
Jon Croose: Outdoor Arts  

The development of outdoor arts and site-specific performance as a feature of alternative 

theatre: 

The re-invigoration of outdoor arts and site-specific performance in the UK post 

1960 arose as a feature of the radical ‘alternative theatre’ movement, a movement 

characterised by carnivalesque attempts to create a popular counterculture of theatre, art 

and performance in opposition to the mainstream culture of the mid to late twentieth 

century (Kershaw, 1992). Fifty years later, carnival, outdoor and site specific arts have 

achieved a central position as features of state-sponsored national cultural policy (Arts 

Council, 2008). 

Such a history sets an intriguing context for the role of radical artists and practices 

within ‘official’ culture and raises a key question: within a programme such as the Cultural 

Olympiad, does the active presence of performance artists with oppositional genealogies in 

outdoor, site-specific and participatory arts signal the assimilation of progressive, 

countercultural performance ethics and techniques into a cultural orthodoxy?  

Kershaw’s historiography also focuses on the development of notions of 

performance ‘efficacy’ within British alternative theatre between 1960 and 1990 – the 

performative ability of cultural performances to effect (or mitigate) social change (Kershaw, 

1992: 1). Clearly, this potential is as attractive to conservatives as it is to revolutionaries: 

witness the Parkerian pageants of the early 20th century and the work of Frank Lascelles, as 

previously discussed (Ryan, 2007; Woods, 1999). A further question therefore arises as to 

the extent to which the original, progressive, cultural-democratic ideals and oppositional 

efficacies of alternative theatre – embodied within the carnivalesque – are enabled or 

contested within contemporary, ‘official’ participatory processes of carnival and procession.  

Kershaw also charts the development within alternative theatre practice of the 

notion of performance as an ‘ideological transaction’ between performers and audience 

(Kershaw, 1992: 19). As such, radical participatory theatre practice may be seen as a form of 

negotiative, identity-framing activity. By extension, a further view emerges of performance-

based participatory programmes which work with processions and outdoor arts in East 



Devon and Dorset. This view regards such programmes as a method by which cultural 

intermediaries recruit the public to a shared ideology with regard to the place-identity of 

the Jurassic Coast, using a historically countercultural creative vocabulary to make a 

preferred ideology visible through art and performance.  

Alternative Theatre and Outdoor Arts: a brief history: 

Between 1960 and 1990, alternative performance in the UK and Europe increasingly 

moved out of established theatres and into alternative buildings and the landscape (De 

Cruz, 2005; Schechner, 1995). In its early phase in particular, between 1964 and 1970, 

alternative theatre drew on traditions of folk art, procession and the carnivalesque, inspired 

in part by visits to the UK by American companies including Peter Schumann’s Bread and 

Puppet Theatrei (Fox, 2002). Bakhtinian notions of carnival and the European outdoor work 

of practitioners such as Eugenio Barba were also key influences. Barba formed the Odin 

Teatret Theatre Company in Denmark in 1966, promoting the use of alternative 

performance spaces and Odin Teatret’s collective method of communal living and theatrical 

devising reflected an equally utopian commitment to creative democracy among artists. In 

its later phase, during a tour of Sardinia in 1974, this commitment was extended to include 

the relationship between artist and audience. Odin Teatret developed their travelling, 

outdoor performance as a ‘sharing’ of song, dance, story and drama between performers 

and audiences; a  cultural ‘barter’ analagous to the ethics of many artists working in 

participatory, community settings today (Barba, 1979). 

Kershaw (1992) identifies Albert Hunt as a key influence on the development of UK 

alternative theatre in the early 1960’s. Hunt’s formation of the Bradford Art College Theatre 

Group among students of Complementary Studies at Bradford School of Art encouraged 

innovative, participatory collaborations between students and artists which culminated in 

large-scale street performances. His work with John Fox (later to form Welfare State) and 

with cultural activists John Arden and Margaretta D’Arcy (pioneers of the participatory 

community playii) included the performance Harold Muggins is a Martyr in 1968, for which 

he and Fox created theatrical ‘environments.’ Kershaw views Hunt as a nucleus of much that 

followed in terms of the fusion of theatre, performance art and environment by alternative 



theatre practitioners who were moving towards community-focused, participatory, outdoor 

and site specific work. 

From 1960 onwards, radical theatre-makers and performance artists began to take 

performance outside conventional mainstream theatres and to explore new performer-

audience relationships by working outside and in the street (De Cruz, 2005; Mason, 1992). 

This work reflected an increasing integration of performance with features of landscape, 

topography and cosmology. iii  In the United States, conscription and the Vietnam War led to 

the emergence of radical political street theatre, alongside utopian theatrical visions of a 

new society, the adoption of carnivalesque notions of ‘world as circus / circus as world,’ and 

the organisation of mass ‘happenings’ iv (Falk, 1977). Schechner (1995) charts the role of 

‘festive action’ and ‘direct theatre’ as carnivalesque phases in the politics of civil 

disobedience. He examines the influential role of performance within the 1970s anti 

Vietnam War protests in the USA, and in later, popular uprisings which led to the fall of the 

Berlin Wall and the occupation of Tiananmen Square by the Chinese pro-democracy 

movement in 1989. For Schechner, all three are examples of popular, festive occupations of 

public space in which the carnivalesque was used as a creative vocabulary for the creation 

of temporary, utopian, visions of alternative social organisation. For Schechner, the 

flowering of this type of alternative, outdoor and processional street theatre in 1960s and 

1970s America in particular was a key influence on radical performance cultures in the UK. 

In turn, alternative theatre practitioners in the UK and USA began to explore the 

political and social ‘efficacy’ of cultural-democratic performances (Kershaw, 1992) which 

engaged communities with alternative notions of place, heritage and mythology through 

arts practice and challenged the status quo. Work of this kind included Bread and Puppet’s 

Domestic Resurrection Circus, at Glover, Vermont in 1976, a synthesis of rural landscape and 

performance environment involving local people as audience and participants. This model of 

performance, championed in the UK by John Fox and Welfare State, undermined the 

‘professionalization‘ of the artist and encouraged the mobility and interconnectedness of 

communities of cultural exchange. 

