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Introduction 
 

 
 
There was a fortuitous moment at an opening night when, in conversation with Una Niceoin from 
Prime Cut Productions, I heard about Brace or Breakthrough.  Just a few weeks earlier I had 
started researching a PhD in Drama and Cultural Management in which I wanted to look at where 
artists stood in the decision-making structures of theatre companies.  My instinct, as someone 
working as a producer and programmer for over 20 years, was that there was a mismatch between 
artistic ambition and the infrastructure that supported it. I could also feel a frustration being 
expressed in different ways from all parts of the theatre-making relationship in Northern Ireland, in 
other parts of the UK and in Ireland.  We discussed the event, why they wanted to do it and what 
my interests in attending were.  So I came to the event as a somewhat partial observer.  
 
This report is not intended as a documentary of what happened (listen to the full proceedings 
through the link in the Appendices) nor is it an independent piece of research.  Rather it is an 
attempt to draw together the many different and inter-weaving discussions, comments and 
reflections that filled the two days with quite an amount of emotion and challenge.  There is no 
single conclusion but there are a number of key points that I have drawn together from the two 
days which would suggest how and where the conversation might go next. 
 

About Ali FitzGibbon 
Ali FitzGibbon is a freelance producer, programmer and arts consultant.  She has worked in 
professional theatre and multi-artform programmes in Ireland and Northern Ireland for over 20 
years, most notably as the Director of the international arts organisation and festival, Young at Art.  
She is an Industry Fellow with the Institute of Collaborative Research in the Humanities at Queen’s 
University Belfast, where she also lectures on the MA in arts management and cultural policy in the 
School of Creative Arts. 
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Summary 
 
Brace or Breakthrough was a 2-day symposium exploring new models of supporting and make 
professional theatre in Northern Ireland, using a shared discussion platform to explore 
contributions from all parts of the theatre-making relationship and from all over the UK and Ireland.   
 

 
 
Its aims were: 

• to look at other producing models across the UK and Ireland 
• to gain insight into projects that have weathered the storm outside of NI 
• to explore the role of the Artist in the administration and production of their own work 
• to provide a vital, immediate and real opportunity for UK, NI and ROI performing arts 

professionals across the spectrum to come together to address issues and explore new 
ways of working in a difficult funding ecology 

 
Curated by Roise Goan and Emma Jordan, with significant input from Gillian Mitchell, the 
programme was delivered through a series of keynotes, panel discussions and Q&As in which all 
hierarchies of large and small companies, venues, solo artists, producers, early and mid-career 
practitioners were flatlined.  Arising from the event were not only a collective understanding of the 
context and the value of such events, but some tangible ideas for new ways of working, priorities 
for the sector, and opportunities for future collaborative approaches. 
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Context 
 
In the handout to accompany the event, Prime Cut Productions and The MAC described it taking 
place “in the context of ever shrinking subsidies in Northern Ireland”.  
 
They go on to say, 

 “Performing Arts in NI are at a precarious juncture as government funding is slashed 
and the professional structures that have been built up over a long period of time 
begin to crumble. Prime Cut and the MAC are keen to take the lead in looking at what 
has happened elsewhere; sharing ideas, questions and learning amongst the 
community of artists and stakeholders now, before it's too late. To that end we are 
gathering the brightest minds and clearest voices we can, to be with us as we 
do.  While the agenda is focused mainly on what can and could be achieved in NI, we 
are keen to reflect the experiences and share potential solutions with colleagues 
across the UK and Republic of Ireland.  
 
This symposium links Prime Cut’s new REVEAL programme of artist development 
interventions, with the MAC’s HATCH programme for resident artists, to explore ways 
in which we, and other leading arts organisations in NI can best serve the needs of 
independent artists in a rapidly changing sector. “ 
 

 
 
This symposium was not initially planned as part of Prime Cut’s “Reveal” programme, an artists’ 
development bid to the Paul Hamlyn Foundation.  Rather, it evolved from that programme as ideas 
and thinking emerged.  It was particularly influenced and came fully into being with the involvement 
of Gillian Mitchell, the MAC’s Director of Programmes. (Although by the time the symposium took 
place she had left the organisation, this contribution was described as hugely significant by both 
the Prime Cut team and the CEO of the MAC.) 
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In their annual programme, Prime Cut expressed the aim of the symposium as follows: 
 

“Brace or Breakthrough was developed with the aim of fulfilling the desire to look at 
other producing models across the UK and Ireland, looking at and learning from other 
organisations and artists who had already come through similar experience providing 
us with the opportunity to gain insight into projects that have weathered the storm 
outside of NI. We also wanted to explore the role of the Artist in the administration 
and production of their own work and the attitudes of venues, organisations and 
funders to this in a non-hierarchical environment. As such the Brace or Breakthrough 
Symposium was a key event within the 2015 Reveal Programme, designed to provide 
a vital, immediate and real opportunity for UK, NI and ROI performing arts 
professionals across the spectrum to come together, address the issues that affect 
them and explore new, innovative and achievable methods of producing work in a 
straitened funding ecology." 

