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Evaluation 
 

Note 

This evaluation has been carried out by David Edwards on behalf of Aldeburgh Productions, for Tête à 

Tête.  In the course of the evaluation, David Edwards had conversations with the Director, Bill Banks-

Jones, the Aldeburgh Almeida Opera Producer, Patrick Dickie, and Aldeburgh Productions Chief 

Executive Jonathan Reekie.  In addition to seeing the performance at Cambridge Arts Theatre and 

reading the reviews, David Edwards analysed the audience feedback forms from each venue, and the 

financial statements.  The format of the evaluation is based on the company’s originally stated aims and 

objectives for the project. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The project was introduced to the Arts Council as follows: 

 

PUSH!  builds on another of Tête à Tête’s long-standing relationships, this time with composer David 

Bruce (Seven Tons of Dung, part of Shorts, 1999-2001, and Has it Happened Yet, part of Six-Pack,  

2002.)  For this opera David is collaborating with librettist Anna Reynolds, (highly accomplished 

novelist, playwright and television writer,) PUSH! is a series of snapshots of mothers-to-be at the very 

point of giving birth. 

 

David Bruce writes: “PUSH! combines the comic and the tragic; the epic and the deeply personal; the 

surreal and the everyday, in an intense and vivid portrait of one of the most extreme, and yet the most 

normal and natural events that a human being can go through – the process of giving birth.  

 

“PUSH!  continues the Tête à Tête tradition of building a great evening’s entertainment out of a series 

of sketch-like scenes.  The opera is structured as a series of birth experiences, each centering on the 

mother’s journey, and coming directly out of her perceptions of the world - however bleak, ecstatic, 

distorted or just plain gas-and-air’d those perceptions are.  Inter-cutting the high drama of these scenes, 

we follow the gentle, nascent romance between Caretaker and Cleaner as they go about their work on 

the labour ward. When, in the final scene we follow Cleaner’s own process of giving birth, Push! 

becomes more than just a series of stories – it becomes a celebration of the pure power and life force 

bound up in every labouring mother.” 

 

PUSH!  is a very unusual project for Tête à Tête in that the developmental phase was virtually complete 

before the company became involved.  PUSH! is one of the two remaining finalists in the Genesis 

Opera project, and has had a series of workshops under the wing of Aldeburgh Productions.  In the 

build up to the most recent workshops (March 2005), Bill Bankes-Jones was invited in as a mentor, 

discussing drafts with the composer on an almost daily basis.   

 

Through this process, it soon became apparent that David Bruce is creating a really remarkable, 

challenging yet accessible piece of work, and that through his development as an opera composer with 

Tête à Tête has acquired such a strong visual sense of theatre and high production values that 

Aldeburgh alone didn’t have the resources to deliver the quality of production and exposure that this 

opera deserves - hence the plan to co-produce with Tête à Tête and this element of the application. 
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We would like to deliver 5 performances of PUSH! at the Riverside Studios in London (February 

2006,) before 5 performances on tour throughout the UK, including one at Aldeburgh.  (March 2006.)   

 

The opera represents a major growth in scale for our touring work (13 instruments, 8 singers,) though 

almost exactly the same size as our producton of Vivaldi’s Orlando Plays Mad, BAC, 2000, (12,8).  

This leap in scale is very much compensated for by the selling power of our co-producers, which 

already seems to make it far easier to secure tour bookings, and the content of the narrative, which 

again provides a potentially invaluable way in for new audiences.  This growth in size and profile for 

the company is in turn absolutely invaluable in the thrust of this overall plan, building Tête à Tête a 

secure base from which to produce the final phase of A Shetland Odyssey.  With allowance for early 

planning of future projects, this programme as a whole also at last allows Tête à Tête the regular public 

presence so vital in confronting our disappointing audience figures for Family Matters, and in 

strengthening the company as a whole. 

 

We intend to deliver a series of educational workshops to support the project, along the lines of the 

extended schools’ programme delivered as part of Family Matters in which we worked with 247 young 

people. Workshops were tailored to the needs of each school, venue and LEA. These needs were 

identified over a series of discussions with teachers, venue education officers and artists. We offered a 

range of workshops looking at performance skills, composition, design and technical skills and artistic 

collaboration ranging in intensity from 2 hour sessions to full days with 6 artists. Workshops were 

available for musicians and non-musicians and were supported by an extensive education pack.  We 

expect to conduct at least one workshop around each venue. 

 
PUSH! was performed at Riverside Studios from 18th to 24th June 2006; at Shrewsbury Music Hall as part of 

Shrewsbury Summer Season on 28th June, at Cambridge Arts Theatre on 5th and 6th July, and at The Corn 

Exchange Newbury as part of the Newbury Comedy Festival on 12th July. 