The outdoor and site specific performances which emerged as features of this 

movement took a variety of forms, from travelling circuses v to performative journeys vi, 



street theatre vii, community plays viii, and celebratory spectaculars ix. Use of the creative 

vocabularies of folk tradition and the carnivalesque in these performances: fire, fairground, 

feast, puppet, procession, mummers, music hall, ritual and ceremony, reflected a notion 

that traditional, popular forms offered a site of creative challenge to notions of ‘high art’ 

and the commodification of culture (Limon, 1983: 39). 

Folk art as resistance: 

In part, this movement may be said to reflect a resuscitatory approach by artists 

towards traditional forms of popular culture; a political tendency in one strand of 

alternative theatre which viewed ‘folk art’ and ‘folklore’ as being inherently oppositional to 

‘high art’ and keenly threatened by it. For some artists and scholars, (Benjamin, 1968; 

Marcuse, 1964; Thompson, 1978) folk art and folklore became almost synonymous with the 

‘folk’ themselves; metaphors for the pre-industrial working class (Limon, 1983). Thus it 

became an act of solidarity for radical artists from the 1960s onwards to reject the theatre 

building in favour of the pub, the field or the street and to abandon the well-made play in 

favour of the dramatic storyteller, the procession, the fairground or the communal bonfire. 

Limon (1983) locates this influential sentiment within the Frankfurt School, where 

successive generations of Western Marxists shared the view that ‘the condition of human 

emancipation, the autonomy of reason, no longer exists except in the margins of society - as 

art’ (Aronowitz, 1981: 24). Limon suggests that the Western Marxists sensed ‘the potentially 

oppositional nature of folklore,’ defined it as a cultural domain that is ‘under constant and 

competitive attack from the hegemonic sociocultural social order,’ and viewed it as 

‘therefore in a process of decline’ (Limon, 1983: 39). Limon’s charting of the developing 

theoretical Western Marxist appreciation of folklore, folk music, folk art and traditional 

popular modes of performance as counter-hegemonic practices conveniently parallels the 

developing attempt of alternative theatre to re-incorporate the communal, the collective 

and the ‘residual’ (Williams, 1977) into outdoor and site-specific performance practice. 

Kershaw (1992: 103) relates how ‘audience and community participation [also] 

became central to alternative theatre aesthetics,’ through the adaptation of popular 

historical genres such as pantomime and music hall and the transposition of these 

techniques beyond their usual performance settings. These re-inventions of tradition re-



invigorated what Williams refers to as ‘residual culture’ (Williams, 1977). As a reflection of 

the radical spirit of the age, they sat alongside entirely new, experimental, or ‘emergent’ 

methods which forged new performance modes from an aesthetic synthesis of more recent 

forms. These included ‘comic strips;... film... animation... psychedelic spectacle... rituals, 

psychodrama and the new practices of educational drama.’ (Kershaw, 1992: 103) 

Processions and journeys: 

A similar revival took place during this period with regard to the use of processions 

and performative journeys as features of performance. In the early 1970s, Welfare State 

Theatre staged impromptu, small-scale processions in a number of northern towns to 

celebrate New Year, often without prior notice and just picking up spectators as they went. 

Other Welfare State processions had political or confrontational aims, fusing re-inventions 

of northern folk tradition with out-of-scale, Dadaist, fine-art visual imagery and a nod to the 

Russian constructivists who designed explicitly political processional floats during the 

revolutionary period of 1918 (Fox, 2002: 26-27).  Processions were attractive to alternative 

practitioners, who were keen to draw ordinary people into the body of their work by 

creating theatricalised environments in everyday places and by involving them in large-scale 

communal activity. Strolling companies, such as Common Players, Medium Fair and 

Footsbarn, began to engage with rural communities, often entering villages in procession as 

a means of gathering audiences. Similarly, artists began to experiment with performative 

journey forms, some of which covered large distances and engaged with many different 

communities en-route. In 1972, Welfare State Theatre staged The First Going Away, a 

‘month-long ironic pilgrimage...from Glastonbury Abbey in Somerset to Marazion in 

Cornwall, reversing the mythical route of Joseph of Arimathea.’ (Fox, 2002: 17): 

Along this ancient religious trail, marked by leylines, as well as a number of 
surprisingly well-aligned red telephone boxes. Quail...dressed in a ludicrous 
gold lamé woman’s swimming costume...led his flock. 

This journey, featuring the archetypal central character Lancelot Quail, combined the 

‘procession and station’ performance mode with the notion of the pilgrimage (Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett and McNamara, 1985). In ‘procession and station,’ the procession stops 

occasionally along its route so that static performances may occur in significant outdoor 

locations. Pilgrimage, for Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and McNamara, is a performative mode in 



which ‘a special location is the object of a journey which may begin individually, but which 

becomes communal and eventually processional.’ For alternative theatre-makers, the 

performative efficacy of this combination often centred on symbolic cycles of birth-death-

rebirth and on notions of ‘quest’ and ‘transformation’ – persistent themes within the Quest 

performance narratives at play almost 40 years later in the context of the 2012 Cultural 

Olympiad at Weymouth. 