The wider Northern Irish Context 
 

 
 
To place this in a wider context, theatre is not unique in the shrinking public subsidy environment.  
The NI arts budget as a whole has been the lowest in the UK and lower than the Republic of 
Ireland since before the Peace/Good Friday Agreement of 1998.  The Conservative/Liberal 
Democrat Government and subsequent Conservative majority government in the UK also brought 
in swingeing changes to public sector subsidy across all areas and, while Northern Ireland 
protected some areas of spending such as health and education, the overall drop in the block grant 
to the devolved NI Assembly from UK Treasury has had to be met from what are deemed 
discretionary funds.  Funds paid over to the lead department for Culture, Arts and Leisure are 
allocated according to statutory obligations and Ministerial priority and the Arts Council of Northern 
Ireland has faced standstill funding and budgets from the Department have declined since 2008 
with annual and in-year cuts and real terms losses.  Local authority spend (as grant aid) in NI is 
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uneven with Belfast City Council and Derry & Strabane Council spending the largest sums on arts 
and culture but proportionally, this offers grant in aid of less than 10% of the cultural spend in the 
city of Belfast (figures for Derry & Strabane were unavailable).  Within Northern Ireland, local 
authority venues also represent the largest potential market place for theatre in the region, 
however, current funding levels of programme budget within these venues are such that they are 
unable to pay any form of subsidised guarantee to companies let alone the full cost recovery of a 
non-subsidised model of producing work. 
 
A study by NITA (Northern Ireland Theatre Association, now TheatreNI) showed that Northern 
Ireland has among the lowest ticket prices in the UK for professional theatre, resulting in 
challenges to fulltime venues and companies, and small profit-share productions to generate 
earned income sufficient to meet their costs. 
 
Theatre, however, is also a collaborative medium, often necessitating multiple personnel and the 
involvement of venues, companies, artists of different disciplines, and technical specialists.  Like 
music, this expands the human footprint of it as an artform, and as a result, it can very quickly 
absorb subsidy in very basic delivery costs. 
 
In the introduction to the event, Emma Jordan, Artistic Director of Prime Cut Productions, 
described the driving force to this programme being her own participation in an Artist Development 
Programme, the Next Stage at the Dublin Theatre Festival and her subsequent nomination for a 
BreakthroughAward from the Paul Hamlyn Foundation.  The REVEAL Programme had been 
fuelled by her desire to share some of these opportunities with others, to go on a creative 
adventure and to have time to “play’, something she felt she rarely had the opportunity to do, both 
as the head of an active organisation and as someone who had entered a career in theatre with no 
professional training. 
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The Context for Artists 
 

 
 
It is not possible within a short informal report to articulate fully the current position of all theatre 
artists in the UK and Ireland.  However, it is worth reflecting on general trends and changes in how 
the theatre sector is structured. 
 
Within the UK and Ireland, there is relatively little history of state-led theatre, i.e. in which the 
institutions are part of a national infrastructure, established and owned by the government (unlike 
parts of Eastern Europe, former Soviet states and People’s Republic of China).  With relatively few 
exceptions in its history, theatre (even the national institutions) has been established and run as a 
semi-private enterprise – largely private and charitable companies led by a small number of people 
who finance their work through a mixture of ticket sales, donations from trusts and individuals, 
sponsorships and within the last 50 to 100 years, a more coherent system of state grant-in-aid. 
 
Historically, theatre was set up and run by its players with playwrights, directors and actors leading 
the companies and acting as both the artistic and business decision-makers.  The changing 
market-place and growth of state expectations for accountability in return for grants influenced the 
development of roles such as theatre managers and administrators or encouraged the 
establishment of more formal hierarchies, mainly built around a lead Artistic Director.  Throughout 
the 60s, 70s and 80s, new models such as co-operative companies were formed, responding to 
social and political movements around shared governance and responsibility as well as shared 
ownership.  This period also saw a significant movement away from capital cities, a levelling of 
access to professional theatre and theatre careers in smaller cities.  While few examples of 
cooperative companies remain, the decentralisation of the artform has had a lasting impact on both 
countries.  Another model that was prevalent in the UK was the repertory theatre in which 
performers might sustain long periods of employment and input into multiple pieces of work.  Many 
of these larger repertory theatres also retained permanent designers or created lasting 
relationships with directors, playwrights and other artistic roles. 
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In the last twenty to thirty years, state funding both in the UK and Ireland and a growing set of 
interests around audiences, communities, promotion, fundraising, etc has generated new roles in 
the growing field of cultural management; semi-creative or non-creative roles concerned with the 
“business” side of theatre.  At the same time, the repertory and associate roles have diminished (in 
part due to changing practice and in part changing finance) leading to a greater transience of 
artists through theatres.  This means with relatively few exceptions, artists are less likely to have 
longterm relationships with companies and venues they did not set up themselves. 
 
