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Abstract

Mull Theatre is a professional touring theatre company based on a small island
off the west coast of Scotland. In 2008 the company relocated from a small
converted cow byre which seated 42 people to a new pu rpose-built venue &
Druimfin - on a different part of the island. The move was made possible
through a grant from the Scottish Arts Council in 2006, which was awarded on
the expectation that the new building
opposed to a theatre. That is to say the emphasis in the design of the new space
was to be placed on the production rather than the reception of the theatrical
event. This stands in contrast to the expectation of many theatre attendees
that the new space would continu e as it had been das a place to go and see a
theatre production - but that it would do so out of a much larger, more

comfortable and better equipped venue.

Building Theatres/Theatre Buildings stems from a three year Collaborative
Doctoral Award betwee n Mull Theatre and the University of Glasgow, which was
funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) Using the
partnership that emerged from this award, the thesis explores what was
potentially lost and gained in the move in order to draw co nclusions about the
wider relationship between spaces of performance and the creation of theatrical
meaning in relation to small and medium scale touring theatre. It also uses the
companyo6s dual identity as a touring
to extend the discussion and to examine the wide range of venues which

currently form the rural touring circuit in Scotland. By bringing together primary

fieldwork from a pivotal moment in the

dialogues regarding theatre space and touring theatre, this research provides
new knowledge about this often overlooked theatre company, its buildings and

its role within contemporary Scottish theatre and small scale rural touring.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

Ford0y ear s, Mul | Theat r e 0 dargelepredicatedvoattie i d e n

unique characteristics which stemmed from its building and location. Once
entered into the Guinness Book of World Recordsas t he wor | dds
theatre, * Mull Little Theatre -t he companyds -fhadeseatmg s
capacity of just 42 and a limited space both on and off stage. In addition to this
its location within a small village on an island has led to repeated surprise that

so many different shows could be both produced and performed within the
space. This view has become evident through various conversations with the
current Artistic Director, Alasdair McCrone, and his ardent desire to move away
from what he perceives as the 6o0often
associated with this theatre. * Indeed one of t he first things he did when he
assumed the role of Artistic Director
c o mp a ny 0% The suggestion being that the small size of the company and
its building was contributing to expectations of inferiority with re  gards to the

type of work being produced and its quality: by not referencing the size in the

S ma

name

pat |

name, perhaps it would cease to be such

minds.

In 2008, McCrone was able to continue with his aim to distance the company

fomt he 61l i ttled associations in a more

from the Little Theatre in Dervaig to a new, purpose built venue on a different
part of the island. Now located on the Salen road done of the few roads with

two lanes on the island dthe new venue, Druimfin, is both larger and more

'This information is cit edwelbasbeMadrdudlymergianédinead s
number of the interviews | conducted with staff members of Mull Theatre:
http://www.mulltheatre.com/theatre_history.htm The accolade has now been given Vada
Kéarndl in Austria which has a seating capacity of eight.
http://www.guinnessworldrecords.com/world  -records/1000/smallest -regularly -operated -
theatre -seat-capacity [last accessed 4/7/2012]

2 Informal conversation with Alasdair McCrone (31/03/09)

® This is evident from the first theatre newsletter which was circulated after Alasdair McCrone
took over as Atrtistic Director. Rather than being the newsletter of Mull Little Theatre, it
simply states O6Mull Theatred at t hehtihgopap of

attemptedre-br andi ng of the company from the very

unpublished document (Autumn 1997)
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physically accessible to the majority of attendees. * Nonetheless, the fact that

Mull Theatre is still located on an island may serve to have as much influence on

external perceptions of the company as did the venue it occupied. In an article

for Scotlandon Sundayi n 2004, one <critic referred t
most unexpected t° Weeartidesuggesinmiethe yeason itis so
dOunexpectedd i s bec audasdkwherdonewsuldlexpecathee d o n
6l ive evening entertainment [...] to con:
the odd outbreak of stand -u p c onfeldny .téhi s criticds view,
place where one would expect live theatre of a high standardt o be performed

each night in a venue equipped for such productions. This dissertation describes

more of these expectations and the compal

Whilst the company has left behind one facet of its previous identity  dthe
building - another element still remains and that is its continued island location.
Thus, despite a change of name and location it is unclear as to whether McCrone
could ever truly detach the company from the continual surprise he feels is
largely associated with the building. For theatre scholar, Ric Knowles the
performance event and the meanings created are bound up within the social and
mat erial conditions of the day. |l ndeed,
social space i s’ Thiesumdrts thet vievmmsited ithrogghodit this
thesis that meaning and identity are not concepts which are fixed and static but
that, on the contrary, they are continuously and actively being produced.
Numerous elements are bound up within the creation of ident ity including, as

this thesis will highlight, the geographical location and physical building.

This thesis will explore the i mpact tha
the perceived identity of the company from within the organisation as wellas  in
the eyes of attendees both on and off the island. Through a mixture of primary

fieldwork and archival research it will explore some of the ways in which the

“ The following chapter will also provide a more detailed overview to the history of Mull (Little)
Theatre and the island on which it is based.

®Unattributed, 6Th eScdtlant anrduhdag(14/72@04 )i Avhilakde ordine:
http://www.scotsman.com/scotland -on-sunday/scotland/the_island_of delights 1 540338
[last accessed 1/10/12]

®Unattributed, 6The I|Island of Delights®
" Ric Knowles, Reading the Material Stage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p.63


http://www.scotsman.com/scotland-on-sunday/scotland/the_island_of_delights_1_540338
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company 06s Jdbathipastdandmpesent dhave impacted on the company

based there. By speaking directly to attendees and key stakeholders the project

aims to investigate the complex relationship between buildings used for

performance and the creation of theatrical identity. As previously noted, this is

not a new area of study. On the contra ry, there have been numerous attempts

to examine the relationships between space, place and theatre ; several centred

on conventional theatre spaces. ® Where the focus has been shifted away from
purpose-built theatre buildings, as is the case with practitio ners such as Peter

Brook and Mike Pearson, the onusis largelyonsite-s peci fi ¢ wor k and
spaces, where a building is adopted to house performances but in a way which is

sympathetic to its roots. °

By using Mull Theatre as a case study, this project will contribute to, and seek
to further, current debates surrounding performance spaces and the creation of
identity within performance in relation to Mull Theatre and small  -scale touring
theatre in Scotland. Very little has been written about this pa rticular theatre
company to date and as neither of its buildings conforms to the prototypical idea
of what a theatre is it offers a useful way to interrogate some of the existing
critical discussions in this area.othisThe
because it allows me to examine closely two buildings as well as providing the
opportunity to document the immediate impact that the move has on
perceptions of, and relationships to, the company. There is, however, a further
element to this move wh ich makes Mull Theatre such a useful case for this
analysis: its unique position within contemporary Scottish theatre as the only
publically funded touring theatre company with its own permanent performance

space and home venue.

The dichotomy between Mull Theatre as a resident company on the Isle of
Mull and Mull Theatre as a theatre company with a remit to tour throughout

Scotland is, in my analysis, embodied in the building of Druimfin. Largely

8 Key texts in this area include, Marvin Cadson, Places of Performance: The Semiotics of Theatre
Architecture (New York: Cornell University Press, 1993), David Wiles, A Short History of
Western Performance Space (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003) and lain
Mackintosh, Architecture, Actor and Audience (London and New York: Routledge, 1993). For
a full list of references please refer to the bibliography at the end of this thesis.

° A critique of the seconda ry literature will be presented in chapter  three and the varied degrees
of responsiveness to the site of performance will be discussed.
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funded through a lottery grant from the Scottish Arts Co uncil, Druimfin was
designed to be a 6production centred and
emphasis was to be placed on the production rather than the reception of the

theatrical event. ° Indeed, the company is not funded to put on any productions

wit hin its own venue and can only do so if the performances form part of a

larger tour. * By examining what was lost and gained in the move, as well as

exploring some of the key tensions inherent within the new venue, this thesis

will use this largely overloo ked theatre company as a means by which to

illustrate and explore some of the issues involved in touring theatre, particularly

within a rural context, contributing to wider debates regarding theatre space

and architecture.
Methodologies

This thesis hasstemmed from a Collaborative Doctoral Award between Mull
Theatre and the University of Glasgow, funded by the Arts and Humanities
Research Council(AHRC) The initial design brief was to examine what was lost
and gained i n ter ms o fluringftserelocatiom.pThenfipad s i d e |
thesis, therefore, has remained true to the original idea but has sought to
broaden the focus by also looking at Mull Theatre within a wider rural theatre
framework. The collaborative nature of the research has been inte gral in
shaping the questions asked and the met h

website explains that , alongside the final academic thesis :

The studentships also encourage and establish links that can have long-
term benefits for both collaborating partners , providing access to
resources and materials, knowledge and expertise that may not otherwise
have been available and also provide social, cultural and economic

benefits to wider society. **

19 |nterview with Moray Royles (30/3/10)
! Informal conversation with Alasdair McCrone (1/4/09)

12 Arts and Humanities Research Council, http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/Funding -
Opportunities/Pages/Collaborative -Doctoral-Awards.aspx[last accessed 12/11/11]


http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/Funding-Opportunities/Pages/Collaborative-Doctoral-Awards.aspx
http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/Funding-Opportunities/Pages/Collaborative-Doctoral-Awards.aspx
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This notion of there being Ochabdtypadfor at i n
award and brings with it a number of benefits and challenges. In this instance |

was given unprecedented access to Mull Theatre dto its archives, its offices and

to its rehearsal process dand so was able to develop a greater understanding of

the way the company operates. During 2010, for instance, | conducted a number

of residencies with the company which included attending the board

development day and following the company on tour. The only other person

during this time who had equal acce ss to the operations of the board, the core

staff and the production staff was the current Artistic Director. This has clearly

been invaluable in collating data for this thesis.

Nonetheless, despite the obvious benefits of this access, there are also
potential dangers inherent in trying to |
between the academic and the non -academic partners. There is still a popular
perception that the world of academic research is somehow removed from the
world it is examining . This has become evident throughout the research process
with various participants questioning why | would choose to write about the
theatre when | could be making theatre instead. ** There was also an apparent
scepticism about how this research would imp act on the theatre -ma ker s 6 | i v
and work: what was the point of it? As mentioned above, one of the purposes of
a Collaborative Doctoral Award is to capitalise on a link between the academic
and the non-academic partners: it must produce research which wi Il provide an
original contribution to academic debates as well as providing evidence and
analysis which will have a real impact for the industry or sector from which it is
drawn. It should aspire to have tangible and sustainable impact for the non-

academic partner.

Throughout the research process | have remained aware of this dual purpose
of the project and the potentially conflicting expectations o f both collaborating
partners and, consequently, the thesis, Building Theatres/Theatre Buildings is
just one of the outputs of the project. Alongside this | have also presented some

of my findings to the board of Mull Theatre and given the company full access to

'3 This was reiterated on numer ous occasions when | initially talked about the project with
participants and attendees.
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almost all of my research materials including all of the questionnaires. ** Some of
the data | ha ve collected was also used by Theatrical Solutions Ltd. when its
consultants were employed to investigate possible ways in which An Tobar and
Mull Theatre could combine to work under one umbrella organisation. ** Thus
Mull Theatre has been able to benefit f rom my findings at various points along

the way through arguably more beneficial and accessible ways than the thesis

alone.

This desire to produce research which will benefit both the academic and the
non-academic partners has played a central role in determining which
methodologies would be employed. Desk-based research has been important in
determining the critical framework of the thesis as well as providing a context to
Mull (Little) Theatre through archival work. Nonetheless it was also important
to conduct primary fieldwork. This enabled me to examine fully what was lost
and gained i n the c¢ o mpaafalfilidgonerofdie aimssot i on a
the thesis which is to help write Mull (Little) Theatre into the landscape of

Scottish theatre.

Taking the o6naturalisticd approach desc
Rubin, the data collected for this thesis has been largely obtained through
observation and in depth interviews. ** This approach has been combined with
textual analysis of p roductions and archival work to situate Mull Theatre within a
wider contextual framework. As such, throughout the thesis, | examine the
out puts of the company while also expl or |
relationships to it. There is also a further aim underpinning this research and

that is to write Mull (Little) Theatre into histories of Scottish theatre. As such, |

4 It is important to note here that my research materials have only been shared with Mull
Theatre where they did not impinge on any ethical implications of the fieldwo rk. For
example, transcriptions of interviews have only been given to Mull Theatre with the prior
consent of the participant in question and where they have chosen anonymity the transcripts
have been edited accordingly.

' This was done at the behest of Creative Scotland which advised the two arts organisations
that, due to a decrease in the amount of funding it can offer nationally, it would be unlikely
to continue to fund two groups of such close proximity in a rural area to the same level that it
had been. Consequently, in March 2012, Comar was established: a new organisation formed
out of a partnership between An Tobar and Mull Theatre. For more information on this please
see the press release on Mull Theatreds website
http://www.mulltheatre.com/press_comar.html [last accessed 6/1/13]

16 Herbert J. Rubin and Irene S. Rubin, Qualitative Interviewing: the Art of Hearing Data
(London: Sage Publications, 2005) p.2


http://www.mulltheatre.com/press_comar.html
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have turned to additional disciplines in order to develop a qualitative approach
to data collection and analysis. There is no definit ive guide to this
methodological approach and so even within my own interviews, the techniques

used varied according to the ultimate aim of the encounter.

When collating stories and memories of experiences at Mull (Little) Theatre |
turnedtooralhistoryas this is the approach througl
construct s P Alhdughloialdistaryintervidws are formalised
conversations which are framed within certain ethical frameworks and are often
recorded using audio equipment or detailed note-taking, the approach prioritises
the participant and asks them to lead the conversation. As Alessandro Portelli

states, the researcher must:

dacceptd the informant and give prior.|
rather than what the researcher w ants to hear, saving any unanswered

questions for another interview. *

That is not to say that the researcher stays silent throughout the interview. On

the contrary, Portelli goes on to suggest that in transcriptions of oral history

I ntervi ews,h e soewahrecnh etrhdes rvoi ce i s cut out,
di st of Thisgaedsome way to showing the active role that the researcher

still plays in this type of in -depth interview, even though the outcomes are not
pre-determined. With this in mind, when carrying out these types of interviews

with attendees of Mull (Little) Theatre, | did not just refer to pre -planned
guestions but instead referred to themes
the theatred O6performancesdodbéhodi tost ambi

|l et the participantsd own recollections

A slightly different approach was taken to the interviews | conducted with the

Mull Theatre staff, stakeholders in the company and other practitioners and

" Rubin and Rubin, Qualitative Int erviewing, p.7

Al essandro Portelli, o6What Makes Oral History Di
(eds.), The Oral History Reader (Routledge: London and New York, 2006) p.30
YPortelli, ®6What Makes Oral History THiOflfHstorg nt , 6 i

Reader, p. 39
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stakeholders within Scottish theatre more generally. *° As well as documenting
stories and memories of this largely overlooked company, these interactions
were designed to look specifically at what was lost and gained in the relocation
in terms of perceived identity , theatrical outputs and relationship to the island
community and its touring audiences. These meetings also took a semi -
structured approach in so much as | remained flexible to adopting new lines of
enquiry within the interview if participants raised som ething | had not foreseen
or previously considered. | did, however, also have a list of questions or ideas
which | wanted to examine with the participant and endeavoured to ensure that
these points were covered. In this way the interviews can again be se en as
formalised conversations which were contained within slightly tighter boundaries

than those collecting oral history.

These interviews were rooted in a more ethnographic approach, defined as a

process through whi ch t hetchraroverall cukkutale r

setting, such as that shared by et HAni

att
c gl

Defined by the anthropologist Clifford G

ethnographical studies examine not just the actions but the cultural m eaning
assigned to them.# One of the criticisms levelled at th is type of research is the
degree of subjectivity in the evaluation. Qualitative research hinges on
individual perceptions; both those of the participants and those of the

researcher. Kathryn Anderson and Diana C. Jack highlight this when they assert

that, ©6the researcher is an act i®vNetopyar t i

are they the ones responsible for analysing and evaluating the information
collected through the interview but, moreover, they are also responsible for

eliciting the information in the first place.

Interviews are essentially formalised conversations with varying degrees of
structure attached to them. With at least two people interacting within any

conversation it seems obvious that what information is shared will result as much

2 For a full list of participants please see appendi x one.
% Rubin and Rubin, Qualitative Interviewing , p.7
22 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973) p.6

ZKathryn Anderson and Dana C. Jack, ©6Learning

in Perks and Thomson, The Oral History Reader, p.136

t o
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from the relationship created between the participant and researcher as it will

from the questions being asked. This is demonstrated through a 2012 article in
Qualitative Research in which the effects that three separate researchers have

on the 6conversational spaced6 created t h
analysed.” The article highlights how each of the individual personality traits of

the researchers, alongside the way they app roach the interview dthe level of
empathy they show towards the participants, for example dall interact to

produce different responses from those being interviewed. This has led them to
describe 6the embodi mentasthdinsttument forni que r
qualitative data collection [...with] the potential to influence the collection of

empi ri cal *nlisisnmoitashysthatdhe data collected will be a
fictional <cr eat i oownonhginatibneandrpercegtiant cOnte 0 S
contrary in recognising the level of subjectivity which can infiltrate this type of
approach, most researchers will adopt a degree of self -reflexivity and

monitoring throughout the process in order to ensure that an appropriate

measure of academic rigour is maintained . Throughout my own interviews |
remained conscious of this and so, alongside the written transcripts of each

interview | also took detailed notes of the location, the seating arrangements

and other environmental factors which may have impacted on the exc hange of
information. When analysing the information | also worked primarily from the
recording rather than the written notes so that the tone of voice could be

considered along with the words being said.

This requirement for self -evaluation is simila rly true for periods of participant
observation in which the researcher may be seen as an equally active component
in the collection and interpretation of the data. This was a crucial methodology
of this project as it was through residencies with Mull The atre that | was
afforded a distinctive insight into the daily interactions of the staff, the
companyo6s relationship to the island on
inhabits. One of the key difficulties which can arise with observational methods

of data collection -parti cul arly with participant ol

2 Anne E. Pezalla, Jonathan Pettigrew and Michelle Miller -Day, ©6Researchi rag t he
Instrument: an Exercise in Interviewer Self -Re f | e x i Qualitagive BResearch 12(2), 2012,
p. 166

% pezalla, Pettigrew and Miller -Day, ©® Resear chi ragl n qiter Rme e @rigitahe.r 1 6
emphasis
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on-the-wal | 6 o b%-asrthe tensionowmhich may arise between the self as
participant and the self as detached observer. As McAuley observes, it is about
findingtheri ght O0bal ance between sympathetic i
d et ac h Melhigis particularly significant within my thesis due to its

collaborative nature and is one of the other potential difficulties of pursuing

research via a Collaborative Doctoral Award, which is supported and partly

funded by the organisation that is the object of study.

The coll aborative framework gave me unp
archives, rehearsals and the venue and meant that | was able to develop both
professional and personal relationships with members of staff. Within this,
however, it was also important to maintain a distance, enabling me to reflect
critically on the activities taking place around me, to fulfil the dual demand for
an et hnogr apithehe eyesof ad autsidger as well as the eyes of an
i ns i % €orthis@&nd | kept a detailed journal of my residencies, actions and
observations. This not only allowed me to look back on productions three years
after the event but also gave me the oppo rtunity to monitor myself and to

ensure | was maintaining the necessary partiality.

This notion of managing the dual role of both an insider and outsider is
particularly pertinent when one considers that during participant observation
the line betwee n researcher and the object of study become s even more
blurred. During the rehearsals for Laurel and Hardy there was an initial
scepticism and clear discomfort at my presence. *° As | played no role in the
physical or creative development of the show | was understandably viewed as an
outsider and moreover, one who many of the cast and crew thought would be

sitting in judgement of everything that was said in the rehearsal room and

% David Deacon, Michael Pickering, Peter Golding and Graham Murdock, Researching
Communications: A Practical Guide to Methods in Media and Cultural Analysis (London:
Hodder Arnold, 2007) p. 250

“"Gay McAul ey, o6Towar dshear NawhhdmrgQuareryy 14 ¢1998)R.&5

ZLynne Hume and Jane Mulcock, &l ntroduct iLyome: Awk\
Hume and Jane Mulcock (eds.), Anthropologists in the Field (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2004) p.xi

29 Whilst | observed a number of Mull Theatre rehearsals and productions throughout this
research period, | am particularly referring to the Spring 2010 touring production of  Laurel
and Hardy as | observed the entire process for this show from initial production mee tings,
through to the final touring performance.
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beyond. Once | started to take a more active role in the process however &

assisting with the get -ins, get-outs and setting up the props prior to

performances dthe company members seemed to feel a bit more comfortable in

my presence, as though my place on the tour had been legitimised. Not only did

being accepted as part of the t eam, to some degree at least, make the

experience much more pleasurable, it also gave me a much greater insight into

the nuances of the tour which I may not have got from the outside looking in.

When writing up the tour, however, | have continuedtouset he pronoun 6t
rather than 6wed as, despite my contri bul
myself to be a fully integrated member of the production crew. Instead |

continued to acknowledge my primary role as that of researcher.

Within this, howev er, there needs to be a recognition that my very presence
as outside researcher would have undoubtedly impacted on the activities which |
was observing: | am certain that there would have been certain behavioural
traits and conversations which w ere altered , to some extent, by the presence of
me and my notebook. Although I did try to keep the intrusion of my presence to
a mini mum, et hnographer Kirsten Hastrup |
is doubly mediated by our own psesép®téhal
The findings produced within this thesis have thus been mediated by my own
presence as participant observer. This idea of mediation and reconstruction
within the research process is a recurring theme and will be explored again in
chapterfour where a kind of O6guided tourd of
to the reader. It will be argued that, rather than being a weakness of this
thesis, it is a natural consequence of the focus of study and its negotiation of
individual and collective understandings of a space and a company. The
O0subjectived approach which has been ado)
acknowledges the multiplicity of O6histor]
interpretations will the same and so the mediation of percepti on is happening at
every stage; from the participantsd init.]

with me and my subsequent analysis. It

¥Kirsten Hastrup, OWriting Et hludtyQaklgyhngHelenhe st at e
Galloway (eds.), Anthropology and Autobiography (London: Routledge, 1992) p.121
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[ .. .] i s nev e rwhich goessamaeay tb highlgleidg that th ere is
always an element of interpretation at each re -telling from both the participant

and the researcher.

As a result of the human aspect of such research, there are no strict
instructions which one can follow in order to develop the interview proc  ess or
periods of observation: each one must be tailor -made according to the type of
data being collected, the ultimate aims of the research and the personality
traits of the interviewer themselves. As such, in order to design appropriate
methodologies various sources were utilised, including critical literature from
the social sciences alongside courses held at the University of Glasgow within the
department of Theatre, Film and Television Studies, the Centre for Cultural
Policy Research (CCPR), and the @aduate School of Arts. Assistance was also
sought from individuals with experience of using such methodologies in order to
ensure that my research maintained sufficient academic rigour and was able to

contribute to the overarching questions being posed b y the study. *

It should also be noted that the research was conducted within the ethical
guidelines of the University of Glasgow. * Prior to each interview participants
were provided with an information sheet which offered an overview to the
project and how his or her contribution would be used. ** At the start of each
interview people were asked to sign a consent form confirming that they
understood what was entailed in the interview process and stating whether or
not they wished to be named. A brief look at the list of contributors (located in
the appendices) shows that the majority did choose to retain anonymity. The

result of this was that a number of early chapter drafts were withheld from

Pportelli, o6What DMafkfeesr éOrta,l 6 Hii rs t Ridneydrad History RReadeh,0 ms o n
p.39

%2 Melanie Selfe ran the research methodologies module for CCPR which | attended in 2009 and
also offered support throughout the project and Dr Sandra McNeill who worked on the
6Pant omicrmd liamdS® research project at the Univers
production of the focus group publicity. For more information on the Pantomime in Scotland
project, please visit the website:
http://www.gla.ac.uk/schools/cca/research/theatrefiimandtelevision/projectsandnetworks/
pantomimeinscotland/pantomimedvd/

33 A copy of the ethics policy can be accessed at:
http://www.gla.ac.uk/colleges/arts/research/ethics/ethicspolics

3 A copy of the information sheet can be found in appendi x two of this thesis.


http://www.gla.ac.uk/schools/cca/research/theatrefilmandtelevision/projectsandnetworks/pantomimeinscotland/pantomimedvd/
http://www.gla.ac.uk/schools/cca/research/theatrefilmandtelevision/projectsandnetworks/pantomimeinscotland/pantomimedvd/
http://www.gla.ac.uk/colleges/arts/research/ethics/ethicspolics
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McCrone, despite his role as non-academic supervisor to t his thesis, as some
participants were unsure at the start whether they wanted to be anonymous or
not. It also meant that, when on the island, | would often be unable to tell the
Mull Theatre staff where | was going as they might have been able to identify

contributors from their location.

Some may suggest that the number of anonymous interviews quoted within
this thesis dilutes t he evidence being presented as a number of the views are not
attached to a specific person, profe ssion or age group. Indeed, once anonymity
was chosen anything which could be used to identify the person dlocation of
interview or gender, for instance dwas removed from the thesis. Nonetheless |
would argue that the conclusions of this thesis are not dependent on names or
jobs being assigned to the anecdotes recorded here. The overarching aim of the
thesis is to explore changing perceptions of Mull (Little) Theatre and this can be
done equally well by presenting a group of unidentified voices from the island as

it can from publ ishing named individuals.

| discovered that one of the key reasons for the large number of anonymous
contributions was a fear of Oretribution
on an island on which everybody knows everyone else: | also propose that this is
one of the key reasons as to why the attempted focus groups failed to attract
participants. * | had hoped to run focus groups across the island in order to
ascertain how responses to the theatre company and its buildings may change
according to where patrticipants lived. | also felt thatit  would be advantageous
to see some collective perceptions of Mull Theatre which would be elicited
through group discussions. These would then be used to supplement the one to
one interviews which were being he Id. Each venue was carefully considered
following discussions with staff at Mull Theatre so that they would provide ease
of access to as many inhabitants on Mull and lona as possible.* In order to

advertise the sessions, posters were put up across the island in a variety of

% It should be noted here that altho ugh the focus groups failed to get any participants at the
designated times the advertising did result in two people contacting me separately to get
involved in the project. Although they did not feel comfortable meeting in a group situation
they did wish to contribute but did so separately and anonymously.