Mason (1992: 156) views the procession as ‘one of the oldest forms of outdoor 

theatricality... an integral part of ritual [that] could be said to be as old as religion itself.’ For 

Mason, the dual function of the outdoor procession – symbolic and educational – is what 

made it an attractive form to alternative theatre practitioners. Welfare State in particular 

created a highly influential form of participatory engagement based around the community 

procession, in which participants made and paraded ‘sacred objects’ related to their 

landscape, heritage, local mythology or contemporary concerns, often in the form of large 

scale puppets or lantern structures. These symbolic elements were built into a narrative 

form which served the ‘educational’ function of procession, as Mason sees it. In the Welfare 

State model, the processional event was developed over an extended period of culturally-

democratic engagement by artists who responded to and facilitated the ideas of the 

participating community and sourced materials and creative expertise from within that 

community (Fox and Gill, 1985). For Mason, ‘the aims of... today’s outdoor theatre 

communicators [are] to take out to the ordinary people that which is usually hidden away 

inside and shown only to an elite,’ namely: the cultural means of production. This cultural-

democratic ethic has informed much of the community arts practice which has evolved from 

the early participatory experiments of alternative theatre practitioners (Kelly, 1984). 

Ritualistic, symbolic occupations of public space were attractive to outdoor 

practitioners in the alternative theatre movement as reclamations of spatial territory for the 

counterculture. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and McNamara (1985) identify processional 

performance as spatial journeying which has ‘ceremonial and symbolic importance.’ For 

these scholars, ‘scenography, costume, music and sometimes elaborate movement 

patterns’ reinforce the central symbolism, and thereby the meaning, of procession, which 

becomes the ‘dominant [spatial] element’ in the given location for a specified time. As a 

reflection of the Bakhtinian binary between the carnivalesque and the official feast (Bakhtin, 



1984), Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and McNamara (1985) contrast formal civic processions, which 

parade ‘units organized in a particular order, with a clear-cut route and with little physical 

exchange between parade performers and spectators along the route of march,’ with 

alternative processional styles. These alternative processions are ‘informally organized, with 

a hazily defined route and a constant interchange between performers and spectators, 

which makes all of them equal players in the event.’ Audience involvement of this kind is a 

key historical feature of alternative theatre, especially in outdoor contexts. In 1981 at 

Bridport, for example, Anne Jellicoe’s community play The Poor Man’s Friend with Howard 

Barker featured an audience promenade through a carnivalesque market, in which the 

audience was cast as the crowd within the dramatic action (Kershaw 1992). The community 

lantern processions, parades of large puppets, stilt-walking and street animations developed 

within the alternative theatre tradition have since become the standard vocabulary of 

participatory and celebratory arts practice in civic contexts. 

Modes and efficacies of outdoor, site-specific and street performance: 

Study of the development of outdoor arts, the carnivalesque and processional 

performance within the historical context of alternative theatre allows us to begin to 

categorise modes of performance within Jurassic Coast World Heritage Site processional 

and carnival arts programmes in East Devon and Dorset today which might be viewed as 

‘residuals’ of alternative theatre practice. In this way we may also chart the ‘efficacy’ of 

these types of cultural intervention on audiences and on the creative vocabularies, ethics 

and organisation of participating groups. 

For example, Cohen-Cruz (1998: 5) classifies street theatre into five distinct 

categories in terms of its effect on an audience. For Cohen Cruz, Agit-prop seeks to ‘mobilize 

people around partisan points of view;’ Witness involves the public illumination of a social 

act; Integration is ‘the insertion of a theatrically heightened scenario into people’s everyday 

lives;’ Utopia is ‘the enactment of another vision of social organisation,’ and Tradition is ‘the 

use of a communally shared cultural form bespeaking common values, beliefs and 

connections, to address a current concern.’ Mason (1992: 58) offers further structural 

categories, for both the nature of the outdoor or street performance itself:  stationary / 

mobile / site specific, and the role of the individual outdoor performer or street entertainer. 



His categorisation reflects not only the position taken within any particular outdoor 

performance by the professional street artist, but also the functional role into which 

members of a community may be placed as a result of their involvement with participatory 

programmes.  

Thus, members of a participating community may find themselves variously in the 

role of Entertainer: one who offers a performance purely for pleasure; Animator: one who 

includes the wider audience as part of a performance through game playing, a physical 

journey or catharsis; Provocateur: one who agitates via excessive, inappropriate or ironic 

(carnivalesque) public behaviour; Communicator: one whose aims are political or 

educational and delivered via large-scale spectacle; and finally Performing artist: where 

visual imagery and artistic form override any notion of text or content. Through these varied 

categorisations, both Cohen Cruz and Mason highlight roles and techniques drawn from the 

countercultural period of alternative theatre in the UK and elsewhere which expressed a 

radical ethics with regard to cultural production and have now become established features 

of mainstream community arts practice. Sensitivity to these modes and efficacies in an 

ethnographic context allows the researcher to chart the dynamics of a performance and the 

nature of individuals’ participation within it. 

Cultural performance and landscapes: 

Engagement by artists with landscape and topography was also a feature of the 

alternative theatre movement, which increasingly saw the land as a dynamic element within 

performance. John Fox (Fox, 2002: 39) fondly locates this evolving discourse between 

performance and the land within a ‘fake primitive ruralism’ which emerged from a revival of 

interest in ‘pre-industrial ancestral links and alternative congregational and spiritual ways 

outside Christianity and civilisation.’ Thus, performance artists and alternative society in 

general began to turn their focus onto the ancient sacred sites of Britain; its ley lines and 

‘lines of desire;’ the function of its ancient monuments as astronomical calendars and as 

sites of collective, often processional, performativity. For Fox (2002: 40) ‘the pattern of 

working in the open air, attending to astronomical, tidal, diurnal, nocturnal and seasonal 

rhythms, and the weather, provides us with a useful geophysical and ecological perspective, 

a stimulus for imagery and mythology.’ As artists began to adopt an integrative approach to 



outdoor work; one in which the physical dynamics of a location, its gradients, views, 

pathways, orientations and relationships to the wider world became considered features of 

the aesthetic and symbolic dynamics of performance, so the practices and practitioners of 

outdoor arts began to separate and specialise. 