Alongside this, the form has been in a state of change.  The UK and Ireland retain one of the 
strongest traditions of text-based theatre in the world but international (mainly European) 
influences, changes to training, and a shift toward inter-disciplinary practice has diversified the 
theatre each country produces.  Club life, burlesque, performance art, spoken word, video all 
influence contemporary theatre practice both inside and outside venues.  While there are still 
playwrights, actors/performers, directors, many now see themselves as between these roles, 
describing themselves as theatre-makers – conceiving, devising, writing and performing, both 
individually and collaboratively.   
 
Socially and economically, this shift offers freedoms and challenges.  The erosion of “paid-for” 
content has reduced people’s willingness to pay for original performance and theatre audience 
patterns have changed radically to what they want to see, when and where.  This has put many 
artists under severe economic pressure with average earnings falling significantly in real terms, 
while benefits systems have become harder to access and the loss of student grants (in the UK) 
pushes performing arts students into debt before their career begins.  In addition, the contraction of 
state subsidy for the arts relative to real terms costs has meant that artists have fewer 
opportunities to access funding and the possibility of establishing their own companies is less likely 
than in recent years. Critically they lack the money to pay themselves, meaning that as in Ireland in 
the 70s and 80s, many must have a parallel career in some other way to offset the cost of living 
and the pursuit of their artform is fitted around that.  Unlike the 70s and 80s, the tightening of social 
welfare and benefits systems controls mean that the old adage that “the dole was a bigger funder 
of the arts” is no longer true. 
 
On a positive note, artists have in some ways been liberated from working through a traditional 
company model, free to make and promote their own work, communicating directly with their 
audiences.  Technological changes and global communication networks have made mobility 
greater than before.  There is also evidence to suggest a younger risk-taking audience exists who 
are willing to experiment with alternate modes of performance, site-specific, etc.  Artists wanting to 
experiment in bars, on streets, using apps and different audio approaches have unprecedented 
levels of freedom than before.  
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The Symposium 
 
The Brace or Breakthrough Symposium was a conversation over 2 days between practitioners – 
artists, producers, programmers and with some input from some lead funding bodies (British 
Council, Arts Council of Northern Ireland and An Chomhairle Ealaion).  The topic was described as 
“artist development and new models of theatre and dance production in Northern Ireland”.   
 

 
 
It is worth pointing out this was an event about “theatre” as professionally produced staged 
performance (though not necessarily venue-based).  It had relevance to dance and possibly opera, 
and included dance within its scope, but it did not attempt to encapsulate everything about all 
aspects of theatre – youth theatre, community theatre, theatre of witness; these represented 
different models with very different urgencies. 
 

The content and contributors 
 
Broadly structured across 4 themes1, it featured panel discussions, keynotes and performance 
extracts from the Artists Development Programmes of both the MAC (HATCH) and Prime Cut 
Productions (REVEAL).  A premiere of a new Prime Cut production, Scorch by Stacey Gregg, was 
presented between the proceedings of day one and day two.  The symposium was curated by 
Roise Goan, freelance producer and Associate Producer with Prime Cut Productions, and Emma 
Jordan, Artistic Director of Prime Cut Productions.  Organisational support came from Stephen 
Coulter, BBC Performing Arts Fellow with the MAC, while both partner organisations contributed 
support administratively, promotionally and technically. 
 
The two days were plotted to consider different and overlapping viewpoints from the UK and 
Ireland – venues, producers, solo artists.  There was an interesting balance of contributors in 
different stages of career.  Of note, Lynne Parker, Artistic Director of Rough Magic Theatre 

                                                        
1 See Appendix 1 for the timetable in full 
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Company in Dublin and Judith Knight from Artsadmin in London were able to give a historical 
context and reflect on the changing external environment for theatre makers, as well as contribute 
their current knowledge and approaches.  This combined with those at an earlier or more evolving 
stage such as Amy Conroy, playwright/performer and founding Artistic Director of Hot for Theatre 
in Dublin, and Leonie McDonagh, founding choreographer and performer of Pony Dance, based 
primarily in Belfast.  First time director and producer Rhiann Jeffrey and Stephen Coulter, both 
BBC Performing Arts Fellows from Northern Ireland, were also afforded platforms to discuss their 
experiences as “early career” practitioners. 
 
Contributions also came from large and small scales of operation – Neil Murray from National 
Theatre of Scotland (in transition to the Abbey Theatre, the National Theatre of Ireland) and Olivia 
Harris, a freelance producer based in Cardiff; and from different models of financing – Jackie Wylie 
was able to offer knowledge (and poignant lessons learned) from The Arches in Glasgow and Jay 
Miller contributed thoughts from a volunteer-initiated experience now a full time commissioning and 
producing venue, The Yard in London. 
 

