kind of bank of 

computers, which I think is a really inspired addition. Could you 

say a bit about that? 

 

Phelim McDermott: Yes. As the event is happening, over one side of the room 

there’s a news desk, so any session that happens – say it 

happens at 11 o’clock in the morning – the people who did that 
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session, someone takes responsibility for recording it. If they 

choose to do it, they go to the newsroom and they write a 

really fast report up of recommendations. It could be pictures; 

the report can be anything. It gets published straightaway; 

people can then disseminate it.  

Twitter didn’t exist at the beginning of D&D; it now does. 

Reports that go out on the discussions get tweeted and they 

get commented on on the website, so there is a kind of parallel 

internet forum presence. What I’ve noticed in things like stuff 

happening on the Internet is it needs that real-world forum of 

people, real bodies, in a space, engaging, to make the Internet 

forums have traction and work. The two are quite good sisters, 

I would say, and they work well together. If you have one 

without the other, they don’t quite do quite what they could do. 

 

David Edgar: Are other…? Has it spread? I mean are other people doing 

conferences like that? 

 

Phelim McDermott: Yes. When we first started, people kind of – and they still do – 

think it’s a kind of crazy, mad thing that won’t work. They often 

try and control it and say, “Yes, we could do that, but we could 

have a panel discussion in the middle,” and you go, “No.”   

In Olympic year we did a road show, which went round the 

whole country and we did 22 different places, from places like 

Enniskillen, where we had over two days three people and we 

had some very good discussions, to other places like Leeds, 

where I’d say there were about 200/250 people at that 

conference. A big D&D happens every year; there are roughly 

around 300 to 350 people and it’s now become, I would say, 

an ongoing, very large conversation that continues to happen.  
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Now people generally say, “We need to work on this thing. 

Would you like to hold an open space for us?” It’s now sort of 

recognised in the arts… I was surprised because it was being 

used in business, in IT, to develop software. Really, I’m like, 

“Why are the arts not using this? It’s crazy.” I would say it now 

is really embedded in the arts world as a way of engaging.  

What’s exciting about it is it can be just about exploring a topic. 

You have day three, which is action sessions; so, any things 

that come out of two days, people can then champion them 

happening. It’s this good combination of questioning 

discussions, but also taking it into action, which is where for 

me the politics joins the discussion, because it has real traction 

to it. 

For us, it feels like tilling soil. Rather than having one thing we 

want to make happen, it really creates fertile ground… 

Companies have been born from it, networks have been born 

from it, and on a pure and simple level artists meet and end up 

working together. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: What are the ways people can get involved? You mentioned 

people have been suggesting to you “I’d like a ‘Devoted and 

Disgruntled’ on this topic,” so how does that work? 

 

Phelim McDermott: We have a big annual one, which is two-and-a-half days, and 

that’s the big event at York Hall. Out of that, often at the end of 

that big event there will be emergent themes that people say, 

“Can we do a specific satellite on?” We have satellites once a 

month, roughly, and those satellites often become ones that 

become bigger events if they’ve got traction behind them.   
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There were a number of sessions that happened at the big 

D&D which were about East Asian actors. That became a 

bigger event at the Young Vic… Campaigns have grown out of 

those conversations. One way is to turn up to the big annual 

one; the other is to look at our ‘Devoted and Disgruntled’ 

website and see what the satellites are – or come to us and 

say, “We want to have a satellite about this event.”  

We can be quite responsive if it’s urgent. Currently, we’re 

talking about trying to make one for dance, because there 

have been some hot topics happening about dance. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: Thank you, Phelim. Over to you, Fin. 

 

Fin Kennedy: Thank you. In December 2012, I attended something called 

the ‘Performers’ Alliance All-Parliamentary Group Reception’, 

which is an annual event held in The Terrace restaurant in the 

House of Commons, co-hosted by Equity, the Writers’ Guild, 

and the Musicians’ Union.   

It was there that a conversation with UK Culture Minister Ed 

Vaizey took place, in which he said to me that government 

cuts to Arts Council England were having no effect on the 

development of new plays and playwrights. After debating this 

with him for a little while, Mr Vaizey promised to look over any 

evidence to the contrary which I could send him.  

My reporting of this conversation on my blog led to an industry-

wide response, in which I was deluged with theatre makers 

from across the country all wanting to send Ed Vaizey their 

evidence on how the cuts were affecting them. I was fortunate 

to be put in touch with a DPhil research student at Oxford 

University, Helen Campbell-Pickford – who is, in fact, sat 
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among us – who helped me structure a questionnaire survey 

to produce data which the Arts Council would accept as valid 

evidence of impact. Helen also helped me interpret the results 

and express them in a written report.  

That report, christened ‘In Battalions’ after a line in ‘Hamlet’, 

ran to 22,500 words. It was published at the start of 2013. The 

results were quite shocking; it found that two-thirds of theatre 

companies completing the questionnaires said they’d had to 

cancel one or more shows since April 2012, for funding 

reasons. Half said they were programming fewer new plays 

overall. Half also said they had experienced multiple funding 

cuts from the Arts Council, local councils, trusts and 

foundations, dwindling philanthropy, and audiences with less 

to spend.  

Two-fifths had cut down on research and development, 

including measures such as putting new plays on for shorter 

runs, cutting back playwriting residencies and developmental 

readings, cancelling open access workshops for beginners, or 

curtailing education work or unsolicited play reading. Regional 

theatres, writer development agencies, theatre for young 

people, and small-scale touring were disproportionately badly 

hit. 

 We put the report online for free and it started getting 

downloaded quite a lot – last time I checked, it was about 

25,000 downloads – and it started to be quite widely circulated 

within the industry and the media. It was reported on by ‘The 

Guardian’, ‘The Independent’, ‘The Stage’, and the Equity and 

Writers’ Guild magazines and referred to at various university 

conferences and industry AGMs throughout 2013 and ’14 – 

and even had a couple of questions tabled in Parliament; the 

Shadow Culture Minister challenged Ed Vaizey about it at the 

dispatch box.  



16	  
	  

We had a frustrating three months where Ed Vaizey refused to 

respond or even acknowledge receipt, and at that point I held 

an open meeting, a campaign meeting above a pub 

somewhere in Central London. About 200 people came along 

and we decided, among many things we discussed, to try and 

put a bit of pressure on Ed Vaizey to respond.  

We decided to do that with an open letter, which would get 

signed by some of theatre’s big guns. With the help of some 

much bigger fish than me – notably David Edgar, who’s sat 

next to me, who was then President of the Writers’ Guild – we 

got an open letter signed by over 70 of theatre’s highest-profile 

names, including people like Helen Mirren, Tom Stoppard, 

Richard Eyre and Caryl Churchill. It worked: within 48 hours, 

Ed Vaizey responded with a mealy-mouthed two pages 

dismissing the report’s findings, but it did lead to a 

correspondence between him and me, which I also published, 

which also we’ve put for free online.  