% Jona is a small island just off the south west coast of Mull. It can be seen in the bottom left
hand corner of figure one below .
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places - from village halls to petrol stations and pubs dand an editorial and
advert were also included in the two local publications, Am Muileach and Round
and About respectively. ** Both of these papers are available across the island
and are read widely by the local population and visitors alike. Despite this pre -
publicity only two people turned up to the focus group sessions and both did so
accidentally: one was a lady who was waiting for the arrival of the mobile

library ; and the second was a policeman who was concerned at seeing the door

to the village hall propped open.
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Figure 1 - Map of focus groups
Reproduced with permission of Lonely Planet. © Lonely Planet, 2011

(1) Creich Village Hall, (2) Craignure Village Hall, (3) Aros Hall, Tobermory, (4) Dervaig
Village Hall, (5) Aros Hall, Tobermory

Initially | was concerned that perhaps the publicity had failed in its style and
content and that people on the island were simply n ot aware of, or were not
engaging with, the project. Throughout the residency, however, numerous

people asked me how the focus groups had been going and none of them seemed

3 For a copy of the editorial please refer to appendi x four in this th esis.
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surprised by the lack of attendance. This would suggest that there was an
awareness of the ongoing research but that many had made a conscious decision
not to contribute in this way. Having discussed my methodologies with a number
of other researchers it would seem that focus groups are notoriously difficult to
hold in small communiti es, largely because many are nervous about expressing
their own personal opinions in a public forum. This is particularly true of rural
areas where the catchment area is smaller so people are more likely to know the

other participants, making it almost im possible to preserve anonymity.

| would suggest, however, that the apparent failure of the focus groups went

deeper than a fear of expressing oneds

domain. Instead, | would suggest that it is also indicative of Mul | Theatr eds

relationship with the local community. Once people were engaged in
conversations about Mull Theatre and its buildings they were often very
forthcoming with their opinions and many had a lot to say on the matter.

However, on first hearing that this research is being conducted there was often

a |l ook of surprise and a quizzical Owhy

everyone | have spoken to throughout the project although it  did happen often
enough to suggest an underlying perception of Mull Theatre as being of little
importance in a wider context . This is equally true of participants on and off
the island. The idea that this company may not be consciously valued was

supported by one islander | interviewed suggested that although many locals

6take it for granted but ®hey would be

In contrast to the lack of attendance for the focus groups| hoped to hold a
large number of people turned out for a meeting at Craignure Village Hall in
March (just a few days after my own event) in order to discuss the planned
closure of the Mull Car Rally. ** This is an annual event on Mull which attracts
people from across the world, both as participants and observers, and which
results in most of the accommodation on the island being book ed up (sometimes
a year in advance) for the duration of the event. We can see then that when the

issue at stake is something which really resonates with the locals and has a

% Interview with Participant M (6/5/10)

%9 Although | did not attend this meeting it was talked about for many days after by locals in
Tobermory and verbal reports suggest that about 40 people were in attendance.

t

S
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tangible and obvious economic impact, people are willing to show up to
demonstrate solidarity. Although no concrete findings could be drawn from
these sessions then, the lack of participants has still resulted in important

conclusions being drawn about the company and its role on the island.

DO YOU HAVE A MEMORY
— GOO0D OR BAD -
OF MULL THEATRE?

If you have an opinion to
express or a story to tell please
come along to one of the

following foous groups:

CREICH VILLAGE HALL, 8™ March

(3-4pmy/4-5pm)
CRAIGNURE VILLAGE HALL, 9™ March

(2-3pmy/3-4pm])
ARDS HALL, 10™ March

(3-4pm/4-5pm)
DERVAIG VILLAGE HALL, 11™ March

(2-3pm/3-Apm)
ARDS HALL, 13" March

(3-4pm/4-5pm])

I_ dale B il
Bl Frieart Corc

Figure 2 dfocus groups flyer
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During this research there was also a need to reach a larger number of
attendees at Mull Theatre productions than one -to-one interviews alone would
afford. As such, questionnaires were handed out at every performance on the
Laureland Hardyt our as wel | as at a selection o
its own venue over the summer of 2010. * The aim of this was to get an
understanding of the prior relationship that people may or may not have had
with the company before coming to see the show so that an assessment could be
made about Mull Theatreds role within th:i
Questionnaires can be problematic in that they can present the participant with
leading questions and, where there are multiple choice questions, may
categorise the answers in ways that the respondent may not if they were in

conversation.

It should also be noted that whilst | tried to ensure that my role of researcher
was seen as being independent of Mull Theatre by those | spoke to, the
questionnaires produced were done so with the Mull Theatre logo in the top right
hand corner of the page. This is because Mull Theatre was required to produce
its own questionnaire to support future funding applications and so &
demonstrating collaboration - the questionnaire was designed to meet the needs
of this thesis and Mull Theatre & own research. This may have impacted on some
of the answers being produced as people may be more positive in their responses
if they thought tha t the research was being held by and for the company. In
order to mitigate this each of the questionnaires was anonymous and, where
possible, during informal discussions with attendees | discussed the purpose of
the research and explained my role as an outside researcher. In total 643
guestionnaires were returned: 498 from the tour; and 145 from the summer
residency at Druimfin. The questionnaires were designed so that one could be
filled in for each party and, on average, approximately 50 percent of spe ctators
were accounted for. Given the high response rate | would argue that the
guestionnaires are representative enough to allow strong dalbeit general &

conclusions to be drawn from the evidence, particularly when they are

“0 please refer to appendix three for a copy of the questionnaire handed out during the Laurel
and Hardy tour.
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supplemented with the informa tion gathered through interviews and

observation.

As this section has demonstrated, the majority of data collected throughout
this research process was qualitative. This ensured that the main aim of the
thesis - examining the perceptions of the compan y following its recent
relocation - was met but has resulted in much of the evidence being anecdotal.
Jacky Bratton highlights the s ignificance of anecdotal evidence in her analysis of
British theatre in the nineteenth century. Throughout her study she ¢  onsiders
how these histories came to be written and presents alternative ways of reading
and understanding the stories. One of the methods she employsis the use of
anecdotal evidence which she uses to present a new reading of theatrical
developments in t he 1830s. She asserts that whereas anecdotes and memoirs
have pr evi oruaswlye diacieddr infdémation that can be extracted
and corroborated from other documentary sources dthere is instead an inherent
value within them which goes beyond a proc ess of external verification. * Indeed
she believes that there is 06a world of hi
themselves, whether or not we®“ltmustbet angi |
noted that she is not suggesting that every anecdote be ac cepted in its entirety
but that instead it be understood as part of the multiplicity of stories and
understandings which can co-exist at a single moment in time. By using
anecdotal evidence within a contextual framework which recognises the
potential subj ectivity of those voices, a richer and more diverse history of British

theatre can be developed.

By writing Mull Theatre into a new narrative of Scottish theatre, this thesis
cannot rely solely on established texts but must instead utilise new sources of
evidence. Just as Bratton argues for the value of anecdotes used in
collaboration with other methods, this thesis also uses the memories of
individuals alongside publicity materials, newsletters and personal letters in
order to develop an understanding of Mul | Theatreds rel ati c

which it is based and the wider Scottish rural theatre infrastructure. In addition

41 Jacky Bratton, New Readings in Theatre History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003) p. 95

“2 Bratton, New Readings in Theatre History p.95
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to this it should also be recognised that perceptions of, and relationships to,

Mull (Little) Theatre will be subjective by their very nature and will undoubtedly

shift over time. As such the thesis was never intended to only produce hard,
guantifiable statistics but i1 nstead to c:
ideas. By using multiple methodologies together as well as ensuring that

academic rigour was maintained throughout, however, this research will serve to

extend our understanding of this largely overlooked company as well as

contributing to the discussions regarding theatre space and place, particularly in

respect of rural theatre and small -scale touring.

Structure

This thesis examines what was potenti al
relocation and, by extension, explores the relationship between (non -)
performance spaces in a rural Scottish theatre conte xt. By this | mean venues
which were not designed specifically to house productions and for which live
performances form part of a wider programme of non -artistic events or
activities, for example pubs, converted churches, village halls and community
centres. I n doing so each chapter focuses on
buildings and uses this to interrogate the connections between theatre space
and place and small-scale touring. Although this project is heavily rooted in the
primary fieldwork ¢ onducted throughout the research process it is important to
acknowledge that it does not exist in isolation. It has been previously suggested
that Mull (Little) Theatre has been largely overlooked because it does not fit into
the preferred narratives of S cottish theatre which are largely centred on
politically motivated theatre and new -writing. One of the key aims of this thesis
is to re -address this and to write the company back into a new story of theatre
in Scotland.

In order to do this it first seems apposite to provide an overview to the history
of Mul I (Little) Theatre and to some of I
evolution. This is the purpose of chapter two. The chapter will offer a history
of the development of the company, its mana gement and its programming. This
is particularly pertinent as the only other detailed study of this company is the
book, Taking Off: the Story of Mull Theatre . Not only is this a heavily partial
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and subjective account which was written by one of the foun ding members as a

tribute to his late wife and their legacy together but , moreover, the story it tells

stops in 1984 when the family left the island. * This chapter will fill in some of

the gaps. Nevertheless, it is important to note that | do not offera  fully
comprehensive history to Mull (Little) Theatre. Not only would this be difficult

given the space constraints of the thesis but it is potentially impossible due to

the large gaps which exist in the current archives. What it does is present the

reader with ares ome of the defining moments in t

order to situate the current examination within a historical context.

Although the central case study is Mull Theatre, this thesis also aims to
situate the company within a wider framework and so chapter three seeks to
critigue some of the literature surrounding Scottish theatre as well as some of
the current dialogues around space, place and theatre architecture. One of the
central propositions of this project is that understandi  ngs of spaces of
performance must take into account the uses of the space and the way in which
the users relate to and understand the b
that Otheatre architecture is more than ;
present the idea that physical theatre space is a vital component of the
theatrical experience and interpretation. * Mul | Theatreds identi
is largely based around the qualities which were imbued within the Little
Theatre by attendees, both con sciously and subconsciously: the building and its

geographical location have been central to the creation of meaning.

The chapter takes as its foundation an understanding of theatre buildings as
dynamic. A theatre is not being understood as a fixed and static entity but
somet hing which is continually O86in proce:
buildings are products of individual and collective experiences, memories and

interpretations. “* It will bring together theories from theatre studies, huma n

“3 Barrie Hesketh, Taking Off: The Story of Mull Little Theatre (Inverness: The New lona Press,
1997)

“4 Jain Mackintosh, Architecture, Actor and Audience (London and New York: Routledge, 1993)
p.1

“This echoes the human geographer, Doreen Masseyd
vi ewed as a 0 prneacendmiit. Rathér thanhavinghadixed and stable
identity it is instead continuously under construction by each of its users; past, present and
perhaps even future. Any attempt to interrogate a fixed space should thus be viewed as a
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geography and architecture in order to explore the active relationship between

human beings and their physical smaderibund,i

will suggest that despite extensive research on theatre space, there remains a
gap in current academic studies regarding an interrogation of (non -)
performance spaces such as village halls and community centres, particularly

within a rural context. It is this gap which this thesis aims to fill.

Having situated this research project within exis ting debates surrounding

space, place and performance, specifically in the context of rural theatre and

touring, the next chapter will present al

past and present. Chapter four thel |
reader.*® Rather than simply describing the architectural features of the two
venues it will examine the ways in which they have been used and experienced
by practitioners and audiences alike. It will consider the exterior, the
geographical location as well as the front and backstage areas in order to
evaluate the impact that the spaces have had on perceptions of the company
based there, both internally from Mull Theatre itself and externally from

attendees on and off the island.

I n Gay Manalysit af gpéice and performance, she asserts that:

carefully documented, empirical studies of specific performances, not
elevated to some universal status [...] but acknowledged as local,
contingent and partial [...] are a valid basis for theoretical

generalisations. *

This is a view that is carried through this thesis. Mull Little Theatre and
Druimfin are not presented as examples with universal relevance to the

relationship between the space and performance, nor do they embody all of the

single point on the multiple trajectories which cross over in that space and time. Doreen
Massey,For Space(London: Sage Publications, 2005) p.45

“ This is a notion which is presented by numerous spatial theorists including Yi -Fu Tuan who
simply states dekpartence shrangly influemce theamerpretation of the
envi r on idunTuanfSpace and Place The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: The
University of Minnesota Press, 2007) p.55

4" Gay McAuley Spacein Performance: Making Meaning in Theatre (Michigan: The University of
Michigan Press, 1999) p.1112

pre:
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issues inherent within rural touring theatre in Scotland. Instead they are being
used as a means to continue and extend some of the existing discussions.

Mc Aul eyds belief is that such case

contingent and pleereiteratéddhroaghalt chapter our.wn |

analysing the two spaces and the way they are potentially received and
understood, the chapter will draw on both my own experiences alongside
anecdotes recorded from practitioners and attendees of both venues. It will
acknowl edge that the O6toursodé of the
taken at a fixed moment in time and thus may not reflect the state of the
buildings at a future point. This is particularly pertinent with regards to

Druimfin which is i n evident transition.

With so many of Mull Theatreds perceive
original, oOlittled building, it seems ap|]
purpose-built venue will have repercussions on understandings of the company.

Although Mull (Little) Theatre has always toured as part of its annual programme

of events, while the company was resident at the Little Theatre its repertory

season over the summer months also formed an integral part of its output. One

of the key feature s of Druimfin, however, is that it has been labelled a

bui

studi

O6production centred rather than a theatr

construction focused on the production rather than the reception of the

theatrical event but, moreover, Mull Theatre recei ves funding from Creative

Scotland for touring its shows and not for staging them in its own venue. In this

way, touring productions off the island has become the primary remit of the
company rather than being something which bookends the repertory season .

This has resulted in tension emerging between Mull Theatre as a touring

company and Mull Theatre as a resident company on its home island; a tension

which is apparent for both the company itself and the island attendees. “®
Chapters five and sixwilladdr ess t hese two facets
turn, with the first looking at a specific tour and the second looking at its

potentially shift ing relationship with its local, island audiences.

“8 This is something which has emerged through interviews and discussions held with various
people during the research processand will be explored throughout the thesis .

of
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Mu | | Theatreds rel at i on s hrformaneeiistalcomglexf f er
one as, despite having its own venue in which to rehearse and perform, each
production is created with the primary purpose of being toured to predominantly
rural areas of Scotland. Thus its choice of programming and the stage, sound
and lighting designs are largely determined by the other spaces it will be
presented in. With this in mind chapter five will draw on my own primary
fieldwork regarding Mull TheladrelandHard2 0 1 0
By looking at the same production in a range of venues, from small village halls
to large purpose -built performance spaces, it will analyse the impact of space on
the physical elements of performance, such as the blocking and set design as

well as on the auditeerevet.sd r el ati onship t

By considering each of the venues to which the production toured | will also
provide an overview of the diversity of spaces which are currently being utilised
on the rural theatre touring network in Scotland. As well as providing an insight
into the physical impact of the space on a performance, the chapter will serve
to raise awareness about the range of spaces which currently make up the rural
touring circuit in Scotland. Little has been written about the (non  -)
performance spaces which contribute to the circuit and so it is hoped that the
presentation of the tour diary | kept during this residency will offer an insight
into the diversity of spaces available and the impact that they had on the

production in question.

Chapter six will t hen further the ideas being presented through my tour diary
and willexamine some of the ways iraocationhas h Mul |
i mpacted on the companyds relationship wi
important to reiterate that the research for this  thesis was conducted at a fixed
moment in time and that when the project was completed the Druimfin building
still remained unfinished: phase one of the construction was almost complete
but at least three further phases were still waiting for funding. Non etheless, the
section draws on primary fieldwork to explore some of the ways in which the
move from the Little Theatre to Druimfin has impacted on emotional perceptions
of the company alongside the physical implications it has on programming
possibilities and audience numbers. On hearing about the move it seems that a

number of attendees expected Druimfin to provide a more state -of-the-art
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theatrical experience but have instead been offered one which is reminiscent of
the previous building, just in a large r space. By studying this in more depth it is
hoped that this chapter will help to further the conversation about the impact of

space on audiences in a wider rural context.

With Mull Theatre still in a state of transition, coupled with having both
buildings available for analysis during the research period of this project, the
company and its venues provide an interesting case study through which to
examine the relationship between theatre space and small -scale rural touring.
It is important to recogn ise, however, that it does not exist in isolation. Despite
its unique position as a touring company with its own building and its
geographical location on the periphery of Scottish theatre, Mull Theatre plays a
crucial role within the wider framework of r  ural theatre, as a promoter, as a
receiving building and as a producing company. With this in mind, the focus of
this section will broaden out to examine the role played by Mull Theatre within
the cultural life of its region, Argyll and Bute, and for rura | Scotland more
generally. Although the central focus will remain on the company, this chapter
will also draw on organisations such as North East Arts Touring (NEAT) and
Promoters Arts Network (PAN)or ecent ly renamed 6 T-hnre Tour
order to i nterrogate some of the ideological assumptions and practicalities which

are embedded in the development of a rural theatre touring network.

The final chapter will draw together the findings from each of the previous
sections concluding that, rather tha n being a reinvention of Mull Theatre, the
relocation has simply resulted in a re -branding of the company. Its previous
home is still being held up by several stakeholders as the marker against which
new decisions are being measured and compared and so, athough there have
been shifts in the way attendees perceive the company, its identity is still
largely being understood through a filter of the Little Theatre. This is in part
due to the sentimentality attached to the small venue and partly due to the
continuation of having an island base. For Mull Theatre, t he building it occupied
for 40 years not only shaped its identity whilst it was in use but seemingly still
does so, four years after its doors were closed. With Druimfin in current use,
but still st anding largely incomplete, the full implications of this new space

remain to be seen.
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In terms of lessons which can be learnt for theatre in rural Scotland more
generally, there needs to be a re -evaluation of how we understand the range of
spaces currently utilised for performance within rural Scotland. It will assert
that Mull Theatre has been largely overlooked in previous studies because it does
not fit into the preferred narratives of Scottish theatre: its choice in
programming does not reflect the favoured view of (non -) performance spaces as
sites of political debate and questioning. It will also highlight that there is a
perception of quality bound up within certain spaces (something which was
explored in chapters four and five) but that thisis  not necessarily an accurate
representation of audience experiences. Instead, it will conclude that there is a
spectrum of performance spaces available to practitioners working within
Scotland and that each of these has their benefits. Thus, the focus of building
based theatrical studies should be widened to incorporate non -traditional
performance spaces and to show the significance of these within the current

landscape of Scottish theatre.
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Chapter 2 - Mull (Little) Theatre: A Brief History

Mull Theatre occupies a unique position within contemporary Scottish theatre
as the only publically funded touring company with its own permanent rehearsal
and performance space. Despite this, the company has been largely overlooked
by theatre scholars with few ev en referring to the company, let alone examining
it in any depth. One of the reasons for this could be that  Mull (Little) Theatre
has not followed the favoured narratives of Scottish theatre, for example as a
theatre that is urban and predicated on new wr iting and political theatre forms.
Typically, Donald Smith draws heavily on urban theatres such as Dundee
Repertory Theatre, the Lyceum Theatre in
in Gl asgow although he does acknoweéated ge,
had come to depend for its deve®?opment o]
Nonetheless, in order to illustrate this point further he mentions 7:84 Scotland:
a touring theatre company created to perform political messages to the wider
population who might n ot otherwise be served by what its founder, John

McGrath, understood as the bourgeois theatre of the established, mainstream

venues.*

Al t hough Mull Theatre has been cited as
theatred in rural Sc eatuteasadopotnoietn Ddvile s not
Hut chi sonds e dAHistod/ ofSoottidh @headtre ¢'nThe only two
publications which mention Mull (Little)

Taking Off: The Story of Mull Theatre and a report written by Christine H amilton
and Adrienne Scullion on rural touring theatre in Scotland. ** The former was
written by one of the founders of the company in question in what appears to be

a tribute to his late wife and the latter looks at the rural touring theatre circuit

in Scatland, within which Mull Theatre is a key player. Despite its consistency in

touring widely and regularly throughout Scotland, then, the island -based

“Donald Smith, 61950 to 19 AHistdrydfScottBlaThéate (Ralygon:hi s or
Edinburgh, 1998) p.297

* John McGrath, A Good Night Out: Popular Theatre: Audience, Class and Form (London: Nick
Hern Books, 1996) p.3

* Interview with Participant V (25/2/11)

%2 Christine Hamilton and Adrienne Scullion, The Same But Different, Rural Arts Touring in
Scotland: The Cas of Theatre (Stroud: Comedia, 2004) p.12
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company has perhaps been overlooked because of its position on the periphery

of Scottish theatre; both ge ographically and metaphorically.

As so little has previously been recorded about Mull Theatre din the public
domain at least - it seems apposite to present the reader with a brief overview of
its history in order to contextualise the ensuing exploratio ns of its current state.

It is i mportant to note, however, that

t

overviewd of Mull (Little) Theatre rathe]

reasons for this are two -fold. First, this thesis uses the 2008 reloc ation to
examine the role played by the buildings in the perceived identity of the

company. In doing so it takes a largely synchronic approach to the research:
using primary fieldwork to analyse the company at a fixed moment in time.

With a limited word count | have not prioritised a step -by-account of the
companyo6s devel opmen tdandperhaps everdntbiet i on t
importantly dcreating a detailed and uninterrupted history of this company is
unlikely, if not impossible, due to physical gaps int he archives at Druimfin. The
archive, as it currently stands, is approximately five large cardboard boxes filled
with an assortment of publicity from past productions, minutes taken from board
meetings, personal letters send to board and staff members and a blue folder
containing acting notes from a first year student at the Royal Conservatoire of
Scotland.*® Within this there are large gaps in the documents which have

survived the years and so a history of Mull Theatre which is collated solely from
the archival evidence will be fragmented at best. This is evident in the list of
previous productions which has been included in appendix five, for reference. A
brief glance will show that some years, such as 1989 for example, have a number
of performances doc umented whilst the entire decade from 1968 to 1978 has

been omitted, mislaid or otherwise removed.

There are a number of reasons as to why this should be the case. The Little
Theatre was renowned for flooding during the winter months which will have
undoubtedly damaged certain documents. Moreover, there was limited space in
the converted byre, with additional staff members working out of various spaces

across the island including a port -a-cabin in a school playground and a small shop

%3 This was previously the Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama (RSAMD)

1



Chapter 2 dMull (Little) Th eatre: A Brief History 34

front on Tobermor y Main Street. Thus, filing and preserving paperwork for
future use was not seen as a priority and many items will have been disposed of

if there was no place to put them.

There are also ethical considerations which must be taken into account.
Someof the documents in the archive are personal letters for which | could not
obtain the necessary permissions for incorporation in this thesis. Given the array
of other items which have accumulated in the boxes over the years | could not
be certain that th e writers or recipients had willingly given the letters to the
company and so the ideas contained therein could not be used for this project.
Some of the archival gaps have also been discussed with participants but not all
of them provided information on the record and so, again, there are some pieces
of information in my own private notebooks which cannot be recorded here.
Consequertly this chapter will provide a general overview to the company, its
buildings and key developments within its evolution. | n doing so it will identify
some of the other elements which may have impacted on the way it is perceived

and will provide the foundations upon which the following chapters can be built.

The Isle of Mull
Mull Theatre has been mesfueexpeded t o as 6S
professional theatre company®d partly due

Theatre in Dervaig and partly duMcCrbne t he
has often expressed resentment at the apparent surprise voiced by many critics

and attendees regarding the professional quality of work being produced by the
company.* Due to its position on the geographical periphery of Scottish theatre

there is an expectation that the Isle of Mull will provide a base for amateur and

perhaps insular performances and not those which would be rated highly by

critics or urban audiences. Indeed, one participant reported that attendees of

** Unattributed, 'Plenty to Mull Over in an All -Embracing New Cultural Chapter,' The Scotsman on
Sunday (June 25, 2006). http://www.scotsman.com/lifestyle/music/album -
reviews/plenty to_mull_over_in_all_embracing_new_cultural_chapter_1 1412958 [last
accessed 1/10/11]

%5 Informal conversations with Alas dair McCrone (3/3/09 and 12/4/10)


http://www.scotsman.com/lifestyle/music/album-reviews/plenty_to_mull_over_in_all_embracing_new_cultural_chapter_1_1412958
http://www.scotsman.com/lifestyle/music/album-reviews/plenty_to_mull_over_in_all_embracing_new_cultural_chapter_1_1412958
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the Little Theatre often expressed shock because they did not anticipate seeing

a production of 0 Lsmaldreraltheatteahdar dd i n
SCOTLAND pEvmeer: Orkney | 7o Shetland
OCEAN Islands Islands
R John O'Groats NORTH ( 1L
Scottish ~ © Wick YA “Br
it lands
Outer e & Islands
Hebrides ° Shetland
Uliapool o Eigin Islands Unst
Skye Invernesse o Peterhead Yell
° Lol Aviemore Mainland
Kyle of ... ®Area o Aberdeen e
Inner Lochalsh Foula |
bk 2 Ben Nevis
$ Ob(alnmm) o Arbroath
Perthe o St Andrews
o Kirkcaldy
- 3 Edinburgh
Islay Glasgow
Arran o Melrose
2 oAy .
NORTHERN e Dumfrie: ::!i»’rlhumhcrland
IRELAND < : e Oc——=ss» 80 km
Hame S B Hadrian's et 0 e 40 miles
Belfast® = ENGLAND

Figure 3 - Map of Scotland
Reproduced with permission of Lonely Planet. © Lonely Planet, 2011

The physicality of the building would have undoubtedly played a part in this
bei

Indeed, although it maintained the widely recognised end -on configuration

view of Mull Little Theatre no t ng a O6theatred in
between the actor and audience, the venue did not conform in any other way to
the prototypical imag e of a theatre, as chapter four wi [l demonstrate.
Consequently there was frequent amazement that professional, text -based
performances could be staged there. Nonetheless, | would suggest that its
location on an island dand its specific location on that island dhas had an

equally significant impact on perceptions of the company and its productions.