The format 
 

 
 
The symposium could be described as a frame in which the same topic – the relationship between 
those making theatre and the infrastructure around and above them, supporting them (or not) – 
was poked, prodded and explored with different perspectives and seen through different lenses.  
This was an event designed to tease out threads and conversations leading to a concluding 
session about what could or should be the next action or topic of conversation.  It was emphatically 
not a consultation exercise.   
 
One of the unanticipated successes of the event was the layout of all the discussions.  All the 
events took place on the amphitheatre-style seating banks designed by Ciaran Bagnall for Scorch 
(the Prime Cut production by Stacey Gregg).  In effect, everyone attending faced each other in a 
high-sided closed circle throughout the two days.  Panellists and the chairs of the panels sat on a 
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level with audience members and questions came literally from all sides, including behind.  While a 
small concession was made for a number of solo keynotes and other speakers, introducing a 
lectern in one of the entrance aisles, the effect was a democratising one, enhancing the 
egalitarian, collective nature of the discussion. 
 
Effort too had been made to flatten out the hierarchy of discussions – individual artists, early career 
practitioners and solo producers were presented with equal status and respect alongside lead 
producers and longstanding senior people from companies throughout the discussions.  Although 
a full timetable, each topic was supported by contributions from each panellist of a decent length to 
get many relevant points across (longer than the conference schedules of many other events like 
this) and a good length of time for chaired post-panel discussions.  This allowed further 
contributions to be made and some of the most pertinent reflections came during these 
discussions.  Cutting through this, in the middle and at the end of Day One, performance extracts 
by solo theatre makers and a new Prime Cut production, Scorch written by Stacey Gregg, brought 
the conversation back to what it was about, what models of production and artists support can be 
put in place to help get work made and out there in these challenging times for theatre as an 
artform not just today but in the future?  
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Reflections on the event 
 

1. Is the grass greener? 
 

 
 
The event was presented as a discussion that would look at new models IN Northern Ireland, 
drawing on contributions from all regions of the UK and Ireland.   
 
From the conversations, it was clear that, while Northern Ireland is facing certain particular 
circumstances due to funding regimes over the last 10-15 years, many of the issues being 
discussed were common to all regions of the UK and Ireland and there were particular resonances 
with the situation facing artists in the Republic of Ireland.   
 
There was little solid data at the event to be certain whether this perception that NI has less money 
is actually the case although advocacy carried out in recent years would suggest it is and research 
although now out of date would suggest a pretty radical disparity between NI and the rest of the 
UK and Ireland2.  The symposium tried very hard to open discussions beyond the “money issue”.  
However, a clear disparity in eligibility for funding arose in the discussions that could resolve 
certain issues moving forward.  The Arts Council of Northern Ireland’s general funding schemes 
only support registered companies, with a 2-fold effect: some companies were historically forced 
into existence simply to apply for money and artists are squeezed into a very small and inadequate 
funding stream (SIAP) to finance development of their work but insufficient for production.  This 
created a very complex set of relationships between artists, Artistic Directors of companies, 
companies and their lead funder.   
 

                                                        
2 Briefing paper to NI Assembly June 2011 
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/Documents/RaISe/Publications/2011/Culture-Arts-Leisure/8111.pdf 
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This funding structure would appear to be at odds with how artists are redefining or reimagining 
their approach to making theatre.  The symposium gave space for examples from a “self-
confessed” playwright, seeking a more conventional commissioning process to “theatre-makers” 
who see the development of work as collaborative with a range of different contributors and co-
creators.  Nic Green illustrated a resistance to being pigeon-holed as a particular type of artist 
(dancer, theatre maker, performance artist) or in any one artform. 
 
Key points: 

1.1. These kinds of events are extremely valuable for sharing skills and knowledge, building 
links and have value in supporting the introductory conversations for more collaborative 
models. 
 

1.2. Current and potential funding models in NI should be examined collaboratively with all 
stakeholders – funders, companies, artists – alongside any examination of models of 
producing.  This might release funds from overhead costs to direct delivery. 

 
1.3. Individual artists should be able to secure credible levels of financing from some source 

(whether public or private) alone or as a lead with a supporting company or producer. 
 

1.4. Evolving theatre-making practice might suggest changes for the business end of theatre – 
scheduling, commissioning, planning, budgeting and how it is funded. 

 

2. What is visible and invisible? 
 

 
 
Frequently, conversations (within and after panel discussions) dwelled on the organic, bespoke 
and informal nature of what was described as the “best kind” of artists’ support and development.  
It was apparent that there was no one approach to running these programmes that achieved 
everything – short intensive residential/travel opportunities had merits, as did group programmes 
and also solo personal development/mentoring schemes.  Common to a sense of the “excellent” 
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artists’ development scheme was that they had to have some element of tailoring to the individual 
artist’s interests and compensation for expenses, payment while completing the programme and/or 
more than token budget commitments for R&D were all factors that made a programme stand out.  
 
Contributors, particularly individual artists commented on the visibility, sanction or endorsement 
they received by being attached to a company or organisation as a “way in” to getting their work 
supported or seen.  Companies and venues too referred to the activity these relationships brought, 
bringing in new constituencies and influences. 
 