 

Workshops were created for Tete-a-Tete by CHROMA and were delivered at Connections, Adelaide Street, 

London in June/July 2006.  There is a separate report on the Workshops provided by CHROMA. 

 

 

2. Aims 

 
Tête à Tête’s Mission Statement: 

 

To bring uplifting, surprising, daring and intimate opera productions of the highest quality to the widest 

possible public. 

 

 

Tête à Tête aims to achieve this by: 
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• presenting opera in unusual, innovative and imaginative ways to the highest possible standard. 

• widening access to opera through both participation and through the development of new audiences, 

performing in English and in unusual venues and formats. 

• developing the repertoire through the commissioning of new operas, translations and orchestrations. 

• contributing to the personal development of authors, performers artistic personnel and all other staff 

while creating the best possible working conditions. 

• operating efficiently, creatively, generously, and professionally. 

Specific aims for PUSH! 

• to create a major new production of exceptional originality 

• to deliver 10 performances of this production across the UK 

• to make these performances reach as wide and broadly-based audience as we can 

• to use the subject matter (birth) to draw in as many newcomers to opera as we can 

• to re-define and invigorate the art form of opera 

• to re-invigorate and inspire the company of artists 

• to surround the whole project with a highly developed education programme involving as many young 

people as we can 

Marketing: 

 

Our target audience is: people who already enjoy contemporary opera, people who enjoy opera but do not 

normally attend new work, as well as people who never attend opera events. For our last show 11% of the 

audience had never attended an opera and 32% had never attended a new opera. This segment of our intended 

audience is very important to us and we cultivate it carefully via targeted campaigns and workshops. 

 3. Evaluation 

The following methods were used to assist the process of evaluation: 

 

• audience feedback surveys 

• company feedback surveys 

• press reports 

• venue feedback.   

 

 

Analysis  

 

a: Audience feedback 

 

Each member of the audience was given a feedback form at all performances.  The return rate for feedback 

forms was as follows:               

 

 Riverside   93 forms returned out of 619 attenders (15%) 

 Shrewsbury   23 forms returned out of 110 attenders (21%) 
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 Cambridge   43 forms returned out of 220 attenders (20%) 

 Newbury   40 forms returned out of 125 attenders (32%) 

 

 Overall    199 forms returned out of 1074 attenders (19%) 

 

Summaries of the feedback forms for each venue form part of the appendix to this report, but as a general 

overview: 

(1 = disliked, 5 = liked) 

 

 72.4% rated the music at 4 or 5  

 

56.8% rated the words at 4 or 5 – this figure was lower as several respondents commented that they 

could not hear the words sufficiently clearly (see Audience Comments) 

 

64.4% rated the singing at 4 or 5 – again there was some negativity on the grounds of intelligibility 

 

 77.9% rated the direction at 4 or 5 

 

 79.4% rated the acting at 4 or 5 

 

 88.5% rated the costume and set at 4 or 5 

 

Although there were some variations between the venues, the pattern of approval was remarkably similar across 

all of them, with the Riverside (the first venue, also in London where the audience may be expected to be a little 

more sophisticated) scoring more critical numbers 1, 2 and 3 in all categories, but these were mostly single 

figures. 

 

The response shows that the audience perception was that Tête à Tête delivered a high-quality 

production, with the majority enjoying the music and high production values. 

 
The feedback forms also asked the respondents a number of personal questions.  Although it would be unwise 

to extrapolate conclusive figures from the proportion of forms returned (although nearly 20% overall is a not 

unreasonable percentage return), the data is nevertheless interesting in the light of Tête à Tête’s objectives: 

 

All venues: 10.6% of attenders had never seen an opera before, and 26.1% had only seen one in the 

last 10 years.  Again, the out-of-London venues had a higher proportion of attenders 

who had not seen an opera before – e,g, 17.5% of the Newbury respondents. 

 

 49.2% had never seen a NEW opera, and for 19.6% it had been in the last 10 years.  

Again, out of London the figure was much higher – 47.8% in Shrewsbury, 62.8% in 

Cambridge and as high as 75% in Newbury. 

 

 70.4% had never seen a show by Tête à Tête before, although a smattering of people 

appeared to be company followers, who claimed to have seen a Tête à Tête show in the 

last 3 months, 6 months and last year. 

