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STEPHEN DEAZLEY:  I am calling from Edinburgh this evening - I am a white male, silver hair with glasses and sitting in front of my little Beckstein, 100-year-old piano.  I am a friend of Meet me @ Mahogany and have guest speakers and none more important than people in the room, so send in your questions.  

It is lovely, that Mary had a pony called Trigger!  Who knew.

I wanted to start with that song, a reminder to me, I didn't have a ukulele, and only bought it because of zoom, and the text of the Lyle Lovett song, if you don't know him, had the best hair in Country Music, Dolly Parton included, the song is about knowing who you are and what you need, and he didn't want to go down the traditional cowboy route and that was his alternative.  

So I wanted to break that space, that we discovered happens in zoom, by singing.  I am a composer, facilitator and music director and led with Elspeth, the Great Learning session in Edinburgh, we will hear of this in a minute.  

We are here to hear about our creative responses to the pandemic, the moment in our cultural history, and it changed the way we think, the way our communities interacted.  

The speakers are:

· Freddie Wake-Walker - from Mahogany Opera

· Elspeth Murray, from Edinburgh

· Emma McGordon

· Michael Betteridge, a composer from Manchester 

We are responsibility for creative engagement with communities. This is part of our DNA. We will start with an introduction from each guest, and asked them to tell us one aspect of their creative practice that they would like to share, specifically related to living through and coming from the cultural changes, coming from the pandemic.  And would encourage people in the room to share one idea in the chat-box throughout the evening as well.

Emma first.

EMMA McGORDON:  I am from Whitehaven in West Cumbria, white woman, brownish hair, with an experimental fringe, a green shirt, blue sweater and a scarf thing as well and dark glasses.  One thing that changed me I think was - despite the fact that the pandemic made us slow down, it sped up my response to things, culturally the thing I come from, we sit back and then wonder why nothing happens.  My feeling to my own practice now, is that I have to do this, no more excuses, you don't know what is around the corner, so let’s have the idea, get it down and get it done.  That sounded a bit Brexit, get it done.

STEPHEN:  An urgency.

EMMA McGORDON:  [laughter]

STEPHEN:  What is your practice.

EMMA McGORDON:  I am a spoken word artist, a poet, writer, and working on a play, set in Whitehaven, I am very interested in the accent there, people outside the area, will comment on my accent, but won't know where it is from . I am in London at the moment, but there next week, to record non actors with this accent, reading part of the script, and I will stream that at some point.

>>: I remember having a discussion with someone about this. I am Belfast born and bred, and someone with a typesetting [?] who kept changing my double diphthongs to single, but we say ‘fire’ in Northern Ireland, I kept saying.  

Anyway, I would like to introduce Freddie Wake Walker.

FREDDIE: I'm Freddie, a white man with reddish-blondish hair, a beard the same colour as Stephen's silvery hair. I'm in Cologne right now, in front of two scary looking paintings. 

In terms of the pandemic's effect, for me it's about care - I take a lot more care of myself and others and of my time particularly. It's the opposite of what Emma just said - if we're going to do something now, we have to do it properly and with care. And with the right conditions for everybody to do their best, to give their best and express themselves as they are most comfortable. Before the Pandemic I was rushing around rather, so I'm now in a different place.

STEPHEN: I'd love to have a conversation later on about whether that slowness is still with us. 

ELSPETH: I'm a middle aged white woman, long silver hair, wearing blue, spider plant in the background. I'd posit that the best hair in country music belongs to Emmylou Harris! She's got more of it, and has been paving away for the silver sisters. I have a Facebook group called Silver Sisters and it happens to be related to music engagement practice because I'll be involved in Flush Fest, the Menopause Festival in September. 

I'm attempting to - might need to pick some brains here - I want to do simple community singing and involve people in some harmonies and some simple songs that some of the Silver Sisters admin team have done. We want to take it live and involve people now!

I'm not normally into a live singing facilitating position, I'm usually in the background.

Do you want me to say something about practice and the Pandemic?

STEPHEN: Yes please

ELSPETH: in a gathering of artists on Zoom early on I was invited to write down what we felt we should be doing with this opportunity of time. And I missed most of the exercise because I was locked out of Zoom and all that, but when I got back in people were ripping up their list of shoulds! 