A more general reflection arising from the event was that individual artists and solo producers 
benefited enormously from “plugging in” to often invisible communication threads of existing 
companies and venues, either because they were on networks to receive information and hear 
about opportunities or they were tapping the knowledge of more experienced practitioners.  As a 
reflection, Roise Goan in her opening talk considered her regret now at the loss of subsidised 
companies during earlier Irish funding cuts, a reversal of her happiness at the time when she felt 
excluded from a subsidised process.   
 
Lynne Parker and Emma Jordan reflected that the presence of different generations and different 
practices within their spaces was a reciprocally positive relationship – challenging, offering 
sounding boards for each other, encouraging risk in the most positive of ways, and reigniting 
interest. The physical and psychological spaces offered by The Arches and the Yard for meeting, 
thinking and sounding out, created room for intangible and very individualised relationships to 
evolve and were of immeasurable importance. 
 
The bulk of those attending the event were from the Dublin and Belfast areas or from urban 
centres in the UK (Glasgow, Cardiff, Manchester and London).   Although some came from Cork, 
Derry and Sligo, attendance from smaller cities was uneven.  This skewed the conversation 
towards more densely-populated urban-based models of collaboration.  Similarly there was a 
relatively low level of engagement by practitioners from some of the more specialist theatre forms, 
theatre for young audiences, as a specific example. None of this was deliberate in the construction 
of the event and the programme was reasonably widely promoted but these absences potentially 
excluded or ignored alternate models, networks and solutions that have evolved elsewhere. 
 
Key points 

2.1. Supporting artists is a highly individual and personalised experience.  The best examples 
evolve and are allowed to do so over an extended period. 
 

2.2. While creating a benchmark or gold standard for artists’ development programmes may not 
be appropriate (given point 2.1, the preference for bespoke programmes), the cost to the 
artists of taking part (through loss of earnings, incurring of expenses, lack of materials 
budgets) has to be factored in as a real cost within the budgets of these programmes. 
 

2.3. Measuring these relationships and respecting the intangible benefits presents a challenge 
for achieving recognition and securing adequate support, or understanding the commitment 
it requires from the company.  How can this be resolved? 

 
2.4. Consideration should be given to whether other approaches or different disciplines offer 

solutions and whether commonalities and differences exist within other performing arts – 
dance, opera, TYA. 
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3. Does mobility help? 
 

 
 
Both within the proceedings and informally throughout the event, there were repeated reflections 
on the disconnection between the theatre community in Northern Ireland and its neighbouring 
peers (in particular the Republic of Ireland and Scotland), the loss of touring visibility and the lack 
of transience for producers, artists and programmers moving in and out of Northern Ireland.  Those 
from the region left and did not return or struggled to retain links with other regions if they stayed 
here.  It was felt this situation would be exacerbated as 3rd level training programmes closed.  This 
placed a certain added value in events like the symposium, reconnecting both companies and 
individual artists. It also raises questions about how Northern Ireland can achieve greater visibility 
for its artists and be part of an international aesthetic discourse through showcasing and other 
opportunities.   
 
International touring and festival presentation was discussed and debated extensively as 
something of value in developing artistic practice and profile but also time-consuming, costly and 
not always the right or only route for artists to dive into.  International collaboration on the other 
hand was more universally accepted as valuable but producers, companies and artists expressed 
difficulties in brokering international, European or even national relationships.  Barriers cited were 
the border (for NI artists and companies) and the island-locked nature of Northern Ireland and the 
Republic of Ireland.  There was also frustration at the lack of finance to travel simply to see work 
and to build the kind of relationships needed to grow those contacts and collaborative links.  There 
was a reflection that one could have success elsewhere but that wouldn’t necessarily be noticed or 
even highlighted on home ground.  At various points the discussion dwelled on an assumed 
“ladder of success” from local to regional, national and international that did not necessarily fit the 
desires or ambitions of the artists or companies.   
 
Key points 
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3.1. Artists and producers (within and outside companies) need to find a way to achieve 
greater mobility and greater understanding how to maximise these opportunities, both 
locally and internationally. 
 

3.2. A more transparent developmental/brokering role for international engagement might exist 
for British Council, Culture Ireland and Arts Councils that enabled artists to better 
understand and realise opportunities (not just money but signposting, advice, contacts) 

 
3.3. There is room for greater discussion on the role for festivals and showcasing organisations 

(e.g. Irish Theatre Institute) to contribute to sectoral development and profile. 
 
