
Taking theatre to communities across the East Midlands

Rural touring theatre: 
how does it work?

“Rural touring matters because it does two 
things supremely well. First, it extends access 

to the arts to tens of thousands of people 
who do not otherwise see live performance 

from one year to the next. Rural touring also 
matters because it plays an important part 

in the social life of rural and other small 
communities.”

Only Connect, by Francois Matarasso, writer, researcher and worker in 
community arts

New Perspectives’ van outside one of the many venues they 
visited touring The Boy on the Hill, 2001. NPT 2/95/9/3

After their move to Mansfi eld 
in 1982, their new funders, East 
Midlands Arts, tasked them with 
taking theatre into non-theatre 
venues, and reaching people 
who, for various reasons, would 
otherwise be unlikely to see 
live theatre. This approach has 
remained at the heart of New 
Perspectives ever since. 

Rural touring theatre enables 
local promoters – from parish 
councils to individuals who want 
to bring something different to 
their village – to select shows 
from a range offered by local 
touring schemes. They are 
designed to be staged in a 
variety of spaces and provide 
audiences with an engaging 
good night out in their own 
community. 

The company is motivated by a 
passion to create, perform and 
share their work. As Northants 
Touring Arts, a local touring 

scheme managed by New 
Perspectives, says: “we make 
virtually no profi t on these events 
but they are invaluable to the 
community”. They reach out to a 
cross-section of the community, 
including the young, the elderly, 
people with disabilities, ethnic 
minorities, and those at risk 
of marginalisation. Above all 
they strive to give people an 
opportunity to meet and socialise 
while enjoying high quality 
theatre. 

Starting with a fi ve-week tour of As Far as the Eye 
can See in 1979, the original Key Perspectives 
regularly toured community shows across the East 
of England.

Explanation of rural touring theatre from the promotional booklet for 
the production A Place With the Pigs, 1998. NPT 2/82/6.

Photograph of New Perspectives setting up before a production of 
Josiah Martin’s Travelling Show, 1980. NPT 2/29/3/3
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The Belgrade created a Theatre 
in Education company made up 
of individuals who were both 
actors and teachers. They would 
visit schools and ensure, in the 
words of co-founder Gordon 
Vallins, that ‘children experience 
an afternoon of theatre in which 
they will also be involved and 
encouraged to improvise and 
create’.

Alongside mainstage theatre 
productions and tours of plays 
to schools, both companies 
began developing programmes 
of specially-designed work for 
infant, junior, secondary and 
special schools. These often 
involved work with pupils in day-
long participatory workshop 
projects in which students played 
an active part in research and 
drama, such as Roundabout’s 
Drums and Wagon Wheels 
and Perspectives’ Oluwale. 
Perspectives’ 1978 play Gypsies 
saw the company take classes 
out of school to visit a gypsy 
caravan and explore the issues

facing the travelling community. 
Perspectives’ move to the East 
Midlands and change of focus to 
rural touring theatre saw them 
largely withdraw from Theatre in 
Education work.

While the introduction of the 
national curriculum in 1988 
increasingly limited the potential 
for extended interactions, 
Roundabout continued to tour 
theatre to schools accompanied 
by facilitated workshops that 
prompted pupils to engage 
with, learn from, and refl ect 
on the issues raised by the 
performances.

The role of Theatre in Education

Both Roundabout and New Perspectives were 
inspired by an idea that originated from the 
Belgrade Theatre, Coventry in 1965. 

“Worlds will have changed, 
meanings made, 
perceptions altered
and horizons lifted 
through the drama 
and the answering 
of all those ‘what
if’ questions 
that our 
Theatre 
Laboratory 
provides.”

Andrew Breakwell
Director of Roundabout at 

Nottingham Playhouse
 (1999-2012)

Main image and above: performances in churches and 
village halls of Walking the Tightrope, 2000. NPT 2/91/9/1

Far left: Bad Hand, 1995. NRT Box 2

Above and below: fl yer and press release for an early 
Roundabout performance, 1970s. NRT Box 5
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Roundabout faced its biggest 
challenge in 1980, when the 
local authority funding on which 
it depended for its existence 
was withdrawn. Perspectives, 
too, was affected by the loss 
of education authority funding 
in 1981-82: despite its Arts 
Council funding remaining 
secure, Perspectives was 
threatened with closure. Both 
responded differently, hence, 
despite similar origins, the two 
companies are very different 
today. Roundabout’s Artistic 
Director, Pat Silburn, led a 
campaign which secured 
the relationship between the 
Playhouse, Roundabout and 
Nottinghamshire Education 
Committee. Perspectives moved 
to the East Midlands and 
adopted the role of rural touring 
theatre company for the region, 
funded by East Midlands Arts 
Association.  

The security did not last long. 
In 1988, amidst a diffi cult 
economic environment for 
the arts, East Midlands Arts 
attempted to withdraw funding 
from Perspectives. A campaign 
supporting the company led to 
the decision being overturned, 
and they relaunched as ‘New’ 
Perspectives, the name they 
still bear today. Shortly after, in 
the 1990s, changes to schools’ 
funding required Roundabout 
to charge for performances. 
They did so on a per-pupil basis, 
ensuring every school, large or 
small, could continue to access 
Roundabout’s work. Further 
trouble came after 2000, when 
Roundabout lost its funding from 
fi rst Nottinghamshire County, 
then Nottingham City councils, 
forcing it to operate on a fraction 
of its original budget.