 

In terms of the company’s objectives of widening access to opera, PUSH! appears to have been very 

successful in attracting new audiences to opera.  Combined with the earlier statistics relating to their 

enjoyment, it would be fair to assume that – given an appropriate piece – this new audience would be 

prepared to visit both Tête à Tête and New Opera again in the future.  It will be important for the 

company and the funders to take this on board in terms of building audiences for New Opera, 

particularly outside of London.  
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Qualitative responses:  audiences were invited to give general comments on the performance.  The vast majority 

of those taking up this opportunity were very favourable (see Appendix) with people commenting on its 

originality, its bravery and its production values.  A very small minority were disparaging, with some people 

having a rant against what they saw as the show’s banality.  A common criticism from all venues was the 

intelligibility issue, although there were different views as to whether this was a problem with the diction of the 

singers, or the volume of the orchestral playing.  As the numbers demonstrate, however, this did not in general 

have an adverse reaction to the overall enjoyment of the piece. 

 

Age breakdown:  The opera appears to have attracted the majority of people in their middle years; for all 

venues, 41.7% of respondents were aged 25 – 45 (child-bearing years!) with 36.2% aged 45 – 64.  Only 1% was 

under 20, but perhaps the subject matter did not appeal to this age group. 

 

The company managed to reach a broad age-range, the largest group encouragingly under 45. 

 

Interestingly, a lot of the very positive comments came from people who had not seen an opera before, or only 

very rarely.  It was perhaps disappointing therefore that only 32.7% of the total asked to be kept informed of 

future Tête à Tête productions: perhaps they expected that they would hear about any new productions via the 

venue brochure.  Certainly in the provincial venues there appeared to be added gratitude that the production had 

been seen in their venue (“thanks for coming out of London”). 

 

b: Company feedback 

 

Following the production, Tête à Tête issued a similar feedback form to members of the Company and the 

creative team. The response showed that the company were extremely committed to the project, and had 

enjoyed the process: the typical response was: 

 

 “Very much enjoyed taking part, thought David’s music and the concept and plot of the Opera 

first rate.” 

 

“Very much enjoyed the atmosphere and style of the company” 

 

The composer and librettist were both very pleased with the support they had been given, both saying that they 

could not think of any way that the production could have been improved. 

 

The company did not even appear to have been particularly exercised about the rates of pay:  one  cast member 

thought “the rate of pay for the rehearsals was great, as was the money for subsistence.  However, I think the 

per show fee should be a little more in line with other companies like ETO and Holland Park”.  Given the 

resources available to Tête à Tête, however, this is likely to remain an aspiration. 

 

The Director and his team are to be congratulated in having managed to create a committed, enthusiastic 

company to work on the production, whose enthusiasm for the work was clearly evident in performance. 

 

c: Press reviews 

 

The production was widely covered in the national press, with general acclaim. 

 

The Times: 4 stars – “vibrant and relevant” June 21, 2006 

 

Sunday Times: “the unlikely subject of childbirth makes for great opera” June 25, 2006  
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The Independent: “a tone and style that worked … exuberant flair, just enough touches of sensitivity, and a fine 

sense of timing”  “Bill Bankes-Jones directed with aplomb” June 21, 2006 

 

Independent on Sunday: “a remarkable work: wise, sympathetic and frequently hilarious” June 25, 2006 

 

The Guardian: 3 stars – “brave, hard-hitting entertainment, both celebratory and painful, though it has its flaws 

… finely conducted by Tim Murray and brilliantly acted and sung by an ensemble cast” June 22 2006 

 

The Telegraph: “wonderfully entertaining … a rollercoaster ride … Bruce’s score is buoyantly inventive … the 

versatile cast of eight performs with irresistible panache” June 23, 2006 

 

Press reviews – from the performances at Riverside – were with very little exception uniformly positive 

about all aspects of the production, which would have been very useful as part of the marketing 

campaign for the tour. 

 

d: Venues 

 

Venue feedback forms were circulated and returned at the end of the project. 

 

Riverside reported that their audiences generally enjoyed the performance immensely, and their feedback was 

very good.  Production values were first-class “if a little ambitious”, and there was some criticism of the design 

– “a great deal of stress would have been avoided if the set had been designed to be more flexible”.  The 

Director however was able to respond to Riverside’s comments, and it is worth quoting his response in full: 

 

“It took FOREVER to get proper plans out of the Riverside, and when we did they were 

wrong.  The clearance above the set was marked at 6.20 metres, we made a set 6m tall (so 

20 cm clearance).  Simon our Production Manager even phoned them up to confirm this 

measurement.  Then when we arrived, we discovered that for whatever reason, the true 

measurement for this clearance was 5.70 metres – so very unhappily the first day and a half 

of the tech was taken up pointlessly winching up lighting bars because the Riverside had 

supplied the wrong measurements in the first place” 

 

It is vital for companies such as Tête à Tête, who have no theatre base from which to work, to have a 

good working relationship with a partner theatre who can work with them to launch each project, either 

as a co-producer sharing costs and resources, or simply a host venue that can supply necessary resources.  