In an article for The Scotsman on SundaySarah Jones asserted that:

% Interview with Participant AA (18/08/09)

t

he
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the idea of a professional theatre on a Hebridean island producing work to
a national standard seems odd - not because a remotely located theatre
shoul dndét produce such work, but becal

implies parochialism. *

These embedded notions of parochialism have seemingly become intertwined
with external perceptions of Mull Theatre and its activiti es. That is not to say
that Mull (Little) Theatre itsel fis seen as parochial. In contrast, one of the
recurring views being reiterated throughout the research process was
astonishment at what the company could achieve in terms of the scale and scope
of its repertoire. Thus it is the fact that it was, and arguably still is, overturning
the parochial and insular assumptions which are frequently held with regards to

rural arts and theatre that singles it out for such awe.

Mull Theatre, despite widespr ead perceptions of its remoteness and surprise
about the quality of its output, does not exist in isolation, either in Scotland or
on the island on which it is located. The Isle of Mull is the third largest island in
the Scottish Hebrides, behind the Isle of Lewis and Skye, with an area of 216,939
acres® and a population of 2,667, according to the 2001 census. *° This resident
population dramatically increases over the summer months with a large number
of tourists visiting the island. Visitors are attracte d to the island for a variety of
reasons including the wildlife dit is home to the largest eagle population in the
UK - the history and the landscape. ® The col our f ul houses on

harbour front have also formed the backdrop to the popular BBCchi | dr end s

*" Sarah Jones 'Big Plans to Mull Over,’ The Scotsman on Sunday(June 29, 2003).
http://www.scotsman.com/scotland  -on-sunday/scotland/big_plans_to_mull_over_1 1291060
[last accessed 1/10/11]

%8 Hamish HaswellSmith, The Scottish Islands: The Bestselling Guide to every Scottish Island , 2™
edition (Edinburgh: Canongate Books Ltd, 2008) p.87

%9 At the time of writing, only phases 1a and 1b of the 2011 Census results for Sc otland had been
published and so estimates of populations were only provided for the 32 council areas and not
for specific locations within them. As such, the thesis is largely having to rely on the
statistics collated through the 2001 national Census.

% For an overview to some of the attractions of the island please see its own website which was
designed to promote tourism: http://www.isle -of-mull.net/ [last accessed 10/09/12]


http://www.scotsman.com/scotland-on-sunday/scotland/big_plans_to_mull_over_1_1291060
http://www.isle-of-mull.net/
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television show Balamory which has led to an increase in the number of families

visiting the town. *

| Il'lm:ni"’“"fnﬂ" :

AL L

Figure 4 6 The coloured house fronts of Main Street, Tobermory (2009)

Alongside the topography and natural attractio ns which one might expect to
exist in a rural holiday destination, the Isle of Mull is also a culturally vibrant
location with various activities taking place throughout the year. Perhaps
surprisingly dgiven the relatively small resident population dit hastwo arts
organisations which were funded by Creative Scotland: Mull Theatre and An
Tobar, an art gallery and music venue located in Tobermory. ® In recognition of
Felix Mendel ssohnds trip to the neighboul
subsequent overture, The Hebrides, there is an annual music festival called,
OMendel ssohn on Mull &8 which tours to dif:
lona. There is also a thriving tradition of amateur dramatics on the island and a

proposal for Mull, led by resident and Mull Theatre designer Lee Hendrick, was

®1 There is now a shop on Main Street which is dedicated to Balamory merchandise and many of
the islanders | spoke to were frustrated at the amount of people who now photograph the
houses that the fictional characters 6live in.?d

2An Tobar 6s htps#bwsviantobar.cosik/  [last accessed 11/10/12]


http://www.antobar.co.uk/
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shortlisted for Channé&l Thiflmuleddre joorialisto Ar t o

assert that whilst:

this Hebridean idyll is not where you might expect to find the nation's
artistic energy [...] if only for a few weeks a year [...it...] becomes

Scotland's cultural hub. %

The notion of Mull as a 0c ul-dxaggeeted givenb 6 i
how frequently it is overlooked by non -attendees and theatrical scholars, but

there is an element o f truth in the amount of creative activity on the island.

Rather than being culturally and artistically isolated from the mainland, Mull
is a hive of creati ve activity with enough spectator s and practitioners to support
a range of activities. In addit ion to this, despite its separation from the
mainland by a strip of water, the island is still fairly accessible with frequent
ferry crossings to three different locations and only a two hour drive from
Glasgow to Oban (the main ferry terminal to the Hebri des).® Indeed many of
the locals in Tobermory travel to Oban and even Glasgow for a day to carry out
general shopping. HaswellFSmi t h has even gone so far a
woul d be easy to f or % €he actumaytof thiststatene ntésn i s |
called into question when one considers a number of occasions during the gales
of winter 2010/11 during which Mull was completely cut off: with power lines
blown over and ferries unable to sail due to the high winds the islanders may

have felt fairly exposed and vulnerable.

In these instances one is reminded of the delicate connection existing
between the Scottish islands and the mainland. Nonetheless Haswell -Smith does

highlight that that, during fair weather at least, Mull is not completely i nsular

% This was a competition in which seven sites across the UK were chosen to receive funding for a
public art commission.
http://www.channel4.com/culture/microsites/B/bigart/sites_1.html#mull [last accessed
15/10/11]

% Unknown, 'Plenty to Mull Over in an All -Embracing New Cultural Chapter,' The Scotsman on
Sunday (June 25, 2006)

% This is the collective name given to the islands off the west coast of Scotland. Within this the
isle of Mull is located in the Inner Hebrides and, along wit h Skye and Islay, is one of the three
largest.

% Haswell-Smith, The Scottish Islands, p.80


http://www.channel4.com/culture/microsites/B/bigart/sites_1.html#mull
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but instead maintains strong communication links with the mainland with easy
transport links making travel to and from the island a relatively common
activity. This is important to acknowledge as, despite the often parochial
connotations associated with the company as a result of its island location, Mull
itself is not completely detached from the world around it, despite the physical

separation.
Mull (Little) Theatre

One couple who did see the island as being largely detached from the rest of
the world were the Heskeths. Barrie and Marianne were actors who chose to
relocate to Mull with their young family to escape what they felt to be the
potential threat of nuclear war. " The couple opened a guesthouse in Dervaigda
small vilage ontheislanddand subsequently founded 6t h
1966 as a means of supplementing their income and providing some evening
entertainment for their guests. Initially guests were invited to take their chairs
from the guesthouse across the lawn after d inner and into the converted cow -
byre where they would watch a selection of scenes which were adapted and
performed by the two professionally trained actors. Soon, however, the venue
began to grow in popularity and the Little Theatre was opened on a Tuesd ay
night before eventually opening every night during the summer. Some islanders
also began to offer a free shuttle service from Tobermory to Dervaig on some

nights so that those staying outside of Druimard House could also attend.

In his book Taking Off: the Story of Mull Little Theatre , Barrie Hesketh notes
that o6as the news spread about our ®WHent ul
refers, for instance, to hanging red velvet curtains around the stage. In this
action, carried outintheearlys t ages of the theatreds dev
sense that despite its size and lack of financial backing Mull Little Theatre was
modelling itself on conventional conceptions of a theatre building. After all,

velvet curtains are one of the prototypicalfea t ur es of a Ooproper d

®7 Barrie Hesketh, Taking Off: The story of Mull Little Theatre  (Inverness: the New lona Press,
1997) p.32

% Mull Theatre Newsletter (1969), unpublished
% Hesketh, Taking Off, p. 36
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has been frequently referred to by participants in this research. Nonetheless,

there were many key elements which served to distinguish the Little Theatre

from many of its urban counterparts. There was no stage manager i n the early

years, for instance, and so the lights were turned on and off by the actors from

the stage: they would simply reach across and flick the switch. " Similarly, there

was no foyer or circulation space. Instead a local resident, Zelda Sawyer, woul d

sit outside the venue and cross out the names of spectators in a jotter notebook

when they arrived. ™ This formed the box office. There are, therefore, some

di screpancies emerging in its early year:
aspirations and th e rather makeshift, amateur feel of some aspects of the

organisation. The fondness with which the building is referred to in Barrie
Heskethds book, however, suggests that t|

than frustration in terms of how the couple rel ated to the building.

The tone of Heskethodés book is just one
relationship he and Marianne appear to have had with their venture. For
example, a number of newsletters sent from the Mull Little Theatre, read like
family round -robins and include a considerable amount of personal material. In
1978, for instance, the first two and a half pages of the four page newsletter
describes the wedding of one of the HesKk:
documents Marianned s cancer diagnosis and treat me
the theatre. "* Thus the relationship between theatre building and the artistic
directors was more overtly personal than is perhaps the case with other more
conventional spaces. The sense of ownership felt by the Heskeths, enhanced by
the |l ocation of the Little Theatre quite
and reflected in their custom of giving a welcoming speech prior to each
performance, suggest a dynamic different from that between mos t theatre

buildings and their management.

" This has been mentioned in a number of interviews which | have conducted for this project
suggesting that it was a pervasive image for people recollecting the building and the
performances staged there.

™ Interview with Zelda Sawyer (6/3/ 10)

2 Mull Little Theatre Newsletter (September 1978) and Mull Little Theatre Newsletter (Christmas
1982), both unpublished
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During the 18 years that Barrie and Marianne Hesketh ran the theatre with the
help of their sons, the company was predominantly based on the island over the
summer months. Due to water ingress over the winte r the building was usually
uninhabitable from October to March and so the Heskeths took this opportunity
to tour productions in England, Scotland and Europe more widely. Given the
expense of touring it seems likely that any additional revenue from this ac tivity
would have been limited. Alongside the costs of staging a theatre production
including salaries, venue hire, design materials etc. a tour will also involve a
living allowance for cast and crew, accommodation costs and travel. With
increased outgoings it becomes apparent that a tour must be a box office hit if it
is to make a profit. David Pitman reinforced this when he confirmed in one
newsletter that the tour of 1988 had a number of poorly attended performances.
From then, he asserted, the company woul d concentrate on ¢

thepre-pai d6 in order to assist the fi®nanci a

Nonetheless, by getting exposure off the island the company was able to
develop a more international profile which would have undoubtedly helped with
funding applications to both the Scottish Arts Council and to Argyll and B ute
Council. This is evident in a personal letter written by Marianne Hesketh to a
Board Member in which she asserts that the Chair of the Board was advocat ing
touring more widely as a means to heighten awareness of both the island and the
theatre company based there. ™ In addition to this, the Scottish Arts Council
gave the Heskeths a grant of £300 in order to travel off the island and research
other theatre s around Scotland.” It is clear then that both the Heskeths and the
funders had visions for this theatre to exist as part of a wider theatrical
framework in Scotland and not to remain as a resident company on the island

which was solely focused on the loc al community.

This outward looking ethos of the company can also be seen through a

proposal to relocate the theatre for which the Heskeths began fundraising in

3 Mull Little Theatre Newsletter (4/11/89) p.1, unpublished
" Unpublished letter from Marianne Hesketh (11/8/82)

" Internaldocument f r om Mul |l Theatreds archive, unpublishe
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1979.” At that time they had obtained permission from Torosay Castle to

convert one of the barns in its grounds into a new arts centre and had

commi ssioned architectural drawings. Th
cultural output, as well as its position within the creative landscape on the

island, by building a larger venue located in a mo re easily accessible part of the

island. The new venue dthe Square Centre dwas to have facilities for film,
theatre, dance and music as well as havi.
and a place where attendees of the theatre could dine with the fou nders prior to
aperformance.” As Mari anneds cancer developed i
relocation plan for the Square Centre was put on hold and when the requisite

amount of money could not be raised the castle trustees withdrew the offer. "

This shows a marked difference between the way in which the first and
current artistic directors wish to present their theatre to spectators. During
rehearsals, McCrone has been keen to maintain an air of privacy around each of
the shows and will not allow peop le into the building unless they have been
invited. He also develops pre -sets for his productions so that people are not
facing an empty stage on entering the auditorium; instead they are immediately
being drawn into the world of the play with ambient sou nds and lighting. In
contrast the Heskeths spoke before their performances and planned to dine and
converse with spectators before appearing on stage. Whilst they were ambitious
in their plans for the future of their theatre, then, it was always very ove rtly

their theatre.

In 1984, Marianne Hesketh passed away and her body was laid out in the foyer
of Mull Little Theatre so that islanders and attendees could pay their respects. *°
The walls of the foyer were also covered with memorabilia and images fro m the
shows in which she had been involved. This arguably helped to cement the
external perception of the Heskethsd cl o

now very few people | have spoken to have failed to mention the previous

6 Mull Little Theatre Newsletter (September 1978) and Dervaig Arts Theatre Ltd.: Square Centre
Appeal (1980), both unpublished

"Mull Little Theatre, ©6Torosay Theatre a®©adaobeArts ¢
1978), unpublished

'8 |etter from Torosay Castle (19/3/82)
™ Letter from Jill Galbreith to myself (5/1/10)
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owners. In many ways it appears that the founding pair has become inextricably
bound up with current perceptions of, and associations with the company and its
buildings. Indeed a number of participants consulted during the research
mentioned that the Little Theatre was haunted and that this was believed to be
the ghost of Marianne. This highlights the ongoing, almost mythological status
given to the Heskeths more than 15 years after they left the theatre and the

island.®

Following the death of Marianne, Barrie Hesketh an d their eldest son, Nick,
continued to run the venue and the summer season although by this time the
venue was encountering large financial problems. | nternal correspondence
between b oard members at this time shows that, following the Heskeths decision
to sell Druimard House and return to the mainland, the option to close the
theatre entirely was seriously considered. David Pitman d&a local shop owner -
sat on the board at this time and, having taken a real sense of pride in the venue
and seeing its benefits to the island, he asked to be considered as the new
Artistic Director. ® He was given permission and so, in 1986, he ran an
Oemergency seasond6 whi Moviedime, andwased of on.

performed by some members of the amateur dramatic society on the island. #

Pitman subsequently took charge of the theatre for ten years in total and
programmed a mixture of professional and amateur work throughout each

summer. One resident on the island has stated that:

Whilst the cast was rehearsing [ Movie Time], David [Pitman] got anyone
who was remotely suitable to do their party piece... [He also] culled
suitable plays from the [amateur] Mull Drama Festival to put on at a

vastly reduced price of course. *

8 Interviews with Zelda Sawyer (6/3/10) and Chris Baker (6/3/10)
8 |nterview with David Pitman (8/8/09)
82 | etter from Jill Galbreith to myself  (5/1/10)

8 | etter from Jill Galbreith to myself (5/1/10). The Mull Drama Festival is an annual event in
which amateur groups and school classes perform short plays before a judging panel. The
event is usually held in Aros Hall, the community centre in T obermory, and is well attended
and popular amongst local inhabitants.
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In the minutes from a b oard meeting in 1986 one voice is recorded as stressing

that o6it is important to sa¥% Therewas[ si c] al
evidently a concern that by drawing on the amateur resources of the island the

company may be perceived externally as undergoing a drop in quality unless i t

was accurately advertised. This is potentially a point which still impacts on Mull

Theatre as a result of the synonymy which has emerged for Mull Theatre the

company and the building which it occupies: Druimfin is frequently referred to

as Mull Theatre by attendees and non-attendees alike. ® Thus the quality of
visiting companiesd per f orthavwateadeesview t he
the Mull Theatre as it seems that anything performed within its four wal Is is

attributed to it

It is worth noting that box office records from the time show that amateur
performances tended to sell more tickets than professional ones. This was
particularly true at the start of the season when the professional performances
only sold an average of eleven tickets. This number did increase with more
visitors to the island in July and August but even these shows were not sold out
as regularly as the local, amateur performances; one of which had 47 seats sold
for one show. This was a capacity of 109 percent. ® There are a number of
reasons as to why this might have been the case. Each of the amateur
performances was different and performed only once whilst the professional
shows were often put into repertory with each other and so people could stagger
when they attended i t. Nonetheless it may also be indicative of a deeper
relationship with Mull (Little) Theatre. When islanders had friends and family
performing on stage they were more inclined to show their support; when
professional actors were employed there was more o f a detachment from the

local community and so their interest waned.

Although seemingly popular with the locals, by staging a number of amateur
events at Mull Little Theatre it could be argued that the company in turn

became less professional during this period. Records in the archive, for

BMull Little Theatre, ©oDirectors Board Meetingd (

% Interviews with Alan Ceserano (3/3/10), Zelda Sawyer (6/3/10), Chris Baker (6/3/10) and
Participant AA (18/8/09)

% Internal box office records , unpublished
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instance, suggest that Pitman did not see the benefits of having a company

cheque book I eading Barrie Hesketh to bel
t he t h%® Moreoeer, & a local shop-keeper with no previo us professional

theatrical experience, there are some who felt that the company lost some of its
professionalism and creative innovation during this period. % Nonetheless, it was
under Pitmands direction that professi on:
mainland were first employed. Equity rates were also given to each member of

staff and Pitman even joked that they pu
backstage entrance of the theatr®Aso t hat
such, although he may not have had the resources or experience to help Mull

Little Theatre to establish itself as a significant company off the island he did

make a number of attempts to develop the company and to ensure its continued

survival and professionalism.

Figure 5 - Mull Little Theatre stage door
Photograph reprinted with permission of Mull Theatre; photographer and date unknown

87 Letter from Barrie Hesketh (14/3/86)
8 |nformal conversation with Participant AF (4/8/10)
8 Interview with David Pitman (8/8/09)
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In 1995 Alasdair McCrone was appointed to be Artistic Director following the
Scottish Arts Ctbhatutimeg wolldceasats fand Mull ITheatre

unless a replacement was found for Pitman. Much of this decision seems to have

been based on Pitmands | ack of theat
professional industry. Indeed, it was the professional the atre experience and
established network of contacts which were contributing factors in the
appointment of McCrone. * A degree of tension appears to remain reading the
dismissal of Pitman and the employment of McCrone amongst local stakeholders
and attendees . Wit hout Pitmands intervent
theatre would have ceased to function and yet it was clearly not felt - by the
board or the Scottish Arts Council - that he would be able to lead the company

forward in the desired way.

An early decision made by McCrone as Artistic Director was to drop the word
olittled from the company name as he
parochial connotations to develop in association with the company. Certainly it
is notably absent from the first company newsletter which was circulated a
matter of months after his appointment in 1997. ' Despite this, even McCrone
continues to refer to the Little Theatre in regard to the venue and, due to the
similarity in titles and the impactoft he bui |l di ng on t he
number of people | have spoken to continue to refer to Mull Theatre as Mull
Little Theatre.

In trying to break away from what he saw as patronising attitudes towards the
company, McCrone also began to look into the possibility of relocating. Prior to
2008, rehearsals usually took place in the Scout hut in Tobermory and the sets
had to be built outside the Little Theatre and then moved on to the stage to be
assembled. There was also no office space so McCrone and Lesley Hastie, the
office administrator, had to work out of a port -a-cabin in the nearby school
before moving to a small shop front on Tobermory main street. With limited
resources and the project staff and core staff of two all scattered around the

island, communication was more difficult and a number of working hours would

% Interview with Participant Y (30/7/10)
> Mull Theatre Newsletter , (1997), unpublished
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have been lost travelling between each group of staff.  In 2006 the lease for
the Little Theatre expired and it was unlikely that it would be renewed by the
new owners of Druimard House, who had no association with the theatre. This

provided further impetus to McCrone to seek a new location for Mull Theatre.

Throughout the proposed relocation consultation process a number of other
venues and options were looked at as possibilities for the c ompany. One was the
possibility of joining with the primar y school in Dervaig and developing shared
premises for the two to use. This was deemed untenable as it would not rectify
the accessibility issues of having the theatre located in a sm all village ten miles
outside of the main centre of population, and only reachable via some very
narrow, winding roads. Torosay Castle was also considered das it had been by
the Heskeths previously - although again accessibility became an issue as did the
question of who the venue would be for. Ultimately, by locating the new
building near the centre of the island it could be argued that it would be easier
to reach for everyone living on Mull. There is, however, a limited local
population in this area a nd it hosts the main ferry terminus for the island. As a
result the theatre would perhaps have become more of a tourist attraction than
a source of pride of the Muileachs. This desire to not be seen as overtly serving
the tourist industry is perhaps iron ic given that over the summer months the
majority of attendees at Druimfin are visitors to the island.  * In a similar desire
to not be seen as 6Tobermoryds Theatred
converting an old church on Tobermory Main Street (figu re six). This would have
placed the theatre between the village hall and post office, in the main centre

of Mull d&ds population: a central | ocation.

Nonetheless, when the Forestry Commission approached Mull Theatre with the
possibility of leasing some | and with permission to convert an old steading on the
land into a new venue, it was felt that this was a much more acceptable option.
Not only would it prevent Mull Theatre and its venue from being seen as

belonging primarily to one community over another but, by locating the new

%2 Informal conversation with Alasdair McCrone (29/10/09)

% This became clear from the questionnaires | handed out in July and August 2010 through which
| was able to observe that for three different performances of  Laurel and Hardy in Augus,
one hundred percent of the audience was made up of visitors to the island.
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building in Aros Park, the rural identity of the company would not be

under mined in the same way as i f it had |
Thus we can see that despite its funded, touring remit, McCrone was still very

keen to maintain and promote the island location and identity of the company;

while wishing to lose the potentially negative connotations attached to that.

3

Figure 6 - The converted church on Main Street (2010)
This buildingwasconsi dered as a possibility for Mull Theat

Throughout its 46 years in existence, Mull Theatre has only had three Artistic
Directors dBarrie Hesketh, David Pitman and Alasdair McCrone - and whilst there
have been a number of shifts in its development, the type and amount of
programming has remained largely consistent. In an interview, Participant V
commented on the huge breadth of work produced by Mull Theatre over the
years, particularly under the leadership of McCrone. * | would suggest, however,
that this range of work has always been central to Mull Theatre. Although the

Heskeths only performed plays requiring two actors for many years, they did so

% Interview with Participant V (25/2/11)
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by adapting a number of plays fdhe | arger
Tempest, cutti ng out characters, and using puppetry or pre -recorded dialogue

for some of the characters who would not appear on stage. ** Pitman then

decided to extend the possible repertoire by looking for plays which involved

three cast member s, fofwehri¥chle wadslsoinot estrietddi b | y
by looking solely for texts with one male and one female character. With

increased financial support from the funding bodies, McCrone now has even

broader casting options. ¥

Included as appendix five of this thesi s is a full a list of past productions as
could be collated. Whilst there are still gaps within it, it does demonstrate that
there has always been a range of work pr
This was perhaps initiated through the Heskeths pr ogramming of a summer
season which alternated three or four different types of shows throughout the
week to encourage islanders and visitors to frequent the building more than
once in a seven day period. This approa:
direct or shi p where he aims to produce 0a fu
which fall s ¥ bespiththe breadith df pregratnming, however, Mull
Theatre has always retained a fairly traditional approach to its repertoire with
an emphasis on conventional text -based productions. This creates an interesting
relationship which has emerged between Mull Theatre and its non -traditional

performance spaces.

Critic Mark Fisher has suggested that non-mainstream productions are usually
to be found in non -mainstream venues whilst traditional forms will be found in
traditional venues. In order to support this he highlights the difference in
programming between the main stage and the studio space of many urban

theatres: the more experimental pieces will usually be performed in the more

% Hesketh, Taking Off, p.51. This was also mentioned in the interview | conducted with David
Pitman (8/8/09)

% David Pitman, Mull Theatr e Newsletter (1988), unpublished

" The main funder for Mull Theatre are Creative Scotland although it also repeatedly gets
project funding from Hi -Arts, Argyll and Bute Council and the Esmee Fairburn Foundation.

% |nformal conversation with Alasdair McCron e (1/3/09)
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intimate setting of the studio. % Mull Theatre, on the other hand, takes
performances which conform to mainstream dramatic techniques to a number of
non-mainstream venues. This not only has potential implications for analysing
the social and cultural role of theatre in Scotland today but also raises
interesting questions regarding the politics of rural theatre touring and the
politics of non -performance spaces; these will be discussed in the following

chapters.

Conclusion

With so little having been written about Mull Theatre previously, this chapter
has tried to provide a brief overview of some of its key developments. Drawing
primarily on unpublished newsletters and documents found within the archive it
has furthered the hist ory recorded by Barrie Hesketh by documenting the period
after his departure of the island as well as presenting a different view of the
Hesketh era. The history of Mull (Little) Theatre can be largely divided into
three main periods; each one correlating to a different artistic director. Under
the Heskeths (1966 to 1984), the building was used as a unique selling point for
the company and it enabled them to think creatively about what they could
stage and how they could stage it with limited space and re sources. It was very
much a family run business which was located in the back garden of the family
home and had Barrie and Marianne playing a central role in every activity. Few
external crew members were hired in for productions and, even after the
company was formalised with a board of directors and company finances, once
Barrie Hesketh and his sons declared that they would be leaving the island there
were serious questions being asked as to the viability of the venture without

them.

David Pitman (1985 to 1996) then took up the reigns and there is no doubt
that without his perseverance the company would have folded. Despite this very
few records from this period remain accessible and during the interviews
conducted it became apparent that even on th e island people genuinely seem to

know little about it. It seems that some tensions emerged following the

% Randall Stevenson and Gavin Wallace Scottish Theatre since the Seventies (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 1996) p.52
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appointment of McCrone as a replacement for Pitman and it may be that these
have never fully been resolved. What is interesting to note, however, is  that it
was during this time that the company was most closely connected to the
community within which it was located with the local amateur dramatic

societies being pivotal in keeping the company afloat.