It turned out that a year later something seemed to have 

shifted, because in December 2013 – one year to the day 

since our first meeting, at another Performers’ Alliance All-

Parliamentary Group reception – Ed Vaizey made a speech in 

which he specifically cited the conversation with me at the 

previous year’s event, and the campaign it led to, as an 

influence on the Chancellor George Osborne’s 2013 Autumn 

statement, in which he announced plans to offer a tax break to 

new plays and regional touring.  

I think, looking back, Ed Vaizey was being a bit politically 

opportune there; I think that conversation about tax breaks for 

theatre predated my campaign, but my campaign – our 

campaign, as it quickly became – did come along at the right 

time and was another voice in the right direction.  
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I kind of unexpectedly found myself, through all of this, thrust 

to the forefront of the arts funding debate – without really, in all 

honesty, knowing what I was doing. People sometimes ask me 

what I’ve learned about arts lobbying, and there are few things 

I can tell you: if you can, get to meet politicians in person, 

however flimsy the event might seem, and engage them in 

conversation. If you can get an unguarded but definitive 

statement from one of them, such as “Arts Council cuts are 

having no effect,” that gives you an extraordinary platform to 

then do some research to prove or disprove that statement.  

I think ‘In Battalions’ proved that a couple of people, a laptop, 

and social media can generate traction and a difference. I 

learned to correspond with executive directors of theatres, 

rather than artistic directors. They’re the real ones who are in 

charge. Artistic directors are almost always in rehearsals and 

very hard to get hold of; it’s the execs you need to be speaking 

to if you want to get them. Especially if you want to get them to 

fill in a form with statistics.  

Doing good-quality research can open up a weak spot in 

politicians, because it can expose ideological decision-making. 

If you can show that a decision is having negative 

consequences and they still refuse to change a stance, you 

can then slightly pull the curtain back and say, “Okay, so it’s 

not about the evidence; this is ideology at work.”  

I learned that high-profile supporters can and will come on 

board, if they believe in the quality of your arguments, the non-

hysterical presentation of those arguments, and if you make it 

easy for them with things such as open letters, which you write 

and simply ask them to sign. I learned that you can have more 

success lobbying select committees in the Commons, rather 

than politicians or ministers. Select committees, such as the 
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one on culture, media and sport, have the power to hold 

ministers to account and call them in.  

When I was writing to ministers and sending them my report, 

I’d get a dismissive letter. The one time that didn’t happen was 

when I sent it to the DCMS Select Committee and they said, 

“How very interesting, thank you. We will add this to our 

research and raise it the next time we’re grilling Ed Vaizey 

about these things.”  

Finally, I learned that once you have a supporter base, even a 

small one, other campaigns can become easier. Liberty, who’s 

sat two down from me, is going to talk a bit more about 

‘Operation Mobilise’, which we tried to get off the ground in the 

run-up to the election.  

Finally, a date for the diaries: we are brilliantly teaming up with 

‘Devoted and Disgruntled’ in June, on Wednesday 17th June, 

for an event in this very university. It will be five weeks after 

the election and the question that we are asking is how should 

the British theatre industry engage with the new government? 

– assuming we have one by then (Laughter). Thank you. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: Thank you, Fin. So, questions from the panel for Fin? 

 

David Edgar: Have you had an influence on any of the manifestoes? 

 

Fin Kennedy: Not to my knowledge. I have to admit I haven’t read them all in 

great detail; I’ve seen kind of the précis that have been 

published by the Arts Council and that kind of thing. 
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David Edgar: You can’t get them. I tried to buy them. 

 

Fin Kennedy: Really? 

 

David Edgar: Yes. 

 

Fin Kennedy: That’s strange. 

 

David Edgar: No, you can’t get them in bookshops. 

 

Fin Kennedy: You’d think they could get a free PDF on the websites, 

wouldn’t you? 

 

David Edgar: No, you can get them like that. But I was quite interested in 

what the book looked like. 

 

Male: I don’t think they’re bestsellers, you see. 

 

Fin Kennedy: No, I can’t imagine they are. 

 

David Edgar: They’re not going to be bestsellers if you don’t know they’re 

there. 

 

Fin Kennedy: Yes, that’s true. 
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David Edgar: If you can’t get hold of them, they’re going to sell badly. 

 

Fin Kennedy: To answer your question, I don’t think ‘In Battalions’ put 

anything specific into those documents. However, I do think we 

were one voice of several in the right place at the right time, 

which moved the arts funding question up the political agenda. 

 

Daniel Harrison: The worst thing is the last manifesto, 2010, culture had maybe 

a page or a couple of paragraphs; now, with campaigns like 

this, all of the parties have got a specific section on culture, 

media, and sport, which is a huge step forwards. 

 

Phelim McDermott: I was interested in this thing about a select committee being a 

place where you can have some leverage. It’s interesting 

because one thinks, “I can get that person and nobble them.” 

It’s interesting that the group of people, who maybe have to 

have a conversation about it, are maybe more useful in that. 

That’s interesting.  

 

Fin Kennedy: Yes, that’s certainly what I’ve found. It happened to be good 

timing that the Culture, Media and Sports Select Committee 

were undertaking some research into the effects of these cuts. 

My campaign came along bang in the middle of this post 

electorate cycle – the government term, rather – when the 

cuts, the big cuts from 2010 had kicked in April 2012.   

The reason that I got into the argument with Ed Vaizey and 

decided to undertake some research was because there 

wasn’t any data; I found myself having to fall back on 
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anecdotal evidence when talking to him. So, I thought, “Let’s 

try and get some actual data,” and Helen, my co-author, was 

very skilled and helpful in gathering that in the right way.  

Then by that time the issue, for a number of reasons – my 

campaign, among others – was starting to be discussed at 

political levels. The Culture, Media, and Sports Select 

Committee decided to undertake some research, so I sent my 

report to them and they said that was very helpful. I wasn’t a 

fly on the wall, sadly, when they spoke to Ed Vaizey, but 

maybe it’s in Hansard; I should look it up. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: I think my question for you is where can people find out more 

about ‘In Battalions’? Is there a website? 

 

Fin Kennedy: There is a page on my own personal website, 

finkennedy.co.uk/in-battalions. If you just go to 

finkennedy.co.uk, you’ll find it. I run a very informal mailing list, 

with very occasional mail-outs, which is just via my Gmail 

account, which is finkennedy – all one word – @Gmail.com, 

one ‘N’ in Fin, two ‘Ns’ in Kennedy. We’ve been doing a bit of 

correspondence around this campaign ‘Operation Mobilise’, 

which Liberty will say some more about. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: Brilliant; thank you, Fin. Over to you, David.  

 

David Edgar: I’m a playwright; I don’t do anything else in the theatre. I don’t 

act, I don’t direct, I don’t design. I tried all of these things and 

was informed by people I was dealing with that that was not 

the future for me (Laughter) But I do lots of things, apart from 
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playwriting, in other sectors of life, including campaigning for 

playwrights.   

In 1975 I was at what I now realise was a kind of embryo D&D 

event, which was a group of people who were sort of 

summoned, when the first ever, real, Arts Council cuts came 

in, in ‘75, and came together at the Ovalhouse to talk about 

stopping them.  