It would obviously also be useful to develop a relationship with a regular partner theatre, so that there is 

a familiarity with logistics and not a steep learning curve on each new occasion, e.g. in getting to grips 

with the venue’s dimensions. 

 

Chris Eldon Lee at Shrewsbury Music Hall reported universally excellent feedback, although he was 

disappointed in audience numbers despite the national press reviews and keeping the price accessible.  He saw 

the booking as a “golden opportunity” to experiment with the new theatre – coming on stream in 2008 – very 

much in mind. 

 

The production was warmly welcomed by the regional venues, and repeat bookings would appear to be a 

real possibility, given agreement on the nature of the product, and the cost.  It is important if new 

audiences are to be developed for new opera in particular that venues are given some funding support to 

help under-write tours such as these, as the company should not be put in a position where it has to 

compromise standards or undervalue its participants in order to keep its fees low. 

 

4. Outcomes 
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A: GENERAL AIMS OF THE COMPANY 

• presenting opera in unusual, innovative and imaginative ways to the highest possible standard. 

It is clear from both audience response, critics and personal experience, that the production of PUSH! 

met this general aim.   Presentation values were consistently highly rated in audience feedback, and 

served to make “new opera” extremely accessible to an audience that had had very little experience of 

any kind of opera, let alone “new opera”.   

 

• widening access to opera through both participation and through the development of new 

audiences, performing in English and in unusual venues and formats. 

Audience feedback forms show that PUSH! attracted a good proportion of people new to opera, and 

while the reason given for attending may appear quite often to be quite passive (someone told me about 

it/someone else bought the ticket), they did enjoy the production once they got to the theatre.  Only a 

third of respondents asked to be put on the company’s mailing list, so it is too early to say whether these 

audiences would return to another opera (say, on a less accessible subject) but there is clear evidence 

that the majority of attenders enjoyed their experience, so hopefully would want to repeat it.  The 

Director has revealed the difficulty in getting venues to accept the show, but the evidence from the 

feedback from the regional venues shows how much people value shows like this touring to their own 

town, and the Arts Council should be encouraged to help as much as it can in encouraging regional 

venues to take companies such as Tête à Tête, where availability of finance is an issue.  It will be 

important not to lose the momentum that this tour has started to create, and opportunities should be 

taken of developing these new relationships. 

 

• developing the repertoire through the commissioning of new operas, translations and 

orchestrations. 

PUSH! was in quite an advanced state when Tête à Tête came on board, but the company is to be 

congratulated on taking on the piece and developing it to its final outcome.  The Composer and 

Librettist both expressed their delight in the way the project was brought to a conclusion. 

 

 

 

 

• contributing to the personal development of authors, performers artistic personnel and all other 

staff while creating the best possible working conditions. 

I have not been able to evaluate this specifically, although clearly the feedback from the company was 

extremely positive, both in terms of working with the Composer (who has worked with the company 

before) and the Director and creative team, while the composer has expressed his complete satisfaction 

with the process. 

 

• operating efficiently, creatively, generously, and professionally. 

From what I have seen, the project has been handled professionally and efficiently.  Marketing was 

creative and of a high standard, and effective in attracting new audiences, and the project overall came 

in on target. 

 

B: SPECIFIC COMPANY AIMS FOR PUSH! 

 

• to create a major new production of exceptional originality 

Achieved. 
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• to deliver 10 performances of this production across the UK 

There were only 9 performances in all, 5 in London and 4 in the regions.  The director explained how 

difficult it had been to get venues to book new opera, the chief reason being one of economics, and as it 

was Tête à Tête had to accept lower fees and splits than it could in reality afford, given its budget:  

original budgeted income from the tour fees was £24,000, but the outturn was £8,800.  ACE were kept 

abreast of progress in booking the tour, and agreed that 9 performances was acceptable.  Given the 

difficulties of reducing budgeted costs for a project such as this, the ACE are encouraged to review how 

it can best support the touring of New Opera, either by enabling companies such as Tête à Tête to create 

budgets that can offer work at a low fee, or has been suggested above, offering support for venues to 

encourage them to take the risk. 

