acta Community Theatre
Arts & Communities, February 14 – March 16
Final Report
(All photo credits to Mark Simmons Photography & Graham Burke)

Fatima & Sumaya, March 16
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Aims and Outcomes
The acta arts & communities programme of intercultural and intergenerational community
theatre in Redcliffe and across Bristol, set out to develop and extend the Company’s existing
local neighbourhood development and integration programme. The activities would create
new plays, large-scale arts events and community celebrations, to build stronger integrated
communities and provide an affordable programme of community theatre performances for
local people.
The programme aims were that by participating in these activities people would:
• access arts as active creative participants and audiences;
• build friendships between generations and cultures, reducing isolation, promoting
integration;
• raise aspirations, building and using transferable skills which will help with employability;
• build self-confidence and self-worth, having a new, positive identity as a community
member;
• improve emotional well-being, by being valued, having an important part to play in
community activities.

Stories, March / April 15
In April 14, acta began the final year of a four-year programme funded by BIG Reaching
Communities, aimed at bringing together local people from different generations and
cultures through high quality community arts , encouraging people to share stories, positive
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experiences and to work together to improve and celebrate the local community. The Get
Together project (evaluation report available from https://www.acta-bristol.com/aboutus/publications/) used the arts to involve and integrate isolated and excluded groups into
community life, challenging preconceptions, promoting understanding and communication,
developing new positive relationships, improving health and well-being. It included isolated
older people, migrants and refugees, vulnerable young people (including young carers), and
people with mental health needs.
A need to extend this programme, to create more original community theatre with migrant
groups and to focus more specifically on the area of Redcliffe was identified in summer
2013. Also in this period, DCLG and ACE launched their Arts & Communities pilot scheme at
actacentre. In Bristol, a project proposal was developed by acta, and funding was secured for
the acta programme to start in February 2014.

Redcliffe Lanterns, January 15
In year one of the Arts & Communities programme, acta set out to engage with 225 people
of all ages and across cultures as direct, active creative participants. The programme aimed
to raise the profile of acta in local marginalised communities, and raise awareness as to how
community arts and theatre activities can bring people together regardless of their different
cultures and generations.
The programme for the second year would be a significant development from the first,
involving 60 - 80 adults in creating high quality community theatre, based on their own life
experiences, opinions and imaginations. Six new plays would be produced in working class
and multicultural areas across the city and at the actacentre, to reach an audience of 1,500 –
2,000 people. It set out to enable adults from diverse cultures, classes and generations to
share their stories with the wider Bristol community.
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Year two would also include production of a documentary film, an evaluation tool to
disseminate learning, encourage understanding, break down barriers and engage a larger
number of people in debate and discussion of key issues.

Selfies, June 15
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Key Activities & Achievements
Hannah More Primary School
A Tale or Two for You
Starting in February 14, this was the first community theatre group in the programme,
engaging a group of mums who had expressed an interest in taking part in drama to improve
their language skills. Associate Director, Ingrid Jones, began devising workshops with parents
at Hannah More Primary School, following an approach by the Community Development
Coordinator in the multicultural neighbourhood of The Dings, located just behind Bristol
Temple Meads. A second experienced acta freelance director, Flora Toulson-Clarke, was
appointed to deliver the project alongside Ingrid.
A total of 22 isolated women, all of whom speak English as a second language, engaged in
the weekly workshops; all were completely new to the concept of theatre, so workshops
focused on the participants’ progress through the process, improving confidence & selfesteem for the vulnerable women in the group.
The women all have limited access to local services and community activities, and they
welcomed the opportunity to create a show to perform to children at the school, with wider
community benefit. They decided to create an educational show for children to learn the
importance of respecting their elders, and devised and rehearsed their original show, A Tale
or Two for You, in a series of 22 weekly term-time workshops through the year. The
participants attending workshops did vary significantly from week to week, with an average
attendance of 6 people in most of the workshops. Although the scenario was in place by the
end of the summer term, the final cast for the show was not confirmed until the final few
weeks of rehearsal in October.
Production Manager, Katie Delaney, supported the directors with set and costume design,
and some music cues to help them build the theatre concept with the cast. The final show
was performed by a cast of six women, twice on Tuesday 21 October, to audiences of year 1
and 2 children, and to some of the other parents in the school; and then again on 3
November to an intergenerational audience of local older people and year 4 children.

“ I have heard RAVE reviews from all sides and the mums seemed really really pleased with
themselves. .. this has been just such an amazingly positive thing for them and for the wider
school community.”
Community Development Coordinator.