A group of us had actually made some phone calls and stood 

up and said, “If there are any playwrights in this room, let’s go 

and talk about what playwrights can do about defending their 

work,” because the cuts were going to disproportionately hit 

small-scale theatre, where most new plays were then done – 

no longer the case.  

Out of that came a Theatre Writers’ Union, which is now part of 

the Writers’ Guild, which campaigns for the rights of 

playwrights and campaigns for them to get proper contracts, 

and be paid properly, and to have a reasonable amount of 

control over their work and how it’s done. 

In the ‘80s, the following decade, we’d campaigned very 

strongly for more new work to be done. We were up against a 

culture which was a theatre culture which was mainly about 

revivals of the classics – and, indeed, contemporary plays, but 

revivals rather than new plays. A new generation of directors, 

none of whom I’ll name, because most of them have repented, 

in the ‘80s started getting very grumpy about new work and 

saying, “It’s not very good,” and actually noticing that if you 

write a new play, if you direct a new play, the writer gets the 

review, as it were, but if you direct a production of ‘Much Ado 

About Nothing’, then you get the review.  

So, there was a generation of very good directors – and as I 

say, most of them have now repented – who said, “Actually, 



23	  
	  

we’re not really interested in doing new plays; we want to do 

what preceding generations did and make our career out of the 

classics.” I think playwrights looked to themselves and thought, 

“Is it true that we’re not very good at it?” and a whole self-help 

movement came up, which arose out of the Theatre Writers’ 

Union but also moved beyond it.  

In 1989, I founded Britain’s first postgraduate playwriting 

course, a tiny acorn out of which a vast – and some might 

argue perhaps too vast – forest has grown of creative writing 

and  writing for performance courses of various kinds. I know 

that Jennifer is thinking a lot about that 25-year legacy and 

where  we can take playwriting training in the future. That was 

very important. 

The other thing that matters a lot to me is that people know 

what’s going on in the playwriting world – in what, rather 

alarmingly, Jennifer called the ‘dramatic writing industry’. 

When I was running the playwriting course I ran for 10 years, I 

did a conference every year, which were very good, but hell to 

organise. My successor, perfectly rightly, said that she didn’t 

want to do those, because they were clearly a nightmare to 

organise and she was dead right, but they had been very good 

and there was a sort of diaspora of people who attended them.  

They got even better, obviously, in rosy-spectacled retrospect, 

and a group of us came together and said, “Could we 

somehow try and revive them?” They were every year; they 

were at Easter, and they were three days, and they were 

residential, but we thought, “Let’s do something much more,” 

to coin a phrase, “pop-up and much more different” – some of 

them one-day, some of them in London, some of them 

elsewhere. We also started getting involved in doing research.  

This group calls itself, for reasons which really baffle me 

because it’s so pompous, the ‘British Theatre Consortium’. The 
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reason they’re called that is that we can’t agree on a snappy, 

one-word, Latinate title, so we’re sort of stuck with that. Also, 

we’re a cooperative, and changing your name if you’re a 

cooperative is a difficult thing (Laughter).  

We’ve done a number of pieces of research and bringing the 

two things together this weekend – via Jennifer’s generosity 

and Central Saint Martins’ generosity – next door, the very 

room through there; we had a conference which launched our 

latest piece of research, which is looking in far greater detail 

than has ever had been done before at the repertoire of 

English theatre. We managed to get access to the whole of 

everything that was done in theatre buildings in the UK in 2013 

– pretty much everything that was done. That obviously 

includes a great deal of small-scale work by touring 

companies, because most of that work is now at least visiting 

theatres.  

We discovered two really interesting things. One is that for the 

first time since records began, we think for about 100 years, 

new work has overtaken revivals. There’s now more new work, 

which includes new plays and also includes devised work and 

other stuff that’s new. If you go to the theatre, you are more 

likely to see that than you are to see a revival of a 

Shakespeare, or a Sheridan, or a Noel Coward or whatever. 

That’s a huge change, and I think a lot of us campaigned for 

that and that’s great news.  

The less good news was when we started looking at gender 

and we found that only a third of productions of plays were by 

women. The news got a bit worse because it goes down if you 

then go on to performances, and then it goes down again if 

you look at attendances, which means that women are not 

only having less plays on; their plays are going on in shorter 

runs, in smaller theatres, and therefore to smaller audiences, 
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and therefore earning the theatres – and, indeed, themselves 

– less money. So, the great news about new plays overtaking 

revivals has been a bit sobered by the fact that playwriting is 

still predominantly male, though I hope, apart from myself, not 

entirely pale, and stale. That’s something we have to address. 

For about 10 years, the Arts Council used to do a certain 

amount of figure gathering, not very comprehensive, but then 

they stopped doing it entirely and operating entirely on the 

fantasy of what they read in theatre magazines about what 

was going on in the theatre, which has borne very little relation 

to reality.  

We’re very hopeful that we can persuade them to  continue 

funding our work and to see over the next few years what the 

actual effects of the cuts and other more positive things have 

been on the repertoire of the English theatre. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: Thank you, David. Are there any questions for David from the 

panel? 

 

Fin Kennedy: How long did it take to gather all that material? 

 

David Edgar: The way we did it was that we were lucky that UK Theatre and 

the Society of London Theatre, which are the management 

bodies of all the building-based companies, were very good.   

We had access to every play and a long line of how many 

productions we’d done, how many complementary tickets were 

issued, what the box office take was, etc., etc. We weren’t 

allowed to see all of that, because we weren’t allowed to see 

things that were identifying particular theatres, but that was 
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available to us, but the shows weren’t categorised. They 

weren’t categorised in terms of whether they were new writers, 

they weren’t categorised if they were revivals , they weren’t 

categorised by being adaptations or translations; they weren’t 

categorised if they were for children. So, we went through the 

immense task of going through about 5,000 individual pieces 

of work, categorising them.  

Of course, now the theatre industry is much more complicated 

than it was, and some plays are written and some plays are 

devised, and some plays are quite difficult to identify. Some 

adaptations are devised; some things are devised with a writer 

involved. Quite often there is a foreign play by somebody of 

one gender which is then translated into English by somebody 

of another gender; translations and adaptations are 

themselves revived and also new.  

So, it was immensely complicated and in answer to your 

question, “How long did it take?” – much longer than we 

thought it was going to, which is why we’ve just published 

2013. We’re hoping, with God’s good grace and the Arts 

Council, that we will get 2014 out this year.  

I think we will dovetail very interestingly with Fin because, of 

course, 2013 were plays that were commissioned and planned 

before the cuts really kicked in in 2011; 2014 is going to be the 

post-cuts thing. I think we may actually have some arguments 

with Fin; I think we may actually find things are a bit better than 

his research said, but it may equally be that he’s right and 

we’re going to see a big dip when we look at 2014. 