Walking the tightrope: 
changes and challenges

“What a shame it is that the county 
education authority has cut its £10,000 
grant to the group […] because their 
kind of history lesson is a vital way of 
teaching that can’t be done just through 
books and ordinary lessons.” 

The histories of Roundabout and New Perspectives 
refl ect the challenges the theatre industry has 
faced since the 1970s, but as organisations 
supported by local government, they have also 
dealt with additional upheavals caused by cuts to 
council funding.

Review of Perspectives’ No Pasaran

Press release announcing New Perspectives’ relaunch and 
new production, Fifty Years On, 1989. NPT 2/55/6 2/31/1

Far left: poster for the production Fifty Years 
On, 1989. NPT 2/55/6

Left: the cast of Fifty Years On, 1989. NPT 2/55/7
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At the beginning of the 21st 
century, however, the challenges 
facing communities across the 
region were perhaps stronger 
than ever. The decline of the 
coal mining industry after the 
1984 miners’ strike affected 
many of the villages visited 
by Roundabout and New 
Perspectives, while increasing 
numbers of refugees from the 
wars in the former Yugoslavia 
had settled in the region.

New Perspectives sought 
to create opportunities for 
displaced communities, working 
with groups from Bosnia and 
Kosovo among others, and 
in 2002 created One of Us, a 
play and workshop designed 
to enable students to confront 
some of the uncertainty around 
the plight of asylum seekers. 

Roundabout too, with its long 
tradition of promoting racial and 
social tolerance through its work 

in the schools of Nottingham and
Nottinghamshire, developed a 
series of plays and interactive 
workshops in the early 2000s. 
These toured schools and 
classrooms, aiming to open up 
spaces for discussion around 
attitudes towards refugees, 
asylum seekers and any other 
people thought of as ‘different’ 
because of their race, culture or 
religious beliefs. 

Theatre for changing communities

“It’s a funny thing about time isn’t it? One year don’t 
seem much different from the next, when you’re in 
them. But when you look back, you can see things 
changing ever so fast. Like that time I realised that 

our little village was changin’, and no one ever 
asked me.”

TONY COULT
As Far as the Eye can See, Key Perspectives, 1978

The communities visited by New Perspectives and 
Roundabout have always been adapting to social, 
economic and environmental changes, as the 
quote (left) from As Far as the Eye can See, a play 
that addressed changes in the Fenland country of 
Key Perspectives’ original home, makes clear. 

Above: Poster for One of Us, 2002. NPT 3/13/4. 

Right: Programme report for Broken Spaces, 2000. NRT Box 4. 

Roundabout 
worked with 
Norway’s Det 
Norske Teatret 
to produce 
Norwegian and 
English versions 
of The Island, 
which during 
2009-10 toured 
both countries, 
2004. 
NRT ACC 2468 Box 5

Above: On Saturdays This Bed is 
Poland, 2007. Private collection. 
Courtesy of New Perspectives. 
Right: The Allotment, 2006. 
Private collection. Courtesy of 
New Perspectives.
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Since 2008, two research 
collaborations with students 
from the School of English at The 
University of Nottingham, funded 
by the Arts and Humanities 
Research Council, have enabled 
both companies to develop new 
models for working with their 
audiences.

In response to a serious 
shortage of theatre for 
profoundly disabled young 
people, PhD student Gill Brigg 
created White Peacock for 
Roundabout, a vibrant multi-
sensory play. Written for 
audiences aged 11 and above 
with profound and multiple 
disabilities, it used live music, 
singing and digital projection 
in a purpose-built micro-
theatre. Aware she was taking a 
ground-breaking and innovative 

approach, Gill produced 
guidelines as part of her PhD to 
support and encourage theatre-
makers wishing to work in this 
challenging fi eld.

New Perspectives’ commitment 
to exploring the limits and 
potential of traditional rural 
touring theatre - in which the 
theatre comes to its audience, 
rather than the audience to the 
theatre - has inspired another 
PhD student, Tilly Branson, to 
research creative approaches 
to audience. A pilot show, 
using the form of a wedding 
reception in a village hall to 
enable interaction between the 
actors (as the wedding party) 
and the audience (the guests) 
took place in September 2014 to 
an enthusiastic response from 
promoters and village residents. 

When can you come back? 
developing new relationships

“Because of the severe medical conditions 
of our students, off-site activities are often 
too challenging, so the company coming to 
us allowed students to access theatre who 
usually aren’t able to do so ... When can you 
come back?” 

Teacher responding to White Peacock, 2010.

Roundabout and New Perspectives have 
always sought to innovate and create work for 
new audiences, through collaborations with 
other companies in the UK and Europe and by 
developing new partnerships with businesses, 
colleges and universities. 

Wedding table namecard and confetti used in Tilly Branson’s pilot 
show, 2014. Design by Emma Pegg. Private Collection. Courtesy 
Tilly Branson.White Peacock programme, 2010. Private Collection. Courtesy Gill Brigg.

When can you come back?
developing new relationships