Fatima & Sumaya
A Tale or Two for You proved to be a successful community theatre pilot for the parents
group at the school, who approached acta to request an opportunity for the parents group
to create a new theatre show in year two.
At preliminary sessions in the summer term, parents expressed an interest in creating a
show to perform to a public audience for the first time, (as A Tale or Two For You had been
6

developed to perform in the school only, primarily for their own children.) They wanted to
create a show in which women succeed, and improvisations in early workshops created new
characters, for which the women drew on their own experiences.
Improvisations with the women used an acta exercise known as the “Julie story,” through
which the drama facilitators ask a series of carefully considered questions about the
character that the group is building, to enable participants to draw upon their own
experiences to build a new character. For Fatima & Sumaya, the facilitators asked questions
such as how does she succeed and what is stopping her succeeding?
A schedule was drawn up for the group to create a new show to perform in the Theatre at
actacentre in March 16, with the aim of raising awareness and promoting cultural
understanding.
Weekly devising workshops began in September, engaging mothers from a range of ethnic
backgrounds (Somali, N African, and Indian) in the early stages of developing the show. A
total of 20 mothers engaged in the project altogether, although there were nine women
who created the scenario in a series of inspiring weekly devising workshops through the
Autumn term. A couple of these women were unable to commit to the final rehearsal stages
in the new year, but two new members were found, and the final show was performed by
nine women.
It was important for the women that they felt comfortable and welcomed in the actacentre
space. Partly with this in mind, the group were invited over to watch a dress rehearsal of the
Yusuf Can’t Talk show in the Autumn term, to familiarise themselves with the space, and
many of them then made it to one of the performances, to experience Somali women
performing on stage in the acta Theatre in front of an audience. In the Spring term, as their
own show approached, regular rehearsals were arranged to take place at actacentre instead
of at the school, so they were able to get more rehearsal time on the stage on which they
would be performing, and eventually, also on the set, and with the props and costumes for
their show.
Two sold out public performances took place at actacentre on the evenings of 23 & 24
March, 2016. A coach was organised to collect all the cast and their children from the school,
and transport them over to actacentre each evening. The school also arranged crèche
workers to accompany the children, and the Studio space at actacentre was set aside for a
crèche each evening, so that the mothers were able to focus on their performances. The
school organised for the older children to watch the performances each night, whilst
younger children could remain in the crèche. Other cast family and friends travelled
independently to the Theatre at actacentre to watch the show, and existing acta audiences
as well as new audience members were engaged for the show.
For 60% of the audience, it was their first ever acta show. The majority of the audience
stated that they only occasionally or rarely attend the theatre, and less than 40% were
regular theatre-goers.
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Fatima & Sumaya, March 16
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The relationships between audience and performers in the Theatre illustrated both the
intergenerational and intercultural success of the project. There were frequent examples of
dialogue between audience members across generations and cultures, which were
encouraged by the different languages used in the performance. Some of the younger
audience members who understood both the Somali and English spoken in the play were
able to explain the humour in the show to other older audience members who did not speak
both languages.
The challenge for this group was the huge risk involved in the women performing in public
for the first time, both for themselves, and for the acta facilitators supporting them. With
more experienced participants, not only do performance skills develop, but also their
confidence in the acta process grows over time. The anxiety levels of both facilitators and
performers in this project were higher than in almost any other acta project, and did not
improve on the night of the show, once they had navigated the hurdles of their hectic lives
to get to the theatre on the night. There remained huge anxiety for the Directors, as to how
much they could trust the performers to do what they had rehearsed. The acta facilitator
supporting the cast backstage reported cast members stating they could not go on stage
because they were breastfeeding a child (who they had just been to get from the crèche,
when they heard them crying); or they were hiding behind the curtain, pretending to go on
stage, but not actually, as that would be funny!
The enthusiasm for theatre and sense of achievement for these women in successfully
performing to an audience was huge. At a dress rehearsal attended by acta staff, the women
stopped the applause when it came too early, to explain:
“No… we’ve got more!”
In a group evaluation after the show, they explained that performing in their second
language was hard work for them, but that this added to the sense of achievement, and that
they felt the opportunity to perform in public had given them more confidence and boosted
their self-esteem:
“It was a miracle!”
“I got myself back… I was lost.”
“I feel like I’m a real actor now.”
“My children said, “Mummy, you were very good.”
Directors reported the group were already discussing their next show with acta backstage at
the Fatima & Sumaya performances. At the group evaluation, they asked whether they could
work together with their children to create their next show?
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Schools’ Outreach
Schools’ outreach was delivered at three other local multicultural primary schools in the first
year of the programme, with children creating their own original performances which
brought together audiences of local families and friends, who were then encouraged to
participate in the forthcoming local arts programme:• St Mary Redcliffe Primary – Most children living in Redcliffe attend this primary school –
120 year 1 and 2 children took part in weekly drama workshops to create their own original
performances for an audience of families and friends at the end of term. Year 2 children
performed their show on 9 July, and year 1 children on 16 July, with both performances well
attended attracting around 80 audience members to each. Older children in the school were
invited to attend a weekly afterschool drama group, and a total of 20 children engaged in
the project, which performed to a local community audience of family and friends on 2 July.
• Victoria Park Primary – Some of the children living in Redcliffe also attend this primary
school – A total of 16 children attended a weekly afterschool drama club and created their
own original show, entitled Aliens V Astronauts. The performance on 17 July was attended
by 25 local family audience members.
• St Nicholas of Tolentine Primary – A multicultural school in St Judes, with a large
proportion of migrant families – A total of 22 BME children engaged in the weekly
afterschool drama project, 14 of whom created and performed in their own original
performance entitled Carnival, which they chose to tie into St Paul’s Carnival that was taking
place in the same week as their show in July. The final show attracted a local audience of
around 25 family members.