That was it - forget about what you should be doing, just see what's coming up. I revisited that notion recently with an invented inner character who subverts the - what I feel are cultural messages about what I ought to be doing. It's like a spirit guide, some part of me, who says... Who write down all my shoulds lovingly on vanishing paper. Oh, you should do this. Do that? And write it down and it vanishes. I wouldn't have come to that without the big full stop of the Pandemic.

STEPHEN: let's let that sit a moment... Here's Michael from Manchester.

MICHAEL: I'm a white man with round glasses that are quite new and I keep being called Harry Potter! Short black beard, sitting by an old piano, in a blue jumper. I'm a composer and musical director, of an open access LGBT choir and I've previously been director of Mahogany's Snappy Operas. 

I found the Pandemic very very difficult, part of that was because as soon as I couldn’t make live music I felt like my identity had been ripped away from me. Which made me re-evaluate why I do what I do, and dig into my values - to connect with people and to help people connect. And following on from that, some realisations - I try to bring myself back to why do I make music? What do I stand for as a human being? 

That's an ongoing process. But the big takeaway for me is allowing myself to be imperfect and to fail, despite being a perfectionist. Enjoying doing things badly, the dinner, the saxophone - leaning into those things. I reap a lot of artistic rewards from that freedom of failure, that's been very rewarding.

STEPHEN: that's really interesting, and we have a really odd relationship with imperfection in the cultural sector in the UK. We're only as good as the last piece of work we've made, that can tie us in knots. 

Takeaway from the Pandemic - the ecology of artists I work with, the freelance community or ecology, disconnected, unconnected, separated & isolated. But really important to the communities that we work for and with, the communities we serve. And it became clear that outside our communities we're almost entirely invisible! So one notion I've taken from the Pandemic is trying to create national structures supporting artists, freelancers like me to find a way to look after each other. As nobody else seemed to be doing that.

I'll keep Michael in the conversation. Lots of work sprung up during the Pandemic as a response to it, experimental in new ways, work was commissioned to try and work out what it was that happened: something did happen on a global scale, it was big! There are communities in our society who'd like us to forget and move on and ignore it, but it did happen and it's to be acknowledged.

Let's talk about the Wild Voices project in Manchester. Can you tell us about that?

MICHAEL: they're now renamed to Slat & Honey. This was a project started by myself and produced by Holly Hunter, initially conceived during the Pandemic. I wanted to do something similar on Zoom, as a choir leader, an activity building on the co-creation work I do regularly with choirs. That might be easier on Zoom than it is to rehearse a song.

We invited 3 choirs, existing ones, once they were back in person, to create a response to what it is to come back in person & sing after the Pandemic. Each choir was paired with a writer, and myself as composer. The fourth was Wild Voices, now Salt & Honey. A choir that was made from scratch as part of the project to give young queer & trans people an opportunity to sing together. They had been doing a lot of work online, with various artists, queer & trans people from Greater Manchester.

We built on that work when we came back in person. We worked with a fantastic writer, Mandala, and fantastic choirs who all had different experiences of creating work. We created work led by the people in the room. 

In terms of spaces for queer & trans voices, a lot of community choirs can be gendered& hierarchical, make assumptions about voices being fixed - this was opportunity to build a choir or community of artists in sound, building that from scratch & responding to the people in the room.

The work we created, Euphoric Embers - a link to the video is in the chat. This was co-created by the group, you can view that.

It was a slow process, gentle, but very democratic: not making any assumptions as to where the piece was going to go, totally co-created from conversations, sounds, texts. Conversations around what a vocal piece with these voices could be. All with different relationships to what using their voice, and singing, meant.

It was all digital, we did a sharing contact theatre, a watch party in January. Now the group is looking for future projects using this new way of working.

Can I ask about verbatim text, in the writing, was that paramount to the work that came out? Was it directly related to giving voice to people in this time?

>> The stimulus for this work was very much about what it meant to come together post covid. The group was keen to talk about their experiences as queer & trans people, and the writer, Mandala helped by provocations - what does it mean to use your voice, what is queer joy, what is trans joy? That was the basis of the text, moulded over many sessions. 

Often we have a very short amount of time, but this was really drawn out and very democratically shared. It was such a small group and we could just talk to one another, so phrases came out of that process from the participants that ended up in the text.

STEPHEN: I watched the documentary, and a line struck me: where do you find the words you never thought would exist? I thought that was central to the whole premise of using cultural practice & engagement to explore living with the complexity of the pandemic.

Where did that come from?

