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Appendix 17: Artist Consultation

1.1. Introduction

A total of 32 artists and artistic companies were commissioned to perform across the four ‘Back to Ours’ festivals. The artists were commissioned to perform at ‘Back to Ours’ by the CPT in conjunction with key delivery partners and programme consultants – China Plate Theatre and Revolver Promotions. 
All artists performed pre-existing work with the exception of ‘Yvette’ by Urielle Klein-Mekongo, which was specially commissioned as part of the festival. 
1.1.1. The Artists

In order to gain feedback from a sample of artists involved in ‘Back to Ours’, consultation was undertaken after the live delivery of festival 4. 
Data was collected via in-depth telephone interview with 6 respondents. The template for the discussion guide is provided in Appendix 11. 
The focus of this research was to undertake two types of evaluation:

· Process Evaluation: motivations; project and production management; extent to which performances were adapted to fit the community venue; and appropriateness of venue.
· Outcomes Evaluation: concept reaction and feedback; audience reaction and feedback; skills and knowledge development; and collaboration and partnership development.
1.2. Process Evaluation

In order to inform the planning, development and delivery of future projects, a series of questions were asked linked to the process of ‘Back to Ours’. These concentrated primarily on:

· Motivations: What attracted artists to get involved in ‘Back to Ours’. 
· Project location: How appropriate were the venues for the performance and to what extent was the work adapted to fit the space? How did the venue compare to a traditional performance space? 
· Project and Production Management: What were the strengths and weaknesses in relation to the project and production management of ‘Back to Ours’ and what should be done differently?
· Professional Development: What were the key lessons learnt from taking part in ‘Back to Ours’ that artists will take forward to future projects?

1.2.1. What was it About ‘Back to Ours’?
Although the artists consulted in this evaluation were all contacted by the CPT to be involved in ‘Back to Ours’, each had their own motivations to taking part. 

There was a clear support for the concept of ‘Back to Ours’, with some commenting on how well the project aligns with their own agenda. 

“Back To Ours was flagged as a touring festival around the community, and I just thought it's something that's very on the BFI's agenda, which is to take independent cinema into communities.”
“It fits perfectly with what we do.”
Artists were particularly supportive about the concept of taking arts and culture events out into community venues and felt that this would help them to reach new audiences with their work. 
“I thought it was really good to actually take art to the community rather than expect them to come to us.”

“I think it's really nice and it's great for the kids during half term.”

“So to me that's great that people may not be able to afford 40, 50 pounds for a comedy show and whereas this, you could see it for a tenner from a family of four. And I think that's, to me that's, that was why I really wanted to get involved.”

“I think it's a good concept, especially for the audience members themselves because they don't have to put out a lot of effort to get to see something they would not ordinarily go to.”
“It was really nice for other audience members in the community to see us doing something different, and them going and viewing something different.”
One artist gave positive feedback around using new venues for performances, stating that this helps to inspire local communities and help them to look at the buildings in a different way. 
“I think it's a really positive way to use schools and other venues, and makes people see things in different ways. People were saying like, "Oh, I've never been in." They're amazing; the facilities of the schools are fantastic. I think it's inspirational for not only the local community, but also the school children. Whether it's the school that they'll end up going to, or whether it's a school they already attend.”
1.2.2. Project Management 

Artists gave positive feedback around the overall project management of ‘Back to Ours’ and developed positive relationships with the CPT. 
“It's been a really strong team leading it.”

“Absolutely a privilege and a pleasure to work with that team of people, to be very honest with you.”
Artists felt that the planning and organisation on the lead up to the festival was effective, with one artist giving positive feedback around the level of communication from the team. One respondent however, felt that it would have been helpful to know the expected audience numbers before their show so that they could adapt some of the interactive elements if necessary. 

Another artist felt that they could have been given better direction once they arrived at the venues, as they were large buildings and they didn’t know where they were supposed to meet. 

“Every venue I went to was a large edifice and I didn't know where to go. Somebody could have told me exactly where to drive and where to park, but even the people who were working there didn't really know enough.”
The marketing of ‘Back to Ours’ generally received positive feedback, however one artist would have liked to have more time to input into the description of their acts, but this was not possible due to the tight turnarounds the team was working to.  
One artist mentioned the ‘Welcome and Information Point’ in Hull Interchange as a great way to spread the message about ‘Back to Ours’.