Stories, March / April 15
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Also in the summer term of this first year, acta worked to develop a relationship with
Muslim parents in Redcliffe through the Muslim Parent Group at St Mary Redcliffe Primary
School. An invitation was made to acta to meet with parents to ask them how they would
like to engage in the participatory arts programme, and they suggested acta facilitators work
with them towards their annual Eid celebration in school in October. The Muslim parents
explained that they would like a family arts project that they were able to participate in
alongside their children, and that they were keen to involve non-Muslim families in the
project too.
Three experienced freelance visual arts facilitators were recruited to deliver the workshops,
and a new weekly family learning project entitled Fun Family Fridays began afterschool in
June, attracting a multicultural mix of 20 – 30 people each week, parents and their children
together. After the long summer break, three final visual arts workshops were delivered to
complete the artwork for the school Eid celebration on 9 October, bringing together local
people of all ages and cultures.

11

Yusuf Can’t Talk
Following an approach from Nura Aabe, the founder of Autism Independence - a new
organisation that supports Somali mothers of autistic children in Bristol – in Spring 14, acta
began workshops to create a new community theatre show with Somali women. The project
was led by Associate Director Ingrid Jones, working with Director’s Assistant, Rosalie Pordes.

Yusuf Can’t Talk, October 15
15 weekly workshops with mums at Autism Independence engaged a total of 11 Somali
British mothers to create a show, the starting point for which was to help the organisation
raise awareness of autism within the Somali community.
Whilst many of the women were clear from the outset that they were not prepared to
perform in the final show, they were all keen to contribute to the devising process and felt a
strong ownership of the resulting play. The devising workshops were enormously significant
for them all, giving value and raising self-esteem through the sharing of their stories.
A scenario for Yusuf Can’t Talk was created by the beginning of the rehearsal period in late
September, which involved three Somali mums, with Hanna Lune (acta Drama Worker)
engaged as a volunteer performer. The show was previewed to three sell-out and delighted
acta centre audiences on 19 – 21 November. Most of the women who had contributed to
the devising process, their families and friends all attended the shows, along with health and
education professionals, and the entire board of Arts Council England (who happened to be
in Bristol on that night).
At the same time, a range of partners expressed an interest in developing further the Yusuf
Can’t Talk pilot from year one, and a successful bid was made to Wellcome Trust to support
a national tour of the show in 2016.
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An invitation was also received from Rotterdams Wijktheater, for acta to tour the show to
Rotterdam to perform to a large Somali community audience there.
Two workshops took place with the cast in June 15, to look ahead to a possible return of the
show in the Autumn term, but some of the original cast eventually confirmed that they were
not able to commit to more performances. Once the Wellcome Trust funding for the
proposed 2016 tour had been confirmed, three replacement cast members were sought
over the summer, and rehearsals began at beginning of September with a new cast – Nura
Aabe remained in the lead role, with two new younger Somali British women, and one new
white British existing acta performer.
In a total of seven weekly workshops, the play was revised with this new cast to perform
three times at the actacentre on 20-22 October, attracting a total audience of 145 people,
including an estimated 45% BME audience (mainly Somali), with the vast majority being non
regular theatre-goers.
Yusuf Can’t Talk toured to Rotterdam on Saturday 7 November: https://www.actabristol.com/yusuf-in-rotterdam/
The Wellcome Trust project funding was used to extend the project beyond the arts &
communities programme, to develop a presentation and one woman version of the show for
a national tour in 2016.