 

Fin Kennedy: It’s interesting you bring that up, because we’ve been talking, 

as you know, about how we might join forces in a loose kind of 

way around data gathering in future. One of the things we 
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wanted to do at the ‘Devoted and Disgruntled’ on 17th June is 

Helen and I to hold our own session to try and gather some 

partners for further research under the ‘In Battalions’ banner. A 

similar process to yours, actually, although I hope it’s not going 

to take as long, to look at how the cuts have affected access 

and diversity, like who is actually making the work, not just by 

gender but by class, ethnicity, region and also the work that’s 

appearing on stages.   

Whose lives are having a framework around them now, 

because our group was never so much that it’s affecting what 

work now; it’s the R&D side of things that ‘In Battalions’ found 

a problem with around the next generation being trained in 

recruiting, access points to the profession. I never felt and I 

never argued that theatres are going to kind of die and go 

away; it’s just that it will become made and consumed by a 

narrower and narrower group of people. That’s not good for 

the art form. 

 

Daniel Harrison: Can I add one more to that, which is the Government’s 

‘Access to Work’ scheme and how that has affected deaf and 

disabled artists to truly shameful proportions? A case in point 

would be Graeae Theatre Company, with Jenny Sealey, and 

the fact that they can now produce less work as a result of the 

Government’s ‘Access to Work’ scheme. 

 

David Edgar: Our stuff doesn’t do that, doesn’t give you that at all, because 

we don’t have that breakdown of audiences. We might, 

because theatres have a lot of information about their 

audiences, but we don’t. 

The most sophisticated method of assessing ethnicity of 

audiences that I’ve ever witnessed was after ‘Behzti’, the play 
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that was closed down at the Birmingham Rep because it was 

attacked by young Sikhs, that they did literally count brown 

faces going into the theatre before and after it, which was 

actually quite good because it was rather encouraging and 

optimistic, but that’s about as sophisticated as it’s currently got 

and it needs to get a lot better than that. 

 

Phelim McDermot: Have we got time for a quick…? Are we…? 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: Yes, I think fine. 

  

Phelim McDermot: I’m kind of interested about this thing you said about starting 

the dramatic writing courses, and how some people say 

maybe that’s caused some trouble, because I’m part of the 

beginnings of an organisation which is called SDUK, Stage 

Directors UK, on the board of that, and some interesting things 

came out of that, some shocking figures about how little 

directors earn.   

Within those conversations, at various points there’s people 

going, “This is scary. There are so many emergent directors 

coming. Are the arts going to be able to cope with it?” and kind 

of an interesting thing where we go, “We’re going to be trying 

to support directors to be paid better money, but actually there 

are too many of them. Are there?” and that being a question – 

a bigger question – about the arts: is there a way to actually 

sustain the number of people we actually now want to be in the 

arts and want to do arts? They may not even be getting in the 

ones who really get into the arts. 
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David Edgar: With playwrights, of course, we’re different from directors 

because you don’t have to do a new play. As I’ve often 

remarked, playwrights are the only theatre professionals that 

can do their job perfectly adequately from six feet 

underground. The director has at least to be alive enough to 

turn up to rehearsal (Laughter), whereas playwrights don’t and 

so we can kind of expand up to 60% of the repertoire now; 

we’ve another 40% to go before we kind of hit the ceiling.   

It was very interesting, that report, the UK Director Report, and 

very scandalous. I have to say the old joke about the American 

tourist at the Oxford College who asks the person with the 

lawn why the lawn looks so beautiful, and he says, “It’s very 

easy: you sow some grass, you allow the rain to rain on it and 

you mow it for 400 years.”  

We’ve been at it since 1975 and – surprise, surprise – 

playwrights are paid a great deal better than directors, under 

certain circumstances. I won’t bore you with it, because we’re 

paid in a different way, but actually we’ve got a better deal 

because senior playwrights particularly, the playwrights who 

could get away by their own heft, have actually supported 

emergent playwrights by saying, “We should all work under the 

same contracts.” Directors haven’t done that, and surprise, 

surprise.  

So, in answer to Jennifer’s next question, the one thing that 

anybody involved in the arts should do is join their union. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: Thank you, David. Finally, we’ll go over to Liberty, if you want 

to take one of the microphones. 

 

Male: That’s working. 
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Jennifer Tuckett: Great. Then it will be time for questions from the audience 

after that; so, Liberty, over to you.  

 

Liberty Martin: Great, thank you. Is that alright? Good. Jennifer asked me to 

talk a bit today about why, as a student, I want to be involved 

in politics. The form that takes, really, is what I’ve been doing 

with the ‘In Battalions Festival’.   

I enrolled on the MA Dramatic Writing in the first ever intake of 

this course, and I’m just completing my final writing projects 

now. Alongside that, I’ve also been working with Fin and Helen 

around the ‘In Battalions’ project, which, in our first year, Fin 

came along to us with Helen and asked us to create – curate – 

the first ‘In Battalions Festival’.  

We worked as a team to bring together that event, which 

included speakers and attendees who were theatre makers, 

critics, funders, lobbyists, campaigners. As you’ve heard 

today, the ‘In Battalions’ report went a bit viral in doing that, 

and from personal blogs and tweets to people harnessed the 

power of the report to express their frustration at a pending 

crisis in theatre.  

The report outlined how cuts to arts funding would affect main 

stages, not immediately but in years to come, as the support 

for new work dried up and the plays over the next generation 

potentially just didn’t get written. Through the follow-up ‘In 

Battalions Delphi Study’, industry professionals proposed ways 

to work with the Arts Council to protect risk taking in British 

theatre without having to spend much money.  

There seemed to be an emphasis on the new in the question 

that formed the basis of the Delphi Study, the idea being that if 
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we maintain projects that foster creative risks, new work, and 

diverse voices, we maintain a vital theatre industry as a whole, 

where the mainstream is continually fed by the experimental 

work being made on the fringes – but only if that work keeps 

getting made. 

As a student helping to organise the first festival, I was given a 

brilliant insight into a landscape of theatre making and 

management that I hadn’t really had much of an insight into 

before. On the day we had Mags Patten, who is 

Communications Officer for Arts Council England, and she 

outlined the funding decisions for 2015 to ‘18. They’d been 

published just three days before, so it was quite a hot subject 

on the day.  

It was really interesting to hear her discuss the role that the 

Arts Council has to fill between the arts sector and the 

Government. It was interesting to hear her explain the 

challenges that the Arts Council face, the challenge of 

navigating the expectations of their stakeholders, who are 

Government and, of course, artists and audiences, which is 

the only look I’d had at that side of things, before was from the 

artists and audience perspective. 

As well as feeling my heart go out to Mags Patten, I also felt 

my heart go out to the people from Northumberland Theatre 

Company, who’d just had their funding cut three days 

previously and were convinced that that was the end of their 

work. It was really quite emotional. 

There was also space to hear about ways that artists were 

currently functioning in a quite effective and happy way, like 

Alan Lane was talking about the hub space that they’ve set up 

in Holbeck with his company Slung Low. Their model is that 

they share the public resources they receive with the Arts 

Council with a variety of artists and companies, so they’re 
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essentially inviting a lot of people to share what the Arts 

Council is providing and they’re kind of maximising their share. 

