3.5 Core Case Study

DEVORAN
VILLAGE HALL,
CORNWALL

3.5.1 CONTEXT AND COMMUNITY
Cornwall is in the category of ‘remote rural’ for the purposes of our study. With a heritage
of tin mining, farming and fishing, the most important industry is now tourism. Carn to
Cove, the Cornish Rural Touring Scheme, was established to support rural touring across
the whole of Cornwall. Although they have venues in tourist destinations, as a charity
Carn to Cove’s overall commitment is to rural communities, many of whom live in small
settlements and isolated communities throughout the peninsular.
Devoran is a village of 600 people on the edge of the Restronguet Creek at the confluence
with the Carnon River. Its small port was linked to local tin mines via a now-disused
railway, and though the mining industry has long since died out, along with links to the
sea, it still forms an important part of the local heritage. In the past forty years, the
most significant industry has grown to be tourism which appears to drive most of the
work opportunities in the village. There is a small indigenous population who have lived
in the area for generations; ‘incomers’ form an increasingly important part of the local
community. The median age is 50, ten years above the national average and five years
higher than the average for rural England in general. It also appears to be relatively
affluent with nearly 71% of the population in socio-economic classes 1-4, putting it 10%
higher than the average for rural England in general. At 1.7%, BME is slightly lower than the
national average for rural areas in general, which is 2.4%. Devoran has a pub and a school
but apart from the onsite shop in the local caravan park there is nowhere to buy groceries
or fresh food and no post office. The village has good transport links by bus to Truro and
Falmouth and a bus service to the local train station, set a mile outside of the village.
3.5.2 THE RURAL TOURING SCHEME
Carn to Cove is a charity which employs two members of staff. It works with 85 venues
and programmes in about 65 of these venues every year. This has grown from working
with promoters in eight venues in 2006, the year in which the current Scheme Director
was appointed. Their main aim and role is a resource supporting local promoters and
communities, and they try to steer away from venues catering to tourism. They work with
a range of venues including sports halls, chapels, barns and even outdoor stages, but their
mainstay are village halls, of which Devoran is a good example.
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Carn to Cove only have funding to operate subsidies on one show a season per venue,
but this does not seem to deter their promoters who usually take at least two shows a
year and sometimes up to six. They operate a profit split which gives the promoters the
incentive to fill their shows, but the Scheme Director does not think attracting audiences
is a necessarily huge issue in most of the venues:
“You can stick fifteen posters around a village and everybody in the
village knows about the event, or has talked about it in the post office
or wherever, in the pub.”
Scheme Director
Neither is there any evidence that challenging programming necessarily deters promoters:
“It doesn’t have to be safe and it doesn’t have to be boring and it doesn’t have
to be very middle-of-the-road. It can be something that’s quite out there and
we don’t underestimate our audiences, they are up for it. They’ll go with it.”
Promoter
The Scheme runs what it calls “pitching events” linked to every season, where promoters
are invited to an evening where the shows that will be part of the coming season are
“pitched” to them. At these events, they have a chance to ask questions and make a
pitch for the shows they want in their venue. The Scheme think this is a very good way
of building a relationship of trust with the venues and certainly enables them to get to
know the individuals involved and perhaps to get them to consider shows they would not
otherwise think are suitable.
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The Scheme also has a strong sense of the importance of both their role in sustaining
Cornish culture and in developing a new rural culture or rural aesthetic:
“Through new technologies, village communities and rural communities
can talk to each other directly now, not through the prism of an urban aesthetic.
I think for example, there are very strong rural aesthetics of course because
folk music ultimately, folk culture, which actually still permeates a lot of content
and stories obviously come out of… that’s why many companies want to develop
their stories inside a community.”
Scheme Director
The Scheme Director also has a clear view that rural touring has a very important role
to play in community cohesion. It is also important to understand the economic impact:
“…not just in terms of the creative economy, but also for the local economies
of villages, such as local pubs incorporating pre-event meals and after show
drinks etc., it’s a win-win model.”
Scheme Director
Social impacts are seen as more difficult to quantify, although Audiences Agency research
in Cornwall did show how important rural touring events are in building community
cohesion and challenging isolation. It’s about:
“a sense of laughter and enjoyment … there is something about the
village hall, it’s not the church, … it’s something which is non-denominational,
it’s quite neutral, it’s not always dominated by alcohol either, which is obviously
the pub environment. There are things which are very core to village life which
we provide a major shot in the arm for.”
Scheme Director
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3.5.3 THE PROMOTERS AND VENUE