13

Redcliffe - Festival of Fools
The Redcliffe children’s theatre week was a further year one local outreach project, and took
place 18 – 22 August, with the aim of producing a play with local children in just one week of
the school holidays, to raise the project profile locally in preparation for the forthcoming
Redcliffe Stories theatre project. The week long project attracted 12 children aged 6 – 14 yrs,
including two BME boys who had recently engaged in the St Nicholas of Tolentine School
outreach. Others attended via word of mouth contacts.
The final show was well attended, as all the children brought family and friends along to see
the play. Children who had never been involved in acta’s activities expressed an interest in
being part of the forthcoming Stories project. Parents were really pleased with what the
children had achieved in a week and liked the age and cultural mix of the participants.

Redcliffe Lanterns
Also in year one, November – January, acta worked in partnership with the Redcliffe
Children Centre and St Mary Redcliffe Primary School to deliver a series of participatory
family lantern-making workshops, to engage 400 local people in creating artwork for the
Redcliffe Lantern Parade on Saturday 24 January. A three day intergenerational school
holiday project took place in the Redcliffe Methodist Church Hall on 29 - 31 October, and a
series of weekly workshops for pre-school aged children and their parents engaged 18 local
families, including 10 BME families. Workshops were also delivered with all year 1 - 6
children at the local primary school.
The project provided an opportunity for the programme to focus on the large numbers of
migrant families living in Redcliffe, and celebrate the community of Redcliffe itself, to enable
a sense of belonging for children living there (who have to travel outside of their immediate
community to attend school.) Nearly 500 children and parents came together for the parade
around Redcliffe streets in January, lighting up and celebrating the local area.
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Redcliffe Stories
The Get Together local programme at actacentre was extended through the Autumn 14 and
Spring 15 terms, to enable the production of a large-scale community play for Redcliffe,
which performed 31 March – 2 April, Stories.
Weekly workshops brought together local people of all ages:

Community Choir – 30 local people of all ages.



Children’s drama groups – Two weekly workshops involved 35 children aged 9-11 yrs, at
St Mary Redcliffe Primary and at actacentre.



Youth theatre – x 18 young people aged 11 – 16 yrs meeting at actacentre.



Community group – x 25 people aged 5 – 40 yrs, including a high proportion of NEET
young adults and disabled people.

The groups devised their show over the Autumn term and all the groups came together for
one off joint rehearsals in November and February.
Three Redcliffe community play performances took place in Redcliffe, to an audience of over
400 local people, half of whom were completely new to watching acta shows, and a third of
whom were completely new to the project in that they did not have family or friends
performing in the show.

Stories, March / April 15

15

Audience questionnaires (completed by 15% of the audience) included many comments on
the artistic quality and professionalism of the production, as well as a large number about
the project’s success intergenerationally. When asked whether there was anything that
surprised them about the show, audience comments included:“All age groups cooperating and synergising in such a fantastic manner.”
“They all get on well together as a family.”
“Really wide age range.”
“Everything. Really good how everyone worked together.”
Many also expressed that they had not expected to learn so much about the local area:
“The depth of historical content.”
“Learning history I didn’t know.”
Audience were also asked what was the most memorable thing about the show, and
comments linking the show to the positive community impact included:“Happy faces.”
“That Redcliffe as a community existed!”
The quality of artistic production was mentioned by most, with some comments linking this
to the strength of community performers:“The choir singing whilst the older lady retold her story from WW2.”

Stories, March / April 15
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Audience members were also asked
how the project had benefitted local people and the local area?
Comments included:“Raised the profile of the area. Highlighted its history.”
“It involved local community and interest.”
“Creating a sense of community and creating “local celebrities” to come and watch
again and again.”
“Brings the community together. Teaches the history in a fun and energetic way.”
“Brought the past to life.”
“Hugely / confidence (cast) / community (locals).”
“Hopefully put them (Redcliffe) on the map.”
“Learning scarred history of an area brings communities closer.”
“Raising the profile of Redcliffe.”
“Gives people from all walks of life opportunities to act and brings the community
together.”
“Giving a sense of history – explanation of the present conditions.”
“Brings people together, history – explain to both young and old, brings generations
together.”
“Teaching them about where they grew up.”
“Providing a space for different people to do something together.”
“Sense of place – being involved, part of Bristol’s cultural life.”
“It has brought lots of people together who have benefitted from working together and
something they might not have otherwise experienced.”
“It has brought the community together to appreciate the shared history.”
“Lovely to hear such a positive perspective.”
“It’s living history.”
“Made me aware of my own local history (I live nearby). Brought together local people
to tell local stories.”
“It has helped to tell the story of Redcliffe in an accessible way, helping the older people
to reminisce and teaching the younger folk about the past.”
“Made people from other areas aware of hardships faced by Redcliffe folk.”