Wilkie’s survey of site-specific and outdoor arts companies (Wilkie, 2002a: 150) 

outlines the generic variations which emerged within outdoor performance as a whole as 

artists explored the relationship between performance and landscape, topography, site and 

location. For Wilkie, the most straightforward of these techniques to emerge was ‘outside 

theatre:’ the simple staging of a theatre piece in an outdoor location, such as a Shakespeare 

play performed in a park. ‘Site-sympathetic’ performances evolved as the staging of existing, 

independent performance texts in selected sites, perhaps chosen for their association with 

dramatic theme or physical ability to amplify the effect of the piece. ‘Site-generic’ 

performances were ‘generated for a series of like sites’ and able to tour to similar sites in 

different locations. Finally, Wilkie reserves the term ‘site-specific’ for performances which 

were produced for a single site and which reflected the specific histories, archaeologies, 

morphologies and associations of that site alone. These categorisations are useful in terms 

of identifying the nature of the creative, performance-based responses which result from 

the Activate New Perspectives processions and outdoor arts programme in the Jurassic 

Coast World Heritage Site, the stated aim of which is to ‘inform locality-focused work 

related to... local landscape.’ x 

The developing incorporation of the land as an element of performance within 

alternative theatre was also reflected in the way artists worked in community to explore 

local attachments to place and to unearth alternative heritage narratives through 

community performance. The ‘community theatre’ and ‘community plays’ of the 1970s saw 

communities and artists exploring ‘hidden histories of repression’ (Kershaw 1992: 193) 

which were often associated with land-rights, agrarian reform and the effects of 

industrialisation on rural communities. For Kershaw, ‘by animating history, community plays 

aim to make the past vividly alive in the present. Many scenes are set in known local 

locations, so local geography and topography gradually emerge as significant to the action.’ 



 On a more practical level, Mason (1992) celebrates the flexibility of scale; materials, 

such as fire and water, and machinery, including the use of vehicles, which are available as a 

creative vocabulary to experimental artists working in outdoor settings. Mason also 

identifies how outdoor theatre enjoys a dynamic relationship with place and geography ‘due 

to changing conditions of place and weather,’ which is denied to the indoor form (Mason, 

1992: 88):  

The advantages of particular locations are employed to varying degrees, but 
no outdoor theatre would miss an opportunity to make use of a favourable 
setting. Other groups - doing site-specific work - design their shows for each 
particular location. This means that rivers, bridges, beaches, waterfalls, 
woods, warehouses and even railway yards can not only enrich the drama 
but become its subject.  

Wilkie (2002b) presents a view of site-specific performance as a ‘process of 

negotiation between three sets of rules: those of the site, the performance, and the 

spectators.’ Wilkie identifies outdoor performance as being ‘‘out of place’ – that place being 

the traditional theatre building’ (Wilkie, 2002: 255). Her analysis of the methods by which 

performance, place and spectator combine to generate meaning in outdoor performance 

articulates the transgressive potential thus offered to radical theatre-makers. For Wilkie, 

‘the act of marking out a performance area [outdoors] is simultaneously the act of declaring 

that area subject to a different set of rules.’ These rules affect both how audiences 

experience movement through space and their dramatic view of the performance, which is 

itself influenced by ‘the ambiguity of deciding what is part of the performance and what is 

part of the site.’   

Outdoor Arts: Geographies of cultural policy:  

Analysis of the techniques and development of outdoor and site-specific 

performance from its roots in alternative theatre in the UK and Europe offers insight into 

the reasons why these art forms, and those of carnival and procession, have been adopted 

so readily by official policy-making bodies as instrumental methods of cultural intervention. 

By moving outside established theatre buildings, alternative practitioners began to develop 

more direct interactions with the public, working across the borders of class and location. 

Mason asserts that ‘without the defined spatial arrangements of indoor theatre all kinds of 

interaction with the public are possible’ (Mason, 1992: 11). Outdoor cultural performances 



such as participatory processions therefore offer a range of performance ‘efficacies’ which 

have been adopted by mainstream institutions to instrumental purposes.  

Wilkie (2002a: 141) identifies the 1980s as the period in which the term ‘site-specific’ 

began to gain currency in theatrical terms. As it did so, the form also emerged as one whose 

‘intervention into everyday spaces has meant that its effect might be harnessed and put into 

the service of social and political concerns and issues of community.’ Historically, as state 

funding for the arts became more competitive and concentrated, many practitioners relied 

on a ‘social’ justification for their art in order to secure financial support for their work. 

Wilkie locates site-specific performance at the ‘intersection of a number of territories ... 

tourism, town planning, art, community, and social control,’ and her survey of companies 

raises a view of performances in this sector as ‘a public platform for a broad programme of 

training and work in the community.’ This analysis supports a historical view that techniques 

fired in the crucible of countercultural art were steadily co-opted to mainstream purposes, 

and that funding allocated to outdoor and site specific art ‘tends to be less about funding 

the art itself, and more about the vast process behind it.’ (Wilkie, 2002a: 148) 

Mason assesses the developmental arc of outdoor performance as a movement 

away from the ‘dynamic period of innovation during the 1970s’ towards ‘more market-

oriented productions’ (Mason, 1992: 205). By the 1990s, the influence of countercultural 

performance art and alternative, political theatre within outdoor work had declined. Mason 

takes the view that the ‘radical nature’ of outdoor performance had been ‘toned down to 

make it more ‘acceptable’ as artists struggled to find funding.’ By this point, a process of 

assimilation of the techniques, if not the politics, of alternative, participatory, outdoor and 

processional performance into the cultural and commercial mainstream had begun, and 

Kelly’s prediction ten years earlier that alternative theatre and community arts ‘was ceasing 

to be a movement of activists and beginning to become a profession’ (Kelly, 1984: 31) 

appeared to have been vindicated. Kershaw (1992:147) expresses this shift as a tactical 

pragmatism on the part of artists, whose ’increased dependence on the state can be read as 

both a prudent political tactic used to stay in oppositional business and a craven 

accommodation to the status quo.’ Mason identifies a similar shift in site-specific work 

during this period towards a definition as ‘environmental Arts’; a genre which began to 

enjoy ‘a belated honeymoon with arts funding bodies’ (Mason, 1992: 205). 