“I think the stand you have in the train station is excellent. Yeah, because the volunteers there, they're friendly, they're happy, they're stopping people and people want to go up.”
1.2.3. Production and Delivery 
Feedback on the production of the festival was extremely positive, with artists praising its smooth delivery. One described the production of the festival as ‘seamless’ and ‘one of the smoothest projects I’ve ever been involved in’. Because of this, it was said that the festival experience much less stressful and more enjoyable to be a part of. 
“The pressure was limited because the organisation was really smooth.”
“Everything went very smoothly from my point of view.”

“It was probably one of the smoothest projects I've ever been involved in.”

“I was kind of surprised how slick it was.”

The technical specification of the shows also received positive feedback, with one artist saying it was better than what they were used to. HPSS - the staging and lighting partner for ‘Back to Ours’ were also praised by one artist, who felt that the team were easy to work with and did an ‘impeccable job’. 
“And was more than we would actually have put on, so it made the show look even better from the lights and the sounds.”
“I have nothing but good stuff to say about the technical side of things.”
“They did a impeccable job and anything I needed they helped with - they weren't just doing their job they were using their brains, thinking, and they were really nice.”

“When we arrived all of the tech equipment that we'd requested was there, and ready to use, and was in perfectly working order. We actually found it a very pleasurable experience.”

Artist liaison was seen as another strength during the live delivery of the festival, with performers feeling ‘well looked after’ and supported throughout. Some artists felt that having front of house and support team at each venue they performed at was also a real benefit.

“I've never been looked after better than what I did there.”

“We worked with the entire same team for the four shows, which was great.”

Some artists had to adapt their performance to fit different venues to a certain extent, for example audience participation had to be toned down in one performance, and another artist moved the stage area and used different lighting. These adaptations didn’t appear to detract from the shows however, and weren’t spoken about negatively by artists. Indeed, one artist said felt that adapting their performance proved to them that they could be flexible in delivering shows in different spaces. Furthermore, another artist found the process of adapting their show quite enjoyable. 

“We just toned it down a notch, just enough to make it work in that space. Which is good because it wasn't a massive challenge but it good to know that these things come up because it proves that we can deliver in different spaces and things like that.”

“I adapted my show to the circumstance there and it actually worked very well, I quite enjoyed it.”
One artist gave positive feedback on the Hull 2017 Volunteers, describing them as a welcoming presence in each of the venues: 

“I thought all the volunteers were so well-trained, they all did their job perfectly, they were all smiley, they were welcoming.”
1.2.4. Venue Feedback 

The artists consulted as part of this evaluation delivered very different performances; therefore feedback around venues was mixed according to the specifications of the individual shows. 

When asked how the ‘Back to Ours’ venues compared to traditional performance spaces, one artist said that they were better than they expected and another said they were surprised at the quality of the spaces. 
“I would almost say better-than-expected really because it worked.”

“I was really surprised at the quality of the spaces… We are used to just the sports hall with terrible acoustics and children having to sit on the floor situation. So, yeah, it was really surprising.”

“They had everything you needed to put on a show.”

Another artist felt that the ‘Back to Ours’ venues had a more community feel to them, which added a social and engaging element to the festival:

“There's definitely more of a community feel, and it's definitely more of a social element…I think within the schools and the community centre it's more than that. It's about people chatting and learning and engaging.”
The purpose-built theatre spaces within the school venues were particularly praised, with one artist describing them as a ‘miniature Hull Truck’ as they were so comparable to a traditional performance venue. 
One artist felt that performing in community venues was challenging as he was used to performing in traditional theatre spaces, however after some adaptations to the staging and lighting, the venues worked well for the shows. 

“Maybe I’m spoiled because I’m used to performing in actual theatres and some of the venues they were fine, and they were okay, but they weren’t what I’m used to. It’s okay because it made it very interesting and different.”

One of the main disadvantages of using non-traditional performance venues raised by artists, was the lack of raked seating – particularly in Sirius Academy West, which meant that audience viewing was limited in some shows. As such, artists favoured Winifred Holtby Academy, as it had an auditorium with tiered seats. It was said however, that although raked seating was an added benefit, venues without it did not have a major effect on the audiences. 
“We really struggled with that venue… People at the back couldn't really see because we were all on the flat. So we'd have been better if we had a raise, or the audience had some temporary raising with some stage deck.”

“It’s different because obviously it's not tiered seating, which is a disadvantage.”

(Artists on Sirius Academy West)

“I think the raked seating is an advantage, but the venues we have used without the raked seating, I don't feel like it ruined anything that much.”