 

• to make these performances reach as wide and broadly-based audience as we can 

The audience data captured via the feedback forms is too limited to draw any real conclusions in respect 

of this aim.  There was some diversity of age, with a good spread between the ages of 25 and 65.  The 

under 25s are a notoriously difficult age group to target, with Shrewsbury and Newbury showing hardly 

anyone at all in this age bracket – not surprisingly, Cambridge did much better in attracting an audience 

from this group.  No data exists to show breadth in any other category, although the Riverside venue 

report notes that the audience profile was not as diverse as they had hoped. 

 

• to use the subject matter (birth) to draw in as many newcomers to opera as we can 

Undoubtedly the show did well in introducing new people to opera.  It is not clear what aspect of the 

show attracted them (we know how they found out, but not what then made them want to buy – this 

may be a useful question to ask in future).  Certainly the qualitative feedback shows that most people 

were not disappointed – on the contrary, they had a good evening’s entertainment.  (Another useful 

question to ask with hindsight might be – based on this evening’s experience, will you attend another 

New Opera in the future?) 

 

• to re-define and invigorate the art form of opera 

Given the number of newcomers to the artform and their obvious delight in many aspects of the 

production, the production can certainly be said to have invigorated the artform.  I would find it hard to 

judge whether the artform had been re-defined by this production, except insofar as it was presented in 

a way that was very accessible (with the exception of the often-repeated problem of intelligibility).  The 

reviews in the media made very positive comments regarding David Bruce’s score, e.g. the Telegraph 

called it “buoyantly inventive”, although the Guardian saw influences of Stravinsky, Weill and Janacek 

(to which list the Independent on Sunday added Piazzola and Britten).  The Sunday Times’ critic says 

of the music: 

 “There is depth here as well as surface, and a sense of tonal pacing that is more than merely ‘effective’ 

“. 

 

• to re-invigorate and inspire the company of artists 

The feedback from members of the company indicates a very enjoyable production process, with a 

committed ensemble inspired by the work.  This certainly came over in performance.  

 

• to surround the whole project with a highly developed education programme involving as many 

young people as we can 

Outreach workshops for PUSH! were created by CHROMA and held at Connections at St. Martins in 

London.  These workshops were held in connection with the presentation of PUSH! at Riverside 

Studios. They are subject to a separate evaluation by CHROMA who in summary feel that the project 

successfully met its aims and objectives.  . 
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C:  MARKETING 

 

The company adopted a coherent approach across all promotional material that was then carried through most 

effectively into the design of the production, with its imagery of a real-life baby and jelly babies – to the extent 

of giving each member of the audience a bag of (sponsored) jelly babies, a nice touch that was referred to a 

number of times in the audience feedback!   

 

The project was aimed at both those who already enjoy contemporary opera, and people who never attend opera 

events. Tête à Tête report that for their last show, 11% of the audience had never attended an opera and 32% 

had never attended a new opera; audience feedback forms for PUSH! show that again, near 11% (actually 

10.6%) had never seen an opera, but as many as 49.2% had never seen a new opera.  This is a significant 

improvement in attracting new audiences for the artform. 

 

The largest group of people generally came as a result of word of mouth, and a high proportion of people came 

because someone else bought the ticket.  (Does this indicate that there were a lot of parties?)  Regionally, the 

venue’s brochure played a big part in attracting an audience (43.5% of the Shrewsbury audience and 30.2% of 

the Cambridge audience claimed to have been attracted to come as a result of the venue’s brochure, whereas at 

Riverside, the Tête à Tête mailing list and word of mouth were much more persuasive triggers).  Riverside 

respondents highlighted Time Out as a key persuader, while regionally the venue brochure shows how 

important developing a relationship with each venue and its particular audience is.  The warmth expressed, for 

example, by Shrewsbury audiences at having a touring company such as Tête à Tête in their own “home” venue 

is something that should be built upon in successive years. 

 

There was some criticism from Riverside that the marketing agency took very little active involvement in the 

promotion of the run, and they would have preferred less money spent on “style” than on direct marketing 

tactics that would have had an impact on sales.  Audiences at Riverside were slow to book, although they felt 

the final figures were “reasonable”. 

 

It is perhaps disappointing (noted, for example, by the venue manager at Shrewsbury) that the excellent press 

reviews from Riverside did not result in more regional sales. 

 

 

D:  FINANCIAL OUTTURN 

 

Total budgeted income for the project was £216,628, including £37,600 from Box Office and tour revenue, and 

£155,524 of subsidy.  The outturn as at 28th July showed that Box Office and tour income was well below 

expectation at only £15,500 (it has already been noted above that the tour was shorter than originally planned), 

and a shortfall in fund-raising income, including specific support for the Education project, led to the overall 

total income falling short by £34,878.   

 

However, partly thanks to the 3% contingency not being required, expenditure also was much less than 

budgeted, bringing the project in with a creditable small surplus. 