The 1998 report Arts and the Natural Heritage (Carter, J. & Masters, D. 1998) offers 

key insights into the development of institutional thinking within environmental 

organisations in particular with regard to the increasing role of art and performance as 

strategies for site-interpretation and community engagement. The report, commissioned by 

Scottish Natural Heritage and the Scottish Arts Council, establishes performance-based work 

as the ‘ideal’ art form in this regard. For Carter and Masters, outdoor performance offers an 

‘ephemeral’ performativity that leaves no permanent physical trace on the land which might 

degrade the physical environment or cause lasting offence to the cultural sensitivities of the 

visiting public. Carter and Masters (1998:2) also position the relationship of art and 

performance to landscape firmly in the affective mode; their efficacies operating in the 

realm of emotion as opposed to that of cognitive or scientific understanding. Outdoor and 

site-specific performance are seen here as methods by which audiences can be emotionally 

engaged with a location and develop an affective bond with a place that promotes 

conservation tendencies and sentiments of associative value. The report also embraces the 

celebratory modes developed by alternative theatre practitioners as methods of community 

engagement, promoting ‘community celebration or involvement work, linked to the natural 

as well as cultural heritage,’ which ‘aim to reinforce a community’s sense of identity and 

pride’ (Carter and Masters, 1998: 6).  

Carter and Masters make pragmatic acknowledgement of the contribution that 

projects which link the arts and natural heritage can make to the economic development of 

an area by promoting tourism agendas and ‘attracting people to a site who might not 

otherwise have visited’ (Carter and Masters, 1998:7). They set an early, progressive tone in 

encouraging structured, dialogic relationships between institutions and artists which 

balance artistic and instrumental concerns. However, the report also carries a warning to 

organisations considering such involvement. Its tone reflects an implicit sense of danger; 

working with artists constitutes a risk to institutions that choose to engage with techniques 

developed as part of the countercultural evolution of alternative theatre. Artists require 

‘freedom of expression,’ (Carter and Masters, 1998: 10) and working with them is an 

‘adventure’ which does not offer definite or quantifiable outcomes (Carter and Masters, 

1998: 3). The report locates the artistic response to place and landscape in terms of an 

appreciation of the environment ‘as a venue or subject for arts work’ (Carter and Masters, 



1998: 3). In direct contrast, Carter and Masters define institutional approaches as those 

which ‘may see the Arts as one vehicle amongst many for their communications and 

publicity work.’ As a safety measure and to ensure this conflict is minimised, specific 

methods of commissioning are recommended. Artists must have acceptable ‘ways of 

working, style of work and personality’ and should be commissioned ‘through a process of 

limited, rather than open, competition’ (Carter and Masters, 1998: 7). By this critique, 

Carter and Masters’ report distils the inherent tensions that exist between the cultural-

democratic genealogies of countercultural artists and the aims of mainstream institutions 

which are seeking to use the arts to promote preferred notions with regard to landscape, 

place and identity. 

 By 2002, Arts Council England (ACE) had established a view of the civic role of 

outdoor performance and street arts in particular as significant features of cultural policy 

with regard to public notions of place. Increasingly, performances of this type were being 

incorporated into strategies of urban renewal as cultural features of post-industrial 

regeneration and the necessary ideological recruitment of communities to such projects. In 

its Strategy and Report on Street Arts (Hall, 2002) ACE states that ‘street arts have been 

used extensively by local authorities and regeneration bodies to provide positive cultural 

profile for specific areas, and as a key driver for regenerating a variety of urban spaces,’ 

(Hall, 2002: 4).  

Hall re-iterates both the ability of outdoor street performance to ‘provide 

access...for audiences who would not normally enter traditional performance spaces,’ (Hall, 

2002: 4) and the community-cohesive potential of these forms to address ‘issues of access, 

especially for socially excluded groups.’ She draws on audience survey evidence from the 

Office for National Statistics which concludes that outdoor arts performances are able to 

transcend class differences. She also cites Jermyn’s findings (Jermyn, 2001) that audiences 

for outdoor performances, street arts, carnival and circus are large and ‘sustainable in terms 

of demand from artists and audiences,’ (Hall, 2002: 5)  

The 2002 ACE strategy also recognises the diversity of creative vocabularies at play 

within street arts and its history as a focus for political action. It asserts the ability of the 

form to ‘defamiliarize the surroundings of the audience’ (Hall, 2002: 7) a technique long 



recognised by artists seeking to create alternative visions of social organisation in their 

work. Finally, Hall’s critique of the free-expressive relationship between artist, place and 

audience for street arts offers a neat summary of the development of this reinvigorated 

genre within the alternative theatre movement (Hall, 2002: 7): 

The audience is participating in an event within a specific situation, and in a specific 
spatial context, in a way that is qualitatively different from the way in which a 
theatre audience relates to a play. It is the freer relationships with the audience, 
and with the environment, which cannot be controlled that are the defining 
characteristics of street arts. The challenges that come from these relationships, 
and the opportunities for spontaneity that they present, provide a depth of 
inspiration and stimulation for the artist that more traditional forms often cannot. 

 

Hall’s snapshot of street arts activity in the UK in 2002 reveals a growing recognition 

among institutions and local authorities as to the cultural and social efficacies of this kind of 

performance. However, the sector at this time was limited in its scope due to a lack of 

clarity in the funding system, a ‘lack of consistency at regional and national level to 

recognising the value of the art form,’ and a shortage of officers within funding bodies who 

possessed sufficient knowledge about street arts to be able actively support it (Hall, 2002: 

2). Arts Council and Regional Arts Board investment in street arts in 2002 was low, and the 

sector lacked advocacy. With the exception of opportunities arising from independent 

summer schools, residencies and workshop programmes run by countercultural groups such 

as Welfare State, International Outlaw University (ex-Welfare State) and Emergency Exit 

Arts, formal training opportunities were few. The general artistic quality of street arts in the 

UK was considered by the Arts Council to be ‘poor’ in comparison with similar work in 

Europe, where outdoor and street performance enjoyed higher ‘cultural importance’ (Hall, 

2002: 13). Notwithstanding this set of challenges, Hall’s report identifies during this period 

‘a zeitgeist shift towards more celebratory and communal events taking place outside,’ (Hall, 

2002: 13). Coinciding with a restructuring of the funding system, the ACE report set new 

conditions for the recognition of the cultural influence and social efficacies of street arts and 

outdoor performance. It also promoted its increased funding as a significant strand within 

Arts Council activity, a factor which contributed to its movement towards the more central 

position in cultural policy it occupies today. 