 

4. What is the relationship between art and commerce? 
 

 
 
The symposium contained a lot of highly personal, honest, thoughtful observations and a level of 
self-awareness from the speakers that at times was hard to take and at other times hilariously 
funny.  One artist’s playful invocation to other artists to “live off your parents, have a kid to get 
benefits and be a whore” in order to continue to make work was designed to be provocative, 
reflecting the reality that trying to establish a career, and then sustain it took huge levels of 
commitment, drawing on all available support networks while eliminating many personal securities 
and comforts.  Jackie Wylie’s moving rawness as she spoke about what the legacy of The Arches 
would be led her to say she no longer used strategic language as it was “borrowed by business 
from the military and handed down to the arts”.  Nic Green, in her “lonely hearts” style ad for a 
producer, acknowledged how commerce and her artistic practice were intertwined as much as her 
art was intertwined with politics, exhorting a desire not to be protected from making business or 
financial decisions but to be a collaborator with someone who could say no to her as well as 
support her. 
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Artists talked about the production support process often “infantilising” them and removing them 
from business decisions, often to their cost as one artist described in her brutal and naïve early 
career example of having her own company registered and declared insolvent by a producer 
behind her back.  Producers such as Jen Coppinger and Anne Clarke reflected on how 
misunderstood the role of producer was as part of a creative as well as a business process. 
 
This event was trying to get past the question of the money and talk about the processes, the 
models, the infrastructure and the barriers to supporting artists.  However, it is not possible to do 
that without acknowledging that there is a relationship between power and money and those 
controlling budgets have more power than those who don’t.  Neil Murray noted the disparity 
between the weekly rate of pay of actors and the average marketing officer’s salary at NTS.  Jan 
Branch raised the general cross-border surveys of the average income of artists being £7,500 in 
2010 (prior to the most recent rounds of cuts)3. 
 
During Day 2 in particular, there were raw and emotional pleas from artists asking about simple 
things – to be seen, to have emails answered, to be given space to work.  More than anything else, 
it was acknowledged that although Artists Development Programmes when done well are useful, 
they don’t get work made, they don’t pay for food or rent or cover childcare when you have work.   
 
Key points 

4.1. The relationship between supporting artists and paying them is intrinsic and exists for new 
career artists, and established, mid- and late career artists. 
 

4.2. Companies and venues should reflect whether their payment structures reward and 
respect artists in a realistic and meaningful way. 

 
4.3. The ability for artists to leverage their own finance has the capacity to redress many 

power relationships but does not remove the need for direct support from producing 
companies and venues. 

 
4.4. Venues, local authorities and companies with buildings/spaces should consider how they 

are supporting artists and their longterm role in sectoral development. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
3 http://www.artscouncil-ni.org/news/arts-council-study-reveals-poor-living-and-working-conditions-of-artists 
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5. When does an artist stop emerging? 
 

 
 
The topic of Artists Development Programmes, the vested interest of the venue or company to run 
them and their potential value, featured in various conversations.  Timebound experiences such as 
the Next Stage programme at the Dublin Theatre Festival had had a catalytic effect on groups of 
artists while longer term Associate Artist relationships (e.g. BBC Performing Arts Fellow) had 
enabled individuals to have time, space and access to expertise.  These were very different 
experiences with different elements of value.  
 
It was clear from the room that these programmes when run with consideration and a malleable 
form to consider the artists’ interests, were hugely beneficial in realising new work and new 
directions for practice.  SEEDS (Rough Magic) and more recently HATCH (The MAC) had 
produced new generations of theatremakers and it was a reflection of the growing fluidity of roles 
that SEEDS had evolved to include designers and production managers as well as directors, 
performers, devisers and playwrights. Clustering groups of artists into programmes (Next Stage) 
had triggered partnerships that outlived the initial project with many future collaborators sharing 
these developmental experiences and exploring ideas together. 
 
This positivity sits alongside a frustration that the step beyond development seemed to be missing.  
This was another ladder that was challenged – from new artist to supported emerging artist and 
then a gap before you were “established” or trusted.   Even then there seemed to be a mis-step, 
how to get in or how to make it yourself.  Artists were torn between feeling grateful to be supported 
and angry at the lack of sustained investment or trust, feeling patronised as being described 
“emerging” when already a decade and more into their careers.  The word “trust” recurred 
throughout discussions and in particular in the conversation about the producer:artist relationship.  
A further theme that emerged very strongly on Day 2 was the frustration that initiatives were often 
focused on early career artists while more experienced artists still struggled and schemes often did 
not contribute to earnings in any real or material way, limiting how much time and effort the artists 
could devote to the opportunity or what they could realise within the narrow budget. 
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The harsh reality of artists’ sustaining a livelihood and feeling relevant, valued and visible became 
very clear.  Well-known, established theatre-makers described selling their homes in order to 
survive, battling a feeling that you no longer mattered.  Changes to the benefits systems over the 
years had meant that the ability to develop a more fluid approach to work was being curtailed 
(Lynn Parker described the dole as a great funder of the arts in Ireland in the 80s) while many of 
the ancillary related occupations such as teaching drama had also been cut back severely.  In the 
meantime, budgets within companies were curtailed discouraging risk-taking and many associate 
and junior roles that once supported different stages of career development had been lost. 
 