 

The reduction in performances from 10 to 9 obviously helped the expenditure budget.  Salaries and fees came in 

under budget, with only the set costs going over budget to any significant degree.  Touring and activity costs 

were considerably under budget, as were budgeted Education workshop costs. 

 

The project resulted in a surplus (as at 28th July) of £718, which means that it to all intents and purposes broke 

even. 
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6: CONCLUSION 

 

PUSH!  appears to have met all the Company’s general aims, and most of the specific aims as set out in its Arts 

Council application.  It created an innovative, entertaining and accessible evening of musical theatre that 

introduced a significant number of people to new opera, which was also highly praised by those who already 

had some experience of opera-going.  The one recurrent criticism was the intelligibility of the text at certain 

points in the opera. 

 

The production used innovative marketing and adopted a coherent design concept across the piece. 

 

Venues appear to have been pleased with the outcome, the regional venues in particular welcoming the 

availability of new opera on tour. 

 

The project came in within budget. 

 

 

 

David Edwards © 

September 2006 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 1 

 

Report on Outreach Workshops for PUSH! created for Tete-a-Tete by CHROMA 

Workshops held at Connections at St Martins, Adelaide Street, London in June/July 2006. 

 

This series of workshops continues the relationship formed between Tete-a-Tete and homeless shelter 

Connections through projects related to the past productions Six Pack and Canticles. For the 2006 

production of PUSH!, the outreach project focused on the women’s group at Connections at St. 

Martin’s. This support group meets every two weeks and is open to women of all ages. 

 

The remit for the project was to enable clients from the women’s group to attend a performance of 

PUSH! at the Riverside Studios, Hammersmith and follow this up with a series of three workshops 

held at Connections during the time allotted to the women’s group. 

 

Project aims and objectives: 

• to make opera more accessible to all sections of the community and build new audiences. 

• to devise workshop content that utilises material or themes from current opera productions. 

• to promote working relationships between creative artists and the wider community. 

• to foster creativity and help boost self-confidence and self-worth in individuals taking part. 

• to continue building upon existing creative partnerships. 

 

Introductory Session: 

Session run by Stuart King 
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The main purpose of this session is to encourage clients to attend the performance of PUSH! at the 

Riverside Studios on 22 June 2006. Denise Lilley, the leader of the women’s group, has been helping 

drum up interest in the performance and the workshops in the Connections centre. The client group is 

by nature very transient and there were only three clients present at this session. 

 

The idea behind the workshops and the themes covered in the opera PUSH! were explained to the 

group. As a group we talked about what makes an opera and what their expectations of attending and 

opera were. Some of the themes of the opera were also discussed. We talked about the kind of things 

that we might work on in the workshops and how they might react to this. Most of the clients thought 

it was an interesting topic for an opera, although one older lady was concerned about watching 

anything too graphically concerned with childbirth. When the idea of singing or acting in the 

workshops was raised, most of the clients were against the idea at this stage. 

 

The session ended with a short impromptu performance to clients and staff. 

 

Performance Attendance: 

22 June 2006 -  Riverside Studios 

8 clients and 2 staff attended performance 

 

Fantastic to see so many clients attending the performance, which is testament to support of the project 

by Denise and her colleagues. All guests were met at the box office and issued with their tickets and 

programmes. All of the clients and staff were looking forward to the show. 

 

Workshop 1: 

30 June 2006 - Connections at St Martin’s 

Stuart King – leader Elena Hull – double bass 

4 clients – Barbara, Carole, Susannah & Marie-Francoise 

2 staff – Denise & Dawn 

 

The project as a whole was introduced owing to some of the clients present not having attended the 

performance. We then talked about the idea behind the workshops - that being to examine what 

constitutes an opera and to work together creatively with these different elements: words, music and 

drama. In addition we would discuss the themes covered in the opera itself. 

 

Referring back to the performance we talked about what the clients had enjoyed most about the 

performance, how their perception of opera had changed, what their favourite bits were etc. This 

helped to communicate some of the excitement of the experience to those clients that hadn’t made it to 

the Riverside Studios. 

 

We also talked about music in general – the kinds of music the clients liked to listen to, their favourite 

songs etc. 

 

Workshop starts with some gentle singing warm-ups. Even at this stage some of the clients show 

trepidation at singing in front of one another. The warm-ups are designed to help build confidence in 

singing – starting with humming any note at all, getting louder and softer when indicated and also 

sliding up and down in pitch when shown. Gradually the pitch homes in on a unison as everyone starts 

to relax. Progress from humming to open-mouthed ‘aahh!’ sound. Again sliding up and down in pitch 
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and returning to unison. Next we try singing a few notes of a scale up and down. By now everyone is 

singing. 