In 2006, Hall’s report was followed by the Arts Council’s Street Arts Healthcheck 

(Micklem, 2006) in which the definition of street arts was expanded to include ‘a variety of 

forms including theatre, music, circus, dance, carnival, mela, installation, pyrotechnics and 

spectacle.’ (Micklem, 2006: 4). While asserting the positive effect of increased Arts Council 

funding for outdoor performance work on what was a ‘fragile’ sector four years previously, 

the report emphasised the continuing low status of street arts in the UK, where ‘among 

artists, producers, promoters, critics, funders and government, the perception is that the 

work of street arts is poor and carries little artistic value’ (Micklem, 2006: 4). Despite this 

apparent negative image, however, the wider efficacies of street arts and outdoor 

performance had proven persistent and enduring (Micklem, 2006: 4):  

Outdoor work can have a transformational effect on its audience. As well as the 

intrinsic artistic value of much of this work, street arts has proven an 

extraordinarily potent force with regeneration,  social inclusion, participation and 

tourism agendas. The very best work makes positive contributions to local 

economies and communities, reaching out to audiences and participants that more 

traditional forms of expression find hard to connect to.  

 

Micklem identifies two key factors which influenced the development of street arts 

and outdoor performance during this period, namely: the reliance of artists on the 

development of visually spectacular performance work for corporate clients in order to 

survive financially (Micklem, 2006: 8) and the seminal performance of The Sultan’s Elephant, 

by the French Royal de Luxe theatre company in London between May 4 and 7, 2006.  

With regard to the former, the ACE report implicitly confirms the decline of the 

countercultural tendency in outdoor performance signalled by Mason and Kershaw and its 

replacement by commissioned work from ‘commercial partners who value visual impact 

over artform development’ (Micklem, 2006: 8). This movement also signalled an increasing 

professionalization of the sector away from its cultural-democratic beginnings. Fifteen years 

earlier in his paper to the National Arts and Media Strategy Unit A Plea for Poetry, John Fox 

of Welfare State had predicted exactly such a decline, in which the value of the arts to 

society is commercialised and translated exclusively via discourses of urban regeneration, 

tourism and economic development: ‘a rationalisation written in the jargon of the dominant 

culture of grocerism’ (Fox, 1991). Such a translation parallels the experience of Welfare State 



itself as a company between 1968 and 1991, and its journey from alternative travelling circus 

to civic directors of Glasgow All Lit Up, the spectacular official celebration for the city’s role 

as European City of Culture. Increasingly, Fox found himself producing work where the 

cultural-democratic, participatory elements of the process were limited, the spectacular 

took precedence over the meaningful, vernacular poetry in performance was reduced and 

he felt himself becoming a ‘state-licensed buffoon.’ For Fox (Fox, 2002: 141): 

The history of art and culture over the last few hundred years ...can be seen as a 
continuous erosion of home–made, participatory art, craft and ritual and its 
replacement by standardised products fashioned by trained professionals for sale. 
Furthermore these products are not ideologically neutral. They reflect the 
preoccupations and values or otherwise serve the interests of a relatively small 
group of people – the privileged within the industrialised western world. 

 

Micklem states that much UK street art in 2006 ‘fails to adequately describe a 

narrative,’ and creates ‘compelling visual imagery but with acknowledged deficiencies in the 

ability to tell a story’ (Micklem, 2006: 8) Perhaps unwittingly, his critique signals the decline 

of a key efficacy of alternative outdoor theatre; a decline in the politics of its narrative 

function which signalled a lessening of its attempt to lead its audience into alternative 

visions and mythologies of human experience. As Fox puts it: ‘by 1991...I had a sneaking 

anxiety that however we struggled in the context of broad-based mass fire shows, most 

audiences and many local authorities and promoters couldn’t tell the difference between 

heart-bashed poetry and Disney turn-on’ (Fox, 2002: 138). 

At the same time, Micklem celebrates the internationalism of street arts, a feature 

which is directly attributable to the fact that is employs ‘little or no language.’ Micklem 

points positively to the existence of a highly-developed outdoor performance circuit of 

street arts festivals on the European mainland. Ironically, he is gesturing here towards an 

infrastructure in which practitioners retain ‘a stronger tradition of anarchism and of using 

culture as a political tool,’ (Mason, 1992: 129). Micklem stresses the exportability of UK 

outdoor and street performance and the financial opportunities offered by the European 

circuit. He contrasts this with the UK, where free, independent street arts festivals were 

declining after a period of expansion in the run up to the millennium, and were becoming 

centralised as local-authority controlled ‘civic’ events. This loss of independence led to a 

situation in which often successful festivals of outdoor performance and street arts 



disappeared altogether due to cuts in local authority funding (Micklem, 2006: 12). By way of 

compensation, commercial showcases began to develop for the promotion of outdoor 

performances to the European circuit and established theatre venues such as the National 

Theatre and the Belgrade Theatre, Coventry, began to programme street arts alongside 

their indoor work. The development of such a commercial approach and the involvement of 

established indoor venues in this way further signals the assimilation of this countercultural 

art form back into the mainstream and away from its roots in alternative theatre during this 

period.  