“Great way to celebrate that even the ordinary places are special.”
17

Redcliffe Diversity
Redcliffe Children Centre invited acta to work with a group of parents, all of whom speak
English as a second language, to improve their communication skills through a series of
drama workshops.
The Children’s Centre has developed a “diversity group” for parents, to engage and support
the more marginalised Somali & North African communities in the area, and had worked
with acta previously to use drama as a tool to develop English language skills with this group
of local parents.
Drama workshops with the “diversity group” began in the first year of the programme, led
by Hanna Lune, acta drama worker on the project. Three monthly drama workshops were
delivered in November – January, with Somali mums, all living in Redcliffe. They proved
hugely popular with both the mums and the Children Centre, and following this pilot, a
series of weekly workshops were set up for the Autumn term of the second year of the
programme.
The project delivered in year two was a significant development from these previous
workshops, with eight women coming together on a weekly basis through the Autumn term,
to use drama to improve their communications skills, but also to develop confidence to work
towards a small-scale showing of their work in the final workshop in December.

Eid event at St Mary Redcliffe primary school
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The Crossroads
A weekly adult community theatre group originally set up through the actacentre Get
Together programme, created and performed a new show, Land of Lost Things in December
2014; six performances to a total audience of 525 local people.
The group was developed in the new year to engage new participants, and a diverse group
of ten adults aged 23 – 85 years, met weekly on Thursday mornings in term-time throughout
2015, to create a new show, The Crossroads, that would tour to primary schools in January –
March 16.
A project review was carried out on the day of the final performance, in a group evaluation
session with the final day performers and acta production team.
Participants remembered back to the start of the project, which was significant for them
because they were given the brief to create a show for a specific audience; primary school
children in Bristol with little experience of theatre. They had researched the primary school
curriculum for ideas that they could incorporate into their story, and agreed to use their play
to raise the lessons of not to be selfish, not to tell lies and not to be bossy.

The Crossroads, November 15
The final show was watched by a total of over 700 people, over nine performances. It
previewed at actacentre in November, where it was seen by an invited audience of children
from Compass Point school, as well as two public performances.
It was then brought back for the schools tour 2016 – six multicultural primary schools across
Bristol where the majority of children are from families who do not attend theatre:- St Mary Redcliffe - Fonthill, Southmead - Glenfrome, Eastville – Avonmouth - Hannah
More - Stoke Park, Lockleaze.
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Participants appreciated the gentle process that acta had offered them, and they felt it was
a very inclusive group, with no right or wrong way.
The performers also reported a real sense of achievement, and how they could not quite
believe what a good result they had, as it had been such a long and challenging project.
We lost people and it didn’t stop. We just kept going.

The Crossroads, November 16
The project group overcame a wide range of unexpected challenges:• Hanna Lune, one of the two project facilitators, left the Company at the start of the
summer term. Rosalie Pordes worked as facilitator and director throughout, but was joined
by both Ingrid Jones and Neil Beddow for summer term workshops, during the final script
edits before start of rehearsals in the Autumn term. A fifth director, Deb Miles, joined the
project for the rehearsal period and performances.
• The youngest child of one of the performers underwent major surgery early in 2015, so
she was not available to attend for many weeks, although committed to return as soon as
she could.
• Another performer fell pregnant in the summer term, but was committed to stay
through to perform in the preview performances at actacentre in November, before leaving
to be replaced by a new community performer for the schools tour; (who came in with just
one rehearsal in January 16).
• One of the older performers went into hospital for a hip operation just a few weeks
before the dress rehearsal in November, returning for the previews, having missed all the
final weeks of rehearsal.

20

•

A much loved member of the group passed away suddenly in the Autumn term.

• The oldest member of the group fell ill as the tour began in January, but still performed
in the first two performances, before being hospitalised for some weeks. She returned for
the final performances of the tour soon after being discharged from hospital.
The significant changes to the group over the course of the project served to increase the
importance of everyone feeling part of the team. Performers reported how important it was
to them that the project enabled them to get to know new people, and how much they
learnt to welcome in the “newcomers” who joined them as the project progressed.