 

Next we sing a simple playground round that everyone knows, although one of the clients is French 

and doesn’t know the round she picks it up quickly. This starts with everyone singing together. Next 

the group is split into two and the two groups sing independently. This is really successful and 

everyone is singing confidently. Lastly we try splitting into three. This is a bit more of a challenge as 

there are only eight people, meaning one group is just two people. We manage it though and the sound 

is really very good in spite of that initial nervousness. 

 

To finish off the singing session we sing songs that are suggested by the clients – Scarborough Fair 

and an Irish folk song, which everyone learns and sings together. Brilliant. 

 

To give the clients a break the musicians give a short performance of a South American Milonga by 

Piazzolla. 

 

To wrap up the session we have a discussion about what it’s like to actually give birth. Several of the 

women haven’t had children, so those that have explain to the rest of us the emotions and experiences 

they have had. Then we explore what it would be like to put oneself in the position of some of the 

women featured in PUSH! Maddy, the prisoner who has to give up her baby for immediate adoption 

and Mary, who finds she is expecting quintuplets. This is a fascinating exchange of ideas and 

experiences, which sees everyone contributing. 

 

Workshop 2: 

7 July 2006 -  Connections at St Martins 

Stuart King – leader Elena Hull – double bass 

5 clients – Yvonne, Minnie, Barbara, Vicky, Marie-Francoise 

3 staff – Denise, Dawn & Angela 

 

Session began with introductions and a project outline to explain to newcomers why we are there. 

Straight into vocal warm-ups as outlined in first session and sing through the round again. This time 

it’s much more successful due in part to the larger number of people attending. There is still some 

initial reluctance however from some clients but by the end of the warm ups everyone is singing 

confidently. We then sing some songs together again: Scarborough Fair, The Big Ship Sails, 3 Bonnie 

Girls from Bannion and Somewhere Over the Rainbow.  

 

We spend some time working on Somewhere Over the Rainbow as it is difficult but most of the clients 

have a good try. 

 

The next half of the session is devoted to looking at on of the scenes from the opera. Nimmy the 

football-obsessed teenager is a great scene and one that will work well with the varied levels of skill 

and confidence of the client group. We start by reading through the scene together. Some of the clients 

are reluctant to take on a part for the read through, but with a little encouragement agree in the end. 

One of the clients doesn’t read well so she is partnered with one of the staff to shout out the crowd 

lines. The read-through goes well and some clients really shine. The staff are clearly really enjoying 

themselves too. 
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To finish the session we attempt to act out the scene. This suggestion meets with much opposition and 

most of the clients are not happy to take part. As it is the very end of the session one of the clients, 

who is very enthusiastic to take the main role, the staff and visiting artists run through an enactment of 

the scene with some of the other clients doing the crowd lines off-stage. This is something to work on 

in the next (final) session. 

 

Workshop 3: 

14 July 2006 - Connections at St Martin’s 

Stuart King – leader Elena Hull – double bass 

3 Clients - Barbara, Marie-Francoise, Eileen 

2 staff – Denise & Dawn 

 

Introduction and project outline for newcomer. Also outline timetable for this the last session. 

 

Begin with vocal warm-ups again as before. This time we sing some other familiar songs together to 

help gain confidence: Yellow Submarine and My Darling Clementine. Although the group was quite 

small again this week, once again due to the hot weather, the singing was enjoyed by everyone. 

 

Next week look at the monologue from the opera – Angela’s Song. This is a moving scene from the 

opera and the words are split up into sections. All of us clients, artists and staff take a section each and 

read it out loud. We work on this adding emphasis to important words and feelings. 

 

Next we return to Nimmy’s scene from last session. Not all the clients from last session are here this 

week so we have to split the parts up again. We spend time reading through and start to act out the 

scene. Those clients that are not happy to become actors try their hands at ‘directing’. This is a very 

successful way of including everyone in the creative process. The directors place the actors in position 

and indicate what they should be doing at a given point in the action. The results are brilliant with 

everyone really throwing themselves into their characters. 

 

Finally we give a brief performance starting with us all reading out Angela’s Song and moving into 

position to perform Nimmy’s scene. 

 

 

FEEDBACK: 

 

In the feedback received from the staff and clients attending the final session there was an 

overwhelming positive response to having taken part in the project as a whole. All of the clients 

enjoyed the experience of attending an opera and would do so again if the opportunity arose. Similarly 

all clients would be interested in taking part in creative workshops again. 