 

On the panel for diversity we had Mandy Colleran, who said 

individual artists needed to “reclaim institutions for more 

practical uses.” There’s been a lot of public money invested 

into buildings to make them accessible. “They’re not white 

elephants; they’re just not being used properly,” she said.  

Actor Jennifer Lim, who helped found campaigning group 

‘British East Asian Artists’, said it was “an urgent matter for 

mainstream theatres to provide support for diverse artists and 

programme new work by them.” We also had a ‘Funding 

Provocateurs’ panel, and Jim Beirne’s plans for the major 

regenerative project in Newcastle, ‘Live Theatre’, was 

discussed.  

Also, David Powell spoke because he’s produced two really 

interesting independent reports on the arts funding, which are 

‘Rebalancing Our Cultural Capital’ and ‘The PLACE Report’. 

Also, John Kieffer was on that panel and he was talking about 

his books, which are on enhancing the creative industries, 

called ‘After the Crunch’ and ‘Creativity, Money, Love’. 

The session called ‘Building the Battalion’ included comments 

from Maddy	  Costa and Jake Orr on their project ‘Dialogue’, 

which is about them encouraging informal dialogue around 

after-theatre events. Also Stella Duffy, she spoke about her 

work on the national campaigns to encourage people to start 

their own ‘Fun Palaces’, which actually grew out of a D&D 

event, I believe. 

I learnt a lot from taking part and just being there on that day; it 

was all stuff I was exposed to for the first time and it inspired 
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me to maintain my own engagement with the politics of arts 

funding, really.  

I grew up as a home-educated child and I was part of a home 

education community where taking part in political activism 

was sort of the rule, not the exception. I was always exposed 

to radical thought on the subject of education and I was 

surrounded by families who had chosen, often through a 

combination of personal and political reasons, to educate their 

children outside of either the state system or the public school 

system, the fee-paying system. 

If I can say anything about such a diverse, disparate, and 

independently-minded group as the home education 

community, what I perceived growing up in that movement, 

which would mostly be called the ‘Movement for Autonomous 

Learning’, was the way people from both right-wing and left-

wing perspectives were united by a shared desire to change 

government policy on a particular issue that concerned them.  

Under the shared umbrella of education outside of the state or 

private system, people who would otherwise disagree entirely 

on issues like the military or the redistribution of wealth would 

find themselves united in sharing coping skills and discussing 

relevant changes or law and policy.  

There was a view among many of us that engaging with 

politicians was not a very good strategy, because that sort of 

thing only encourages them (Laughter), but the idea that 

anyone who communicates with an MP on an issue that they 

care about is effectively a lobbyist was introduced to me by 

Rosie Luff, during the first ‘In Battalions Festival’.  

She was talking about how, if you want to lobby for an issue 

that you care about, it’s really no good worrying about the 

things that are being announced now, because they were 
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decided five years ago. If you actually want to make a 

difference to policy you care about, you need to be making a 

plan for what you want to be influencing in five years’ time. 

So, ‘Operation Mobilise’ was what we did as a result of that 

first ‘In Battalions Festival’, and it was a grassroots lobbying 

campaign, really, in that Fin reached out on his blog and asked 

people to send a copy of the ‘In Battalions Report’ to their local 

MP. We used open space platform Crowdmap to record every 

MP that was reached by ‘Operation Mobilise’; we talked about 

it on Twitter and got people to send the report and become 

lobbyists themselves.  

For me, that was really empowering because anybody can do 

that, and I suppose my point is that for me, as a student 

engaging in politics, it’s about finding ways to be a free thinker 

and express yourself freely. That can happen in buildings that 

are established, like universities and like Parliament; 

importantly, it happens outside of them, but it can happen both 

ways.  

I’m really excited that we’re working with D&D to do an open 

space event, ‘In Battalions’, and that’s on 17th of June, as Fin 

said, so please come along to that.  

 

Jennifer Tuckett: Thank you, Liberty. Any questions for Liberty from the panel?  

 

Phelim McDermott: I was really interested to hear about your sense of connecting 

the home education movement. I’m interested in what gives us 

permission. So, I was remembering that first debate; there was 

this first debate where they’re doing their thing, whatever, and 

then there’s this woman in the audience who starts saying 

something in the audience. I could feel how much it had taken 
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her to get to that point. It was this spontaneous question or 

response, and of course she was kind of like, “Ugh.”   

It wasn’t a question you’re allowed to ask, so these kind of 

cosmetic so-called ‘debates’ are not really debates, because 

the questions from the audience are already decided, so this 

was an actual real question that might come from the 

audience. Part of permission is getting so fucking angry that 

you blurt it out and you can’t quite stop yourself; you get driven 

to do it, but also this sense of what supports each other? As 

David was saying, it is these connections with each other 

which help us, give us a sense of permission.   

There are probably loads of questions out here, which is good 

that we’re going to have some questions, but trying to create 

environments in which the people, who may be someone who 

does not necessarily feel able to say it around a table, how can 

we bring those voices in, because they are the future? They’re 

the people who are dreaming what could happen, and “How do 

we create spaces in which those voices can be heard?” really 

interests me. I’m interested that you connect it to the home 

education movement. 

 

Liberty Martin: Yes, I do (Laughter), in that the point over the work was to see 

education as something that people do and as a lived 

experience that’s not held into an institution. Yes, institutions 

are okay too, though (Laughter). Yes, I think permission is 

really important; I think that everybody has it and things like 

debates and panels are okay too, but importantly everybody 

has permission across those.  

 

Daniel Harrison: I’d be interested in how ‘In Battalions’ has dealt with a very 

popular narrative that we see especially in the media, but also 
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in mainstream politics. If you read any theatre review by 

Quentin Letts – and why would you? – he always starts by 

saying, “In the state-subsidised X,” or, “The state-subsidised 

Y,” and basically state subsidised equals evil, which we know 

is complete bollocks.   

There is this very clever narrative which exists, unfortunately, 

which says that “Why should the state pay for the arts if rich 

people will pay for it instead, and therefore we can spend that 

money on something else? Hurray.” We know that that’s 

dangerous, we know that that’s not true; we know that if you 

go down this philanthropic route, basically the arts become a 

plaything for rich, old, white people. So, what arguments have 

you found to support state funding for the arts? 

 

Liberty Martin: Yes. Would you like to take that, Fin? 

 

Fin Kennedy: Yes, okay. Yes, that’s a question that has preoccupied me a 

lot over the last few years. I think it’s first of all about a 

question of value rather than cost – and value in as wide a 

definition as we can start to imagine, not just financial.  

It’s often said that the arguments for the arts’ value fall into two 

camps: intrinsic and instrumental – intrinsic being embodied by 

the arts itself in something such as beauty or humanity, or 

capturing something profound or of national importance to 

someone in the arts itself, and then instrumental, which is what 

it can actually do and the changes it can bring about in people 

or society, such as literacy outcomes in education or social 

cohesion. Some are more practical and you can measure it.   