>> I think Mandala the writer would be able to speak to this more deeply, but it was about the complexity of language from a trans perspective of how do you verbalise experiences? More broadly too, about being community: what does that mean? That question came up a lot in relation to being makers of work, being creative.

STEPHEN: general question to the room then - does anyone in the room feel we're in post-Covid now? Is it as clean as that?

I'd love to open up the question and thank you MICHAEL for the intro to the project. Let's talk about participatory art, we all do it, though I'm not talking about arts therapies which have a long history of working in a healing capacity for people. But talking about creative engagement as a tool for learning, one of the prime engines of the Great Learning project. what responsibilities do we have when using participatory arts as a healing tool. Any thoughts, Emma?

EMMA: definitely I've worked on projects with very disparate parts of the community, very isolated, and where we were at the start of a project was very fractured, as a group and internally sometimes too. And I think of some projects I did a few years ago, at the end there was a cohesive community of people that was born. 

So yeah that kind of healing, definitely, that was massively healing to me as a facilitator. It's not just participants. It can also be healing to be given, too.

STEPHEN:  I want to pick up on that idea about building new communities, a lot of the work we do, we do with a group of people, you haven't met before and then two days later, you are a new community.  This is a responsibility that we have, what do you do with that community, whose responsibility is it to take it forward.

Can I bring you into the conversation about the arts in a participatory and healing capacity?

ELSPETH MURRAY:  yes, I would like to talk about it in terms of a move towards wholeness.  That is a phrase I have been hearing lately.  A move towards wholeness, and so the participatory aspect and practice which uses our bodies and emotions and not just like words in our heads, or whatever.

A move towards wholeness, and relationship, which Emma talked of, and I am nicking something from a friend, Em Strang, who talked last week about a book, called Quinn [?], about a convicted murderer and radical forgiveness, and there is something in that around - and in her experience of writing that book, came from embodied practice, and movement and painting.  

So a move towards wholeness, which contains still the brokenness, so that - I think, as well, with what Emma said, a community which comes together, and has a sense of identity and wholeness, will celebrate that kind of because of the fact that they didn't used to know each other.  We didn't used to be friends and now we are, and now we are this voice, this choir, this body, this music.  Maybe this is like this with notes on the piano - they remember being quiet little separate notes [chuckle]

STEPHEN:  I will draw a parallel to what Michael spoke about, imperfection, you talked about moving towards wholeness, but holding the fractures and brokenness inside, I am a lover of Kintsugi Japanese pottery; you let the cracks be seen, there is something beautiful and revealing about that idea.  

This is one of the things we do, when we bring people together and create that safe place for people to express themselves.  We are looking for people to be able to wear the cracks on the outside and be seen and visible.  This brings us to the big issue of responsibility, as managers and creative facilitators and producers, what are the responsibilities we have to people when we work in this way.  when we talk about participatory arts as a healing tool, we go into a deep place, so what responsibilities do we have as an artist - Michael?

MICHAEL BETTERIDGE:  For me, it's always, those provocations that we start with, when we create this work, it is allowing the freedom within to explore how the participants, want to take that journey.  

We used provocations around Covid and we started to think about what experiences do you want to share, I mean, much more elegantly phrased than that.  I am not a writer. our writers were more poetic asking those questions, but where those provocations took our choir.  

They took it in different directions. Youth Choirs looked into the future, because they hadn't had much of their lives.  But with another choir, was about being daughters and mothers and coming back together as a group.  

So it is about holding those questions allowing people to find their own journey through it.  Sometimes you find the collective, and sometimes not, but it is allowing that choice within the framing.

STEPHEN:  Yes, and opening that door. I am interested in if that door ever closes.  What responsibility to do we have, if we bring people to moments and they are expressing themselves in a safe place, what are responsibilities outside that project.  Anyone have any thoughts on that?  This is to our speakers in the room and our panel.

ELSPETH MURRAY:  I will bounce it back to you a little bit.

STEPHEN:  Yes.

ELSPETH MURRAY:  What would you like it to be like.  What would you like it to be like, yeah.

STEPHEN:  That is a good question.  I will try and get to that in a bit.  But I will take you on a slightly bigger journey which is 20 years ago, still doing the work I am doing now, in a slightly different way, with less experience and quality.  I would never ever have gone to a place, that was dealing with a place of recovery, an empathetic space, but 20 years later, I know that, was what was happening, but didn't go there intentionally. 

What I am asking now, is about the intentionality about the project design, what are we asking people to sign up for and what responsibilities do we have, of care for those people. How much energy do we need to put into that space for them, during and after the project.  