A consistent feature throughout the changing culture of outdoor performance in the 

UK, however, is its popularity with audiences. Micklem attributes this to the ‘democratic 

relationship’ that exists between performances and audiences in public places and the 

freedom of audiences to ‘simply walk away when the work fails to engage them.’ The size of 

these audiences – ranging from tens of thousands to hundreds of thousands at some 

extended events – was also becoming a consistent feature of these types of performance, 

outstripping many other types of event. Micklem attributes this to ‘changes in society and a 

culture which is developing a new relationship with the outdoors,’ and to one highly 

influential event in particular, the performance of The Sultan’s Elephant, by the French 

Royal de Luxe theatre company in London between May 4 and 7, 2006. Micklem states: ‘The 

Sultan’s Elephant is estimated to have attracted audiences of one million people...the public 

response to this work has been extraordinary.’ (Micklem, 2006: 13) 

The Royal De Luxe processional performance in London was indeed spectacular, 

featuring a huge animatronic elephant and a giant marionette of a young girl, surrounded by 

a large, mobile retinue of associated human-scale performers. The narrative evolved over 

three days as the performance moved through the city, attracting audiences of up to a 

million people. Writing in the Observer on May 14, 2006, theatre critic Susannah Clapp 

described The Sultan’s Elephant as ‘a staggering spectacle that has changed the way we 

think about street theatre’ (Clapp, 2006). 

The Sultan’s Elephant demonstrated the power of outdoor performances to attract 

huge numbers of people as audience, but it did so primarily by virtue of its size and scale; 

the sheer spectacle of its presence within the everyday spaces of Central London, rather 



than through the attraction or transformative nature of its narrative.  For Read (2006) ‘the 

images were marvellous, the crowds were huge but the language was essentially 

sizeist...almost everyone who saw it spoke about it in terms of scale and little else.’ Read 

further criticises the show’s avoidance of political engagement with its location. For Read, 

‘The opportunity for exposing the locality - one of the most entrenched power-bases in the 

western world...to a more sustained, poetic critique, would not be beyond Royal de Luxe.’ 

Read suggests that despite its occupation of the city over three days, the performance also 

missed opportunities to contest the meaning of public space that historically radical outdoor 

practitioners would have been keen to explore. Furthermore, he situates the event within a 

chronology of large-scale spectacular ‘animations’ of civic space in the run up to the 2012 

Olympics: 

With the Olympics heading for Stratford in 2012 and all the sizeist mumbojumbo 
that will attend the ceremonial of that dubious paean to body-efficiency, these 
reservations regarding hollow spectacle will escalate not diminish. 

 

For Eaglestone (2006) The Sultan’s Elephant was a triumph of spectacular machinery, 

and technical achievement, which reflected an impressive level of civic organisation and 

encouraged a de-familiarization of the urban landscape in which it took place. Citing 

Heidegger, Eaglestone contests Read’s analysis and reflects on how the performance drew 

his attention to the nature of the everyday world in which it existed; to the spatiality of the 

streets, to their ‘differences in colour (the dark of the tarmac, the roughness of the curb 

stones, the red and yellows of the advertising).’ For Eaglestone, ‘the hugeness of the 

elephant – its ‘out of scaleness’ – made me look at the second, third and fourth stories of 

the buildings around it, the details around their windows and the decorations on their 

roofs.’ Here the effect of the spectacle is indeed primary, but primary in its re-positioning of 

the relationship between the observer and the nature of the urban space rather than as a 

distraction from it. 

However, Eaglestone finds himself troubled by the textual narrative of the 

performance, published as four downloadable  Victorianesque, Jules Verne-inspired 

newspapers, which he finds to be ‘almost a set piece of orientalism: a sultan, complete with 

irrational rages; eunuchs; five concubines; naked African warriors and ‘jabbering’ witch 

doctors; 10,000 enslaved Egyptians sewing and so on.’ For Eaglestone, beyond the 



spectacle, the performance and its million-strong audience took on a more worrying aspect, 

that of imperial propaganda (Eaglestone, 2006: 524):  

This orientalist spectacle was proceeding down these great streets with their 
Victorian architecture, originally funded in no small part by Empire, past the statues 
of Imperial generals from colonial wars. The huge elephant was not, was no longer, 
a challenge to these, but rather of one piece with the spectacle of Empire, a 
celebration of Empire, in fact.  
 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the official response to this £695,000 cost to the taxpayer 

(Micklem, 2006:7) was somewhat different. Speaking at the International Federation of Arts 

Councils and Culture Agencies World Summit on Arts & Culture in June 2006, which took as its 

theme the role of the arts in regeneration under the banner Transforming Places, Transforming 

Lives, the Culture Secretary Tessa Jowell said of the show (Jowell, 2006):  

‘Even now it seems incredible, but the spell that 'The Sultan's Elephant' cast on 
those who saw it meant that for those few precious hours, everyone involved felt a 
sense of kinship and connectedness. Part of a single life-changing experience.  And 
all in a single city.’ 

The longer term effects of The Sultan’s Elephant on the development of cultural 

policy in the UK with regard to outdoor arts and street performance are not to be 

underestimated. The show re-affirmed on a world stage the ability of free outdoor 

performances to attract huge audiences in public spaces. It was a demonstration of civic 

organisational power, political largesse and international cultural linkage.  When the 

Department of Culture and Local Government published its New Performance Framework 

for Local Authorities & Local Authority Partnerships (DCLG, 2007) in October 2007, the fact 

that one million people had attended this arts event was a lightbulb moment for the cultural 

sector of local government.  

Dedicated to the outcome of creating ‘stronger communities,’ National Indicator 11: 

Engagement with the Arts (NI 11) established targets for local government with regard to 

‘attendance at and/or participation in the arts at the local level’ (Audit Commission, 2010). 