McCrone, in contrast, has worked hard to detac h the company from what he
sees as perceived parochialism being attributed to the company as a result of its
location and size. Since his appointment in 1997 he has always employed
professional cast and crew who are predominantly resident in the central b elt
and he is keen to promote Druimfin as a
important landmark in the theatrical landscape of Scottish theatre. The
company has evolved from a small performance venue, open one night a week,
into a publically funded to uring company with a monopoly of the rural theatre
circuit in Scotland. Nonetheless, there are still some qualities which can be

seen as running throughout its history.

One of these is the programming. Although McCrone and the Heskeths have
tried t o use the limited space imaginatively in their performances the
programming of the company is still very much text -based and largely
naturalistic. This creates an interesting dichotomy between the non -traditional
space being used and the broadly naturalis tic shows being staged there. In
addition to this, notions of ownership and its relationship to the island on which
it is based have also been significant i
company; both internally and externally. By providing a gene ral overview to the
company and its artistic directors the thesis can now begin to explore some of
the ways in which the building itself may have impacted on perceptions of the

company as well as looking at what was potentially lost and gained in the move.
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Chapter 3 - Space, Place and Buildings: A Critical

Review

The impact of the site of performance on the production and reception of the
overall theatrical event has been subject to extensive scholarly attention.  '® Itis
generally accepted that the pla ce of performance is an active agent in the
creation of meaning rather than merely being a backdrop to the experience.

The focus of this thesis is on the particular spaces and places which have
contributed to and influenced the theatrical production(s) of  Mull Theatre: Mull
Little Theatre, Druimfin and the diverse range of village halls, community

centres and theatre venues in which the company has performed. In focusing on
these spaces and places, my intention is to gain insight into aspects of theatre
space that pertain particularly to small -scale touring. These include issues of
access and ownership, questions regarding repertoire and production values and
the different qualities of experience
encountered in a spectrum of venues from purpose-built theatre spaces, to
performance venues in converted buildings, such as churches or schools, to

village halls and community centres.

Although almost any space can be used to house performances, evidenced
through the wide ran ge of performance spaces utilised during the Edinburgh
Festivals, for instance, there still remains a dominant idea of what makes a

space a Otheatre. o The Theatre Trust

made up of many elements. These include de dicated spaces for its many
functions, both front of house and backstage. They need to be carefully
planned to ensure smooth presentation of a production. Storage areas are
also essential [...] and conveniences for all its staff and performers.

Theatres contain vast amounts of equipment [...] which needs to be

19 For instance, scholars such as Marvin Carlson, David Wiles and lain Mackintosh have produced
influential monographs exploring the relationship between buildings and meaning within a
theatrical context whilst others such as Mike Pearson are primarily concerned with site -
specific performances which take place out with the established stock of theatre spaces. For
the full references of these studies please refer to the bibliography.

( b
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safely accommodated and operated without interfering with the

audi encesd Yenjoyment .

In this conception the emphasis is on the theatre building having the correct
facilities and resources to house a high quality performance. Indeed, under the
front of house areas, the Trust only notes those aspects which are relevant to
the auditorium such as the control box, the seating and an orchestra pit. It does
not mention other spaces such as the box office , foyer or bar which are

described by Mackintosh as essentially

The image of a theatre as comprising an end -on stage with a proscenium arch,
which is posited by The Theatre Trust, has also been repeated by various
participants | spoke to throughout the research process. Without fail, anyone
who was asked to explain what they understood as being the key components of
a theatre instinctively mentioned the auditorium first, describing the actor -
audience configuration, curtains aroun d the stage and comfortable seats. Each
one then appears to have been visualising the same prototypical image of a
space primarily used to stage text -based performances to seated spectators in a
darkened auditorium. ** |t seems that, despite the diversity of other spaces used
for live performance, the prototypical image of the proscenium arch theatre

lingers in the popular imagination.

A brief look at the rural theatre touring circuit in Scotland today, shows that
the prototypical image of a theatre is far from being the only type of venue in
which theatrical productions akaarelandgul ar |
Hardy tour encompassed a full range of venues from village halls to studio
theatres to main stage proscenium arch theatres, the latter be ing far less
prevalent than any other type of venue. '* In addition to this, the nomenclature

of O6production centred f obuiltWouk, despithitsat r e 0

191 The Theatre Trust website : http://www.theatrestrust.org.uk/resources/exploring -
theatres/what -makes-a-theatre [last accessed 15/4/12 ]

192 13in Mackintosh, Architecture, Actor and Audience (London and New York: Routledge, 1993)
p.3

193 |nterviews with Barbara Weir and Elizabeth Maclver (24/2/09), Participant F (2/3/10), Gordon
Cooper (30/4/10), David Pi tman (18/8/09), Kevin Hill (5/8/10) and Participant AE (30/10/09)

104 A full list of these venues can be found in appendi x eight of this thesis.
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repeated use to stage live performances for a paying audience, also highlights
thatt he term 6t heatred could be considered
qualities: arguably any space which can host a performance could be called a

theatre for the time in which it is used as such.

For Bernard Tschumi there are three valid approache s in architecture
regarding the relationship of what he cal
6indi fferenced i n wh-+exshbutiddinet otenap;therd i€ me nt s
6reciprocityd in which context and conce,|
the two components are purposefully designed to clash with each other. **

Within a theatrical context, these different approaches could perhaps be

illustrated by performing in a village hall (indifference), in a conventional

theatre (reciprocity) and outdoo rs (conflict). Whilst only one of these is

designed primarily to house performance and to work with a symbiotic

relationship between event and design, a brief look at the cultural venues of

most cities will demonstrate that each of the above approaches ar e continuously

being utilised and exploited within the performing arts. '

For Mull Theatre, and rural theatre touring in Scotland more generally,
Tschumi 86s assertion raises some interest.
performance. Writing aboutt heatre space lain Mackintosh argues that
architectural form largely determines function. *°* This could, by extension, lead
one to believe that naturalistic, text -based theatre performances must take
place in a prototypical end -on theatre space, designed pri marily for that
purpose: the dominant theatrical form being restricted to the dominant

architectural form. The apparent disbelief that Mull Theatre could successfully

195 Bernard Tschumi, Event-Cities 3: Concept vs. Context vs. Content (Massachusetts: MIT Press,
2004) p.11

1% |n an interview with Alan Ceserano -a r egul ar empl oyee for &hel |l The
noted that the only place a theatre productio
environment is too wild. 't cannot leenthe shove d .
and the surroundings becomes too great and the clash cannot create anything new. In other
outdoor performances the 6éconflictd may be used
themes or ideas by placing the site as a central feature in  the show. Interview with Alan
Ceserano (3/3/10)

197 1ain Mackintosh, Architecture, Actor and Audience (London and New York: Routledge, 1993)
p.11

n
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produce work of this type in a small atypical theatre venue does imply that

perhaps there is a persistent, underlying belief in this connection.

Much site-specific practice aims to critique dominant theatre traditions and
theatre buildings, '® choosing to engage with the notion of space as an active
agent in the creation of meaning, rather than seeing it as a mere bystander. For
Pearson, Operformance occasions reinterpil
relationship between site and performance can offer a re -articulation or re -
imagination of the site. '® In this idea space might be viewed as a pal impsest.
This does not just apply to the spaces of site -specific work, however; it can also
be applied to understanding s of theatre buildings. As such, it can be used to
critigue a lingering popular sense that the meanings and uses of established
theatre venues are fixed and stable; a view that has remained despite arguments
from scholars such as Marvin Carlson and David Wiles who acknowledge the
multitude of meanings which are created through the design, layout and
geographical location of such buildings . Similarly, practitioners such as Peter
Brook have challenged this perception of spatial meaning as permanent. His
approach to theatre space, for instance, foregrounds the past uses and histories

of his o6fotindd spaces.

Seeking out new venues has ako been a central aim of many overtly left -wing
theatre companies which use this as a means to seek out a new audience;
companies such as Red Ladder and 7:84 (Scotland). This has led theatre critic
Mar k Fisher to assert t hadnergybadbeere t he 19°
defl ected towar ds '“aMyswdyofdMuliTheatre,saganpamys . 6
who do not claim to be, nor could easily be described as radical or left wing,

critiques this association of alternative spaces with radical, alternative theatre.

Ejiona Wilkie, 6Mapping tSpeecliefrircaimer fao rSihkewnvoee iorf
Theatre Quarterly 18:2 (2002b) p.143

199 Mike Pearson and Michael ShanksTheatre/Archaeology (London and New York: Routledge,
2001) p.159

19 This can be seen through his own theatrical venue in Paris, Bouffes du Nord which is described
in Andrew Todd and Jean-Guy Lecat, TheOpen Circl e: Peter Brookds Tt
(London: Faber and Faber, 2003) various pages

YMarkFi sher, 6From Tr ainBRandakStevensod anchGaviraWallade (eds.),
Scottish Theatre Since the Seventies (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996)p.51
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Meaning in space

Gay McAul ey observes that, O6the |l ocatio
makes some statement about the way theatre is perceived by society more
generally and by Fbs peractihkeonensedtrat|
West Endtheatres on Shaftesbury Avenue suggests certain ambivalence towards
the position of theatre making in England. This is due to what she describes as
the 6glamour and activityd of Shaftesbur:
dangerous area of Soho which has keen renowned in the past for prostitution and
striptease clubs. '** In the case of Mull Theatre, its island location has certainly
played an important role in external understandings of the company. This is
highlighted through the fact that its geographical location and the small size of
its previous building are mentioned in numerous critical production reviews,
often prior to the performance under scrutiny. ** In addition to this, the new
building location on the island was a source of much discussion as it was felt that
by placing it in Tobermory, for instance, the venue and company might be seen

as belonging to that town and not be perceived as part of the island as a whole.

In her examination of the relationship between space and meaning in
performance, Gay McAuley also turns her attention to the backstage areas which
are often neglected in theoretical studies of theatre and its buildings. Whilst
these are often viewed as marginal spaces, and consequently as less important,
her study centres on the belief that each space within the theatre is as vital a
component in the creation of meaning within the theatrical event. She cites the
case of Belvoir Street in which there are two dressing rooms, one for men and
one for women: one, however, can only be accessed through the other. She
suggests that, Oowhile such a | ack of pri-"

sense of community, and the energy that this generates can be palpable in

112 Gay McAuley, Space in Performance: Making Meaning in Theatre (Michigan: The University of
Michigan Press, 1999)p.46

113 McAuley, Spacein Performance, p.45

Y“Eor example, Thelma Gooddés review of The Design
http://www.edinburghguide.com/aande/theatre/reviews/d/designated_mourner_mulltheatre.s

html (accessed 24th July 2011) and Ons ®BdngwichScotl and
reference is made to 6the tiny stage of Mulll Litt
http://www.onstagescotland.co.uk/reviews/macbeth_mull_theatre/


http://www.edinburghguide.com/aande/theatre/reviews/d/designated_mourner_mulltheatre.shtml
http://www.edinburghguide.com/aande/theatre/reviews/d/designated_mourner_mulltheatre.shtml
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subsequent p é% This motioa is further enfphasised by Ric Knowles
who argues that much of the meaning created in performance is produced by
intersections between the performance text, the conditions of production and

the conditions of reception. **® In the case of Mull Theatre the intersections
between the con ditions of production and reception are perhaps more overt than
for other companies, given Druimfinds
more emphasis being placed on the production than the reception of the event,
spaces which would ordinarily be hidd en from the spect at o r sdihe stage w
door, for instance dare instead located at the front of the building. Similarly,

the backstage kitchen is adjacent to the main entrance and often results in

patrons overhearing voices of the cast and crew as they prepare for the start of

a show.

For John McGrath, the site of performance is a significant component of the

6l anguage U fHe ashedsthatt e . 0

There are elements in the language of the theatre beyond the text, even
beyond the production, which are often more decisive, more central to
oneds experience of the event than
notably the choice of venue, audience, performers, and the relationship

between performer and audience. *®

McGrath suggests that the creation of mean ing within the theatrical event is
made up by a number of interrelating components and thus, in order to
significantly change the overall meaning of the event, each element has to be
examined. He fervently advocated the creation of a working class theatre  and,
in searching for a new audience; he produced plays which were to be performed
in non-traditional spaces such as local clubs and village halls. By seeking out

spaces in which working-class audiences might feel a greater sense of ownership

15 McAuley, Space in Performance, p.65

16 Ric Knowles, Reading the Material Stage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004)
p.100-01

117 3ohn McGrath, A Good Night Out: Popular Theatre: Audience, Class and Form (London: Nick
Hern Books, 1996) p.5

118 John McGrath, The Cheviot, the Stage and the Bla ck, Black Oil (London: Methuen Drama,
1993) p.7
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he felt tha t live performances would be more able to encourage political
activism. Mull Theatre also utilises this type of (non -) performance space but it
does so with different intentions. It is a rural company which creates
performances primarily for rural Scotti sh audiences but the productions are
usually naturalistic in their form, designed for entertainment above all else.
Whilst on tour with Laurel and Hardy, a number of spectators | spoke to in

village halls and community centres expressed a sense of pride t hat the company

regularly tours to O60theirdé venues, many

it was only performed in an urban centre. As such, Mull Theatre is utilising
these venues as a means of increasing accessibility to this art form. It is also
using the sense of ownership in its places of performance to evoke a sense of
ownership in the company which will extend beyond the physical boundaries of

the island on which it is based.

In addressing issues of social accessibility David Hutchison hasasserted that:

As long as [theatres] give the impression by their general atmosphere that
there is something superior about [them], then ordinary people will

continue to be put off and stay away. '*°

This sense of elitism and exclusion seems to have largely stemmed from the
hierarchical structure of the seating and audience entrances in nineteenth

century theatre buildings which were originally designed to reflect and promote
the soci al stratification of the day.
culture which was being showcased in such venues, the suggestion is that
minority groups and the wo rking classes felt, and arguably still do feel,
unwelcome in such spaces. As such, Richard Seyd, cefounder of Red Ladder,
noted in 1975 t hautshowsomé aaontext andovenpemthere

those present are the ones that the play is designed for, and where the context

does not exert al i en &% Thisthesisdoéstnatfoaudonthe e s s |

evolution of alternative theatre spaces in the 196 0s and 1970s. What is of

relevance though is Mull Theatreds us

primarily to house performances, such as community centres and village halls.

119 Hutchison, The Modern Scottish Theatre (Glasgow: Molendinar, 1977) p.109
Richard Seyd, ©6The TNev&dinbwgh®dviewde (75)p.27dder , 6

0 |
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Mull Theatre is not motivated by radical politics but, as the evidence inc  hapter

five suggests, issues of access and ownership play out in the venues they inhabit.

Mi chael EIlIliot warned agaihanditséemothat bui |
the National Theatres of Wales and Scotland have taken this to heart, both
choosing to remain peripatetic and to eschew the creation of their own buildings
in which to perform. Elliot suggests that if we continue to build venues
according to the requirements of the time, we run the risk of lumbering future
generations wit h our mistakes. Certainly Fisher has questioned whether the
stock of buildings available to a nation
repertoire. ** If he is correct in concluding that the two are related then there is
a worry that creating too many theatrical venues will inadvertently cause the art
form to stagnate: creative thoughts will be restricted by the practical and

conceptual limitations of the available venues.

There are clearly practical implications for a national theatre deciding against
creating it s own venue but there are also ideological implications underpinning
such decisions. When Mull Theatre considered relocating it noted that by
moving to Tobermory, to the main centre of population on the island, there was
a chance thatitwould beundersto od as Tober moryds venue ¢
belonging to the island. *** In this way we can infer that each building has a
certain symbolic status and that, certainly for a national theatre, it will act as a
type of icon. The danger with this is that it may then  cease to represent the

nation, or region, as a whole.

By creating a permanent venue, one is also potentially fixing the identity of
that nation. T heatre academic Anwen Jones highlights this when she notes that
there was an emer fiengabddeniani t ihedatofe f@s

designated space for the articulation and interrogation of matters of national

121 Ronnie Mulryne and Margaret Shewring, Making Space or Theatre: British Architecture and
Theatre Since 1958 (Stratford -Upon-Avon: Mulryne and Shewring, 1995)

2Fi sher, 6From Trave#Be to Tramway,d p. 49

123 This is a notion which has been reiterated in various conversations with McCrone throughout
my residencies on the island.
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i nterest and?® Bymmting it taapargculdr place, however, one is

presenting a certain representation of that nation. Jen Ha rvie, however, asserts
that, Onational identities are neither Dbi
they are creativel y* Tphiosd uicse dr enirn fsa racgeed . By
suggestion that having an ostensibly homeless national theatre of Scotl and,

coupled with its inaugural Home productions which took place in ten non -

perf ormance venues across Scotland, pres:
het er og é*h Whilal this tidesis will not be examining ideas of nationhood,

it does highlight some pertin ent questions which exist between space, place and

identity and show that there certain ideological implications embedded within

each venue and its location.
Performing spaces

Whilst scholars and practitioners alike have recognised the dynamic
relati onship which exists between buildings and performances, it seems that the
buildings themselves are still seen in a fairly fixed and homogenous way.
Tschumi has suggested that, O0the history
[..]onethatisabouts t ruct ur e, sol i d¥ tnykontrasttoithel nes s,
ephemeral nature of the performances, the buildings which house them are
fixed and maintain a degree of permanence. This has perhaps led to the
pervasive image of a theatre as being that of the pro scenium, end-on theatre
constructions which dominated mainstream performing arts until the latter half
of the twentieth century. Fisher has argued that as late as the 1990s
mainstream productions were contained within mainstream venues whilst more
experimental performances and new writing were restricted to non -mainstream

spaces such as studio theatres.'”®

124 Anwen Jones, National Theatres in Context: France, Germany, England and Wales (Cardiff:
University of Wales Press, 2007) p.117

125 Jen Harvie, Staging the UK (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005)p.21

26Trjish Reid,e®OolFirloen tSkeemne Ol d Scotiads Grandeur

Theatre of Scotland, Contemporary Theatre Review, 17.2 (2007) p.198

2’Omar Kahn and Hannah Dorrita, ©o6Performance/ Arch
T s ¢ h uJournal@f Architectural Educ ation 61.4 (08) p.52

BEji sher, 6From Trapi@Bse to Tramway, 8
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As theatre practices have moved away from the proscenium arch, scholars
have increasingly turned to other theoretical frameworks in order to explaina nd
understand the relationships which exist between the place and the event of the
performance. Henr i L e (sozidl)\spaecdss (scaly a xi om
p r o d ¥has deen hugely influential and has led to an understanding of space
as always in flux. Rather than being seen as a fixed and stable entity then, it is
instead to be viewed as an active process. For spatial geographer, Doreen
Massey, this is central to her key propo:
under c on $% Space isnewerrcontplete but is instead subject to
multiple relationships and experiences each becoming an integral part of the

meaning it produces.

This clear link between space and time can also be seen in the work of Mike
Pearson and Michael Shanks and theird e vel opment of Ot heatre
Through this interaction of two apparently diverse disciplines, Pearson and
Shanks present space as a heterogeneous
from making connect i on s® Rathdrtharxbpinigor i ng c o
presented as a linear construct then it is instead seen as multi -layered with
multiple meanings and interpretations being created all of the time. Both
archaeol ogy and performance arstatigaghgnd 6a s
myriad of elements wh ich are open to numerous reconstructions and

reinterpretations.

This understanding of space stands in firm contrasttoYi -Fu Tuands not.
thaplade is essenti af’Iwhid sst ehtei s ugagrecse st
an abstract term foracomplex set of *ptteassbdare 6centres

val ¢eHed t hus echoes Edward S. Caseyds sug

129 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell Ltd., 1991) p.26

130 Doreen Massey,For Space(London: Sage Publications, 2005) p.1
131 pearsonand Shanks, Theatre/Archaeology (London and New York: Routledge, 2001) p.157

132 vi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: The University of
Minnesota Press, 2007) p.179

133 Tuan, Space and Place p.34
13 Tuan, Space and Place p.4
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bel ongs to space; parti cd*™ lathasdtgrms[spaceis] b e |
being construed as a complex yet relatively abstra ct concept. It is through the
division of space intoplaces 86 cent res of valued which ha
importance attributed to them by their users  dthat space accrues its own

identity. For Tuan, this meaning comes about through a halt in temporality;  if

there were constant movement, meaning would not be attached and users would
struggle to achieve a sense of place. A

pause in mbvement. 0

This belief that space is movement but place is a pause can be seen as
potentially underpinning understandings of architecture, giving credence to
Tschumi s previous quote that, o6the hist
o n €% \Whilst the practice of theatre is ephemeral in its very nature, the stock
of buildings which it pr oduces is fixed and permanent. Moreover, Casey observes
that, ©6a building condenses a culture in
reflecting a specific moment in time. ' Nonetheless, buildings are not static
entities which remain constant and immovab le throughout time; at least in
terms of the numerous refurbishments and upgrades which they can and do
under go. Lefebvre has acknowl edged that
s p a ¢*botldmetaphorically - through associations one makes- and physically.
This is exemplified through Br ook ds home venue, the Bouf
0t he theatreds passage throutghAswaskatlsee y i
with Mull Theatreds venues, the past has

perceptions of the company and its buildings; they are not static and neutral

containers.
¥Edward S. Casey, O6How to Get from Space to Plac
Phenomenol ogi cal Prol egomena, 8 i n SenswyvotRlacdel d a

(Santa Fe: School of American Research, 1996) p.15
1% Tyan, Space and Place p.138
¥"Khan and Dorrita, O6Performance/ Architecture, & p

138 Edward S. Casey,Getting Back into Place: Toward a Renewed Understanding of the Place -
World (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993) p.32

139 | efebvre, The Production of Space, p.137
0 Todd and Lecat, The Open Circle, p.9
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Caseyd6s and Tuands distinction bet ween
just serve to highlight some of the discrepancies between understandings of
space, place and buildings, t hey also suggest some of the energy which has gone
into examining, understanding and defining these terms. There has been a
rigorous interrogation into the taxonomy surrounding performances which
engage pro-actively with the spaces in which they occur and yet little has been
done to mirror this with regards to buildings designed to house live

performances.

In her study into the range of site -specific companies in the UK, Fiona Wilkie
observes that altispegh filcéd toal yredcwimtthet vy ¢
late 1980s, it is now a contested term. *** Indeed, acknowledging the diversity of
results that she obtained through questi
only generalisation that can be drawn [...] to define site  -specific performance is
that it is concerned with issues of™pl ac:
There is a clear difficulty in obtaining an overarching term for classification. As
such she includes a spectrum posited by the company Wrights and Sites in which
therearefi ve | abel s: 0in theatred; Ooutside t
generi cdo; and" &ach df thesecptegoried rélates td a different
level of engagement with the site in question. What is important to note is the
opposition inherentbet ween ©6site specificd at one en
theatred6 at the other, with |little inter.]
Whilst the place of performance is being seen as an active agent within site -
specific productions das a performer in i ts own right dthe notion of a theatre
being presented here is one in which the performance does not overtly utilise
the space as an active component in the creation of meaning to the same

degree.

In his analysis of site-specific performances, Pearson makes a similar
distinction between the fluidity of site and fixed understandings of the stage -

auditorium relationship. He asserts that:

“Iriona Wilkie, 6Mapping t®mecTiefrirai mer fAo rShemvee iorf
Theatre Quarterly 18.70 (02) p.141

“2Wi |l ki e, O6Mapping the Terrain,d p.148
Wi |l kie, O6Mapping the Terrain, 6 p.150
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whil st O6that ubhtdentakeali sparorsd I s n
the auditorium might yet provide a control , an abstracted set of

conditions, against which to extrapolate the particularities of site work.

This o6control &, however, i's problematic |
the relationship between auditorium and performance which does not

necessaily reflect the range of buildings which are continuously being utilised in

the contemporarythe at r i c al | andscapedot hlen atuldii ¢ 0@ ¢
cloistered [...] the auditorium is dark and quiet [and] in the auditorium, artifice

i s di s dheseam ce@tainly characteristics of naturalistic productions

which take place in conventional theatre buildings and yet it negates numerous

spaces which are used to house performance on a regular basis but which were

not designed primarily to do so; venu es such as village halls

Just as Wilkie has presented a spectrum for performances which actively and
overtly utilise non -theatrical spaces as an integral part of the process and
product, | would suggest that a similar spectrum may be a more useful way of
considering the buildings of theatre. This is particularly true when one takes
into account the range of venues which currently constitutes the rural touring
circuit in Scotland. My study of Mull Theatre who stage broadly naturalistic
theatre in diffe rent types of venues aims to consider the relationship between

site and performance in wor k tshpeetciwduwl.d |

Conclusion

A number of scholars and practitioners have examined the impact that the
site of performance has on the production and reception of the overall theatrical
event. From the academic studies of Carlson, Wiles and McAuley, amongst
others, to the practical explorations of Pearson and Brook through their own
performances, it is widely accepted that the space is an active ingredient in the
creation of meaning. Nonetheless, as this chapter has highlighted, there is a gap

within the existing literature regarding the presentation of largely naturalistic,

144 Mike Pearson, Site-Specific Performance (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010) p.17

145 pearson, Site-Specific Performance p.17
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text-based performances in Oal tehalsandi ved ve

community centres; something which this thesis will address.

Any space can be used for performance. Peter Brook demonstrates this
through his regular use of O0foundd space:
Glasgow which he used for the premiere of his 1988 production The Mahabharata
and which has since become an established arts centre for experimental and
international performances. Nonetheless, the dominant image of a theatre
which pervades popular imagination is still that of a pro scenium arch theatre.