The legacy of it, is as much - requires as much thought, I think, as the project design.  so what happens after, as what the provocation should be.  That is an open question. I will bring Freddie into the conversation.

EMMA McGORDON:  I think it is really important what you are saying, having grown up and worked in very rural areas, this idea, that companies parachute in, do the work and then leave, is big in those communities, so this sense of what happens after, calling it aftercare, or whatever, is something we need to think about in a bigger way.  Okay, these people feel great, when it is happening, but people have said, people were then left to their own devices.

STEPHEN:  A good point, the quality of aftercare, I have never heard that talked of in an arts project.  An interesting idea, the quality of aftercare, who thinks about that. I would like to talk to the large cultural institutions, about the quality and aftercare of their projects.

MARY:  Can I come in after Freddie.

STEPHEN:  Now Mary.

MARY:  I wonder, as part of our process and I am part of this kind of thing in Edinburgh, talking of responsibilities, I wonder if it is responsibilities being able to take off our control to the people, who do it really well, we take off that responsibility to the participants.  

I am not saying, this is meant as a cop out, but if we do it really well, and I have seen it happen, even with projects you have led Stephen, as I said, because what we are doing, is giving people more power and letting them own their voices, that in that process, they then are able to take it forward in the way they want to do it, not the way, we assume it might go forward.

STEPHEN:  This goes hand in hand with agency, when you create agency and allow them to take that, there is a co responsibility - agency comes with that notion, that you are better equipped to make decisions around what aftercare might be for you.  Laura Lindlow expressed this beautiful, he had his pony and put it on a boat

Freddie, talk to us about the Great Learning.

Freddie Wake-Walker:  I would be interested to hear about social dreaming from Jenny who has posted in the chat.

JENNI:  Yes, social dreaming, it is a wonderful, practice - that I have used with my improvisation choirs, and that I borrowed from a visual arts-based feed-back reflective process.  It is very, okay, quite a few stages, not sure if you want me to go into the whole process.  

If I can summarise, you have done the project, and you have everyone in the room, buzzing in the afterglow of the project, they may have niggles as well, a mix of things potentially, you create a snowflake formation of chairs, circles that aren't parallel, so people can stare into the distance.  

You flash up on to the screen, and in the case of visual arts, it was showing pictures, but I showed recordings, so people get memory flashbacks and tastes of the project, for 15 minutes. 

Then you go into a word, or phrase pool, so they are in a dream state, the idea of social dreaming, you are giving a preparatory meditation if you like, so you are in a dream state as you listen, and you have memories and flashbacks and put together in a non-consecutive way, so things can come from any angle, shares - they are coming out of everyone's collective memory, one by one.  

It is recorded or videoed and you end up with an incredible document, of verbal reflective testament to the project, which is like a collective poem, coming out of a kind of dream state memory of reflecting on this journey with the project. If that is kind of... the essence.  

Then there is another whole stage, where you come back together in a semi-circle and white board and look at all the content and start to discuss, what you can take forward and learn and you make a mind-map and rational plan from it.  So you go from the dream, into the thinking.

STEPHEN:  That is really clear. I will pick up on a comment in the chat, the most important day of the project, is the day after the performance, beautifully put Bridget.  One other thing, is the importance of pathways, and pointing people to other opportunities so they can continue on their creative journey.  

And the idea of agency, as an artist, performance is part of a process, we don't stop making - and actually, bringing that sense - you are on a part of a journey now, whether this performance is finished now, it is where you take it, you have agency to take it on. The sense, that they were always creative.

Let’s get into the Great Learning itself.  Did it do that Freddie?  

FREDDIE: We've done two preliminary workshops but I don't feel we've properly started yet - for me the word learning really means reflecting. For me it's the great reflection on the last few years. And something I've been noticing in my practice with work not just at Mahogany is putting more reflection into the rehearsal process. 

There's a need for pathways, but in the process of making the work it's finding moments to reflect & keep the reflection going - not just madly going towards the premiere. That's a way of developing agency with performers, I find. The first thing I ask is how they felt, and this encourages imperfection and subjective responses rather than saying, this is what we were working towards and now we've done it.

So for me The Great Learning was a chance to reflect. During lock-down I sat and listened to Cornelius Cardew as I'm sure many of you were too - really? And I was struck by one of the paragraphs of The Great Learning, that it didn't matter what sounds they were making but important was that they were making sounds. 