I think the question about why the state ought to get involved 

in that is about… First of all, it’s about what kind of society do 
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we want. I think it’s quite important to start with the kind of 

ideology of why you would do that. It’s interesting comparing 

ourselves to Europe, where by and large most politicians 

would never dream of that, because it’s much more well-

funded by the state than over here; it’s actually seen as a mark 

of civilisation and not just the upper echelons of civilisation, but 

actually state investment allows the arts to be experienced 

and, indeed, created by everyone. That enlightened set of 

values is something that I think is fairly universal and that we 

can start to have a bit of leverage with.  

It’s also about who gets to take part and the kinds of people 

who become our culture, because I think that’s really 

important. I think it’s a healthy society where the arts are a sort 

of a, in a loose kind of way, almost an instrument of 

democracy that there is a breadth of representation and 

participation.  

I think it’s a closed and narrow society that imagines the arts in 

a sort of mediaeval form of wealthy families bringing theatre 

troupes in to perform privately. I think that’s a ridiculous 

aspiration for the arts and one that we’ve long since moved 

away from – although, sadly, if certain elements in this country 

have their way, we might be seeing more of.  

You only have to talk to your average American about how 

difficult it is to raise private philanthropy for the arts, and the 

kinds of pressures that there are when private funding and 

creative outcomes start to merge. Our system is still better 

than that.  

Yes, there’s a lot of writing on this. If you’re interested in 

reading more about this, I did put a paper together recently, 

actually, for some board members on small-scale theatre 

companies that are part of a consortium, because increasingly 

small-scale theatres need to involve their boards in these 
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cases in making a case for the arts. If you Google ‘intrinsic’ 

and ‘instrumental values’ and ‘arts’, then there are quite a few 

papers out there about it which put some interesting positions 

across.  

It’s definitely something we should all get on top of, because 

there’s nothing worse than finding yourself in a conversation 

with Ed Vaizey or your MP and actually feeling on the back 

foot about the arts. I think it’s almost incumbent on all of us to 

have a few of these in our back pockets. 

 

Daniel Harrison: Also, further to that point on the democracy of state-subsidised 

arts, if art needs to speak truth to power, which I think all art 

forms need to do, then you are suddenly compromised if you 

have to accept funding from dubious organisations.   

I know I’m on record here, but if your main source of funding is 

BP, for instance, then all of a sudden perhaps you are less 

likely to be independent in what you’re able to say and the 

truths that you’re able to tell. I think that that is another reason 

why state-subsidised arts is so, so important.  

 

David Edgar: Yes, hang on a minute; are we saying that the Government is 

not a dubious source of funding? (Laughter) 

 

Fin Kennedy: Technically, David, we have the arm’s length principle in this 

country: the Arts Council. 

 

David Edgar: Can I underline the word ‘technically’? 
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Fin Kennedy: Yes, alright.  

 

David Edgar: Because what’s been interesting about this government is that 

the three Secretaries of State for Culture, they’ve each made a 

really big speech and they’ve taken the three arguments. I 

don’t think they’re aware of that. So Jeremy Hunt was “Art for 

art’s sake,” Maria Miller was “It’s the economy, stupid,” and 

actually Javid’s thing was very good; it was all about diversity 

and access.   

We’re always at risk from the right-wing think tanks. Indeed, 

it’s gone beyond Quentin Letts and many other people, 

Stephen Pollard and other people who’ve been arguing 

vociferously for years “Why subsidise the arts at all? Get rid…” 

When people say, “Dropping departments entirely,” they 

usually mean business and culture, media, and sport. 

There is, however, one piece of really bad news, which is that 

despite the most strenuous efforts over many, many years, by 

many theatre companies and elsewhere in the arts to widen 

access, it is resolutely not widened.  

I just say that because it’s important we live in the real world in 

order then to change it. Actually, it’s not class, but it’s the 

educational status of the audience and the colour of the 

audience – a bit less the age, but the age is obviously 

significant too – that has proved very difficult to shift. That’s the 

truth. 

 

Fin Kennedy: Taken in aggregate, that may well still be the case, but I think 

that overlooks pockets of real progress. 
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David Edgar: I agree with that. 

 

Fin Kennedy: My company, Tamasha, has a national tour on the road at the 

moment. 

 

David Edgar: I believe with excellent reviews. 

 

Fin Kennedy: With excellent reviews. We’ve had diversity of audiences- 

 

David Edgar: And going around the country. 

 

Fin Kennedy: Indeed; indeed, yes. 

 

David Edgar: So, a theatre near you. 

 

Fin Kennedy: Yes, exactly (Laughter), but my point is we have show reports 

coming in from places like Nottingham Playhouse, which are 

about some audience members leaving to pray and then come 

back again because it goes across one of the times of the five 

prayers of the day for Muslims.   

Shows like that and companies like ours – and many others - 

attract these much more diverse audiences because they 

make shows that those audiences want to come and see. It’s a 

question about investing in that infrastructure to really create 

the breadth of shows that will speak to all. You can’t lump 
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audiences together as a kind of single thing; they want 

different things in different places and at different times.  

My own work in East London, for example, I’ve got a 10-year 

association with a school in Tower Hamlets, which is 96% 

Bangladeshi Muslim students. I’ve been their salaried 

playwright in residence over the years and written plays which 

we’ve taken to the Edinburgh Fringe.  

That’s now, in the last few months, given birth to this alumni 

theatre company, an entirely spontaneous thing that’s come 

out of an administrator in a school, who’s a former student 

who’s been involved in a lot of the arts work, taking it upon 

herself, now that the school has its own theatre on campus, to 

form an alumni theatre company of former students 18 and 

above. They’ve just had their first show and Tamasha, my 

company, is looking to mentor them as an organisation while 

they grow.  

I think it takes that long for this, and that level of sustained 

investment and organisation has enlightened us, as Mulberry 

School, to actually bring those kinds of changes about; we 

can’t sort of throw money at it and hope for the best.  

 

Phelim McDermott: I think it’s also about starting close in. We’ve had a little 

journey as a company around disability work. Our last show 

that happened at the Young Vic was a collaboration with a 

company called ‘One of Us’, Mat Fraser and Julie Atlas Muz. It 

was ‘Beauty and the Beast’; it was their own love story, as well 

as telling the story of ‘Beauty and the Beast’.   

They in themselves are these two communities. Julie Atlas 

Muz is a kind of burlesque stripper and Matt is a kind of 

disability activist, and within their own relationship there was 
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this diversity, but they each brought these diverse communities 

with them.  

For us, that was like a really great way because my interest 

was in them. It’s something about the way to bring diversity in 

your shows is to start right with that person next to you and 

start close in, I think, because one can get overwhelmed with 

thinking, “Oh, my God, how am I going to change the whole 

system, because it’s really depressing?” The answer is: with 

the person next to you, so whatever we want to do about 

making this more diverse; what would we do about that? 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: I’m going to jump in there. I think it’s time to hand over to you 

now for any questions you’d like to ask our speakers tonight. 

You’ve heard their presentations. There’s a microphone going 

to come round, so if you could just wait to ask your question 

until the microphone reaches you, that would be great, as 

tonight is being audio recorded. Over to you for any questions 

you’d like to ask our speakers. 