Devoran Village Hall was originally built in the 1920s as a military drill hall. It received
funding in 2015 for refurbishment which at the time of writing is nearly complete. It has
a very active committee and is well used by local clubs and for events which include Tai
Chi, keep fit, acoustic music sessions, a folk club, a gardening club, ‘a Capella’ women’s
choir and a monthly local produce market. Unusually for a village hall, the promotions are
led by a promoting group rather than an individual. A local parent with a background in
drama and community arts was approached by Carn to Cove in 2015 because they wanted
a local promoter who was interested in promoting children’s shows. She approached other
women she knew through being involved in other community groups in the village and
they decided to form a production company to promote children’s shows in the village
hall.
She described the very positive experience of attending the first “pitching” event which
resulted in them booking their first show, a puppet theatre which was such a success that
they have now built their programme up to four shows a year. She explains:
“We have one subsidised show from Carn to Cove every six months – that is
really too far apart – we need them more frequently to have more impact.
We now do four shows a year including adult and children’s shows using
money we’ve got, money in the kitty, from refreshments and stuff…”
Promoter
She explains that the rural touring shows are part of a whole programme at the hall run
by clubs and societies, and that it is part of the regular round of events which bring the
community together and that people will come to shows whether or not they are fans of
the art form or comfortable with the subject matter. But the fact that it is of high-quality
is fundamental to its success:
“With adult rural touring shows people are prepared to give it a go and
come along, you don’t always expect it to be brilliant. With the adult shows
there is definitely a social element, it’s comfortable to see your neighbours and
friends – it’s still a good evening whatever, people have tea before or drinks after,
there are things to do. But with the children’s shows, especially younger children,
it really matters if the show is not good quality.”
Promoter
One volunteer commented on the importance of local culture in the choice of shows:
“People here like to support local arts companies, local shows that they know
are made by Cornish companies, they always want to support local stuff and they
are not so interested in supporting outside stuff – it’s small scale, small venues,
small companies – and things people wouldn’t see otherwise, without rural touring.”
Volunteer
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3.5.4 VOLUNTEERS
The volunteers involved in supporting the touring events are generally the same people
involved in the promoting team, with a few other people who help out from time to time.
As a relatively new group they still feel they are finding their feet somewhat in terms of
building the profile of rural touring events. The four volunteers interviewed all felt it was
both worthwhile and rewarding and that volunteering had helped them feel more part of
village life. As one of the volunteers commented:
“Certainly, I have enjoyed getting to know people in the village that
I wouldn’t normally have met - that has been hugely important to me…
I feel much more part of the community than I otherwise would have done.”
Volunteer
“Feedback has been so positive, but the work is immense.
People absolutely love the shows and they are waiting for the next
performance – it makes people feel good about living in Devoran.”
Volunteer
The group regularly meet to make decisions about their programme and to allocate jobs
for the coming shows but there have clearly been challenges. “Sometimes it’s hard to get
decisions made and you have to deal with different personalities”. Nevertheless, having a
team to promote and support events means that tasks and responsibilities can be shared
and there are a greater number of skills to call on. When the group formed in 2015 it
was clear they were able to pool skills from their work and professional lives; one of the
volunteers had a background in drama and community arts, another was a practicing
artist, while another had worked in tourism and public relations.
The whole promoting group which involves about eight people with a few other helpers,
are all women. One of the volunteers thinks that this is to do with the fact they started
off only promoting children’s shows, even though most of the group are not parents of
young children.
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3.5.5 VISITED EVENT
The show we visited, including undertaking an audience survey, was an afternoon event
billed as a family show and was part of the Rural Touring Dance Initiative. “Chalk Circle”
is an original devised piece performed by a Scottish Company called Curious Seed and
designed for audiences aged eight and upwards. It dealt with a range of issues related to
identity and growing up and involved what one volunteer promoter referred to as “edgy”
themes such as sex and sexuality.
On the day, there were just over thirty people in the audience, half of whom were children
or young people. The relatively low attendance was explained by one of the promoting
team as related to the show having to be programmed during the bank holiday weekend.
Given that it was a long show (over 90 minutes) in an art form many of the audience
had not experienced before and which dealt with some difficult themes, the audience
response was extremely positive as recorded both in conversation with the research team
and in survey responses.
One audience member interviewed commented:
“I think there was definitely engagement and there were moments of intensity
where I think you could tell that ‘je ne sais quoi’ in the room when you know
that a connection has been made.”
Audience Member
The results before the show relating to the audience expectations indicate uncertainty
about the performance. Of those attending, 69% expected that the performance would be
unusual or something new for them and only 39% expected it to be of high-quality. Only
31% thought the venue was family friendly – this last point was itself a very interesting
issue for the organisers, who focus on promoting family and children’s shows. These preshow results contrast with findings after the show, when 87% said they were absorbed
by the performance, 79% strongly agreed that it lifted their mood for the better, 73% said
the performance was emotionally moving, and 79% said they would want to talk about it
to others. The post-show responses were generally very positive, with agreement about
the challenging nature of the material (85%), and agreement that it was both high-quality
(100%) and that they would like to see more of this kind of event (100%).