Who are we, what value do we have? What value does music have? Very fundamental value in it. And I imagined, this hasn't happened yet, but that lock-down would finish simultaneously across the world and we'd all run out together. And let's make an opera about it! So I thought, let's make our own version of The Great Learning. 

And thoughts around agency, bringing a community into the heart of projects, was not to do The Great Learning on our own but collaboratively, everybody together creating the content. And each of our 3 regions where we'll work first - Edinburgh, West Cumbria, Tyneside - we have teams, we help to generate the content and construct structures to enable this piece to take form. 

When it does, it'll be different as each community takes the structure and fills it with their own content & reflections on the Pandemic and whatever else.

[film]
STEPHEN: I'd like to bring Elspeth in, she and Freddie and I led a workshop in Edinburgh at the Pianodrome, a moveable feast of acoustic arenas built of hundreds of pianos!

Elspeth, talk to us about the creative learning day.

ELSPETH: Well, to connect a few things from earlier - the responsibility of care in the room I felt was very nicely handled and there was an acknowledgement in our reflections on our different experiences of Covid, that things might come up and we had somebody - don't remember her role but she was a supportive presence for people to turn to and talk with if things came up that needed to be addressed in the moment.

And also connecting with having - what Jenny was saying - having a shared incantatory distillation of the experience, that was basically the day in a whole. Because what was sung in that video, from Cambria it showed people moving around the room and singing at different paces but the same text. The text we were using was generated during the day in writing exercises.

I had written some primer bits of text to get it going and Stephen had set some of that to music and we had some nice pacey rhythmic pieces about how our busyness was stopped. And we noticed various things. It became an invitation for whoever to punctuate the busyness of the music and shout out STOP! And then in the silence, speak the thing they had noticed.

STEPHEN: and it was speak & sing. We created an open-ended exploratory piece, the Incantation of Busyness, which anyone could stop at any time and then sing into action, into being, the thing they noticed or wanted to share. It became a beautiful, potent, fragile, funny... People could interpret it in anyway, but you could step into that step with authority and share your experience.

FREDDIE what would you take away from the process of it in Cumbria?

FREDDIE: in Cumbria we spent more... We generated material, not just words but also music, Dave came up with a beautiful way to compose music quickly by finding numbers. like an ordinance survey number, or your door, something connected to a place. And turning those numbers into notes.

One beautiful moment was when people got into little groups and learned their own little tune according to their number and then came together and learned that song together, generated text - it felt like ...it felt ancient, even as it was new. Communities from thousands of years ago could have come together, in the shared human experience of history.

STEPHEN:  Can I tease something out, you are talking of something ancient, if you know the original paragraphs and the way they become manifest in performance, they feel like they have existed before language and music and like part of an ancient ritual. Would you agree, or disagree.

FREDDIE WAKE-WALKER:  I would totally agree, not sure if I could explain how or how, but must be something to do with the nature of the singing and rhythm, when it comes so openly and directly from people.  And it hasn't been processed by, sorry to say this, because I know there are two composers in the room - but not processed by the educated mind, or the modern sensibility, or whatever it is . It feels like it comes straight from the core of our beings because that is how it relates to the ancients.

STEPHEN:  It is really interesting, I am trying to work that out as a composer, in my head. Going to a different question, that feeds to what you spoke about, from the Cornelius Cardew scores, they aren't scores, they are instructions.  

They come out of a period of extreme experimentation and are radical, in terms of their politics and in terms of their musical aesthetic.  I have a question about the idea of the radical, or the radical practice. And, what does that mean, what do we mean by radical practice AND more importantly, when you bring the idea of radical practice, in situations where access and inclusion and well-being and care, are the pillars, can they intersect?  How can it come together.

Anything to contribute?

MICHAEL BETTERIDGE:  This is something that is a constant, conflict, is the wrong word, but this internal dialogue I have when working with choirs in groups, I think about my training, access and inclusion is the forefront, you bring who you are in to that space, and we welcome and celebrate you, but as a creator, if we aren't composing or writing work together, and work in repertoire, it is trying to fit a person and experience, often into something, that is not necessarily going to speak to them.  

This is a rubbish analogy, is square peg, round hole.  Historically, there can be a hierarchy about working with a choir, there has to be with a large group of people.  

I am always trying to find ways, when working towards performance, and in traditional choirs, how can we disrupt the status quo and comment on that music making process, that is so dear to people, but asks those questions, that is radical.  I am answering your question with more questions.  