The dressing room, backstage at The Crossroads, November 15
Observing the final performance to year 1 – 6 children at Stoke Park School in Lockleaze, the
artistic quality achieved by The Thursdays was evident by the children’s focus throughout; all
ages thoroughly delighted with the show. The show had been originally created for children
in years 2 – 4, and in most of the schools, it was these classes that were invited to watch the
performance. However, the older classes at Stoke Park School were equally enthusiastic
about the show, engaged and delighted both by the spectacle of theatre, and by the issues
the show raised with them.
Each performance was followed by a short question and answer session for children to ask
the cast members anything they wanted to know. This was particularly successful in
developing a relationship between the audience and the cast. Participants noted how many
of the children said goodbye to them as they filed back out to their classes at the end of the
morning.
For me, it was so lovely to hear the children laugh. A chance for all generations to be
together… to have a connection with them.
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Working with children is a tremendous thing. It is a privilege. Working with schools is the
most important thing acta can do.
I now feel connected with the next generation.
The community performers also noted how much they themselves benefitted from the
opportunity to be part of a project that was beneficial to others.
You want those kids to go away (from the show) and for everything to be better.
It was very empowering. Confidence giving and energy giving.
The moment you enter the stage there is a feeling of expectancy from the audience and from
then on you want it to be the best thing it can be.
The performers were always interested to hear what sort of questions the children would
have, and this helped them to understand the objectives of the project in terms of the longterm benefit for the children watching, introducing them to community theatre and inspiring
them.
It was so clear to see the value it gave to us and the value it gave to the children.
It is important for the children to see lots of different ages perform.
It was a good bit of stimulus for the children to use when making their own theatre.
The magic of the theatrical experience created for the children in their school hall was
observed by acta’s Executive Director, Helen Tomlin, when she visited the final performance:
“The children were enthralled by the characters, and were completely drawn into their
magical world. When one of the characters pointed out a herd of unicorns at the back of the
hall, at least half of the children turned around to see it.”

Summary of learning from The Crossroads:The Thursdays benefitted from being given a need to address - the task to create a show for
a specific audience – energy-giving.
The community performers further benefitted from the gentle process and welcoming group
that acta facilitators engendered.
Overcoming a series of challenges to complete the project provided all with a real sense of
achievement.
The team spirit within the diverse and ever changing group of community performers was a
key element.
The high quality of the production was vital to the project’s success; inspiring to a new
generation new to theatre.
The tour of schools enabled an important relationship to develop between the children and
the older cast members.
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TheNow
A new company of performers started occasional workshops towards the end of the year
one programme, with a view to establishing a regular group in year two. A group of eight
African Caribbean elders, who have been working with acta for several years as The Malcolm
X Elders’ Theatre Company, requested an opportunity to take part in their first integrated
community theatre project, to create a play with four younger white British acta participants
who they befriended on an acta trip to a community arts festival in March 14. The
participants all got on so well together at the festival, that they began discussing how they
could work together artistically.

Following some initial workshops in Autumn 14 to explore ideas, the group began weekly
evening workshops in February 15, meeting in their local community of St Pauls. Whilst all
participants enjoyed the devising process immensely, it did prove difficult to find a scenario
for a narrative that involved seven (one member decided she was not well enough to
perform) older black women and four younger white adults. Eventually, the group decided
to develop a sketch show that explored the differences between life in 1985 and 30 years
later in 2015; (TheNow – Then & Now - was to be performed as part of acta’s 30 birthday
celebrations in September.) This would enable a fun process together, sharing their
frustrations with each other and with their audiences.
The final show performed five times at the new actacentre in September, and was extremely
well received by a total audience of 273 people. As estimated 40% of the audience were
BME, and although many of the audience were African Caribbean friends and family of the
cast, there were also significant numbers of Somali audience, who had heard about the
project through other acta groups.
23

“It was really nice working together, not uncomfortable at all; no difference between us, just
like one big, happy family. Not like we were people from different cultures, just all the same.”
All cast members have expressed an interest in working together on another integrated acta
show.

Eid event at St Mary Redcliffe

Single Parents Action Network
A series of pilot workshops took place at Single Parents Action Network (SPAN, Silai Centre)
in the first year of the programme, following an invitation from the Director to work with
members to create a new show with single parent families.
A culturally mixed group of single mothers at SPAN had expressed an interest in creating a
community theatre show with acta to raise awareness and address challenges &
misconceptions around single parenting.
Pilot workshops began November 14, and the proposed show was to perform at acta centre
and tour Bristol neighbourhoods as part of the year two programme.
However, following a change in leadership at this key partnership organisation, it proved
difficult to engage participants for the project in the Spring term, and the project was
stopped after just a few months.
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Selfies
A show produced by acta’s company of more experienced adult community performers, who
focus on creating high quality touring community theatre shows, which engage new
audiences for theatre in marginalised communities across Bristol.
Weekly devising workshops took place throughout the year one autumn term, and began
with a search for a universal issue which they could all contribute their own experiences to,
and which would be of interest to the audiences they would be touring to. Rehearsals began
in January 2015 for a new touring show, dealing with media misrepresentation and the
social pressures of poverty and debt.
A final cast of nine adults, seven women and two men, most from working class
backgrounds, toured Bristol in summer 15, following previews at actacentre.