“[Winifred Holtby Academy] was my favourite with the raked seats going up in the stage at the bottom, I liked that.”
“Winifred Holtby is really good because they have an actual auditorium.”
Seating was also mentioned in regards to North Point Shopping Centre, with artists commenting on the provision of benches in the performance space rather than chairs. The artists were slightly concerned that the audience would be uncomfortable throughout the performance due to the lack of backrests, however this didn’t appear to be an issue. 
North Point Shopping Centre was described as ‘quirky’ and ‘unusual’ by artists, and although they felt it was small and ‘quite crowded’, it worked well as a performance space overall. Indeed, its location within a busy shopping centre allowed the artists to promote their work and the festival itself as the show attracted attention from shoppers and passers-by. 
Although the stage area at the Freedom Centre was convenient for hosting gigs, one artist felt that it wasn’t conducive for performances with audience participation due to its height and distance from the audience. This proved to be a barrier to engagement with the audience for this artist, who felt that this affected the atmosphere in the performance. 

“I felt like there was a wall between me and the audience, they were very far away. The stage was extremely high so it just felt like I was not connected to the audience at all and I had a difficult time.”
1.3. Outcomes

Overall, artists found the experience of performing at the ‘Back to Ours’ festival enjoyable and rewarding. All those consulted were pleased with the audience reaction and level of engagement with the performance. Artists from one performance were pleasantly surprised that audience members wanted to chat and take photos with them after the show. 
“It was really lovely, and the atmosphere felt really good.”
“I felt very comfortable and connected to the audience and I thought they, the reaction was appropriate and wonderful.”
“It was just so lovely seeing all those beaming, smiling faces.”
“We really like Hull audiences because they are vocal. The show relies a lot on interaction, and we found we got that in every venue.”
“It was the fact that people support the festival and want to see more and get involved is great.”

It was widely considered by artists that putting on a high quality and professional performance that was well received by audiences was the key measure of success for performing at ‘Back to Ours’. 

“Everything was exactly like I had in my head at the beginning of this adventure, and that is probably one of the best feelings I ever had as a director.”

“If I get that feeling that I've connected to the audience and that they've appreciated the work, that's the greatest thing in the world and I definitely did.”
All artists were keen to stay involved with ‘Back to Ours’ or an event with a similar concept in the future. 
“We loved it. We want more. We'd do it every other weekend.”
“I can't wait if they want us back to do something else together.”

1.3.1. Skills and Knowledge Development

Aside from being an enjoyable experience, working on ‘Back to Ours’ had a number of positive outcomes for artists. One individual said that they had learnt more about Hull when they previously had no knowledge of it and hoped to work in the city again in the future. 

“It surprised me to have found a place that I didn't know about before in the north.”

Others mentioned potential professional opportunities that may arise from being involved in ‘Back to Ours’ and felt it was an opportunity to network. They went on to say that their social media accounts had grown since taking part in the project, which has helped to promote their own work. 

“I think it's helped establish us as a brand, like our social media kind of blew up afterwards.”

When asked what were the key lessons that they learnt from working on ‘Back to Ours’ that they would take forward to other opportunities, artists gave mixed responses. One said that they would try to build more time into the planning phase of projects, particularly when they are working in a new venue. 

Another artist who adapted the staging to help them connect better with an audience said that this was something they would take forward to future shows.
“Now, I'm thinking I might do that periodically in different rooms too, because as far as connecting to the audience it was much, much clearer because I could actually see them.”
The experience of working within a positive and wider supportive team at ‘Back to Ours’ has encouraged one artist to work towards this in future projects. The artist said that they although they already have positive relationships within their company, this is rarely reflected throughout the wider team when working on festivals. 
“To have a great team, to create the environment for a great team, which we do normally as a company, but in this case also with the environment outside our own family and all the other collaborators...I want to work towards those kind of environments everywhere I go.”
1.3.2. Partnerships

Being involved in ‘Back to Ours’ gave artists the opportunity to collaborate with new individuals and organisations and develop strong relationships with the CPT. 
Several artists mentioned new partnerships that they will continue as a result of working on ‘Back to Ours’. This was particularly true for those involved in the Picture House screenings, which included several new partnerships with audiovisual equipment providers, activity and engagement providers and an acting company.  

One artist who had never worked with HPSS expressed a desire to continue this relationship. Another artist met a lighting designer during their initial visit to Hull and asked them to work with them on ‘Back to Ours’ and any future projects. 
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