But it is a challenge, but what I try and model as much as I can, is allowing for that radical thought to sit there as part of the process.  It goes back to what I said about being imperfect, or not having the answer.  A piece of music is X and the performer intends it to be Y.  It is thinking about disrupting the hierarchy and thinking where we sit on those scales.  That is my potted reflection.

STEPHEN:  Does radical thinking, lead to an experimental aesthetic.

Freddie, where does radical thinking get itself in opera?

FREDDIE WAKE-WALKER:  I agree with Jenni in the chat, for me, care and well-being is radical, because the institutions that I work with, you know, I am respectful of them, they pay me, sometimes!  Care and well-being is not at the centre of what they are doing.  So if radical is about doing something that is on the edge or margins, or that's opposite to what is at the centre, then it feels like care and well-being is very radical.  

When working in a big old opera house, I do feel a little bit of a radical when I ask people, when would they LIKE to rehearse, or what do they need.

STEPHEN:  Okay.

Mary? Yes. (you're on mute) Thank-you.

MARY:  No, it is interesting, I mean, I know so many of you work all over the world.  I have just come back to the UK, after 25 years working in other countries, some of which were reluctant to embrace anything new.  

I wonder where our responsibility is, not sure how to frame this, but about new experiences - and people finding ways to help people to open themselves to new experiences.  Which, for them, are radical. 
How do we - care for people, while doing that?  And how do we, encourage that kind of openness, which I must say, working in Norway, not in my first job there, but second job, in a very conventional city that had a high opinion of itself, persuading people to step beyond La Boheme and La Traviata, It is in the Norway constitution that people must take care of the environment. But you do the 'Cunning little vixen' and I am met with a NO (demonstrates by crossing arms).  

So what is our responsibility, how do we take care of people, how do we make people feel safe while taking part in a new experience.

STEPHEN:  Are you speaking that from an institutional or personal perspective.

MARY:  In every way, probably when I was still playing, I was a [unclear], so part of that, but I am talking about it, in terms of experiences I have shared, in any level, as a professional, or leader, or even in a small group, a non-hierarchical one.

STEPHEN:  I would like to ask a provocative question. Whose responsibility is it, or should we demand of our cultural institutions, all funded by respective arts councils, is it their responsibility to step into the world that we are talking about.  Sydney Opera House for example, should they nurture and care?

MARY:  My experience is, that they won't give you any money, unless you say clearly, that is what you want to do.

STEPHEN:  That is my experience too, but I would bat that back in terms of the quality of what they make.

MICHAEL BETTERIDGE:  I was going to say, the thought formed, then disappeared, the Sunday Boys, the choir I run, we commission a lot of work, and a lot is light cocreated element, we are bringing artists in to meet the choir, have conversations with them and then go away and create work.  

What we find, the strongest projects and where our members grow, if I can use that word, the most - that is not just get better at singing and performing, but as a community, is when those artists and individuals feel closest to that community.  

So Stephens point, is it the responsibility of the organisations who have core funding, I think it is the communities, whether it is we give them agency and let them fly, or grass-roots work, like with the Sunday Boys, a member led organisation, that is when that growth happen.  

We make baby steps with people engaging in culture and thinking about who they are creatives and artists and who they are in their community, with the choral music we commission.  so that is an example, where I have seen effective work.  I think, when it is member led, grass-roots stuff, that is where I have seen the most impact and growth and openness to new experience.

STEPHEN:  I will suggest something else, which is intuition and not de facto. I don't have the evidence.  

In the first year of Covid, it felt to me, that the organisations and individuals sometimes, looked after their communities well, were not the larger institutions, the biggest houses, with the big funding, it was the more nimble community led organisations, like the Sunday boys, that were able to step up in that moment, because they understood what was required, who their audiences were, though that is a daft word, they understood their communities and their needs well and could offer solutions to isolation and creative practice.  

It felt to me, that the larger institutions and there was some brilliant work done and beautifully produced digital work, by some of the larger companies, but I wonder if it met need, or just offered distraction, that is just a thought.  If anyone else would like to come up with a thought on whose responsibility it is.

ELSPETH MURRAY:  Again, melding what I have heard and seen in the chat - with - I've got a sense, Bridget was saying, only when people feel safe they can share their radical selves. that dynamic to me feels like a spiral where small acts of vulnerability encourage trust, people feel safe, and can take risks, and the risk is that we discover truth, and that will set you free but first it'll piss you off! 