Selfies, May 15
Artistic Director, Neil Beddow:
Selfies is about so many things - Relationships, the media, and especially the way new
technology has made everything instant: instant communication, instant friends, instant
fame. But at the heart of it, the play is about the importance of true friendship, how precious
that is, and how hard it can be to hold on to.
Associate Director, Ingrid Jones:
Selfies is bang up to date. And although there is a serious message, it’s a very funny play, full
of hilarious characters and situations which audience members will recognise from their own
lives. It’s all based on the group’s ideas and improvisations, and that makes it a real ’Bristol’
play; reflecting everyday life.
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The show toured to working class communities across Bristol in June:
14 – 16 May

Previews at acta centre, Bedminster

2 & 3 June

Avonmouth Community Centre

11 June

Greenway Centre, Southmead

19 & 20 June

Withywood Centre

Selfies was watched by a total audience of 352 people.
Two thirds of the audience were not regular theatre-goers, and over half of the audience
came from outlying neighbourhoods (not in postcode areas BS1 – BS9).

“Community theatre at its best!”
“Thought the story was very now and true to life.”
“Topical and in community setting.”
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Participant Data Summary
Year one engaged more active creative participants than had originally been envisaged for
the whole two year programme.
By the end of year one, 264 workshops had been delivered with over 700 direct active
participants, and engaging an additional 2,000 people participating as audience members at
shows and events.
In year two:




six original shows produced;
63 participants engaged in weekly drama workshops and rehearsals
28 performances;
attracting a total audience of 1,640 people.

Selfies, May 15

27

Learning
Learning in the first year of the programme focussed on the core principles of community
theatre and engagement. These learning points were explored and developed for the film
documentary that was launched in year two of the programme.
The film completed interviews and filming over the summer months, with final edit in
September, and the launch took place at the new actacentre on Friday 2 October, 2015; it is
now available to view online: https://www.acta-bristol.com/
The six original shows produced through the second year of the programme enabled the
Company to build on this learning to explore further the importance of the relationship
between performers and their audience in community theatre:-

Fatima & Sumaya, March 16

Importance of facilitation skills - sensitivity & community ownership.
The staff members responsible for delivering weekly workshops at acta are variously called
drama workers, directors, artists or most commonly of all, facilitators.
Facilitation skills are a key factor in the success of our work, and the programme has helped
the company to explore this in some detail.
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The community theatre process enables people and sharing stories to be the focus.
The core principles of community theatre are to focus on people; the engagement of people
in making theatre that they have an ownership of. The artistic process of devising work and
enabling people to draw on their own experiences to create their characters automatically
focuses us on the voices and stories of the people who have created the theatre.
The programme has offered a wide variety of different community theatre shows, from
Redcliffe Stories, focusing on large numbers of local people of all ages interpreting the
history of a place and its people, through their eyes and in their own words; the stories of
specific migrant communities in Bristol, the African Caribbean elders and Somali women; to
shows such as The Crossroads and Selfies, asking their audiences to address specific issues.
But the common factor has been that they have all used community theatre to focus the
audience on the people they see performing on stage.

Relationships of trust require long-term strategies.
Participants throughout the programme reported the importance of their relationship with
specific acta facilitators that they befriended through their participation. Through the weekly
workshops, acta staff and community performers share time with each other, and naturally
become important people in each other’s lives.
Facilitators describe the importance of making time to give an individual welcome to each
person, to communicate how much they are needed, and their how much their investment
in the project is valued. Participants across all groups developed friendships with acta
facilitators, as well as with each other, and wanted acta staff to meet their family when they
came along to watch the show, and were equally keen to meet the children of acta staff.

Using drama to improve language skills can engage migrant communities.
Engaging adults from migrant communities in drama and theatre by offering drama
workshops as a tool to improve communication skills has been a successful strategy
throughout the programme, with many (at Hannah More School and at the Redcliffe
diversity group) choosing to continue to perform in a show.
However, the programme also engaged migrant communities beyond these specific
performances. The Somali women at Autism Independence who contributed to devising
workshops of the Yusuf Can’t Talk show, reported how important their ownership of the
show was, despite the fact that they did not perform. They reported how proud they were
of the show, and how it had changed the way that their community discusses their autistic
children.
The women from Hannah More School reported how their family and friends had been
engaged in the project through them.
“It is beautiful, what you do here.” Husband of performer in Fatima & Sumaya.
Another performer reported that her husband had not come to the show, because she had
not invited him, but that she was sad about that now, and would definitely be inviting him
next time.
29