This is perhaps in part to do with associations which have been developed

between (non-) performance venues and non-mainstream performances. During

the 1960s and 1970s a number of left-wing politically motivated companies and

practi tioners actively sought out new working -class audiences by performing in
Ondrheatred venues. Mull Theatre also re
village halls and community centres, but it doe s so without overtly political

aims. Instead, this comp any tours broadly naturalistic theatre which is designed

primarily to entertain the audience and increase accessibility to the arts.

Issues around access to and social and metaphorical ownership of (non-)
performance spaces have largely been contained within a political framework;
focusing on the development of a predominantly working class theatre.
Nonetheless, these venues form the majority of spaces available to performers
and companies on the rural touring circuit in Scotland. By focusing on the
spectrum of venues which have contributed to and influenced the production(s)
of Mull Theatre, this thesis will seek to broaden the existing dialogues regarding
space, place and theatre. In particular it will suggest that current ideas relating
to site -specificity can also be applied to broadly naturalistic, text -based
productions which use established theatrical conventions Jdset, stage and
lighting, for instance dbut within a range of theatre and non -theatre venues
alike.



Chapter 4 66
Chapter4 o0Mul I Theadingeds Bui l

It has been argued that whilst the space of performance may be fundamental
in shaping the overall theatrical event, spectators will often have a subconscious
relationship with the building t hey are in. Fisher, for instance, highlights this in

a 1996 essay on contemporary Scottish theatre. He observes that:

Theatre architecture is something we take for granted. We go to the
theatre to see a particular play, not
that people dondt apptr etch aatt et Hbeuyi | ddd magt:
loyalty to them: a Perth Theatre subscriber once sat next to me and only

minutes before curtain up, peered down at his programme to find out

what he was there to see. But | doubt if even that gentleman would have

stopped to articulate what it was about the ambience of Perth Theatre &

or more probably the ambience created by the company in that space 0

that kept him coming back. Even if he tried, he would probably have

talked about his liking for the repertoire in general, long  before he tried

to explain what it was about the design of the building that made him feel

comfortable. ¢

Whilst this may be the case for some venues and audiences, this notion that our
relationship with theatre spaces is largely subconscious and secondary to the
performance is challenged through | oyal
building of Mull Little Theatre. Having been informed about the research
guestions of this thesis, those that engaged with the project will undoubtedly
have been thinking about the venue but each was able to provide numerous and
enthusiastic stories relating to the physicality of the space. Specific productions
were then drawn upon to illustrate the point but frequently the names of these
were forgotten. What was rel evant was that the sound of sheep bleating could
once be heard during a show set in the New York Bronx, or that somebody
almost tripped up an actor because they were in the front row and their feet

were on the stage. Moreover, one participant asserted tha t they would also

““Mark Fisher, O6From Traverse to Tramway, 6 in Ran
Scottish Theatre Since the Seventies (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996) p.50
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recommend Mull Little Theatre to visitors to the island because of the overall

experience; it would not be a specific performance they were recommending. **

In contrast, questionnaire respondents on the Laurel and Hardy tour were less
likely to provide information on the venue they were in.  ** Out of the 498
questionnaires returned, 214 had included an additional comme nt (43 percent)
but only 33 of those explicitly mentioned the space in which the  performance

had taken place (seven percent). These varied from general statements such a,

(@]

0Great s how! Great venue! Great stuf f!

specific observations including, ©O6venu

D

Wish | |ived nearer! 0l atwatyheandatoStemaired ,e x|

i nti mate auditoriumd (Brunton Theatre, M

It should also be noted that a number of the responses which | have included
as relating to the venue did not mention the building directly but instead
referred to the use of the set or props. One example is a response from the
Eastgate Theatre in Peebles where one spectator noted that they had,
0t horoughly enjoyed the show. Set very
that we have here. o wilsdenmohskatef tlelspacewfi ng ¢ h
performance has a strong impact on the show being staged there by not only
creating certain expectations within the audience but, moreover, by imposing
practical limitations on the staging. As such it seemed apposite to inc lude
references to the physicality of the production as a reference to the physicality

of the building too.

Although the return rate for the questionnaires on tour was relatively good o
on average about 60 percent of each audience was accounted for at each
performance dthe small percentage which included comments about the space
doessupport Fisherds assert i onthetrdiaonship i n t h
between space and spectator is largely a subconscious one. This is despite the
prominent belie f that meaning in space is created through our bodies and our

physical relationship to that space. Indeed the human geographer, Casey asserts

147 Interview with Participant Z (30/7/10)

148 A copy of the questionnaire has been included in appendix three of this thesis for reference.
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that omy | ived body is t he* Heahuaplacestheagen't
human body at the centre of lived experience; it is through our bodies that we

experience and make sense of the world around us. This idea is echoed in Tim

l ngol dds statement that, o6it iIis through |
becomes a meani ng' $Spaceesmaot anralstnaat eondept @nto

which meaning is assigned but it is instead created, shaped and understood by

each of its users simultaneously. As Massey argues, it is the product of

Ointerréjations. 0

Linguistically we can see the important relationship between space and the
body when we consider various measurements. As Lefebvre highlights, examples
such as thumbds breadth, foot, pal ms and
significance placed on the relationship between the body and the world in which
it existed. ™ While some of these measurements have remained in the English
language, it seems that, largely due to the Cartesian duality between perception
and experience, much of this significance was either lost or ignored. In recent
decades, however, th ere has been a resurgence regarding the dynamic
relationship which exists between humans and their lived environment.
Lefebvre, for instance, suggests tha* sp:;
It is not a tabula rasa upon which meaning is projecte d but it is instead a

concept whi crhprocess. '@l ways 0

In recognition of the fact that the users of the space contribute to the
ongoing layers of meaning as much if not more than the architectural design,
this chapter will presentadualapproa ch t o Mul | Theatreds tw
of the exploration will be concerned with the physicality of the venues: for
example, the location, the materials used and the size. Alongside this the

chapter will also present a more qualitative and experiential  account of the

199 Edward S. Casey,Getting Back into Place: Toward a Renewed Understanding of the Place
World (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993) p.105

%0 Tim Ingold, The Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, Dwelling and Skill
(London and New York: Routledge, 2000) p.173

31 Doreen Massey,For Space(London: Sage Publications, 2005) p.9

2 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd, 1991) p.110

133 | efebvre, The Production of Space, p.236

14 Mike Crang and Nigel Thrift, Thinking Space (London and New York: Routledge, 2000) p.4
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buildings utilising memories, personal experiences and collective stories. This

will further enhance the view being presented in this thesis that the creation of
meaning within thesevenues dand t he i mplications tf or
more generally dis as much a product of the people interpreting the space as it

is the space itself.

Prior to an analysis of the two buildings it is perhaps important to note that
my first experience of the Mull Little Theatre building in Dervaig  was in March
2009 after it had ceased to be used as a theatre. By this point the old coach
house had been virtually gutted in the hope of aiding a potential sale of
Druimard House.™™ Left open to the elements dthe archway downstage had not
been sealed up and the door was left partially open dthe building was certainly
looking more dilapidated than it did previously; most of it having succumbed to

the damp.

This is evident when one compares figures seven and eight below. The first
appears on the Scottish Arts Council touring directory and shows how audiences
would have seen the building. *** The second is a photograph | took on my first
visit to the island when | was given a tour around the, now nearl vy derelict,
building by McCrone. Inside the building, in what had b een the auditorium, all
that remained were the steps showing where the raked seating had once been
and a few bars and cables overhead, suggesting a basic lighting rig. Not only did
| never see the Little Theatre as it stood before it was gutted then, but,
moreover, | never experienced it as a working theatre building: | never got to
see productions there, or to witness how the building might have been
experienced by those who used it. It is arguable that, instead, the venue as |
first saw it was perhaps closer to how the Heskeths perceived it when they first

looked out across their garden and decided to turn the outhouse into a

135 The previous owner had apparently fe It that having a theatre in the back garden would hinder
a potential sale and so they chose to dismantle the wooden extension in order to create more
space in the garden. Not long after, however, the property was seized by the bank and the
outhouse fell i nto a state of disrepair. Informal conversation with Alasdair McCrone (11/3/09)

%6 The Scottish Arts Council, Touring Venues, (archived website)
http://www.scottishartstouring.com/venues/details.asp?k=Mull&v=&prom=&SWMax=0&SDMax
=0&FWMax=0&FDMax=0&SFMax=0&SSMax=0&p=1&r=0&ven=124&t accessed 19/10/09]

M
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0 pl ay'H dhisds particularly true regarding the exterior: the building having
been stripped back to its or iginal shape and size. Nonetheless, despite the
backstage and circulation spaces no longer existing, there was still evidence of
them having been there as the grass had stopped growing at the edge of the
extension and so the area was still clearly marked out in the ground. Inside,
there were also remnants of the building being used as a public performance
space, from the no -smoking sign next to the door to paint on the walls left from

Macbeth (2007).**®* Thus the building as | saw it was neither completely as the

Hesket hds found it nor as it |l ooked

Figure 7 - Mull Little Theatre
Exact date unknown but taken in the late 1990s or early 2000s. © Mull Theatre

157 Barrie Hesketh, Taking Off: The Story of Mull Theatre (Inverness: The New lona Press, 1997)

p.34

138 This was the final performance to take place at the Little Theatre and had involved the three
walls surrounding the stage being painted dark brown as part of the set design. This
contrasted with the white paint o f the auditorium and is just one example through which the
buil ding can be seen as more than just a
intrinsic part of the performance.

wh el

6fr ame
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| am, therefore, attempting to reconstruct dand to some degree re-imagine -
the Little Theatre by using photographs, plans and first -hand accounts which will
then be superimposed onto my own experiences of the bare bones of the
buil di ng. | -umagi med t e oatehcongpleteieg ht t h
construction in the strictest sense could never be achieved and that instead, by
piecing together different perspectives and stories, this thesis is creating a new
narrative for the building which is nonetheless deeply rooted in actual eve nts
and experiences; it is not re -imagined in a fictional sense. When developing his
idea for a joint approach between the disciplines of theatre and archaeology,

Pearson collaborated with the scholar Julian Thomas and argued that:

The meaning of archaeological evidence is not fixed dit is polysemic. This
I's why what archaeologists create i s |

sense but a O0re®ontextualisation.

With no single meaning being created within a space the notion of reconstructing
aspacethrough the form of the o6guided toursa
impossible and so the approach being taken here is to recontextualise, or re -

imagine, the building.

In analysing the venue, this places me in a different position to someone who
experienced it as an active theatre but, | would argue, this does not necessarily
mean a weaker position. Indeed, as this thesis will suggest, there remains a
huge amount of affection towards the Little Theatre. Participants | have
interviewed have all, without e xception, spoken very highly of the experience of
the building and its intimacy. Moreover, a number of people | encountered on
tour with Mull Theatre spoke highly of the building, regaling me with memories
and anecdotes which focused more on the four wall s than the productions taking
place within them. By not having this emotional attachment to the space,
coupled with an understanding of how it may have stood at the start and end of
its life, arguably provides me with a stronger framework from which to in  habit
and understand how the building would have been used at various point

throughout its life.

Mi ke Pearson and Jul i an Th dm®dsmaReviel,ecd 884e/ Ar chae
(winter 1994) p. 141
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Figure 8 - The exposed cow byre (2009)

Thus | would suggest that the ensuing analysis of the buildings is in no way
hindered by this reconstructive element. Highlighting the active relationship
bet ween time and space, Massey has refer)
stories-so-f a °. Rather than being seen as fixed and homogenous, space here is
being posited as in flux; it is constantly being shaped by its users and their
stories and experiences. Consequently, it could be argued that any description
of a building is a reimagining of sorts. Each account will be selective in which
narrative(s) are being prioritised and each use r of a space will bring with them
their own perceptions, shaped by their own cultural and individual experiences.
With regards to audiences, for instance, Helen Freshwater has asserted the
importance of seeing the audience both as a collective and a group of
individuals. Moreover, within the individuals she observes the potential for

6responding to a pr oduct damdpotentallyconfiaimgb e r

180 Massey, For Space p.9
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ow a y $'.This is not just true of audiences observing performances but also of

attendees observing and experiencing the spaces of performances.

In addition to understanding the buildings differently according to when you
go and who you are, the building will also change according to the context of
your visit: are you there as an audience m ember? Are you visiting a friend? Are
you there as a participant, or a performer? Each of these will not only
potentially affect how you read the space you are in but, on a more basic level,
they may also affect how you move a round it. This is clear when we
acknowledge the two distinct areas within a traditional theatre building:
backstage and front-of-house; or the practitionerso s
space. Many regular theatre -goers will never see the backstage area of a
theatre, unless they have a specific reason for going there. McAuley even notes
that while the Sydney Opera House offers guided tours of the building, patrons
are not allowed access to the dressing room. '** It is apparent then that your role
within the theatre building (spectator, p  erformer etc.) will dictate the way in

which you experience it in a fundamental way.

I n order to give as full an wunderstandi
main buildings, the following o6virtual t
perspective dto that of the practitioner or the spectator  dand will thus be able
to incorporate all areas of the buildings and the different ways in which they
would have been/are experienced. Those who have been both onstage and
seated in an auditorium will know tha t the perspective you have of that space
can differ hugely depending on which side you are on. Consequently these
Otoursodé will also offer approaches to th
auditorium and stage space) from the two main perspectives of theatr e maker
and theatre consumer. They will also make reference to the buildings at
different points in their history and can thus be viewed as tours through both

time and space.

181 Helen Freshwater, Theatre and Audience (Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2009) p.6

182 Gay McAuley, Space in Performance: Making Meaning in Theatre (Michigan: The University of
Michigan Press, 1999) p.63
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Mull Little Theatre

Crossing over the cattle grid and heading up the narrow, winding driveway
which led to the Little Theatre you can almost feel as though you are trespassing
on private property. Neither the house nor the theatre can  be seen from the
road and, as the car manoeuvred around the gravel path, | found that Druimard
House held a more commanding position in the area due, in part, to its larger
size. This feeling of trespassing would perhaps have been lessened if you were
on your way to see a production there. This would have resulted in a number of
vehicles vying for limited parking spaces along the driveway and, on a pleasant

evening, a number of people would have gathered outside the venue as the foyer

Figure 9 - The path leading to the Little Theatre (2009)
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Figure 10 - Druimard House (2009)

was too small to accommodate the full capacity of 42 spectators.*®® Thus there
would have been a sense of occasion and legitimacy granted to being there.
Nonetheless, considering the close proximity of Druimard House to the theatre it
seems reasonable that there would always be some sense of intruding on

personal property.

The potential tension between private and public space is particularly
significant when we take note of the change of ownership regarding the
guesthouse. Following the death of Marianne, Barrie Hesketh left the island and
sold off Druimard House. Whilst the new owners continued to run it as a
guesthouse and did not object to having a theatre in their front garden, they
were in no way involved in the running or organisation of the theatre. This
responsibility was passed to a board of directors which was led by David Pitman,
the proprietor of a small coffee and bookshop elsewhere in the village. While its

location would suggest that it was closely lin ked to the guesthouse, as time went

183 |nterviews with Patricia Haworth (29/10/09), Zelda Sawyer (6/3/10) and Chris Baker (6/3/10)
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on it became an increasingly independent enterprise, thus heightening the

possi ble sense of iIimposing on someone el :

Figure 11 below shows the layout of the Little Theatre as it stood in 2002
(four years before it closed). The thick, heavy lines show the walls of the
original cow byre, as seen in figure eight before, while the additional sections
correlate to the wooden extension which was built by the Heskeths in 1969
(figure seven). The theatre building it self is a very modest and unassuming
building, made out of white -washed stone with a slate roof, giving the building a
strong agricultural feeling. Originally one would have entered through a small
door straight into the audi torium, marked on the planbel owas o6t heatr e n
door 0. After a few years, however, a gr .
Trust provided funds for a wooden extension to be built. *** This was then used
as a small foyer for the audience to mingle in before the show and during the
interval. From the outside, the now wooden front made the building look more
modern, shielding the original painted stone from sight, and yet the building still

did not look like a conventional theatre.

Nonetheless, this addition of a foyer would have p erhaps made it feel more
like a traditional theatre experience to the audience. Certainly McAuley has
suggested that by following the ritual of the box office, foyer and ushers, the
spectator is, O6further removed from the
further and furt her i FRorther theé theatre Wmalding doeswi t hi |
possess a framing function as it serves to mark out the events happening in the
fictional world being created on stage as separate to reality; as entering the
real m of i 6 &%eThuesdis arguably an important feature of what makes
a space a theatre and what signifies the transition of this building from inhabited

cow byre to a theatre.

164 Hesketh, Taking Off, p.36
185 McAuley, Space in Performance, p.23

186 McAuley, Space in Performance, p.42
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Scale 1:75
Drawn May 2002
Mick Andrew
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Figure 11 - Plan of Mull Little Theatre
© Mick Andrew

For the first two seasons at Mull Little Theatre, or the Thursday Theatre as it
was first known, the audience would have mainly consisted of people staying at
the adjoining guesthouse and so the absence of a traditional box office or foyer
would have simply added to the slightly rough and ready feel of this private
venture. As its popularity began to grow however, the need for a sheltered
holding area became more pressing. With temperamental weather and notorious
west coast problem of midges over the summ er months, forcing attendees to

stand outside may have had a negative impact on audience numbers. **" Thus,

187 One newspaper article, written in response tothe company 8s pur c hpoweeedof a ga
mi dge repellent, claimed that, o6visitors to the
when they ventured outdoor s d'MidgetsgnmartNight 8credno r ma n
for Mull Stage," Scotsman (July 20, 2003). http://www.scotsman.com/news/scottish -


http://www.scotsman.com/news/scottish-news/top-stories/midge-summer-night-scream-for-mull-stage-1-1291774
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through the addition of a foyer, we ca n start to infer that increasingly
commercial decisions were being taken by the Heskeths in order to expand the ir
newly established theatre company and venue. What had started out as a small
enterprise to entertain guests at Druimard House one night a week was starting
to develop bigger ambitions: the Thursday Theatre was evolving into the Mull
Little Theatre.

Whereas previously the Heskeths sons had handed out refreshments (including
homemade cakes to the seated spectators) '*® the creation of the foyer offered a
new area for interval refreshments. There was no licensed bar but a long table
along the wall fac ing the entrance held flasks of tea and coffee, cartons of juice
and biscuits. This was self-service with a dish for money (50 pence for a carton
of juice) although there would have been at least one member of staff there to
help out. *** Again, this would perhaps have served to highlight this venture as

becoming more professional in its outlook.

The inside of the foyer was painted white and no attempt had been made to
cover up the walls of the original building. In many ways then, despite this
modern addition to the building, the history of the space was e mbraced and

highlighted. Wi | es has asserted that, o6it 1is

a

1

spaces that a sense of the '"PRmydicaly s i nscr i

embodying the layers of history, meaning and experiences which are built up
over time are seen as being crucial to the reception of the space and
performances. Peter Brook appears to have echoed this view in his own choice
of venue, the Bouffes du Nord where he has consciously maintaine d a sense of
the past through his choice of decor and furnishings. ** It is asserted that these

traces do not mark out any singular or significant events but that instead, the

news/top -stories/midge -summer-night-scream-for-mull -stage-1-1291774[last accessed
10/10/10 ]

1%8This isreferencedi n Barri e Hesket hds book in which he

institution. So much so that he includes the recipe in the footnotes. Hesketh,  Taking Off,
p.41

189 |nterview with Gordon Cooper (30/4/10)

10 David Wiles, A Short History of Western Perf ormance Space(Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2003) p.60

1 Andrew Todd and Jean-Guy Lecat, The Open Circle: Peter Brook®os

(London: Faber and Faber, 2003) p.9
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sense of history contained within the building simply serves to enhance the
overall character of the space. "* Rather than appearing to be empty then, a
space which highlights its history becomes imbued with its own textures and

qualities in a very overt way.

Mull Little Theatre did this in a number of ways. Not only did keept he
original stone work and wooden beams on the roof exposed but it also chose to
highlight its theatrical history through performance memorabilia and
promotional material. In the last few years before the theatre closed its doors
the walls were papered wi th past production posters, reviews, photographs and
articles about the theatre. '* 1t became a coll age al most
so that audience members could see the journey that the company and the
building had undergone in its 40 years. Although this decoration was largely
created during the 1990s,*f ol | owi ng Mari anne Hesket hds
open coffin was laid out in the foyer of the Littl e Theatre prior to her burial at
the nearby Calgary Bay. As oneandsl|l ander
Mari anne | ooked as though she had onddy t
The walls surrounding the coffin were also covered with publicity images from
performances the husband and wife had staged together at their performance

venue.

12 Todd and Lecat, The Open Circle, p.9

73 Interview with Participant Q  (3/9/10)

1 Interview with Patricia Haworth (29/10/09)
175 Letter from Jill Galbreith (5/1/10)
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Figure 12 - Interior of Mull Little Theatre (2009)

This temporary shrine to one of the original founders would have undoubtedly
left its mark in the memory of those who went to pay their respects and ensured

that, to some degree atle a s t Mu | | Little Theatreds p

fal)

embedded within its future. In addition to this, a number of people | have
spoken to about the Little Theatre have made reference to the fact that both
the old byre and Druimard House were/are haunted by th e ghost of Marianne
and that while this small theatre may seem friendly and welcoming when filled

with people, few wanted to be the last one left alone in the building.  *"® Carlson

has observed that, ©O6any | ong established
ghost'$Hé believes that this is because th
and cul tural memory are deep and compl ex,

78 Interview with Zelda Sawyer (6/3/10)

Y7 Marvin Carlson, The Haunted Stage: The Theatre as Memory Machine (Ann Arbor: The
University of Michigan Press, 2003) p.2
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recycling and ghosting which takes place in all areas of the theatre from what

happens on stage to the building itself. '

In the case of Mull Little Theatre | would suggest that it is in part due to this
complex relationship between memories and theatres but that it is also
indicative of the individual personalities on the development of the company.
This was noted in the overview to Mull (Little) T heat reds hi st ory i n
and is evidenced through the fact that, despite hav ing left the island 28 years
ago, the Heskeths were still regularly mentioned in every interview | held on the
island. The memory of the founding family is still deeply ingrained within

perceptions and understandings of the space.

The auditorium was situated in the original cow byre and had a conventional
end-on configuration between the actors and the audience. The stag e was on
the same level as the entran ce and then there were six long steps upon which
the audienceds raked seating was placed.
Mari anne Hesketh believed that, o6the audi
Audienceslik e t o | ook do wH°® Toare wouidalsorhavg lzeens ! &
practical considerations, however. Where performance spaces have raised
stages it has usually been designed as such in order to allow as many different
sight lines as possible. Due to the small capacity of the Little Theatre this would
not have been a requirement and, moreover, given the close physical proximity
of the spectators to the performers having a raised stage for the actors would
have resulted in limited visibility and severe neck ache for many attending the
show. The seating in the venue was originally chairs from the guesthouse which
people would have brought over when they headed to the theatre after their
evening meal. This was soon replaced by long benches and then later still 42
cinema chairs were installed in the space. The benches in particular would have
potentially heightened a sense of community amongst audience members as they
woul d have all been aware of each other s:i

other as they often w ere to fit in more people.

178 Carlson, The Haunted Stage, p.2
179 Hesketh, Taking Off, p. 34
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One participant | spoke to described an interesting dichotomy between the
sense of intimacy which was created and the simultaneous anonymity which
could be achieved due to the relatively steep rake. Thus, in post -show
discussions, spectators felt willing and able to ask questions and present their
opinions as few other members of the audience would be able to see who was
speaking at the time. ** This feeling of unity within an audience is something
which many theatre practit ioners strive to achieve and which was clearly
created at the Little Theatre., Br ook,
of the key qualities to mar k' frahim,itic a
important to create a relationship between the a ctor and the spectator; for the
audience to be more than simply passive receptors of the production and the

meanings it creates.

The close proximity between the stage space and the audience seating,
coupled with the continuation of the stone walls th  roughout the entire space
would also have served to unite the worlds of the actors and the audience. In
the prototypical image of a theatre there is usually a demarcation between the
two spaces which is initially created by the proscenium arch which visib ly
separates the two areas. It is then maintained through different designs on the
surrounding walls: those within the auditorium are often ornate and highly
decorated; whilst those around the stage will often be painted black in order to
providethepercei ved O6emptyd space onto which
show can be projected. For Mull Little Theatre it is arguably this synthesis
between the two contiguous spaces which served to enhance the sense of
intimacy being created. Nonetheless the size o f the venue undoubtedly played a
role here too. David Pitman recalled one performance where a tall gentleman
sitting in the front row had his knees protrude some way onto the stage. '** Itis
these two elements working in tandem which served to remind peopl e that they

were all operating within the same space.

It is worth noting that this blurring of boundaries between the two spaces 0

and the two worlds being created dwas not restricted solely to the auditorium.

180 |nterview with Participant B (28/10/09)
181 Todd and Lecat, The Open Circle, p.25-6
182 |nterview with David Pitman (18/9/09)
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In a conversation with McCrone on my fir st visit to the island he reminisced

about a production he had been in at the theatre during which his female co -star

had gone to the ladies toilet during the show. Both actors had come off stage

through the archway (figure 13 below), as scripted, and wer e then required to

walk through the building and to re -enter the auditorium through the audie nc e 6 s
main entrance. Once off stage, however, the female performer realised that

she needed the toilet and so delivered some of her lines from the cubicle whilst
McCrone walked onto the stage. Because of the size of the building she was still
clearly audible to those inside the auditorium. ** Although the audience would
have been unaware of the actressod | ocati
highlight the sense of intimacy being created and the blurring of the boundaries
between the illusionary world being created on the stage and the real world of

the audience.

