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Conclusion 
In his foreword to Doug Borwick’s Building Communities not Audiences, Rocco Landesman, 
Chairman of the US National Endowment for the Arts, describes a piece of participatory work by 
The Foundry Theatre.  The piece, ‘The Provenance of Beauty: a South Bronx Travelogue’, 
performed on a bus that travelled through the South Bronx, Landesman suggests ‘literally (and 
figuratively) bringing some audience members to parts of the community they had never before 
visited, whilst simultaneously showing other audience members the blocks of the city they call 
home through the lives of the poet. ’191  Bubble Theatre’s recent show ‘From Docks to Desktops’ 
did a similar thing for Bermondsey in South London192.   

The current imperative for arts organisations to make themselves more relevant to their 
communities is clearly impacting on the way institutions across the UK, USA, Canada and 
Australia are approaching participatory practice.  In the UK, major institutions, such as the Royal 
Opera House, are beginning to build new partnerships and engaging with the practice of smaller 
grassroots initiatives such as Streetwise Opera193 that are hopefully going beyond education or 
outreach.  The National Theatre of Wales’ De Gabay project devised with the local Somalian 
community194 and the National Theatre of Scotland’s Tin Forest 195work with four ‘post-industrial’ 
communities across Glasgow to envision and reinvent the future, are similar examples of initiatives 
at a national level that are giving participatory practice a new profile.   

This move towards more mainstream engagement with participation, while encouraging on one 
level, is not, however, without its challenges: as the title of the (2013) Cultural Studies Journal vol. 
22.2, ‘Problematising Participation’196 suggests.  The need to question many of the ethical and 
political realities behind the promotion of what is frequently named participatory practice, is as 
real as it has always been.  As Hope suggests in her PhD ‘Participating in the Wrong Way’ (2011) 

197 and Tiller (2013) notes in her chapter ‘Participatory Arts and Community Development: 
Taking Part’198 the issues are not new.  Particularly when the practice is still often driven by pre-
determined civic and state agendas while public funding continues to prioritise certain forms of art 
and culture.  Participation can too frequently be used to provide a reason to legitimise what is 
already happening rather than to question fundamentals.   

There is also an on-going concern with what artists themselves understand by the term 
participatory.   As Goldenberg comments in a conversation in the Canadian Journal, Fillip (2008), 
there are still a disturbing number of projects ‘which are participatory in name only’199. In the 
Problematising Participation volume of Cultural Studies, Walmsley interrogates the current 
fashion for audience ‘co-creation’, for example, suggesting a framework for the work that might 
begin with the questions, ‘What are the main levers and barriers to co-creation?, ‘What other 
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aesthetic, intrinsic and instrumental value can it have for audiences and artists? And, ‘What are 
the implications…for arts organisations and cultural policymakers?’ reaching the conclusion that 
the ‘theatre literate’ audiences that engage with the kinds of productions that are presented as 
involving ‘co-creation’, such as with their audiences, hardly represent an ‘opening up’ or 
‘democratisation’ of the arts.200  

Much of the evidence of emerging practice in the field, like the radical performance practice of 
the ‘60s, ‘70s and ‘80s remains ephemeral, experiential, based on word of mouth or, increasingly, 
captured in online discussion.  There is nothing such as Su Braden’s seminal piece Artists and 
People (1978), originally commissioned by the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, which brings 
together the debate in a way it can be accessed by those who should be engaged with it most.  In 
the conclusion to her research, Braden argues that ‘it is essential…that artists themselves should 
have access to the wide range of information and experience available in this area.’  Undertaking 
this literature review has made it clear much of the current literature in the field continues to be 
written, and largely accessed, by academics, funders and professional evaluators.  Only in the very 
disparate reporting of individual projects is the voice of the artist heard: frequently specific to a 
piece of work with a particular group and situated in a particular time and space.  Unlike the visual 
arts, the theory and methodology of participatory performing is rarely reflected on, or 
contextualised, in wider contexts. 

We return, therefore, to the diversity of terms and practice that is included under the umbrella of 
participatory performing arts: from social theatre to changing communities, radical theatre, work 
on the edge of interesting locations, re-enactment, performance as protest, development theatre, 
majority theatre, people’s theatre, travelling theatre, parade, bonfire, masquerade, picnic, video, 
installation, website, site specific, radical circus, place making…  And, in doing so, sense a need, 
for the sake of both the practice and the participants, for a ‘space’, be it an online or off line 
presence, a series of seminars, a publication/publications where the debates around this work can 
be opened up, a ‘place’ where artists, participants and those supporting the work can begin to 
share ideas and projects alongside looking again at the questions of ethics, principles and 
authorship that inform the work.   

In the introduction to Winter Fires, (2011)201, Matarasso suggests ‘art confers agency on its 
creator’ offering ‘a capacity to act in the world by making something that did not exist before’.  
The section on Community and Communities opens with a quotation from Raymond Williams’ 
where he proposes the process of community he proposes, is about, ‘the sharing of common 
meanings, and thence common activities and purposes; the offering, reception and comparison of 
new meanings, leading to the tensions and achievements of growth and change.’ 202 

It is in the space between the ‘sharing of common meanings’, the ‘offering’ of new ones and 
‘making something that did not exist before’ that participatory practice would seem to have an 
important contribution to make to both the arts and society.   

                                                
 

200 Walmsley, B, (2013) Co-creating theatre: authentic engagement or inter-legitimation?, Cultural Trends, 22:2, 108-118, 
DOI: 10.1080/09548963.2013.783176 
201 https://www.academia.edu/2206955/Winter_Fires_Art_and_Agency_in_Old_Age 
202 Williams, R.  (1958) Culture and Society Pelican 