 

Female: Hi. On the topic of permission and diversity, it’s a question to 

everybody because I know Liberty and I have spoken about 

entitlement and how/where are you entitled to write diversity. 

Fin, you spoke about, as an artistic director of a diverse group, 

why?   

I’m interested to know because the audiences we want to get 

into theatres and the people we want to represent are a 

diverse group that wouldn’t have a face with politics.  

How can we tackle it as a grass-root issue? Obviously, we 

want the work to be created, but how do we get the audiences 

to understand that that is where the politics are taking us?  
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Daniel Harrison: I am lucky to be a committee member for ‘Act for Change’, 

which was a body set up by Daniel Evans, the Artistic Director 

of Sheffield Theatres, and Danny Lee Wynter, an actor, to 

combat the lack of diversity in the live and performing arts. I 

think that a very simple, basic, straightforward way to deal with 

that, first of all, is quotas and positive discrimination.   

I heard Shami Chakrabarti talking about this, the Director of 

Liberty, and she said that it’s condemned as being tokenistic. 

It’s not tokenistic if it’s being a beacon. If you all of a sudden 

see yourself on stage as a minority within society, if all of a 

sudden you read something written by somebody who you feel 

an affinity with because they also come from your diverse 

background, then you are feeling encouraged to enter that 

industry as well.  

I think that venues, if we just talk about venues rather than 

individual work, also have a moral duty and responsibility to 

provide entry-level jobs or gateway opportunities to those from 

diverse backgrounds and positively discriminate.  

Sod what Quentin Letts and the rest of them have to say, 

because I think that that is the first way to get a diverse 

representation within all forms of art, and then that will be the 

first generation. After that, I think it will be a lot more easier for 

people naturally to just come to the industry, but I think first of 

all you need this positive, proactive stance.  

 

Fin Kennedy: Yes, I agree. I think also it’s about making the bigger 

institutions not feel so intimidating and alienating. A great 

example is Theatre Royal Stratford East in London. Any show 

there has an extraordinary diverse audience, and also an 
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extraordinary involved audience, to the point where they 

sometimes answer back to the play (Laughter).   

Actors in the companies know to expect that; it’s part and 

parcel of playing at that theatre, but Kerry Michael, who’s a 

particularly visionary artistic director in my opinion, has a policy 

of – I don’t know if it’s every once a year, but it’s certainly 

regularly – throwing the programming, the entire programming 

of the theatre, over to his audience.  

They have a team of local people who are invited in to, 

essentially, run the theatre and to programme a few shows. 

They get to make fund and budget decisions and programming 

decisions, with whatever support they need, but that’s the kind 

of extraordinarily open relationship they have with their 

community.  

That’s a very well-established, embedded theatre that’s been 

around for 50 years or more and harps back to Joan 

Littlewood’s time, who was a great theatrical visionary, and 

that legacy very much lives on in that theatre.   

They are the exception, sadly, rather than the rule, but I think 

progress is being made in other institutions. The Royal Court 

has a rather underreported on but very active schools and 

participatory programme. They don’t make the headlines and 

column inches, because they’re not the glamorous mainstay 

shows, but the work is going on.  

Often it’s quite borough specific; in London at least, the 

borough boundaries are quite strong, so there’ll be sort of local 

council incentives or whatever to provide stuff for that local 

community, which means that it is quite localised – as it should 

be, really.  
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Really, again, it’s about people who are in senior positions in 

institutions finding imaginative ways to throw their doors open 

in a really meaningful way. 

 

Daniel Harrison: If I could just add one more point to that as well which is that 

sometimes institutions just do things because they think that 

that’s the way to do it, but actually question that: is that really 

necessary?   

There was a report out by the London Theatre Consortium’s 

set of apprentices, who come from very diverse backgrounds, 

and they were sent application forms, mock application forms 

for jobs at theatres within the London Theatre Consortium. 

They had questions which were then sent back to the theatres 

and the theatres suddenly go, “Actually, you’re right: we don’t 

need to use terms like ‘pro rata’; we don’t need to have long 

application forms with job description details. We don’t need to 

use these terms, because we wouldn’t expect to get a 10-page 

CV, so why are we sending out a 10 page application form?”  

It’s things like this which are the barriers to getting a diverse 

workforce. Just really just take a step back and start again, I 

think, in terms of recruitment; that’s the way to make your 

organisation, your company, look like the audiences that 

you’re trying to get in. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: Thank you. Other questions that people have for your 

speakers? Yes. 

 

Female: Hi. I guess my question is quite a vague one and may not be 

relevant at all (Laughter), but I guess what I was wondering is, 

because we’re talking about diversity, but it seems to be very 
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UK-based, so it may be diverse but it’s still people who are 

born in the UK or from good families and such.   

I was wondering what people like me should do in relation to 

this whole political thing and how to approach it, because 

obviously I’m not from England; I wasn’t born here. I don’t 

even know if I’m going to stay here, but I am sort of indirectly 

involved in the industry and I’m wondering how relevant my 

input would be. 

I come in as sort of like, “She’s not even really English, is she? 

She may not understand.” (Laughter) I’m wondering how much 

input I would have and how I should take the whole thing, 

because it’s quite an unknown topic to me.  

 

Phelim McDermott: I have a quick response, which is there’s one way of looking at 

diversity which is – and I really agree with you - there are 

proactive ways to go, “Quota, let’s make it happen.”   

A reason for diversity is because the conversations are more 

interesting. Pure and simply, the conversation will be more 

interesting if the room is more diverse. It will be. You can look 

at it kind of like biologically: a nutrient system that’s really 

fertile. It’s fertile because it’s diverse.  

The reason for diversity is not for any, whatever – what do they 

call it? – politically correct reason; it’s because the 

conversations will be more interesting. The fact that you’re 

saying, “I might not be, because I’m…” I would say that’s the 

reason for the opposite: the reason that you should be present 

is because you are outside that and so we might learn 

something. For me, that’s what diversity really is about. 
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David Edgar: Yes. It’s also for politically correct reasons; it’s also for 

employment reasons. The National Campaign for the Arts has 

complained very strongly about visas for artists, which have 

become very difficult. It’s also about employment, and those 

two things come together when you have a campaign that 

really works.   

I hesitate to say this, because it hasn’t worked well enough, 

but I’m old enough to remember the sort of Quentin Letts two 

or three generations back saying, “It’s impossible to have a 

black King Lear with three white daughters. How is that 

biologically possible?”  

When I was growing up in the ‘60s the Royal Shakespeare 

Company occasionally employed black actors to play either 

fairies or villains – no, it was fairies or servants, and then 

villains were the sort of third lot. That obviously is now 

completely unthinkable. That campaign has been very 

successful and people now look through different eyes; they 

don’t think about it and it expanded from Shakespeare to later 

plays, to later plays, to later plays.  

That change I think didn’t have to happen, and the complaints 

that some male critics had about the all-female Shakespeares 

at the Donmar that Phyllida Lloyd directed, that will also be 

seen as being an extraordinarily antediluvian attitude, which it 

hopefully is seen like already.  