NI 11 is defined as ‘the percentage of the adult population in a local area that have either 

attended an arts event or participated in an arts activity at least three times in the past 12 

months’ (DCMS, 2008). Since 2007, local authorities, in negotiation with central 

government, have been given the option to choose NI 11 as a key priority within their Local 

Area Agreements, among up to 35 priorities chosen by each authority from the National 



Indicator set. In doing so they commit themselves to increasing adult engagement in the 

arts in their area by between 3% and 6% by 2010. If successful, they receive a reward grant 

from central Government. Progress towards the target is monitored by the Audit 

Commission by way of a sample survey in which local people are asked to complete a 

questionnaire about their level of local engagement and participation in arts and culture. 

Since 2007, the proven ability of outdoor arts to be ‘attractive and accessible to an 

audience far wider than those who visit indoor theatres’ (Mason, 1992: 11), its repeated 

assessment at policy level as an art form which attracts large audiences, (Hall, 2002; 

Micklem, 2006) the million-strong success of The Sultan’s Elephant and the potential 

financial reward for meeting NI 11 targets have made outdoor performance an attractive 

proposition to local authorities. With a single outdoor event, local authorities can engage 

hundreds if not thousands of people who might not otherwise visit a theatre or exhibition. 

Support for community carnivals, processions, street arts and site specific theatre has 

acquired a new-found rationale in the cultural sector of local government. One Dorset arts 

administrator interviewed for this research cites NI 11 as a primary rationale for the re-

invigoration of outdoor arts festivals such as the Inside Out festival in Dorset:  

 Outdoor arts is where people can access high quality arts who wouldn’t otherwise attend arts events. 

That is the bottom line. The Arts Council is saying that, Dorset is also saying that...and they invested 

hugely in Inside Out. Dorset County Council see it as a major way of reaching large numbers of people. 

The first one in 2007 reached 30,000 people, so big numbers... How do you reach everyone? Do it 

where they are. So those drivers are behind it, NI 11 and the Arts Council.  

 

The subsequent ACE New Landscapes Outdoor Arts Development Plan (ACE, 2008) 

reflected the relevance of outdoor performance to NI 11 and the place of large-scale 

spectacle as a feature of national and local government-sponsored programmes. The 

document stresses from the outset its agenda to ‘enable more people to participate in more 

places’  and acknowledges that ‘local Authorities have a unique and crucial role as 

supporters, funders, licensors and promoters of outdoor arts activities’ (ACE, 2008:2) thus 

consolidating the in-roads made by official institutions into what was once a countercultural 

creative sector. 

New Landscapes also consolidates the role of outdoor performance and as a feature 

of neighbourhood renewal and urban regeneration. It recognises the potential of the sector 



as a highly visible form of public art within official programmes such as the Cultural 

Olympiad, Liverpool’s role as European Capital of Culture in 2008, and the 2014 

Commonwealth Games in Glasgow. In the aftermath of high profile events such as The 

Sultan’s Elephant, this document signals a significant movement for outdoor processional 

performance (and other forms of site-specific and public art) from the ‘fragile’ cultural fringe 

(Hall, 2002) towards the centre of mainstream cultural activity. For the Arts Council, outdoor 

arts, by this point in its history, has achieved a status as ‘a viable and essential part of the 

arts ecology, reaching new and more audiences and increasing engagement in the arts 

whilst supporting our partners in meeting their own agendas.’ (ACE, 2008:6) 

Alongside its re-definition of the genre to include ‘street arts, tented circus, carnival, 

celebratory and participatory arts, spectacle, community arts and art in the public realm,’ 

New Lansdcapes reasserts both the convenient ephemerality of outdoor performance 

highlighted by Carter and Masters (its ‘time-limited’ nature) and the instrumental ability of 

outdoor arts to work across a range of sectors: rural, urban, participatory and educational 

(ACE, 2008:7). The report recognises the longstanding efficacy of outdoor performance 

which ‘uniquely links its audience to the landscape’ and its affective, interpretative function, 

through which ‘the qualities of the work, its aesthetics, and the nature of the participatory 

experience reflect the relationship with the environment in which the work is presented’ 

(ACE, 2008:7).   

The potential of outdoor performance as spectacle is also recognised in the New 

Landscapes plan. The report emphasises ACE’s commitment to supporting large-scale work 

in particular as a feature of the Cultural Olympiad. (ACE, 2008:  17; 25), and suggests that 

televised coverage of large-scale events should be transmitted nationwide via the 18 Live 

Sites outdoor screens which have been set up by LOCOG in the run up to 2012.  

New Landscapes sets out an institutional vision for the mainstreaming of outdoor 

arts, a vision to be achieved via the development of national infrastructure, international 

commissioning and formal training programmes in the art form within state education. 

Further, it sets out to continue the professionalization of the sector through the 

dissemination of ‘best practice’ and stresses the centrality of partnerships between outdoor 

artists and the heritage, tourism and commercial sectors.  



In conclusion, we may say that in many ways, the rationale of the New Landscapes 

plan encapsulates the historical, developmental arc of the outdoor arts in the UK between 

1960 and the present day. This movement saw the form develop from origins in the 

oppositional performance radicalism of alternative theatre. Outdoor and processional artists 

explored the development of cultural-democratic efficacies by means of a reinvigoration of 

popular forms and the power of spectacle within communities. Latterly, these techniques 

have been assimilated by the commercial mainstream and applied to economic and 

governmental concerns. The current, active policy document at the heart of this process, 

New Landscapes, establishes a commodifying framework for the standardisation of ‘artistic 

quality,’ the professionalization of artists, the commercial marketing and distribution of 

outdoor performance as product, and its use as national spectacle within state-sponsored 

projects such as the Cultural Olympiad. As such it reflects a decline of the progressive 

efficacies of alternative theatre and an assimilation of the counterculture into the 

mainstream. A key question for this study lies in the unpicking of Kershaw’s statement 

regarding the complicity or otherwise of artists in this process. Is their involvement in the 

spectacles of the Cultural Olympiad ‘a prudent political tactic used to stay in oppositional 

business [or] a craven accommodation to the status quo’? Or is it both?  
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