This is significant when we consider the framing role played by theatre venues
which is described by McAuley. She argues that through the ritual of the box
office and ushers, the ticket holder moves further and further away from reality
and towards the world of illusion being created on stage. This allows them to
engage in the required suspension of disbelief and to accept the death of a
character onstage, for instance, as pretence. Should the same event take place
in the street, she suggests that it would be met with very different reactions.
In the Dervaig venue, this framing could not have been achieved by the same
means. Not only did the spectator not have far to travel between the real world
and the fictional world but, moreover, sounds from the outside often penetrated
the auditorium. Rain and wind could often be heard during productions, a s
could the neighbouring sheep. Many people | have spoken to have related that
during one production, set in the New York Bronx, sheep could be heard bleating
in the field next door. **° In many ways this quirkiness regarding the building and
its relationsh ip with the outside world is part of what served to make it so

unique.

183 |nformal conversation with Alasdair McCrone (11/3/09)
184 McAuley, Space in Performance, p.39
18 |nterviews with David Pitman (18/8/09), Barbara Weir (24/2/09) and Gordon Cooper (3/4/10)
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The stage was a little over four metres wide and two metres deep with an
archway upstage centre which led out to the backstage area and the stage
manager s desk. mémasured jastokes threegnetremancevwas
sometimes used in productions to add depth to the stage. One production, for
example, had the bottom half of a painting, showing the legs of Bonny Prince
Charlie, hung on the back wall of this area so that it was v isible from the
audience.'® This was done to give to the illusion of height to the small theatre.
The technical area was a small desk which was not visible from the stage.
Although this meant that the audience could not see the technician, it also
meant that the technician could not see the actors. As a result, all stage and

lighting cues were relayed through closed circuit television, shown on a small

monitor.

Figure 13 6Mu | | Little Theatrebds stage entrance (2009)
From the fr ont of the stage looking through to the backstage

One participant noted that this was satisfactory most of the time, unless the

stage lights were dimmed and then it was difficult to see where the actors

18 |nterview with Participant N (18/8/09 )
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were.*®” Most lighting cues were, therefore, tim ed beforehand. It is also
worthwhile to note here that the white paint from the auditorium walls, and
indeed the original exterior of the Little Theatre, was continued into the

backstage area.

This is evident in the image above which shows the archway as approached from

backstage: the technical desk would have been located on the right hand side of
the wall. There was, ther efore, a clear through -line between the front and
backstage design. Whilst this would have not been significant from an audience
perspective dthey are unlikely to have been backstage during or after a
performance din many ways it may have served to unite the building for the

actors linking, asitdid,theau di ence and actors® spaces.

As the actors came off stage, being careful not to hit their heads on the low
arch, they would turn left to enter the dressing room/green room: a long, thin

room of similar size to the foyer, which often smelt of damp. This was a

187 Interview with Participant A (11/2/09 )
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consequence of the buildingds tendency t
Is why Mull Little Theatre only perform ed on the island during the summer

months: the building was not reliable enough to be used over the winter. '®

Flooding was not just restricted to the winter, however, and nor was it solely

confined to the backstage areas. One attendee recalled an evening when the

show was delayed and the audience was asked to wait outside the venue while

the staff cleared away leaves and water from th e flooded foyer. *** There was a
small toilet off the dressing room altho
accessibled in the Scotti sl Thsmeantth@dhe nc i |
actors were more likely to use the same toilets as the audience me mbers,

further enhancing the notion of this building as a shared space between actor

and audience.

There was also a long thin store room which ran parallel to the dressing room.
When the theatre was in repertory season, the sets not being used would b e
stacked away in this room. A brief glance at the building plan in figure 11,
however, shows that there is no clear route for these sets to travel in order to
get to the stage. As the archway between front and back stage was so low, the
only way for the set to be moved on stage was for it to be carried through the
dressing room, out through the stage door, around the building, back in through
the main entrance and then into the auditorium through the theatre main door &
the largest entrance in the venue . In many ways then, the traditional
demarcation that you find in more conventional theatres between the audience
and actor spaces were virtually non -existent here if a production was not on.
This 6stage doord was al so t heyafteoDavidce of

Pitman put a sign above it highlighting it as such. *** This was notably true for

18 |nformal conversation with Alasdair McCrone (11/3/09)
189 |nterview with Participant AC (6/4/11)

1%This was a database of venues on the Scottish touring circuit which included images,
dimensions and useful information regarding get -ins and technical specifications of each
building. The idea behind it was to produ ce a comprehensive list so that anyone hoping to
tour a show could select the venues which would best suit its requirements. Due to money,
however, the list was never completed and it is now only available through the archived
Scottish Arts Council website. Through its own extensive tours Mull Theatre has its own list
but this has not been made public because of limited resources.
http://www.scottishartstouring.com/venues/details.asp?k=&v=Mull+theatre&prom=&SWMax=
0&SDMax=0&FWMax=0&FDMax=0&SFMax=0&SSMax=0&r=0&p=1&ven=[lagPaccessed
14/12/09 ]

9% Interview with David Pitman, (18/8/09)


http://www.scottishartstouring.com/venues/details.asp?k=&v=Mull+theatre&prom=&SWMax=0&SDMax=0&FWMax=0&FDMax=0&SFMax=0&SSMax=0&r=0&p=1&ven=1212
http://www.scottishartstouring.com/venues/details.asp?k=&v=Mull+theatre&prom=&SWMax=0&SDMax=0&FWMax=0&FDMax=0&SFMax=0&SSMax=0&r=0&p=1&ven=1212
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actors who were visiting the theatre for the first time and were not used to the

small size and limited facilities which would greet them on the other side.

Druimfin

Mull Theatre: Aros Park Production Centre

Figure 15 - Design plans for Druimfin
Courtesy of City Architectsd6 Office (CiAO), Edint

Once you turn off the main Salen road into the entrance for Druimfin, the
two-lane road done of the few on the island dchanges into a narrow gravel path
which leads down into Aros Park; an area of public woodland which is owned by
the forestry commission. On the right hand side there is a small white house
which is currently being used as offices by the staff but which is intended to
become actor sd accommo™d Althoughnheradre samel at er
small signs, printed on A4 pieces of paper which show that this building is the
box office, when | have been working there | have observed a numb er of people

wanting to book tickets who have hesitantly put their head around the door.

192 This has been listed in the building proposal for Druimfin however it should be noted that this
proposal lists four phases of which phase one is apparently complete. The work which has
been done does not fully correlate to that listed in the document and it has been  suggested
that there will now be more phases to the construction than were originally proposed. Thus,
it is unclear when the conversion of these offices into accommodation will be completed.
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This is in part due to the fact that the internal doors are often closed in order to
keep the heat in as the building is largely shaded from the sun and is not very
well insulated. As a result, when entering the building patrons are often faced
with a small hallway, a narrow staircase ahead and two closed doors on either
side. Again, on the door on the | eft
the desk locate d behind the door the use of the room it is not visible until one

has fully entered the space.

Little has been done to this building since it was a private residence and so it
in no way resembles the traditional expectation of what a box office should  be
or where it should be placed. Indeed, in the prototypical image of a theatre the
box office and foyer are usually located within the building itself; acting as a
holding area of sorts for the spectators waiting to enter the auditorium. With
Mull (Litt le) Theatre the box office has never been embedded within the venue
in this conventional way. At first the box office was a jotter book maintaine  d by
Zelda Sawyer and then bookings could be made through the post office in
Tobermory and Coffee and Books in Dervaig. Eventually a shop front was leased
on Tobermory Main Street and this became the box office for tourists and locals
alike. Part of the attraction of building a larger venue was to finally have all of
the operational staff working in the same loc ation and the ultimate plan is still
to have the performance space, staff offices and the box office all under one
roof. For the time being, however, Druimfin continues to physically stand apart
from the company based there by only providing a space for p erformances and
rehearsals and not for any of the administration or planning which is needed to

run a touring company with a home base.

Along with a distinct lack of signage marking out Druimfin as the performance
venue of Mull Theatre, it is also ba rely visible from the main road. As figure 16
shows, there is a large amount of foliage sheltering it from the main road and
when the 60 mile per hour speed limit is taken into account, it is no wonder that
a number of people approaching the building wond er whether they are in the

right place. This goes someway to suggesting why the architect himself has

referred to the building, in its currently unfinished state, as a O6stealth
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b o mb é&°r Nbt only does the building almost creep up on you but, moreover,

its size, shape and dark colour is reminiscent of the military aircratft.

Figure 16 & Druimfin (2009)
View from the Salen Road

Whilst the Little Theatre sat in harmony with its natural surroundings, in many
ways Druimfin confli cts with the wooded landscape in which it is located. The
venue in Dervaig was in keeping with the style of traditional, agricultural
buildings of the time and the wooden extension utilised natural materials which
echoed its rural location. In the case o f Druimfin, however, stone cladding had
originally been intended for use but this was deemed to be too expensive when

it came to costing the venture. As the architect, Moray Royles noted:

cost wise that would be very pptabilhyi
of the building technically - what they wanted to do to it as a
performance space [...] So going through various materials we settled

upon the profiled cement board which is very much an agricultural

193 |nterview with Moray Royles (30/3/10 )
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material but the advantage - specifically on Mull - is that we learned that
the metal - even the stainless steel roof - has a high susceptibility to
corrosion because Mull I's very much a

big, like a super tanker in the middle of the sea. **

Thus we can see that financial and practical considerations have played a vital

role in the building as it currently stands.

Although it is sheltered from the road and is only accessible down a narrow
path, once the venue of Druimfin is reached there are open fields to the r ight
and a large gravel car park in front of the building. One of the faults which has
been mentioned with regards to the Little Theatre i s the lack of parking and the
difficulty in manoeuvring vehicles around the narrow path. '** As the new venue
occupies a much larger area and has no nearby neighbours, a car park has been
built which is for the sole use of theatre patrons. Rather than having the sense
of trespassing, then, this is an area which is solely dedicated to the theatre
company and its attendees. During the day it provides a secluded area in which
the practitioners can work da regular stage manager with Mull Theatre has
posited this as one of the key®-amdfoengt hs
spectators going to see a performance it creates a sense of occasion. As Richard
Schechner has andt edi,l t&ures, people 0go to
special ti mes &hnldthipdase a sesse df occasiants créated by
the ten minute journey out of Tobermory to the venue. Everybo dy around the
building has travelled there with the sole purpose of going to see the show and
there will often be a large convoy of vehicles heading back towards town at the

end of the night.

% Interview with Moray R oyles (30/3/10 )
19 |nterview with Elizabeth Mclver (24/2/09)
19 |nterview with Kevin Hill (5/8/10)

197 Richard Schechner, Essays on Performance Theory: 197081976 (New York: Drama Book
Specialists, 1977) p.122
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Figure 17 - The front of Druimfin (20 10)

On arriving in the car park, Druimfin starts to look very imposing. Having
been sheltered from the main road by a line of trees, it stands at odds to its
surroundings, in part because the trees which have been planted around it have
not yet start ed to grow. Thus the building stands in a large opening, not looking
like it fully belongs. Following the paved path from the car park to the building,
one is faced with two entrances into the building: a set of double, glass doors to
the left; and a sin gle glass door to the right. The first is the main entrance into
the foyer and the second is the stage entrance which leads directly backstage.
This is an interesting design feature as it calls into question the traditional

demarcation between front and backstage.

Mc Aul ey has suggested that the stage do
the demarcation between the world at | ar
t heatr e pr &%Thisdssemiam bas ked hér to conclude that glass stage
doors dand her example again of the Sydney Opera House - demystify this

06secret kingdomd by all owing the audienc

98 McAuley, Space in Performance, p.67
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backstage: a world that they rarely see in West End theatres, for instance,
where the stage door is hidden out of si ght, usually down an alternative street.
Thus the production centre arguably serves to demystify this private world as
areas which are usually hidden from sight are here positioned in full view of the
patron approaching the building. This is further rein forced when one considers
that the patrons drive past the loading bay to the stage before they reach the

car park (which is shared by practitioners and audience alike).

Again, this area is usually hidden from sight and is often located at the back
oft he building and removed from the spect
event. In all of the conventional performance spaces toured to with  Laurel and
Hardy the loading bay was always located around the side or the back of the
building. Undoubtedly this is largely to do with practical considerations:
carrying a set from a van can often be an arduous task and so it is preferable to
have as short a distance to travel as possible. As the audience is usually
required to enter the building through a diff erent door before being allowed into
the auditorium, it is apparent that the practitioners loading bay would be in a
separate part of the building to the spe
removing this process from the experience of the performance ev ent itself the
design of such buildings is serving to frame the event as being in a fictional
world which is somehow separate to reality. With Druimfin, however, the world
of the practitioner is often visible to the audience before they enter the
building. This also highlights the priorities of the building as it currently stands:
the first entrance reached is that of the loading bay, leading directly into the
backstage areas and the second entrance is for the audience leading to the foyer

and then onto t he auditorium.

Once inside, the space feels very modern and clean with sharp edges and
neutral coloured paint on the walls and ceiling, predominantly white and cream.
The glass doors leading to the outside also make the space feel very light and
fresh; something which is welcomed prior to the start of a performance when
the queue to collect tickets can make the area very cramped. At the time of
writing, the foyer is barely larger than that at the Little Theatre and is not really
a traditional audience space as one might envisage it. During productions the

chairs are removed and the table is pushed back up against the wall. This serves
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as the stand for the self -service interval refreshments of tea, coffee and juice
while an additional table for beer and wine is put up against the opposite wall.
This is the same set-up that existed at the previous venue despite the fact

Druimfin as a whole has a much larger footprint.

The black table with a glass top in figure 18 below is used as the box office
desk with one of the ushers sitting behind it and tick ing names off the list as
peoplec ome t hrough the door. This is very
makeshift box office with her famous jotter notebook. *** Whilst the outside of
the building standsinfr m contrast to that of Mull Thi
inside its ways of operating coupled with the size of the circulation spaces

remains much the same.

Whilst all of the participants | have spoken to seem to have accepted these
facilities as appropria te for the Little Theatre, a number have expressed
discontent with regards to them at Druimfin. In many ways this supports

Carl sonf6s suggestion that we shoul d:

Look not only at the traditional elements of stage and auditorium but at
every distinct element of the theatre complex for what it might reveal

about the meanings of this building for its society. 2

In the case of Mull Little Theatre and Druimfin the wider context of the buildings

has led to shifting understandings of the spaces which go beyondthe 6t r adi t i o
el ements of stage and auditorium. 0 As c |
to a larger venue with similar audience facilities has resulted in some spectators

feeling as though the company based there is no longer taking such an active

role in the island on which it is based. Thus, by taking into account the full

design of the two buildings and their geographical locations we can start to

uncover some of the meanings created by this company within its local

community and society more general ly.

199 |nterview with Zelda Sawyer (6/3/10)

20 Marvin Carlson, Places of Performance: The Semiotics of Theatre Architecture (New York:
Cornell University Press, 1993) p.9
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Figure 18 - Druimfin box office and foyer (2009)

With Druimfin being much larger and purpose-built by the company, there
seems to have been an expectation amongst attendees that it would offer a
better quality experience or, at the very least, a more traditional experience.
Barbara Weir and Elizabeth Mclver, for example, both asserted that whilst they
knew it was | argely due to the fundersd
to provide the islmaadetrkeywil dd"tBnastwbitstiheatt e

Mull Little Theatre was being understood as a small and quirky venue, Druimfin

21 |nterview with Barbara Weir and Elizabeth Mclver (24/2/09)
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is being judged against pre -conceived notions that were determined by the
company6s decision to move to bauibledtitnegrd sa |
comparatively large exterior. As such, elements such as the small foyer and lack

of seating are being seen as negatives, rather than being endearing as they

largely were within the previous space. *%

Within the auditorium there is a similar issue. The initial feasibility study

written by Mull Theatre suggested that this main space:

Should be flexible but retain much of the charm and intimacy of the
original Mull Little Theatre. [...] There should be a moveable seating
bank, for use in trave rse productions of for reverse angle use of the stage
area. Down both sides there should be the possibility of at least one row
of seating, possibly even raised boxes, or some imaginative use of the

space, to enable use of the space in the round. **

This document was intended to be used as a point of discussion between the

company, the architects and the stakeholders and so it embodies the initial
Owi-lsihst &8 for Drui mfin. Whil st it does noc
venue, then, what does become apparent is that, from the outset, Mull Theatre

intended its new space to be experienced by audiences and practitioners alike.

For the company the new purpose -built venue was to be for the benefit of both

the production and the reception of live theatric al performances.

As the Scottish Arts Council already had a large number of theatre buildings
on its books and, as Mull Theatre was funded to be a peripatetic company, it
disagreed that there was a need for this new theatre. As such Druimfin was
funded with the primary purpose of being a production centre. This tension
between the funded use of Druimfin as a production centre and its regular use as
a performance venue is arguably epitomised through the incorporation of
windows within the rehearsal r oom/auditorium and the lack of moveable blinds

covering them. Windows are not an uncommon feature within modern studio

292 This has come through in a number of in terviews with participants, all of whom wished to
remain anonymous. This, it seems was due to a fear of repercussions if they were associated
with negative comments regarding the building or company.

293 Mull Theatre, Terms of Reference for Feasibility Stud y (1/11/02 ), unpublished document
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theatres as there is a demand for natural daylight during daytime rehearsals.
One practitioner | spoke to, for instance, observed that all day rehearsals tended
to be more productive when there was access to natural light as opposed to the
cast and crew being cocooned within a darkened auditorium. ** During
performances however there is often a preference for a darkened auditorium
with the possibility of a blackout as this enables the stage lightingt o be seen
more fully. In addition to this the dimming of the lights in a traditional
auditorium is also seen as a clear sign to the audience that the performance is
about to begin. With this in mind a number of black box studio theatres
incorporate large windows into their design but use heavy, black curtains to
cover these up when a show is on. Thus the outside world is kept hidden from
the illusionary world being created on stage. This can be seen in the studios at

Gilmorehill G12 in Glasgow and the Byre Theatre in St Andrews, for instance.

Along the top of the interior walls in Druimfin there is a series of small
windows. The frame surrounding them is painted light green and looking
through them makes it seem as though you were looking at a series of rural
landscape paintings; some portrait and some landscape. This not only allows
natural light to infiltrate the space but it also serves to remind the user where
they are: it literally frames the outside world and makes it clearly visible to
those on the inside. This is an idea which is continuously and consciously
promoted throughout the production centre so that the geographical location is

never forgotten but instead remains a centra | focus of the space.

The ability to ensure that the rehearsal room would benefit from natural light
during the day was seen as a priority by McCrone when considering initial designs
for the venue. ** Due to funding limitations, however, Mull Theatre did not have
the money to secure blinds for these windows when the building first opened in
2008. Prior to their installation in September 2011, the windows had to be
permanently covered with bin bags and duct tape as it would have been too time
consuming to cover them in the evening for performances and then uncover
them for rehearsals. In many ways this highlights the insistence of the company

din contrast to the main funders - that the building is to be used for the

24 Interview with Participant M (6/5/10)

%5 |nformal conversation with Alasdair McCrone (6/3/10)



Chapter4dMul | Theatreds Buildings 97

reception of theatre as much as for its production. Certainly, in this case the
needs of the spectator to have a darkened auditorium during performances were
prioritised over those of the resident practitioners who preferred natural light
during the day. In this way the tension between Dr uimfin as production centre
and Druimfin as performance space is evident; the space is unable to be all

things to all people.

Whilst the windows may have been covered to create a more traditional
theatre -going experience, one of the central elements la cking from the
auditorium when it first opened was that of the raked seating. Nearly all of the
participants | spoke to regarding the unfinished building mentioned the seating
as the key source of resentment. This was subsequently addressed with new
raked, cushioned seating being installed in the venue towards the end of the
2010 summer season. The two year delay between opening the venue and
purchasing the seating meant that McCrone was able to consider what he wanted
for his venue indeed he took partic ular interest in the seats at some of the more
conventional performance spaces on the Laurel and Hardy tour earlier in the
summer as he regarded different colours and styles. Nonetheless, it also
resulted in some discontment amongst local attendees. The source of
contention was in part to do with limited sight lines and partly down to the lack
of comfort. One lady was so dissatisfied with the available choice that she
brought her own high stools into the buil
She then placed these at the back of the room so that she would be able to see
the stage regardless of when she arrived at the venue. *® This was subsequently
addressed with new raked, cushioned seating being installed in the venue

towards the end of the 2010 su mmer season.

What should be noted is that alt hough the attendees regularly complained
about the seating in Druimfin, only one participant mentioned the discomfort

associated with the seating at the Little Theatre. They observed that although

2% This happened during a rehearsal for Laurel and Hardy and was a source of bemusement for
the cast and crew who removed herper sonal seating from the space
performance. The fact that she had walked into the venue and entered the auditorium
without prior permission suggests a different sense of ownership with the space than might
have otherwise existed wit h in a more traditional venue. This is something which will be
explored in more depth in the next chapter with regards to a range of venues on the rural
touring circuit.
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the seats were hard and close together, making it very hard to move and thus
resulting in frequent | eg cramps, this di
special enough t o t aKY%Thigsuggestonthathd er e el s
quirkiness and intimacy of the Little T heatre served to almost over -write any of

the potentially negative aspects has been reiterated through the research for

this thesis. When discussing the frequent winter flooding or the need for

spectators to stand outside the venue prior to the start of a  performance due to

limited space inside, many did so with a smile and a degree of fondness. It

appears as though this added to the perceived rustic charm of the building and

served to endear it to the audience. For Druimfin, thisi s not the case and

wit hin the unfinished building the attendees appear to be very much aware of

where they are and of the uncomfortable seating . Thus the framing device

referred to by McAuley , which psychologically distances the spectator from their

everyday life is seemingly present at the Little Theatre in a greater way than at

Druimfin. This suggests that there is more to this device than design features

such as the box office and foyer.

It has previously been mentioned that the repeated design of windows
throughout the ground floor serve to reinforce the location of the building and
was a way of bringing the outside in. This is an idea which has also been
suggested through the choice of colour in the venue: the same dark blue has
been selected for the interior of the a uditorium as was used to paint the whole
exterior. Thus there is a clear continuation for the spectator entering the space
between the exterior and interior. Painting the interior dark blue, as opposed to
black, was a conscious decision by McCroneasheassert ed that it I
oppressi ve f or® Thibkasmeenddihad my Mackintosh who cites
an experiment from the 1970s during which electrodes were attached to the
heads of spectators so as to determine the rate of arousal within different
spaces. It concluded that those sitting in the apparently black box studio were

slower to respond to stimuli than those in an ornately decorated space. ?® In

27 Interview with Participant B (28/2/10)
298 |nformal conversation with Alasdair McCron e (16/5/10)

299 1ain Mackintosh, Architecture, Actor and Audience (London and New York: Routledge, 1993)
p.81



Chapter4dMul | Theatreds Buildings 99

contrast to the favoured black -box studio of the 1960s contemporary buildings

often have

different colours within the auditorium: blue in Dundee Repertory Theatre;
purple in Eastwood Park Theatre; and red in An Lanntair, Stornoway. Druimfin is
thus reflecting the preferred approach of the time in which it was built,

maintaining a plain and dark interio r but not one which was black.

Figure 19 - the audience seating at Druimfin (2009)
This photograph was taken approximately 18 months before the raked seating bank was
installed.

On the back wall of the auditorium is a single door which leads out to the
spectatorsod6 toilets (male, female and di
exits. During warm evenings this used to be propped open enabling patrons to
step out onto a small paved path which surrounds the entire building.  This
serves to set the production centre apart from many urban theatres which tend
to encourage spectators to see the front

facade theatres, for instance:
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the major function of [the facade]...went beyond identif  ying a building as
a theatre. Their primary purpose was rather to reinforce a certain

desired public image. ?*°

Often this facade does not carry through to the rest of the building with the
loading areas being far plainer in their design. This can be seen at Dundee
Repertory Theatre, for example, where the attractive front is used to draw
people in off the street but the back of the building is just simple brickwork. In
contrast, the exterior of Druimfin is the same all the way around and with an
unbroken paved path circulating the building people are almost being
encouraged to walk around it and to experience the building in situ. This not
only helps to break down some of the barriers between the front of house and
backstage areasbut also serves to furt her highlight the rural location of the
building.

It is worth noting that, at the time of writing, the building was far from being
complete. This can be seen through figure 19 which shows a ladder leading up
to the mezzanine level of the performance s pace. At the time the photograph
was taken this level housed the lighting desk and some lighting cables. Initially
the lighting desk was placed directly behind the audience meaning that they
could regularly hear the clicking of buttons being pressed and the pages of the
script being turned. This made the experience of those sitting at the back of the
fixed level seating more akin to that of a village hall than a traditional theatrical
experience. Although the sound and lighting desks were then moved, th ey could
only be accessed by a ladder highlighting that there is still some way to go

before this building is completed.

The exposed beams on the ceiling are also worth mentioning. Eventually the
plan is that these will be covered with a permanent lig hting rig but are, at the
moment, clearly visible to anyone in the auditorium, especially as lights are now
pointed upwards towards them highlighting them during the pre -show and
interval. In many ways this is reminiscent of the Little Theatres exposed wo oden

beams. This was an intentional design feature as the Edinburgh architects who

210 carlson, Places of Performance, p.120
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were commissioned for this project were keen to reflect some of the traits of

the Little Theatre within Druimfin. #* While the beams do not denote any sense
of history for th e building then (they are very light in colour and are clearly new
support beams), having them does in some way remind one of the original

theatre building.

Looking through the open double doors at the back of the photograph in figure
20 you can seethe scene dock and the loading bay. The intention was that
during the day the large wooden doors would be pulled open to let in natural
light from the glass entrance to the loading bay. This would also have the effect
of almost bringing the outside in - constantly reminding people of where they
are - which was clearly one of the aims of the repeated portrait and landscape
windows throughout the building. However, due to the dust and noise produced
from the workshop when sets are being built these doors r emain closed thus
limiting the amount of natural light which can enter the space. When
interviewing practitioners who had used the space, this was repeatedly cited as
one of the key flaws particularly when you note that, due to the sound travelling
from t he workshop through to the rehearsal room/auditorium during the day, set
construction has to cease during some rehearsals or the actors cannot hear their
lines. Thus the effectiveness of Druimfin as a production centre is called into

guestion.