3.5 CORE CASE STUDY: Devoran Village Hall, Cornwall
Part of CONCERTA, an NRTF research project

The audience said… 				
Strongly
Agree
Disagree
Strongly
							
agree
				
disagree
I was confident that this would be a high-quality event
20.0		
67.0		
13.0		
0.0
I was really absorbed by the performance			
87.0		
13.0		
0.0		
0.0
It really caught my imagination					71.0		29.0		0.0		0.0
I felt challenged by some of the ideas				
54.0		
31.0		
15.0		
0.0
I really ‘got’ what it was about					64.0		22.0		15.0		0.0
I am sure I will want to talk about this to others		
79.0		
21.0		
0.0		
0.0
The performance was emotionally moving 			
73.0 		
27.0 		
0.0 		
0.0
The performance changed my mood for the better		
79.0		
14.0		
7.0		
0.0
This was a new type of art form for me			
7.0		
50.0 		
36.0 		
7.0
I’d like to see more of this kind of show			
67.0		
33.0		
0.0		
0.0
I am sure this was a high-quality event 			
73.0 		
27.0 		
0.0		
0.0
Note: answers are in percentage values adjusted for the number of missing replies.

Free comments made on survey forms confirm people’s positive experiences – the
following being typical:
“Creative, fun and engaging a great journey in the story”; “Thought provoking and
powerful, I really enjoyed it!” and; “Exciting, fun, imaginative, beautiful”.
3.5.6 IMPACTS AND LEARNING
Reflecting on the Case Study, a range of impacts are evident.
Benefits and Impacts
Evidence collected through the case study interviews, focus group and the audience
survey indicate that Rural Touring Arts activity in Devoran has:
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

Helped drive improvements in local facilities
Promoted and continues to support local volunteering
Channelled a range of transferable skills
Promoted community cohesion
Contributed to local skills development
Raised money to fund other unsubsidised professional touring events
Supported local arts organisations
Contributed to community development through fostering other activities and
partnerships.

Good Practice
■ The Scheme: “Pitching” events to support local promoters; profit share model on
subsidised events.
■ The Venue: Sustainable promoters group spreading tasks and responsibility;
programming outside comfort zone while maintaining audiences.
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