The successful engagement of migrant communities in drama also enabled an exchange of
cultures and raised awareness and understanding on many levels. All six shows in the second
year of the programme attracted intercultural audiences, but intercultural learning also took
place beyond the theatre. Drama facilitators reported how difficult it was in their weekly
workshops to play a tried and tested drama exercise, “two truths and a lie,” with Somali
women, as they were repeatedly told that Somali women cannot lie; the concept was
completely impossible for them. They could play and have fun, but they could not
understand how creating a lie could be part of a fun game.
In the Fatima & Sumaya and Yusuf Can’t Talk shows, in the scenes where performers used
two languages in their performance, those audience members who understood both
languages were able to help others in the audience to fully understand the performance,
retelling and interpreting the jokes for others in the audience. Thus intercultural dialogue
was encouraged in the audience, as well as between community performers and their
audience.

Community theatre offers opportunities to engage audiences as the next performers.
There were frequent examples of audience members throughout the programme being
inspired by the community theatre they were watching to ask if they could themselves
participate in a project, but perhaps the most notable has been the story of Nura Aabe and
some of the Somali women who have performed with acta over the last few years. Nura tells
the story of coming to see one of acta’s first shows with Bristol Somali women some years
ago, and how this inspired her to come up with the idea of using community theatre to
create a show about autism within the Somali community, Yusuf Can’t Talk.
The performances of Yusuf Can’t Talk at actacentre in Autumn 15 were particularly inspiring
for other acta performers across the programme. The Somali women from Hannah More
School benefitted hugely from coming to see other Somali women perform on stage at
actacentre, with acta facilitators reporting how encouraged they were. Members of the
African Caribbean Malcolm x Elders who performed in TheNow also came to watch Yusuf
Can’t Talk, together with other acta performers from The Crossroads cast and other
performance groups. This support between participants, coming along to watch each other’s
shows and offering their support became a real feature of the programme for acta.
Nura came along to watch Fatima & Sumaya at actacentre in March 16, and went through
into the dressing room to tell the cast how pleased she was, and how proud it made her feel
to see other Somali women on stage in Bristol.

By enabling participants to continue to make theatre with acta, performance skills are
developed further.
The excellent performance skills demonstrated by acta community performers throughout
the programme are made possible by a framework within both this programme and acta as
a whole, which offers pathways for participants to continue with acta beyond their first
show. Whilst the focus for the programme was to engage new community participants and
audiences, there have been some key performers who have performed in three or four
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different shows, who become an important part of the facilitation process, encouraging new
participants to be ambitious and the belief that they can succeed.
The performance skills of these more experienced community performers also enhance the
quality of the final show, with some exceptional performances through this programme.

Importance of fun and laughter.
Ensuring that the whole process offers participants and audiences a fun experience
throughout has been a key element of acta’s approach to engaging people in the
programme. Fun and laughter has proved an essential requirement, to develop new
friendships and positive relationships, to improve emotional well-being, and to promote
future participation and motivation.
“If there hasn’t been laughter in your workshop, then something has gone wrong… for the
neighbourhood audiences we aim to engage, the community theatre process makes theatre
that is fun and relevant to the lives and experiences of local people, many of whom are
coming to theatre for the first time.” - Neil Beddow, acta Artistic Director

Stories, March 15
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Conclusion
The two year acta programme successfully delivered on all the original aims and outcomes,
bringing together the ambitions of both funding bodies to explore further the key elements
of acta’s approach to intercultural and intergenerational engagement in Bristol.
The programme has enabled the Company to extend its existing programme, and in
particular, to develop further intercultural projects that focus on making theatre with
migrants and refugee women. Following the programme end in April 16, the Company is
working to secure new funding to work with migrant groups and refugees.
In Bristol, acta has already secured funding for new projects to extend the work begun under
this programme, with a second Get Together local programme started in September 15, and
delivery of a new national Yusuf Can’t Talk tour, supported by the Wellcome Trust.
In the immediate future, the community theatre festival on 13-16 June will examine further
acta’s approach to making community theatre, and will start to disseminate learning from
the programme. The festival will include workshops and conversations to explore further
our learning, and acta performances from the Malcolm X Elders Theatre Co, and a
development of the Yusuf Can’t Talk show.
Also in June, acta will meet up with the two funding bodies and other cities in the
programme – Birmingham, Bradford and Burnley – to discuss a potential bid from all the
cities to BIG Reaching Communities, for a new project to develop and share learning from
the last two years.
Since the start of the Arts & Communities programme, Arts Council England National
Portfolio Organisation support for acta was secured, and now at the end of the two year
programme, the Company is confident and ambitious to lead the development of new
intercultural and intergenerational community theatre across Bristol and beyond.

Helen Tomlin
April 16
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