21 |nterview with Moray Royles (30/3/10)
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Figure 20 - the stage at Druimfin (2009)
The double doors at the back are open to reveal the scene dock and workshop but during
performances these would be closed with curtains covering them.

When Druimfin first opened its doors, a Mu ll-based theatre practitioner and
previous employee of Mull Theatre, Alasdair Satchel, used the venue during
rehearsals for his own one-man show, One Man Rant During this time he
observed that the kitchen was his preferred space to rehearse in (over the large
rehearsal room which had been created for this purpose) due to the amount of
natural light and the views across the Sound of Mull. #2 Although this room was
still unfinished it was fully fitted with a fridge, freezer, cooker and microwave
and so provided all of the amenities required by a cast and crew during the

rehearsal process.

22 |nterview with Alasdair Satchel (7/2/09)
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Figure 21 - The kitchen at Druimfin (2009)

Moreover, due to the incorporation of large windows in this room along with the
continuation of the neutral colour scheme which unites the front -of-house and
backstage areas, it may be that this space feels more connected to the outside
world. Particularly with the smaller windows in the main rehearsal room

covered up. This is certainly how I felt when moving around the venue during

my residencies. Due to the dark colours of the rehearsal room/auditorium,



Chapter4dMul | Theatreds Buildings 104

coupled with the lack of natural light for the first few years, you almost feel
cocooned within the venue. Although this might be desirable during

performances it is clearly not the preferred option for rehearsals.

Conclusion
As this chapter has demonstrated, neith
represents the prototypical i mage of a 0

this image through its size and location; whilst Druimfin has done it largely
through the prioritisation of the practitioners experience within the design.
Nonetheless, as we shall see in the following chapters both have been received
and experienced by various attendees with r egards to their similarities and
differences to more conventional performance spaces. In addition to this we
can also see that island attendees have seemingly understood Druimfin through
the ways in which it differs from and mirrors the previous Little Th  eatre.
Indeed, during interviews, assertions about the production centre would often

be qualified with a reference to the Little Theatre.

In the design of Druimfin one of the central considerations was to highlight its
island location throughout the b uilding. This can be seen through the use of
landscape and portrait windows in the backstage and office areas and the large
glass front of the box office. The island location has always played a crucial role
in the way people perceive the company and its buildings dboth on and off Mull o
and it is something that McCrone wanted to reinforce in the move. Rather than
being a reinvention of Mull Theatre then, the 2008 relocation can be seen more
as a rebranding with the aim being to assist the development o f the company
rather than to create a new one. One of the unique selling points of the
company is its physical location on the geographical periphery of Scottish

Theatre and this is something which it is keen to promote and utilise.

Throughout the two buildings there are clearly a number of differences; as
one would expect between a traditional found space converted for performance
and a new purpose-built venue designed primarily for production. Nonetheless
there are also some similarities which go be yond the shared island location. Not

only has the architect chosen to carry some features across including the
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exposed beams in the auditorium and the use of traditional architectural

materials but, moreover, there are also some similaritiesinthe specta t or s 0
experiences of the two spaces, particularly with regards to the seating and the
limited circulation space. Whilst this was accepted in the Little Theatre because
of the perceived quirkiness of the space, for Druimfin it has been the source of
some tension. This would suggest that the way that the performance spaces are
being received varies according to the context in which it is being experienced

and that there are various factors at play in our relationship to performance
spaces which goes beyondthe simple architectural design. This is something

which will be examined in more depth in the following chapters.

By presenting the reader with an analys
two buildings, this chapter has offered in an insight int o how they might be
experienced and understood. This is particularly significant for those who may
not have seen one or both of the spaces as it will help to anchor the ensuing
explorations of Mull Theatreds tours and
framework. The following chapter will expand on the findings presented here
and will use them to explore the potential relationship between space, spectator
and performance by presenting the reader

2010 spring tour of Laurel and Hardy.
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Chapter 5 - Building Performances

Mull Theatre occupies a unique position within contemporary Scottish theatre
in that it is the only professional touring company with its own permanent
rehearsal and performance space. As a result, when c onsidering the relationship
bet ween the companyod6s perceived identity
consider the impact of its funded remit to tour nationally. Whilst chapter four
presented a guided tour of the two venues owned and managed by Mull (Litt le)
Theatre, this chapter will focus on the
will analyse the relationship between space and performance on its 2010 spring

tour: Laurel and Hardy by Tom McGrath.**?

Published in 2005 the play is a biography of the comedy duo and incorporates
dramatised scenes from their lives along with reconstructions of some of their
famous film sequences including the pair attempting to carry a music box up a
number of flights of stairs, *t he dance sequenceahbhoi B0 mMm
from Way OutWest( 1937) and the popular vaudevil
Moond® which was i ncl| Oheé&lgng Deuces fileough 1939 f |
conversations with McCrone it became apparent that this play was selected for
two main reasons. The first was that touring theatre is an expensive activity and
so this play was specifically chosen due to the potential income which it could
produce. Due to the commercial value of the namesakes it was anticipated that
large audience numbers would be attra cted to see the show. Moreover, with

only two actors there were fewer salary costs to pay than if the cast were

23 A short promotionalclip of the production was made for its
Spring 2011. This can be accessed at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0vbOkB3JRn0 [last
accessed 1/10/11]

214 This is a famous scene from the 1932 film The Music Box.
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larger.?** In addition to this Tom McGrath had died in the previous year and

McCrone considered it to be a fitting tribute to him.  #°
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Figure 22 - Laurel and Hardy tour locations
This map shows the geographical spread of the tour, highlighting the range of places visited.
Image reproduced with permission of Lonely Planet. © Lonely Planet, 2011

The tour itself ran from 20 March 2010 to 1 May 2010 and encompassed a
range of venues from conventional, purpose -built performance spaces, such as
Dundee Repertory Theatre, to village halls. #" As a result of this, coupled with
its timing it occurred halfway through the research processdit was considered

to be the most suitable production case study for this thesis. Later in 2010 Mull

25 n total there were five salaried staff on the tour: Barrie Hunter (Oliver Hardy); Alasdair
McCrone (Stanley Laurel); Kevin Hill (stage manager); Alan Ceserano (sound operator); and
Clare McNeill (lighting operato r). In addition to this there were also two students on unpaid
work placements (Holly Hodgart from the Royal Conservatoire and Ruth Wells from the
University of Glasgow) and during the rehearsal period there was a set designer (Alicia
Hendrick), a sound designer (Martin Low), a lighting designer (George Tarbuck) a scenic artist
(Alan Melvin) and his assistant (Mark Nairn).

1% The reasoning behind the choice of play is also evidenced in an interview McCrone did for the
Inverness Courier prior to the performa nce at Eden Court. The article can be accessed
through: http://www.inverness -courier.co.uk/Home/Another -fine -messfor-Alasdair-
5723557.htm [last accessed 16/4/12 ]

27 For a full list of tour dates and venues visited please refer to appendi x eight.
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Theatre undertook a shorter totheWerf Conol
which visited many of the smaller islands in Argyll and Bute, includi ng Eigg and
Muck.?*® Not only would this have been more difficult to observe due to limited
accommodation on the islands and transport issues for larger cast and crew
numbers but, it was also focused on a more specific type of venue: rural village
halls and community centres. The strength of the Laurel and Hardy tour in
terms of analysis was that one night the performance would be in a rural hall
with no previous experience of hosting a touring performance and the next day

it would be in a more conventional performance space, designed primarily for
that purpose. By observing the same performance in different spaces it was
possible to understand the logistics of rural theatre touring as well as identifying

some of the effects that the venue has on specific s hows.

The word O6specificd is crucial here bec
this tour alone. Although the conclusions will then be used to feed into and
develop wider hypotheses made regarding space, place and theatre
architecture, the chapter does not pretend to provide a definitive answer as to
the exact effects of any space on any performance. Instead this chapter, as
with the majority of the thesis, focuses the study to look at specific productions
and specific buildings in order to contrib ute to existing dialogues regarding
space, place and touring theatre. McAuley suggests that it is necessary to look

at the specific in order to understand the general:

In order to deal with the dynamic functioning of space in performance, it
seems to me essential to deal with actual performances and with the

work practices of actual theatre practitioners and spectators. **

Thus it is only through precise and det ai

spatial understandings can be fully understood. **°

218 The latter has a resident of population of just 38 people and is about two miles long in length.
For more information pl e a btp/www.isléeotmuck.com/ i [tastand o s
accessed 16/4/12]

219 Gay McAuley, Space in Performance: Making Meaning in Theatre (Michigan: The University of
Michigan Press,,1999) p.10

This notion of plural i dompatens discessgl byeadsmber ef bpatiali o n s h
theorist with scholars such as Fuchs and Chadhuri asserting that it is both individual and


http://www.isleofmuck.com/
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With this in mind, the following chapter has been drawn from the tour diary
which | kept for the duration of the Laurel and Hardy production. This daily
account of the travel, performance, venue and audience not only enabled me to
analyse the tour effectivel y after the event but, moreover, it allowed me to
monitor myself. | chose to record not just the elements of the tour which were
overtly related to the transport and presentation of the production but also the
non-theatrical elements such as amount of sle ep and meal-times. In doing so |
tried to ensure that | maintained my role as critical observer by acknowledging
factors which may have had an effect on my mood and, moreover, on the mood
of the cast and crew around me, as | was working the same hours tha t they
were. Whilst some of this information has been included here the diary has
undergone a process of selection as space constraints prevent it fro m being
included in its entirety .

Mc Aul ey notes that O0document at iselectoof an
and is, therefore, already in itsel®# a f
Nonet hel ess, she also observes that, 0an:
kind of interpretation, a far more obvious ordering and shaping of the
mat e r*¥ Bdspit@being an account of the individual performances and
venues visited this chapter must also be recognised as a mediation of the actual
events. Degrees of selection have taken place both in translating the
information from the stage to the page and then again in reproducing it from the
fieldwork notes to this final thesis. In many ways this echoes the reconstruction
and reimagining of Mull Theatreds buil di
the case then, it is a fact which should be recognis ed but which in no way
under mines the accuracy or | egitimacy of
i s an ongoing, al wa#¥ andihusccachmgl Usanbkes spnsecot e s s
the world around us through the perspective of our own experiences and
backgrounds. This is true of researcher and reader alike: there is no such thing

as a truly objective human being.

cultural responses which play a part. Elinor Fuchs and Una Chadhuri, Land/Scape/Theatre
(The University of Michigan Press: Ann Arbor, 2002) p.14

lGay McAul ey, o6Towards an NewhheargQuarerdyyld @) p.Behear

n

(@}

22Mc Aul ey, o6Towards an Ethnography of Rehearsal,

(@]3

Mc Aul ey, o6Towards an Ethnography of Rehearsal,
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Despite the element of selection which has gone into the presentation of the
tour diary it is important to note that the format of the chapte r still takes the
style of the diary: working through the tour day by day, venue by venue. #* The
thesis has argued that village halls and other (non -) performance spaces have
been largely ignored in theatrical studies despite the fundamental part they play
in maintaining the rural touring circuit. By detailing each venue visited then,
this chapter will also offer the reader an insight into some of the buildings
regularly used for performance which may not have received the degree of

attention devoted to more conventional performance spaces.

The Tour

Prior to beginning an analysis of each of the performances on tour, it first
seems apposite to mention the rehearsal process as this is undoubtedly a central
component of the final production. My residency with Mull Theatre began on the
first day of rehearsals and so, although there had been pre -production meetings
and discussions between the director and the designers which | was not present
at, | was able to observe the majority of activities and conversat ions which
formed the rehearsal period. This was important as the primary purpose of the
residency was to examine the impact of the space on the performance and this
would necessarily include looking at the rehearsal space as well as the venues

toured to. Indeed, Knowles has claimed that:

The rehearsal hall, where the company works full days for what usually

amounts to more than 80 percent of the creative process of maintaining a
producti on, i's among the most formati:
shaping meaning in the theatre. It is also the space least frequently

under the control of the creative tealil

creative space in the design of the show. **

241t should be noted that this has also resulted in shifting tenses being used throughout the
section. | recorded notes throughout each day, at different stages in the process and so some
sections were written during the get -in, some during the interval and some after the show.
Because some observations were therefore made before each performance and some after it was
considered important to maintain the shifting tenses to highlight where hindsight has been used.

% Ric Knowles, Reading the Material Stage (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004) p.67
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Moreover, for this thesis, it is considered particularly significant giv  en the
current dichotomy embodied by Druimfin as both a production centre and a

performance space.

The performers' rehearsals ran for one month and always took place within
Druimfin, as did the construction of the set. Operating out of a shared space
meant that individual set pieces could be brought on to the stage and utilised as
soon as they were ready. In some instances items were even used before they
were completed as was the case with both of the scenic flats used: each of
these was brought out before they were painted so that the cast could get a
sense of how they would be incorporated into the blocking. In contrast, at the
Little Theatre the cast would have rehearsed on one part of the island while the
set was built elsewhere and the two compo nents would not be brought together

until the final dress and technical rehearsals.

The main benefit of working in the performance space with the set for the
duration of the process is that the relationships between each section are then
abletogrowor gani cal |l y. Reminiscing about r el
of The Cherry Orchard in 1981, Natasha Perry, who played Lyubov, claimed that:

We started using the whole theatre for improvisations dall of the
balconies, the windows, the stairs. The wh ole building became a living
thing for us, and I think this familiarity helped to communicate a certain

domestic spirit during the performances. 2%

For them, Obedamet thtee e&atorues e & and was, theref
a blank canvas onto which the perf ormance was projected. %" McCrone does not
prioritise the significance of the space to nearly the same extent as Brook and so

the effect of using Druimfin throughout rehearsals for Laurel and Hardy did not

result in it becoming an integral part of the produ ction per se. What it did do,

however, was to ensure that the set was an active part of the show and that

each aspect worked with the blocking, sound and other elements to create

2% Andrew Todd and Jean-Guy Lecat, The Open Circle: Peter Brookds
(London: Faber & Faber, 2003) p.79

2" Todd and Lecat, The Open Circle, p.78-9
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meaning within the performance. Arguably this is more important for a touri  ng
performance where the performance space will change almost daily but the set

will remain ostensibly the same throughout the run.

By working with the set early on in the process, the company was also able to
practise different blocking for scenes acc ording to the space constraints imposed
by the various venues on the tour. Due to its funding remit, Mull Theatre
regularly performs in (non -) performance venues throughout the length and
breadth of Scotland and it frequently does so with the same crew me mbers. As
a result it has developed a significant amount of knowledge regarding each of
the venues with only one building on the Laurel and Hardy tour having never
been visited before. One interviewee even went so far as to suggest that due to
its extensive knowledge in this area, Mull Theatre has the resources to develop
its own directory of almost every (non -) performance space on the touring

circuit. 2

Although there was an initiative to create such a database through the
Scottish Art site,@Gheraweceiahuinber af gaps in the information
and it was not the valuable resource it could have been. The Federation of
Scottish Theatres has since created its own website specifically to produce a
touring directory but, again, there are a number  of venues which are not
mentioned and it does not include important information regarding technical
specifications, accessibility or distance from local amenities such as ATMs. **
Mull Theatre already has this information and so could ensure that different

versions of each scene had been rehearsed and could be adopted accordingly.

One example of a production choice that
knowledge of the tour venues is a scene where Stan Laurel, played by McCrone,
has a fictional conversation wi th his wife, played by Hunter. One of the side
flats had a section in the middle which could be dropped down to reveal a bed

upon which the characters discussed the adoption of the stage name, Laurel. #*°

228 Interview with Participant A (11/2/09)

29 This website can be accessedthrough the following link:
http://www.scottishtheatres.com/touring/index.php [last accessed 19/11/11]

230 This flat can be seen on the left hand side of figure 23 below.
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In a number of venues this part of the set could not be used as there was not
enough depth for it to be fixed securely enough. As such, the actors sometimes
had to perform it downstage centre, seated on a wicker hamper with a blanket
pulled over their knees. These two variants, along with the links to the
preceding and following scenes, were both practised thoroughly until the actors

were equally confident with each.

Figure 23 - The 'bed flat'

Combining the companyods knowledge al ong
production ce ntre meant that by the time the production was taken onto the
road almost every eventuality with regards to blocking had been explored and
rehearsed. In addition to this, having the ability to work as much with the large
version of the set as it did with the reduced set also meant that there was some
forethought regarding the implications that this would have for the different
lighting states. Whilst every performance is subtly different, for a professional
troupe there should not be marked differences fr om one night to the next as
each piece of the production needs to fit tightly together in order to produce a

coherent whole. With touring theatre it is slightly different, however, as each
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space visited will impact on the performance in its own way, impos ing unique
restrictions or creating opportunities which might not be available elsewhere.
This is highlighted through the following section wherein | describe some of the

key venues of the tour.

Victory Hall, Benderloch (23/3/10)

The outside is remini scent of an old war bunker and appears to be made of
dark, corrugated iron with rounded corners. Inside the hall is very long and thin
with seven windows high up on the walls although there are no curtains for
these. During the summer months this would m ake a blackout in the space
al most i mpossible as it does not get com
at night. This will undoubtedly impact on the lighting of productions which tour

here at that time.

The buil di ngds heat ksomgametardo thelcampanyhasda t vy
ensure that it has enough pound coins to last the show. The space is also very
cold as it is, understandably, not heated when not in use. There is a stage at
the end of the room although it is unusually high and could create some visibility
issues for those sitting right at the front. It does ensure, however, that
spectators at the back can see. Due to the height of the Laurel and Hardy set
the company is assembling it in front of the permanent stage. The curtains wi |l
then be drawn across the front of the permanent stage and this will be used as

the actorsd dressing room before the per/

The whole of the set is being used tonight although the edges of the floor
cloth have been folde d in so there is a slightly smaller surface area for the
actors to perform on. About one metre has been taken of f the depth and width
so that there is room for the lighting stands. This has implications for the
blocking, particularly the dance sequences which will have to happen on more of

a diagonal line now.

During the get-in, one of the ladies from the hall committee brought her
daughter into the hall to watch the company at work. This highlights a sense of

ownership over the space and a different relationship with the production: in a



Chapter 5 8 Building Performances 115

6conventional d theatre this part of the |
patrons. Certainly, in Druimfin the only people outside of the cast and crew who

were allowed to observe any of the pre -performance process were the core staff

and members of Mull Youth Theatre who were invited in to see the dress

rehearsal.

A T

\

Figure 24 - Interior of Victory Hall, Benderloch
The set was constructed on the green floor cloth in placed in front of the per manent stage.

The audience response was much louder in terms of laughter tonight than it
was during the opening night at Drui mfin
anyone out there?d someone responded wit|
waved at the actors. During the interval there were also a number of people
who came over to look at the sound and lighting desks, something which is not as
common in more conventional performance spaces. This is potentially to do
with a greater sense of ownershi p in the space although it could equally be
because some of the barriers which usually exist within conventional theatres
have been broken down. Indeed, aside from the floor cloth and a small line of
floor lights at the front of the performance area there s little demarcation

between the actor and audience areas. Moreover, with no proper blackout
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within the space much of the audience is in light and so attendees may be able

to see each other almost as clearly as they can see the actors.

The corridor outside of the hall is very narrow making the get -in and get-out
fairly difficult. There are also no lights outside of the venue and no power
supply. The company did not have its own large torch and so the get -out had to
be carried out with only two head -torches to light the way. Coupled with the
fact that the cast and crew are still uncertain as to how each of the components
fit togetherinthe vantheget -out di dndét finish unti/

was a 16 hour working day.

Innellan Village Hall (23/3/10)

The van pulled up alongside the fire exit of the hall and the set and lights
then had to be passed over a low wall in order to enter the hall. The entrance
used was to the right hand corner of the above image and so the set was easily
transported into the performance space. The get -in still took about six hours to
complete although this was largely to do with discussions about how best to lay
out the stage. As the crew get more accustomed to assembling the parts and
working out how the set fits into different spaces this time should be cut down
slightly. It should also be noted that despite the length of time taken to
assemble the set, none of the heavy flats could be used in this performance due
to the size of the space: they not only nee d enough width in the stage to contain
them but also enough depth to ensure that they are standing securely. This is

not available at Innellan Village Hall.

Again, there is a raised stage in the hall but this could not be used as it would

notprovide enough height for the set pieces.

hall is down stage left and so putting the floor cloth here, as with Benderloch
Victory Hall, would result in blocking the main entrance for spectators. As a
result the actors had to go o utside of the building in order to get from their
dressing room (a small committee room next to the kitchen) to the stage. Due
to the rain outside this was less than ideal. McNeill, the lighting operator, was
also concerned about the lights because they had to be placed much closer to

the stage than they were at Druimfin. This created some difficulties with

1:
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focusing as they were lighting up the majority of the stage instead of just the
section they were originally intended for. Coupled with the white cu  rved ceiling
reflecting the light back this meant that, from my position at the back of the

audience, | could see most of the room during the performance.

Figure 25 - Interior of Innellan Village Hall

During the second half of the play a mobile telephone rang and the owner got
up and walked out to answer the call. She then returned to her seat a few
minutes later which meant disturbing the rest of the row twice. It is possible
that this was just one individual as opposed to being reflective of any broader
implications of the space, although the ladies serving tea in the interval also left
the room to prepare the refreshments ten minutes before the end of the half
and returned to their seats about ten minutes into the second half. In addition
to this they talked loudly in the kitchen as they tidied up and could be clearly
heard in the main hall. This does suggest a different relationship between
spectator, space and production and, with the company feeling unable to tell

the committee what they could and could not do there is also a different
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relationship between company, space and audience than one might expect from

a more conventional performance space.

Cove Burgh Hall, Helensburgh (25/3/10)

Described as 'the vibrant hub of activities in Cove and Kilcreggan' #* this
building is fairly accessible from the surrounding area with a large car park and a
bus stop on the main road which runs alongside it. This is essential as the venue
incorporates a large hall which hosts vario us activities including weekly fair -
trade coffee mornings as well as housing the public library. Due to its multi -
purpose use one could be forgiven for viewing it as maintaining a similar position
to a village hall or community centre within its local com  munity. Nonetheless, it
Sshould be noticed that the website refer:
commas, thus suggesting that it is not viewed as completely fitting into this

category.**

The get-in was relatively straight -forward here as the van s could pull up right
next to the main entrance. Once inside there was a corner to navigate and a
few stairs to climb but each of the components easily fitted through each of the
doors. The hall space was also very large dboth wide and deep dmeaning that
all of the set and lights could be laid out on the floor. This meant that each
member of the crew could see everything clearly and could go about their tasks
as and when they wanted to, without fear
set was fully assembled by 5.30pm dtwo hours earlier than on previous nights o
and the mood was far more relaxed as a result. The actors were also able to
check into the bed and breakfast during the afternoon. Not only did this give
them time to relax but it also meant that fewer people were trying to move
around within the hall which undoubtedly had a positive impact on the
atmosphere. This is not because people were not getting along but because
everyone appeared to appreciate a little bit of time by themselvesto ge ton

with their work.

31 Cove Burgh Hall website: http://www.coveburghhall.org.uk/  [last accessed 1/10/11]

32 Cove Burgh Hall website: http://www.coveburghhall.org.uk/?q=content/about  -hall [last
accessed 1/10/11]
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Figure 26 - Exterior of Cove Burgh Hall

There was a slightly strange dynamic at the start of the day though with one
member of the committee offering suggestions about how best to place the set
within t he space. Whilst he clearly understands his building more than the
company and is aware of acoustic and sight-line issues, the company knows its
set and the show better. As a result there emerged some underlying tension
between the two as a result of con flicting senses of ownership. The committee
members were also present in the space during the day as they were responsible
for setting out a table for the box office and laying out the bar at the back of
the room. Although the cast and crew were still wo rking in the space and using
the kitchen to make meals there was a sense that they did not want to get in the
way of the committee, furthering the notion that this is their venue and their
space. This was mirrored in someemaf, t he
for example, moved both his seat and one of the lamp stands in order to get a

better view of the stage.

As the audience entered the hall it became clear that most of them knew

each other: there was a huge amount of greeting; people stood int he aisles to
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talk and went over to where others were sitting; and lots of photos were taken
of each other. Whilst one might suppose that this would lead to a greater sense
of a shared experience on behalf of the audience overall they seemed to be
much quieter in terms of responding to the show. There were, however, a
number of people who were talking through the performance (including the
ladies on the committee who were standing at the back throughout) and a
number of drinks glasses and bottles were knoc ked over as well. This was
attributed , at least in part, to the raffle at the interval and an introductory
speech where one of the committee members welcomed Mull Theatre to the
hall. #* Whilst McCrone had worked with the Martin Low (sound designer) and
George Tarbuck (lighting designer) to create a pre -set sound and lighting state
which would draw people into the fictional world being create d on stage it was
felt that the welcome speech had interrupted the illusion. By repeatedly
reminding the audience of where they were and of their outside lives, the
spectators were perhaps responding differently to the show than if they had
been observing it in a darkened auditorium where the overall event would be

designed to draw the audience into the stage world.

Brunton Theatre, Musselburgh (26/3/10 and 27/3/10)

This is the first conventional performance space visited on the tour and there
were two performances booked on consecutive nights. This meant that there
would be no get-out on the f irst night as the set could remain in the space until
the end of the second show and resulted in a much brighter mood amongst the
cast and crew. In fact, as soon as everything from the vans had been laid out in
the space (with the help of two technical staff employed at the Br  unton), the

cast and crew went to the in -house cafe for a cup of tea and a slice of cake.

233 This emerged in an informal discussion with some of the cast and crew following the
performance.
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Figure 27 - Brunton Theatre, Musselburgh

The raked seating in this venue is very steep and so the audience might feel
as though they are almost on top of the stage, regardless of how far back they
are sitting. ** It also results in good sight lines being achieved from every seat in
the auditorium. | know: | tried. The image above was taken about three
quarters of the way up the seati ng bank and highlights the sense of intimacy
being created in the venue, despite the capacity of over 200. This is then
enhanced by the way seats are allocated by the box office. Rather than filling
up the middle section first, some spectators were also placed at the side of the
auditorium and seats were filled from the front row first with gaps left between
groups. Thus, even in shows which do not sell very well there is still the sense

that the auditorium is fuller than it is.