Contributions during discussions showed clearly that there didn’t seem to be a point when 
individual artists, even those with considerable success and acclaim, could feel secure in “making 
it”, always fearful that they would slide out of view and expressing a loss of autonomy in making 
their own route for their work. Many described decisions about work driven more by the need to eat 
and live than for an artistic vision of their own. 
 
Key points 

5.1. While money does not solve everything, most artists are living on an edge of financial 
viability that prevents them having meaningful time and space to be artists.  If the collective 
purpose is about making really great socially relevant art for a broad audience, then the 
infrastructure must reflect that priority and the needs of everyone who is important in that 
endeavour. 
 

5.2. Consideration needs to be given about the relationship between Artists Development 
Schemes and the participants’ ability to commit to them while needing a livelihood. 

 
5.3. Support across the career spectrum needs to be more coherent – can artists experiencing 

hardship receive special support?  Can working schedules consider the evolving needs of 
artists with care commitments, etc?  This is a conversation that should happen at all levels 
– policy, sectorally and with unions and other associations. 

 
5.4. The emphasis on the value of contact with more experienced practitioners for new 

generations came up a number of times but was at odds with how those outside 
organisations with that experience felt valued. 

 
5.5. The progression from emerging to commissioned artist is only one route.  Producing 

companies and venues could examine other models for associate roles and different ways 
of developing work. 
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6. Who has the keys to the building? 
 

 
 
A moment of “provocation” came from Loughlin Deegan in the final session in which he discussed 
the absence of significant numbers of artists or artistic leads in the theatre community in Ireland 
ready or willing to bid for the leadership of its National Theatre.  This was not to dispute the 
appointments made but a reflection on how artists have been distanced from the “business” of 
running our venues and organisations.  The challenge came as he asked artists to “take back the 
keys of the buildings”, suggesting that in some ways, artists were in part complicit in allowing 
themselves to be “infantilised” in the production process.    
 
Ranging more widely across the two days, a number of times, contributors reflected that younger 
artists were more business savvy in their self promotion and ability to project confidence.  This may 
be more a reflection of their relationship to social media and use of internet, a generational trope, 
but there did also appear to be different distinctions as to what the role of the artist was or should 
be in supporting and making their work.  There was also a sense that the lines between what role 
the artists have in making work is blurring with individuals wanting to have input to a range of 
decisions about how their work is made and presented, often depending on the project.  During the 
conversation about the producer’s role, this “blurred lines” comment arose again, with a clear 
desire to see the artist:producer relationship as one which did not divide in a creative:business 
split.  The more standardised commissioning model that has dominated a text-based theatre 
tradition is diversifying to enable greater opportunities for collaborative developments, staged 
development periods between other work, and multi-artist projects.  This may not however, be 
happening at the pace needed or may not fit with the capacities of producing companies and 
venues. 
 
Given the timing of the event, falling a week after the public meeting at the Abbey Theatre of the 
#WakingTheFeminists campaign, it was impossible for conversations across the two days not to 
raise issues of visibility of different social groups, gender, sexuality, ethnicity and class within 
theatre, and how theatre works as a political platform.  Finn Kennedy’s powerful description of “the 
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context in which she makes work” identified the potential for finding a political voice within her 
work.  Rhiann Jeffrey’s closing presentation described the barriers as a young female director and 
attitudes towards her.  There was reflection on the potency of Amy Conroy’s work 
“IheartAliceheartI” and how its social significance had shifted before and after the Irish referendum 
on Marriage Equality.  Although not the focus of the event, these themes of freedom, voice and 
visibility influenced the conversations during the two days.  Informally there were also reflections 
on the relationship between public subsidy and the freedom to express political opinions, 
particularly in Northern Ireland.  
 
A further comment also raised the issue of how venues and companies were often hamstrung by 
the tension between funder expectations (accountability, reporting, other initiatives such as 
engagement work) and the ability to give time, space and support to artists.  This disempowered 
many companies from being able to support artists as much as they wished and here again, the 
idea of trust came up. 
 
Key points 

6.1. Venues and companies need to examine how their commissioning model is appropriate to 
individual artistic projects and whether there are opportunities to involve associate 
producers and artists to diversify the approach. 
 

6.2. It would be useful to examine how 3rd level training is contributing to a diverse skills base – 
awareness of promotion, producing, budgeting, and business skills – as well as exploring 
different approaches to theatremaking.  The conversation should also examine whether 
there are training or capacity issues for individual artists outside of education and how to 
address a producing skills gap to support new models. 

 
6.3. A discussion about diversifying models of producing should look at how funder:client 

relationships address accountability and what might be done to release time and finance to 
deliver artistic support. 

 
6.4. Discussions around the role of the artist in models of producing theatre must consider who 

the artists are (and who is not present or represented), whether male or female and 
regardless of background, ethnicity or sexual orientation.  This may sound like a manifesto 
but recent campaigns like #wakingthefeminists would suggest that these considerations 
should be more present in thinking. 