 

Fin Kennedy: Really, I think your question is a really good one. There are a 

couple of things I’d say. One is that you are here for however 

long or short period, but you’re here making the work, taking 

part in education and cultural institutions of this country; you 

have every right to, whilst you’re here, make your voice heard 

and lobby the politicians here, irrespective of whether or not 
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you’re entitled to vote. Don’t underestimate your own power in 

that respect.    

I do think that we are a rather inward-looking island; I think 

we’re not particularly good at looking abroad. It’s partly that 

we’re blessed with a very active and long-standing theatre 

culture of our own and we tend to export theatre to other 

countries; a lot of our text-based work sustains the canons of 

theatres across Europe and America and beyond, but one 

thing I would say is, whilst you’re here, to approach the kinds 

of institutions that interest you and play upon what you can 

offer in the unique position that you’re in.  

The analogy that I would give is one which you know well 

because we’ve been working together on ‘Taxi Tales’, which is 

this Tamasha project working with playwright	  Ishy Din, who’s a 

former minicab driver from Middlesbrough turned playwright 

who Tamasha discovered, and nurtured, and produced his first 

play and now he’s been produced all over the place.  

We’re working with him too on a new site-specific community 

project, which involves Ishy recruiting other minicab drivers in 

Middlesbrough and working with them to develop monologues 

for the drivers to perform to customers in their cabs. It’s an 

R&D process this year but a model that we hope will grow in 

future years, and we’ve been trialling it through the MA 

Dramatic Writing here.  

I sometimes describe Ishy as my ‘lightning rod’ into a 

community. What I mean by that is that if I was to walk up to a 

minicab office in Middlesbrough and say, “Hey, guys, does 

anyone want to come and do some theatre?” I’d be laughed 

out of town, but Ishy can say, “Yes, I’ll recruit three drivers,” 

and literally the next day he has, and they’re all really good 

performers.  
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If you can present yourself as the kind of lightning rod to the 

institutions, we all actually do want to be more outward looking 

and engage more with other cultures and communities, but it’s 

hard to know where to start, especially if they’re abroad and 

it’s all a bit amorphous, and how do you access an Indian 

theatre company partner? Do you know what I mean?  

But if you can approach those places and say, “Look, I’m going 

to be back in Delhi, or Calcutta, or wherever in six months’ 

time; how about I have a few conversations on your behalf? 

How about we stay in touch and I’ll see what connections I can 

make for you?” actually being that broker, I think, could carve 

an interesting niche for yourself in which you might actually 

end up creating a job for yourself. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: Thank you. I think we’ve got time for one more question, if 

there’s any final question anyone would like to ask. 

 

Female: This has all been really interesting and you all spoke really 

eloquently about how politics intersects with the arts industry, 

but I just want to finish with a creative practice question about 

how, in the art that you make and the theatre that you write, 

how politics is involved in that – can be involved in that. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: Thank you. 

 

David Edgar: I do it; I write political theatre and always have, and what 

political theatre means has changed. I started off in the early 

‘70s writing agitprop plays during a very exciting political 



50	  
	  

period in terms both of this country and what was happening in 

the world.   

Then I decided that theatre could do more than sloganise, 

though I liked sloganising and I still respect that period in my 

work, and moved on to work whose fuse was perhaps a little 

bit longer in terms of what it was trying to do.  

Although I’ve continued to be a polemical writer who writes 

things that have a message and I’m not frightened of the word 

‘message’ at all, I guess what I’ve moved onto is writing plays 

about the political process and about understanding how 

people work in the processes which they conduct outside the 

home. I tend not to write plays about love or family life; my 

characters tend not to be related to each other and they tend 

to operate outside homes.  

There are many, many brilliant plays written and in some 

senses profoundly political. I’m a little bit nervous about “All 

plays are political,” because if all plays are political, then the 

word ‘political’ ceases to have meaning. For a while, the Arts 

Council was saying, “All plays are contemporary,” and if 

they’re saying that ‘Hamlet’ is contemporary, then 

‘contemporary’ has ceased to be a word that is useful, 

because it doesn’t distinguish. What they meant by that was 

‘lively’, or ‘influential’, or ‘with topical reference’, but ‘Hamlet’ is 

not a contemporary play.  

In the same way, I think if you expand ‘political’ to a point 

where it covers everything, then it ceases to be a useful word, 

but certainly there are plays set in domestic situations, and 

family situations, and romantic situations which are very 

profound about life and conceivably profound about politics 

too; I just happen not to be very good writing those. I enjoy 

going and seeing work on those topics which is done much 

better than I could ever do it myself. 
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Fin Kennedy: I started out writing plays of the kind that you describe. My first 

play, ‘Protection’, was a kind of David Hare-inspired 

investigation of social services – my mum was a social worker 

for many years – but I sort of did that once and then didn’t 

really repeat it. 

What I did develop through writing that play was kind of a 

research methodology, in that I realised that like you, David, 

actually, I didn’t delve down into myself and my own soul, as it 

were, for inspiration – or, my life, which is pretty mundane.  

I always got interested in subjects outside my own experience, 

which meant that I had to get out there into the world in order 

to gain any kind of legitimacy in order just to write that. That’s 

really what led me into contact with lots of different 

communities, but particularly writing for young people, 

particularly the inner cities, and most particularly the 

Bangladeshi community in Tower Hamlets, which sort of led 

me to Tamasha.  

That’s been a hugely rich process, entirely unplanned, but one 

that’s really stretched and developed me as an artist and has 

kind of given birth to this crop of plays. I’ve got two volumes of 

plays now that have come out in collaboration with young 

people in that school. The process was unusually focused on 

representing those young people.  

The stories were seldom either fantastical or not necessarily 

politically motivated in that traditional sense, but the fact that 

they now exist and that they’re published means there is a kind 

of large cast ensemble base with diverse youngsters, which 

are suddenly eligible for GCSE and A-level performance 

because only published plays are. So, other schools have 

started to do them and that’s kind of built up a bit of 
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momentum, which I’m really proud of because they feel very 

co-creative with those kids. I don’t write a play and go, “Here’s 

what you’re performing”; we kind of do the workshops together 

and come up with the ideas.  

That’s something that I’m very much bringing into my work with 

Tamasha, which is brokering and curating those processes 

and structures for other writers to come into contact with 

communities beyond their own – and hopefully sparking other 

similar, interesting work. 

 

Jennifer Tuckett: We’re out of time now, but thank you for attending our event 

on arts and politics a week before the election. Thank you to 

our panellists for taking part in the discussion.   

   Finally, just to mention: this event has been supported by the 

launch of ‘The PAAS Foundation’. The PAAS Foundation is a 

new foundation to support and encourage arts students to 

engage in politics. The website for The PAAS Foundation will 

go live on Monday, so if you look out or google ‘The PAAS 

Foundation’ then, more information will be released on 

Monday.   

   Thank you again; I hope you’ve enjoyed the event. The bar at 

Central Saint Martins is open in the Platform Theatre if you’d 

like to continue the discussion. Finally, I hope you will join me 

in thanking our panellists tonight (Applause). 

 

END AUDIO 

 