The performance venue is located within Brunton Hall which houses a
restaurant, cafe and some of the council buildings. Whilst some conventional

theatre buildings are thought to evoke feelings of elitism, this is perhaps not the

%% This idea was further evidenced through conversations | had with a couple of members of the
cast and crew who all identified this as one of the central components in the Brunton
Theatreds identity.
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case here with a number of people entering the front doors for a variety of

reasons?* Nonetheless, to reach the theatre bar and auditorium you have to

travel through two sets of double of doors and these are closed unless there is a

show on. As a result some of trhce datitsdatnr

is still maintained.

Not only does this venue largely meet the criteria of a prototypical
performance space but it is also the closest that the tour gets to performing in
Edinburgh or Glasgow. As such it was over these nights that the maj ority of
critics came to review the production. This, along with the heightened exposure
afforded by a larger seating capacity, goes someway to suggesting why Tarbuck
chose to oversee the rigging and focusing of the lights at this venue rather than
the previous halls. | would also assert that it is indicative of an underlying
assumption which exists between the space and quality of the performance: a
conventional performance space results in a better performance and one which

requires more care and attent ion.

The audience seemed to really enjoy the show with lots of laughter and
clapping throughout both of the performances. There did seem to be a lot of
people talking during the play although | could not always make out what they
were saying. Those closer to me were usually pre -empting lines from scenes
which imitated a film or discussing a memory or experience they had in relation
to Laurel and Hardy. This suggests that the audience is made up largely of pre -
existing fans of the namesake comedy perf ormers and thus they may have
slightly different expectations regarding what they are seeing. This is reinforced
by the large number of questionnaires which have been returned stating that the

spectator(s) have never seen a theatre production before. 2%

It should also be noted that there were a number of strange occurrences
during these two performances including one man who kept playing with a
plastic bag and another, in the front row, who started to clean his ears with his
keys duri ng Hane. dhihghlights the fact tlsatgeneralisations

2% David Hutchison, The Modern Scottish Theatre (Glasgow: Molendinar Press, 1977) p.109

236 47 percent of questionnaire respondents claimed that they had never seen a theatre
production before in contrast to an average of 14 percent across the whole tour.
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about audience behaviour are essentially problematic in that the search for the

0coll ectived response often means that t|
Thus, although this chapter and the one follow ing explore some of the general

trends for theatre audiences in a range of venues this is in no way an attempt to

homogenise the overall experience.

CatStrand, New Galloway (2/4/10)

Thisis arecently constructed venue which has beenesdescr
and Gall owayds newest arts and community
understood as a Ot heat r% @isasmaltspaee witraa di t i
seating capacity of 80. This is similar to Druimfin and yet the footprint of the
buildin g on Mull is much larger resulting in a different sense of intimacy being
created. For a small venue it is well equipped with lighting bars, raked, padded
seating and numbers on each of the chairs (although seating is not reserved in
advance). Nonetheless, there are no dressing rooms and so the actors must use
one of the b oard rooms. In contrast to Druimfin, then, it appears as though the
attention was placed primarily on the au

of the cast and crew.

The get-in was fairly straight forward with a large space outside to pull up the
van and then two sets of double doors to manoeuvre through. There was a
corner to negotiate but this was quite wide and so not too problematic. It was
also made easier because of the size of the stage meaning that only three rostra
were used, instead of the usual four, and the two heavy side flats were replaced
by two black flats. The height and depth of the stage also meant th at the lift
could not be used and because the front row of t he audience is so close there
was not space for the birdies at the front of the stage .?*® As a result, some of
the afternoon was spend re -blocking certain sequences in order to factor in

missing set and lights.

237 catStrand Website: http://www.catstrand.com/  [last accessed 1/10/10]

238 This is a miniature lantern that, due to its size, is often hidden wit  hin parts of the set or
placed along the edges of the stage.
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Figure 28 - CatStrand, New Galloway
This was the promotional banner which toured with the show and was placed front of house
at each venue.

There were also a few members of staff moving around the space who stayed
out of the way but were on hand should their assistance be required: finding out
how to operate the skylight shutters, for example. This was a very different feel
to a traditional village hall in which you can sometimes feel like you are

trespassing in so®ebody el sefs home.

McCrone noted that, despite thi s venue being double the capacity of the Little
Theatre it is very reminiscent of it, both in terms of feel and design. Those in
the front row would often move their feet if the actors stepped forwards,
suggesting that they are always conscious of where t hey were and the
relationship and proximity between themselves and the stage. This is something
that can be potentially lost in larger venues which have more of an overt actor -

audience divide. Overall though the audience behaved as one would expect in a

This view is supported through Christine Hamilt
theatre touring in Scotland: The Same but Different, Rural Arts Touring in Scotland: The Case of
Theatre (Stroud: Comedia, 2004) p.70
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conventional theatre: a number stayed seated during the interval and there was

little talking during the performance. From this we can infer that it is not just

the physicality of the space which i mpac:
there are also additional factors at play. Indeed, the expectations of a how an

audience will behave at a naturalistic text -based drama in a conventional space

will differ to that of a pantomime in the same space. Similarly the behaviour of

an audience of a village hall may be as much determined by their pre -conceived

ideas of the production as much as through their relationship with the space.

Howden Park Centre, Livingston (3/4/10)

This is a new purpose-built venue and there is a clear demarcation between

the contiguous spaces of stage and auditorium.

Figure 29 - Seating at Howden Park Centre

Black has been chosen for the walls and ceiling around the stage and up to the
' iTghting box in order to pr ovagspacebuhte de s

spectators®é sections are red, providing
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performance this bright colour made the room feel more energised than had the
whole room been painted black. **° The dimming of the lights and a reduction in
the brightness of the surrounding space also meant that there was a clear divide

between the outside world and the world being created on stage

The front row of seats is positioned slightly below the front of the stage.
These are probably the worst s eats in the house in terms of sight lines and so,
with the auditorium only filled to about a third of its full capacity, they had not
been allocated. The result was that there was quite a large gap between the
actors and audience which McCrone and Hunter had to work across. When
speaking to the actors afterwards it became apparent that this required more
energy on their part as they were effectively performing across a dead space

between the stage and the audience.

Resolis Memorial Hall, Resolis (5/4/10 )

This is a traditional community hall with a strong emphasis on programming
cultural and creative events. There is a funded arts committee, made up of six
people, who book approximately ten shows a year. These tend to fall between
September and April as the surrounding area relies heavily on agriculture and so
most of the potential audience will be busy working on the land during the
summer.?* Inside, the hall fits into the conventions of a typical community
venue: there is a badminton court marked o n the floor, a hull shaped roof,
windows high up along the walls and a very high stage at one end. *** Again, the
Laurel and Hardy set will be built in front of the stage and one of the committee

rooms will be used as a dressing room.

240 Although this was my own personal perception and was not discussed with any of the other
attendees in the space, it does go some way to supporting the experiment held by Richard
Kdiller during the 1970s, and cited in chapte r four, in which it was identified that audiences
were slower to physically respond to stimulus on stage in a room devoid of decoration or
colour. lain Mackintosh, Architecture, Actor and Audience (London and New York: Routledge,
1993) p.81

41 This became evident through conversations with the voluntary promoter who oversaw the
company getting into the space and through posters and adverts on the communal notice
board.

42 The presence of a badminton court painted on to the floor is one of the key features th  at Alan
Ceserano attributed to any village hall in rural Scotland (3/3/10)
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Figure 30 - Resolis Memorial Hall, side entrance

The audience members were dressed quite smartly and there was a real sense
of occasion as they all entered. Many of them knew each other and so there was
a feeling that this was an important socia | occasion to which people came to
catch up with each other as much as they did to see the show. Indeed the
interval overran by 15 minutes and there was no lull in the personal
conversations taking place during this time. The second half did not begin un til
one of the committeem e mber s had O6di mmed the | i ght st
turning off the coloured bulbs wh ich ran the length of the hall and then made an
announcement that everyone should take their seats. It should also be noted
that for this to occur, Hilly, the stage manager, first had to ask one of the
committee members if the performance could be re -started. In a more
conventional performance space this power would have been his alone. This is
reminiscent of the conflicting senses of ownership wh ich were present in Cove
Burgh Hall; between those who metaphorically own the production and those

who metaphorically own the host venue.
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Lyth Arts Centre, Lyth (6/4/10)

William Wilson is the owner, manager and promoter of this venue and there is
an interesting mix between it being a conventional theatre space and a local,
community venue. Within the auditorium there is raked seating, rigged lights
and blackout material on the walls and yet its location in rural Caithness is not
where one might first e xpect to find an established arts centre. ** Wilson
opened this venue because he was passionate about the arts and he regularly
books theatre and music companies to perform here, offering accommodation
across from the venue to help with ease of access. He also provides a hot meal
for visiting companies so the worry about where to get food from is alleviated.
This is something which some companies have come to expect on rural tours but
which was only provided at three of the venues visited during this tour:  Lyth Arts
Centre; Resolis Memorial Hall; and Crathes Village Hall. *** It was greatly
appreciated by the cast and crew and served to break down some of the barriers

bet ween the company and the venueds CcO0mmi

The walls of the auditorium have been pai nted white and are then covered
with black fabric. This creates the effect of a black box but is arguably less
oppressive as you can see the folds of the material rather than just a solid block
of colour. It would also presumably mean that the room could be made lighter
should it be used for other purposes during the day. The floor is wooden and
slightly uneven meaning the actors have to be careful with some of their
movements to avoid tripping. The performance area is also demarcated by a
large mat whi ch serves to absorb some of the sound (as does the material on the
walls). Mull Theatre had to remove this mat as it interfered with the rostra o}

causing them to become unbalanced - but the floor cloth which was included in

.yth is near John O8Groats in the top northern
figure three on page 36 of this thesis.

244 This was mentioned during the NEAT Networking Day at Haddo House, at which one volunteer
promoter stated that some companies had arrived at the venue expecting a meal, without
being advised that there would be one, and some have tried to write it into their contracts
that it will be provided. Alt hough many of the promoters agreed that they would enjoy the
opportunity to dine and converse with the visiting companies, each had a number of other
responsibilities which meant that it was not always possible either financially or in terms of
timing (25/ 9/10)
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the set design served this purp ose to some extent. Other companies visiting the

venue may find this problematic, however.

Figure 31 - Assembling the set, Lyth Arts Centre

The | oading bay and backstage entra
onthesame side of the building as the
shared car park. This is a similar layout to Druimfin and in some ways serves to
break down the barriers which have been traditionally favoured between the
front stage and backstage worlds. It should be noted, however, that the
dressing room entrance is largely concealed from the main entrance by a turret
and so it is not completely exposed. Some spectators did walk past the entrance
during the interval though and as the actors caught snatches of their
conversations one can only assume that these audience members were equally

aware of the performersd presence.

Throughout the get -in Wilson continually appeared and offered advice to the
actors on how to get the best out of the space whilst also informing the stage

manager about when he would like the performance to begin. Whilst the space

nce

audi
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i tself contains many of the established
and the visiting companies is more akin to the committee members a t Resolis

Memorial Hall and Cove Burgh Hall, for instance. In these spaces the resident

committee had a firm idea of how the night would operate and it is the

responsibility of the company to work around that; in conventional spaces there

is more flexibil ity with the venue usually meeting the requirements of the

company. This idea is furthered by Wil s
having a 6theatre in his |living room. 0 '
get as he walks around the buil ding during the interval; appearing both in the

front -of-house areas and backstage. This is reminiscent of the relationship the
Heskeths appear to hayvé*theardonMulltatdsdaweei r 0 |
can see that Mull Little Theatre was not completely unique in terms of the

relationships which existed between the proprietor, space and audience.
An Lanntair, Stornoway (8/4/10)

Yesterday was a travel day from Lyth to Stornoway and so involved a large
number of miles being covered by sea and land. Al though technically it was a
day off from the production it was nevertheless very tiring. Ordinarily the
company has to travel to each venue on the morning of the performance and so
waking up in Stornoway meant that there was a much more relaxed starttot he
day. In addition to this, although the crew could not get into the venue until
1lam, the construction of the set was able to begin a little earlier than on some
previous days. The actors also arrived at the venue at the same time as the
crew as although they do not help with the building of the set it enabled them to
discuss the specificities of this space and any implications which it may have for

the performance.

245 Barrie Hesketh, Taking Off: The Story of Mull Little Theatre  (Inverness: New lona Press, 1997)
p.34
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Figure 32 - An Lanntair, Stornoway
Hilly, the Stage Manager, assembling the set

On the website An Lanntair looks like its name da lantern dshining out across
the harbour although during the day it looks like a fairly non -descript, salmon -
pink building, set back from the road and with limited signage. ?*® Inside the
venue the front of house areas are full of natural light with floor to ceiling
windows and it incorporates a gift shop, the box office, a bar and an exhibition
space. This is evidently a multi -purpose space which brings people in through

the front do or for a variety of reasons.

For the cast and crew the loading bay is located right next to the main
entrance to the building but it is slightly set back from the road. Once all of the
equipment had been removed from the vans the large doors to the th eatre were
closed so that no passers-by could see in, thus maintaining a distinction between
the fictional world being created in the auditorium and the world of reality
outside. Within the space the element which excited the crew most was the

presenceofa 6 magi c carpet: & a mechanised pl at

246 An Lanntair website: www.lanntair.com [last accessed 1/11/11]
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lowered allowing individuals to reach the lighting grid with greater ease and

security. In addition to this the lighting bars could also be lowered to the stage
level meaning that most of th e lights could be rigged from the stage. As such
the get-in was completed in a matter of hours and with less exertion of energy

than usual.

Inside the auditorium the front row of seats consists of blue, cushioned,
stackable chairs whilst the other row s are the more conventional, folding,
theatre seats. The show was not sold out and no seat in the front two rows had
been allocated but nor had the seats been removed. This meant that again
there was a large void which the actors had to perform across. There were also
large gaps between different groups of spectators and so, coupled with the gap
from the stage, it felt very much like a number of individuals watching the
performance as opposed to the temporary collective which | felt more strongly

in venues such as Lyth Arts Centre and CatStrand.

It should be noted that this venue, alongside hosting touring theatre
productions, is also used as the local cinema. This may explain some of the
design features of the space including the decision to have a Il of the seating
positioned at a ninety degree angle to the stage rather than have it wrap around
as was the case in the Brunton Theatre. Certainly a cinema audience would not
be able to see the screen if they were seated at an angle to it. This suggest s
that the primary purpose of the building might have been seen as a community
cinema and that the qualities necessary for live performances were considered

secondary.?’

Macphail Centre, Ullapool (9/4/10)

This morning the company were up at 5.30am havin g completed the get -out
at 11.30pm last night. The early start was dictated by the required ferry
crossing at 7.30am: the next one was not until the afternoon and would not have

|l eft enough time to build the set in

47 Through subsequent conversations with actors who have been in this space it has become
apparent that many feel it is less enjoyable than other performance spaces. This has been
attributed to the actoustics but also other qualities which they have been unable to
articulate.

adyv .
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reaching Ullapool the vans drove straight to the venue where they were
unloaded and cups of tea and coffee were had. Hunter and McCrone then went
to their accommodation da place which most of the company have stayed at

before and to which they were ver y excited about returning. **®

The Macphail Centre is a Lottery funded arts centre in the middle of Ullapool
High School and so the get-in was hindered slightly by all of the gym equipment
which is stored in the corridor: the hall is also used for sports by the school. As
it was the school holidays they were allowed free access to the building
including both the kitchen and the toilets. During term  -time, however, this
could be more difficult as one would have to consider necessary safeguarding
procedures for the pupils, again creating a different relationship between space

and company.

The show tonight only had 25 pre -booked tickets although the venue promoter
informed me that this was very good because theatre audiences are notoriously
small here. She asserted that stand -up comedy was much more likely to sell and
so that was where she focused her attention with regards to publicity. McCrone
commented later, however, that he remembered a time when playing in
Ullapool would mean having a large audienc e and he seemed disappointed by the
small ticket sales. He suggested that there was quite a defeatist attitude within
the venue and that little was being done to counteract the view that theatre is a
minority interest in the area; more time and money is b eing spent advertising
the productions which will be popular amongst the local audiences rather than

trying to push those people may not automatically be drawn to.

248 All of the cast and ¢ rew were staying at The Ceilidh Place which was established in 1920 by
actor, Robert Urquhart. This is a place which has always actively welcomed artists and was
the main base for the annual PAN networking forum in 2010 and the lodgings of choice for
most companies touring here. For more information on The Ceilidh Place please refer to its
website: www.theceilidhplace.com [last accessed 1/2/11]


http://www.theceilidhplace.com/

Chapter 5 8 Building Performances 134

Figure 33 - Inside the Macphail Centre
This image shows the cast and crew discussing any adjustments which will need to be made
to the performance.

On entering the auditorium prior to the start of the performance, the
audience spoke with hushed tones and were subdued in their responses
throughout the performance. Arguably, although this is not a conventional
theatre, the spectators seemed to behave as though it were and did not interact
with each other in the same way as | have observed in other rural halls. It
should also be noted that this is the first non -traditional performance space
which had printed tickets; it was a piece of red card with a bowler hat, the price
of the ticket and the date on it. In Resolis and Cove they handed out raffle
tickets as make-shift tickets but elsewhere they simply ticked names o ff a list.
Perhapsthen, t he audi enceds behaviour iIs as muc
devices employed from the moment one enters the building as it is to the

performance itself?
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Eden Court, Inverness (11/4/10)

In 2008 a lottery grant of £2,305,000 was given to the refurbishment of Eden
Court, Inverness.*® In contrast, Mull Theatre received £250,000 from the same
funding programme in order to build its purpose -built venue. This dramatic
difference in cost is as much reflective of the geographical lo cation as it is of
the intended purpose of the building dEden Court is a multi-purpose arts venue
and Druimfin is a production centre. Nonetheless it does go some way to

suggesting the contrasting priorities which have been assigned to each venue. #*°

In reference to architectural awards won by the redesign Eden Court in 2008,
Jim Tough, the Chief Executive of the Scottish Arts Council, noted that:

The benefits of high quality building design are not just aesthetic, good
design can | mpr oexperierceandstindulate a widerd
appetite for the arts and this in turn can increase participation in the

arts, one of the Scott®sh Arts Counci l

The suggestion here is that the space of performance plays an integral role
both in the over all experiences of the theatrical event and, moreover, that it
can serve to increase interest and participation in the arts more generally.
Inverness is the administrative centre of the Highland Council and is the main
centre of population for that region . Thus, financing the construction of a venue
which will improve participation in the arts for that area is seen as a worthwhile
venture. Considering the geographical location of Mull Theatre, providing a
0t heatred® for the i sl arsemaonnportarit. sWitlathisdi e n c

249 Scottish Arts Council, More Gongs for Inverness Theatre (21/11/08) Scottish Arts Council
Website (now archived): http://www.scottisharts.org.uk/1/latestnews/1005973.aspx [last
accessed 1/10/11]

20 According to the 2001 Scottish census the resident population of Inverness is 40,949 and, as it
is often considered t he Idegview witvaNick Feasne,25211)Hi ghl an
Eden Court is clearly catering for a large and varied demographic. The population of
Tobermory, in contrast, is only 980. The gap in the amount of public funds spent towards
these two buildings can clearly be accounted for in the number of attendees expected to use
the space then. The statistics have been taken from
http://www.scrol.gov.uk/scrol/common/home.jsp [last accessed 1/10/10]

51 Scottish Arts Council, More Gongs for Inverness Theatre (21/11/08) Scottish Arts Council
Website (now archived): http://www.scottisharts.org.uk/1/latestnews/1005973.aspx [last
accessed 1/10/11]


http://www.scottisharts.org.uk/1/latestnews/1005973.aspx
http://www.scrol.gov.uk/scrol/common/home.jsp
http://www.scottisharts.org.uk/1/latestnews/1005973.aspx
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in mind we can infer that the gap in funding given to the refurbishment of Eden

Court and the construction of an entirely new venue for Mull Theatre, coupled

with the difference in nomenclature dEden Court is formally referr ed to as a

0t heatred, Dr ui mfi ndhaghlightsa disparity in iheowaytbee nt r e

spaces are perceived externally.

Figure 34 - Exterior of Eden Court, Inverness

Despite this there are certain similarities which  can be seen between the two
venues. Both use a large amount of glass in their design and sharp lines are
employed throughout. The audience also behaves as one would expect from a
more conventional performance space with much quieter responses during the
course of the show. This is not to say that they did not sing along to the songs
they knew or speak the lines from the films before the characters on stage did;

they simply did it more quietly than in some of the village halls.

For the show itself the stage had been raised so that the front few rows
looked like they were in an orchestra pit. Whenlsaw | s| and Ni ght so

Entertainment here in 2009 the stage had been lowered so that it was on the
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same level as the front row. This was for ease of access du ring the ceilidh. %2
Coupled with the fact that the first lighting bar is quite far back, it made it

seem as thoughthesetof | s | a nd ware actuallysadship marooned out at
sea. There was far less of a gap between the set and the audience tonight and
so the production looked much more at home here: it was designed for venues

such as this after all. 2*2

Glengarry Village Hall (12/4/10)

This is the first venue visited on the tour which has production stills stuck up
in one of the rooms. There was so me concern that this venue would not be able
to accommodate the lift. This would not be the first time that this element of
the set could not be used dit did not fit at the CatStrand in New Galloway, for
instance dand so there is a second blocking optio n for the first entrance of Stan
Laurel to the stage. Nonetheless, one of the photographs which had been used
to advertise the production showed the lift in use and, having read about it in
one of the critical reviews of the show, the promoter for this ve  nue stated that
both he and his audience were excited to see it in action. In an increasingly
globalised society then, the use of a reduced set in certain venues may become
problematic as audiences are increasingly aware of what is happening elsewhere
and what they may be missing out on. Although there are perceptions of quality
embedded within different performance spaces it is arguable that this will
become less significant due to increased use of technology. This means that
audiences in rural village halls will have access to production information before
and after they see the show and so if thi
experienced in terms of set and |ighting
was, the space could fit the lift and so the aud ience were able to experience the

full set which they had been expecting.

®21 s] and Ni ght s éendEdwithethe castiplaying approximately six known ceilidh
dances and the audience being invited to join in. Although only a few people participated in
the village halls | observed the performance in, not one person danced at Eden Court dthe
most conventional performance space that | saw it in.

253 Although the rehearsal process was used to explore different blocking on the fulland r  educed
sets, it is undoubtedly the case that the production was primarily designed for the larger
venues as this was where the majority of critical reviews were produced and where the
majority of people would see the performance (in terms of spec tator numbers, not the
number of performances).
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The venue appears to be continually in use with the travelling chiropodist
using what will become the actorso6 dress.i
room, a heritage centre and a picnic area and shinty pitch outside. The local
community does appear to be fairly scattered but there are a number of houses

and a school nearby and a number of people have passed through the hall for

various reasons.

Bl \J'«l

IO PR

Figure 35 - Interior Glengarry Village Hall

Inside the hall looks very modern but in keeping with the design of a
traditional village hall which usually incorporates a hull -shaped ceiling and a
badminton court marked out on the floor. There are deep pin k blinds which
cover the windows running along the wall but the skylights (which can be seen in
the top right -hand corner of figure 35 above) did not have any form of blackout
material. As a result the lights in the first half of the show were not seen to the
full effect as they were largely counteracted by the natural light which still
entered the room. This is particularly tru e because the light paint which has
been chosen for the walls reflects both the natural daylight and the stage

lighting. Althoug h the lights proved to be a slight problem, acoustically this
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venue was one of the best. This was largely due to a red board which had been
placed on the back wall to refract the sound waves. This was pointed to us by
the promoter when, during the sound check, the actors claimed that it sounded

as though they were singing into microphones.

Each year the venue hosts about six showsfunded by the Scottish Arts Council

but it also puts on other events such as
popular. Mull Theatre is a frequent visitor here and prior to the performance

starting there seemed to be real excitement from the audience about what they

were going to see. On the questionnaires they were asked to complete there is

a section asking what previou s Mull Theatre shows the participant has seen. **

Most people have accurately written down the names and some even came up

and asked me to name the show that they were describing. It seems that there

is a very loyal following for Mull Theatre here.

Falkirk FTH, Falkirk (15/4/10)

Like the Brunton Theatre, this is a municipally owned theatre in the same
complex as the Sheriffds Court and the Ci
19706s concrete and glass buil di adgrefand al
to the Council activities which take place in the venue and not the theatre
space. The loading bay for the stage is located at the back of the building and
so the company unloading the van is hidden from the view of those using the
complex during the day. Not only does this help to maintain the illusion of the
theatrical world being created on stage in the evening but, moreover, it also
ensures that there is nothing blocking the car park and other buildings in the

locale.

%4 For a copy of the questionnaire please refer to appendix three.
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Figure 36 - Interior Falkirk FTH

Once inside the auditorium the space felt more like a collage than a unified
auditorium. There were, for instance, different coloured seats for the stalls and
gallery and cream coloured walls with a wooden dido rail at about waist height
and shabby, red, velvet curtains hanging down from the ceiling. There was also
a large gap between the stage and the front row of the audience and the sides

of the seating bank and the walls.

There were a number of Laurel and Hardy fans in the house tonight who
offered a running commentary on each of the film sequences, joined in with the
singing and often pre -empted the spoken lines. This was not popular amongst all
of the spectators however and from my back row position | could se e people
visibly relaxing when the autobiographical scenes began and no one was able to
guote them. There were also two people in different parts of the auditorium
who were filming certain sections on their phones, one of whom was quietly

reprimanded by t he usher during the show.


























































































































































































































































































































































