 
6.5. Further discussion is needed on how the sector as a whole builds confidence in artists 

taking the lead and what barriers exist to this shift in power.  This may lead to 
conversations about freedom of expression and its relationship to public funders. 
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APPENDIX 1: Symposium Timetable 
 
DAY 1:  Wednesday 18 November   
 
11am: Introductions and Housekeeping 
 
11.20am OPENING KEYNOTE ADDRESS "Beyond the Open Door: Reimagining the Arches" – 
Jackie Wylie, Former Artistic Director, The Arches, Glasgow. 
 
12pm: Enlightened Self Interest  - PANEL SESSION 
Chaired by Matt Fenton (Contact, Manchester) this panel will focus on what organisations can gain 
by supporting artists and producers, and the role of artistic and executive directors in influencing 
theatre practice.  Panelists: Amy Conroy (independent artist/HotForTheatre), Anne McReynolds 
(The MAC), David Lan (The Young Vic), * Jay Miller (The Yard, London) 
 
1.30pm LUNCH 
 
2.15pm – Presentations – New Work & New Ideas from artists participating artists in the HATCH 
and REVEAL Programmes: Amadán, Finn Kennedy,  Claire Lamont,  Paula O’Reilly, Stephen 
Coulter 
 
3.15pm – TAKING FLIGHT – PANEL SESSION 
Chaired by NTS Executive Producer and co-director designate of the Abbey Theatre, Neil Murray, 
this panel discussion will explore opportunities for international touring and networking for 
independent artists in NI.  Panelists: Leonie McDonagh (Ponydance), Jen Coppinger (Independent 
Producer), Neil Webb (British Council)  
 
4.45pm – Coffee Break 
 
5pm – Presentations – New Work & New Ideas from artists participating in the HATCH and Reveal 
Programmes: Oona Doherty,   Patrick O’Reilly,   
 
5.30pm – “It all goes together”  - Key Note Address by Róise Goan 
 
6pm/ends 
 
8pm SCORCH by Stacey Gregg, directed by Emma Jordan 
 
* David Lan was unable to attend on the day. 
 
DAY 2:  Thursday 19 November 
 
10am – Key Note Address – Nic Green 
 
10.30am – What Does a Producer Do Anyway?  - PANEL SESSION 
Chaired by Caitríona McLaughlin, this session will look at the role of producer in all its ambiguities 
and contradictions and evolution, from administrator to fundraiser, to curator to dramaturg. What is 
a good producer? Does an independent theatre artist need a producer? Does a producer need a 
company? In the shifting independent artist/producer paradigm, who leads and who follows? 
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Panelists: Anne Clarke (Landmark Productions), Judith Knight, (ArtsAdmin) Olivia Harris 
(Independent Producer, Cardiff) 
 
11.45am – Coffee Break 
 
12pm - Artist Development Programmes – What’s in It for The Artist?  -PANEL SESSION 
Chaired by Loughlin Deegan, this session will look at the experiences of artists and organisations 
who have engaged in artist development programmes, and what benefits they have yielded to 
artists’ practice and the wider sector.  Panelists include Emma Jordan (Prime Cut), Lynne Parker 
(Rough Magic Theatre Company), Darren Murphy (Playwright) 
 
1.30pm – Lunch 
 
2.15pm:  What’s Next for the Hatch and Reveal Programmes?  
 
2.45pm: FINAL KEYNOTE ADDRESS – Rhiann Jeffrey, BBC Performing Arts Fellow at Prime Cut.  
 
3.15pm – ends 
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APPENDIX 2: Related Articles and Websites 
 
Podcasts of all the discussions and talks can be heard here: 
http://www.primecutproductions.co.uk/reveal/brace-or-breakthrough-symposium 
 
There are of course many relevant theatre associations and websites for campaigns but those 
listed below are a few that have relevance to the discussions over the two days and were 
mentioned or referred to. 
 
#WakingTheFeminists 
https://wakingthefeminists.wordpress.com/ 
 
Devoted & Disgruntled 
http://www.devotedanddisgruntled.com/ 
 
You Show Me Yours 
http://thebryonykimmings.tumblr.com/post/67660917680/you-show-me-yours 
 
What Next? 
http://www.whatnextculture.co.uk/about/ 
 
In Anything At the Minute? 
http://inanything.com/ 
 
Other relevant articles 
 
http://www.irishtimes.com/culture/stage/fired-from-the-canon-the-fate-of-irish-female-playwrights-
1.2450015 
 
http://www.independent.ie/entertainment/theatre-arts/abbey-protesters-demand-respect-as-
waking-the-feminists-takes-stage-34196368.html 
 
http://www.theguardian.com/stage/theatreblog/2015/mar/13/parents-in-arts-childcare-balance-
profession-motherhood 
 
https://www.thestage.co.uk/uncategorized/2015/theatre-directors-pay-struggle-less-5k-year/ 
 
http://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionals-network/culture-professionals-blog/2014/sep/15/working-
class-people-subsidised-theatre 
 
  



 

 27 

APPENDIX 3: Wordcloud 
 

 