So not necessarily a guarantee that radical steps will feel great even with someone supportive in the room to give some kind of care. It's risky to peel back layers and sing, say, dance, paint what is true because the truth isn't always pretty. But I sense it's small steps - the image of the hermit crab too. 

When hermit crabs are stuck in the shell and it's too tight, they can come out and find a new one but they need to find someone else willing to come out of their shell. It takes the first crab taking that risk, being naked for a while...

STEPHEN: Talking about risk, that's essential to any creative engagement. To give themselves permission to take risk and share. That's a tricky thing to do.

I'll bring Mary back in a minute, but a question: is it the job of the cultural sector to take this on, and is it our job to do it? Is it our desire to take on this complex, risky piss-off business?

Does anyone in the room feel the cultural sector does it well and is well resourced to do it?

Jenny: I don't think there's any choice...

FREDDIE: I completely agree with Jenny. If there's less and less money, we'll have to go grass roots. This is where the future is. And it needs to be political, radical, asking questions. Not about entertainment.

STEPHEN: we go back to the thing Michael talked about earlier on, his experience, he said it was difficult not knowing what your role was, what you were for. My daughter said this to me before, what are you for daddy? I'm not sure. But we all ask this, what is our purpose? Will the institutions take that question and deal with it well enough?

...silence...

I'm aware we're getting close to 7.30 and I don't want to shut this conversation down as I think it's very interesting. I'd like to talk about The Great Learning project itself and next steps... Where we're going with it and what might come out of it?

FREDDIE: From a practical view, we have 3 workshops:

· May 7th in West Cumbria

· May 13th in Tyneside

· May 14th in Edinburgh

Those days we'll do the main creating of the structure of the piece. And then after that we'll put those three materials together to make a piece.

And on 1st July, the first performance in West Cumbria and then other performances in Edinburgh and Tyneside also in July, dates still TBC.

Then other community groups can also take up the project and do it! And so if you're in any of those areas, come along in May; if you run a choir or are in one, or a community group, and you'd like to do The Great Learning - a creative act, still! You won't just be handed a piece - then get in touch. It can happen anywhere.

STEPHEN: Let's ask about legacy and aftercare, what happens after the performances?

FREDDIE: Since Bridget arrived, she was very keen that we focused our work geographically. That's why the three areas are the main hubs, where we've also done Snappy Opera work. 

We see this project as the beginning of more community projects and the groups we form through The Great Learning would like to continue, but given our size as an organisation and where we are it won't be so regular. But there'll be future projects, it'll remain a project based exercise rather than ongoing.

STEPHEN: I'd love to bring in our speakers with a little final takeaway or provocation... We've had lots of questions today, not many answers. That's a good conversation.

Michael, anything that struck you?

MICHAEL: I think as practitioners - who is your community, who you want to work with? There is power, a lot of work though, in thinking through that as an individual. I'm thinking, who is your community, how do you reach them, and who with? Partners? I'm holding on to myself there, when I do an exercise in that respect.

STEPHEN: I love that idea and it chimes with what I was thinking about. I did love not having to leave my city - because I couldn't but also because I live in this street and I'm connected to it, my community and city and family is here, so why do I have to move to do the work I'd like to engage with? Can I do it in the 5 mile radius of my doorstep? Why do I have to get on a train and go elsewhere to do the work I really want to do? I haven't solved that. Getting on a train in the morning. 

That's a good question for me to explore, and use - bring cultural funders & producers into that conversation.

ELSPETH: I'm left with a sense of looking forward to the next steps of The Great Learning and I really loved that film from Cumbria. Look forward to a session, a process session coming up, and I'm looking forward to it. 

Delighted to be in this room with people whose practices overlap and criss-cross with these currents. And those who haven't spoken up, I just want to say, go well and may those juicy ideas of risk & connection & exploration be ... A fuel for what your next steps will be.

STEPHEN: Beautifully put. Go be a naked little hermit crab and enjoy the experience of finding your next shell, but it won't be the last as you'll grow!

FREDDIE: I wish I could talk about the naked hermit crab comment! I loved this conversation, I loved Meet Me at Mahogany and thank you all for being here. It's so wonderful to stop & reflect, as we did with The Great Learning, a moment like this and how it feeds and will feed into our process in making The Great Learning. That'll be hugely useful. So thank you for tonight, for this great moment.

[end]
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