 

Staff commented that the visiting artists were excellent at engaging the clients and that most of the 

activities were pitched appropriately for the clients. It was felt that group activities worked best, 

particularly singing, which was the most successful activity overall. Some clients felt intimidated 

when asked to perform a task alone. This was most in evidence in the read through sessions and the 

drama.  
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The staff leader was concerned that some of the subject matter of the opera might prove too painful for 

some of the clients but she was happy that her fears were dispelled upon attending the performance 

and receiving such positive feedback from the clients. 

 

 

SUMMARY: 

 

Overall the project successfully met its aims and objectives.  

Some of the activities planned for the project were not as successful as others. Singing was very 

popular and all clients joined in. There was a noticeable improvement in clients’ ability, self-

confidence and enthusiasm for this task. The read-throughs were moderately successful. Two clients 

were not native English speakers but this did not hinder their ability, nor their enthusiasm to take part 

in this task. Another client had reading difficulties, which necessitated discreet handling in front of the 

other clients. The least successful task was drama. More drama based warm-up activities were needed 

to help build client confidence in this area. Given the short amount of time available in each session 

and the project as a whole, this area of activity was not fully explored. 

 

There were no problems concerning conduct or client behaviour, though none was expected. At times, 

some clients were reluctant to engage in parts of some sessions, mainly due to fatigue or hunger. One 

particularly exhausted client was happy to take part in some activities but dropped out when too tired. 

The individual’s boundaries were respected at all times. 

 

Attendance at the sessions was quite low but this was due almost exclusively to the unusually hot 

weather, according to staff at the centre. 

 

This set of workshops at Connections at St Martins was only one part of the program of education & 

outreach work originally planned to accompany PUSH! Workshops were also intended for the other 

venues on the tour (i.e. Cambridge, Newbury and Shrewsbury). The reason for the failure to deliver 

any workshops to other venues was insufficient lead-time. Funding for the opera itself was not 

approved until December 2005 and dates were not finalised for the tour until March 2006; just three 

months before the first performance. CHROMA was approached by Tete-a-Tete to collaborate with 

the English Pocket Opera Company to fundraise and curate a series of workshops for the tour in early 

April. The only avenues available for funding at such short notice were the Genesis Foundation, who 

were responsible for the opera commission, and the Awards For All scheme, which has a purported 

turn around of eight weeks.  

 

EPOC undertook to approach the Genesis Foundation for some seed funding to enable some 

workshops to be programmed. The result of this pitch took several weeks to arrive in spite of repeated 

calls for a decision one way or another. Genesis finally replied with the answer that there was 

insufficient evidence of potential audience development in the EPOC submission. Genesis would only 

consider financial assistance if this was evidenced. EPOC had already expressed that their intention to 

be involved was dependent on some interim funding being made available. As this was not 

forthcoming at this time, EPOC declined to continue with the project. 

 

CHROMA then agreed to continue lines of enquiry and submit an application to Awards For All, 

making it clear from the outset that there was no guarantee funding would be granted either at all or 

more crucially ‘in time’. In the meantime, CHROMA continued to make plans for workshops to take 

place; researching homeless shelters, day centres, schools, pupil referral units and youth clubs in all 
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the target venues. Connections with potential clients were forged in all venues just in case funding was 

found. A second application for interim funding was submitted to Genesis in light of the progress 

made by CHROMA’s research in securing potential clients for workshops from some of the most 

culturally deprived sections of society. Genesis funding was not forthcoming, in spite of all attempts to 

create a program of workshops for PUSH!, that met the requirements of both the Genesis Foundation 

and the Arts Council of England.  

 

Funding for the workshops outlined above was made possible by the sale of advertising space in the 

programme booklets for the opera production. As this was a relatively modest sum of money, 

CHROMA waived all fees for the research and project planning that had hitherto been undertaken.  

 

Had sufficient lead-time been made available to this project for fundraising, CHROMA would have 

been able to produce a rich, varied and stimulating program of workshops encompassing young people 

and disadvantaged adults. For evidence of the scale and success this project might have had, view the 

purpose built website created as a document for the Tete-a-Tete/CHROMA schools project on 

Shetland. This week long program of workshops was curated by CHROMA to accompany the 

forthcoming production of Odysseus Unwound. 

http://www.nocommentary.co.uk/odyssey 

 

The overwhelmingly positive response of those clients that were able to take part and attend the 

performance of PUSH!, is a clear indicator of an opportunity squandered.  
 

 

Nb appendix referred to in this evaluation have not been included in Tête à Tête Business Plan 2007-2010 

but are available on request.  

http://www.nocommentary.co.uk/odyssey

