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   In undertaking our research into the impacts of rural touring arts, we were conscious that 
we were walking in the footsteps of an arts researcher and practitioner who undertook 
a landmark study into rural touring in 2003. In 2004, François Matarasso published ‘Only 
Connects’ (Comedia: 2004) which, for the first time, articulated not only the scale and 
reach of the practice of rural touring arts but also its ranging impacts.

 
For this research we decided to return to two of the areas visited during Matarasso’s 
original research - one in a ‘remote rural’ scheme area and one in an ‘accessible rural’ 
scheme area - to undertake ‘longitudinal’ research into four communities, two in which 
rural touring had continued and two in which for various reasons it no longer took place. 
Our aim was to investigate potential changes over time in relation to rural touring arts, 
including sustainability of the practice as well as the longevity of outcomes and impacts 
– a sense of the cumulative rather than longitudinal per se. Given the substantial time 
that had elapsed since Matarasso’s 2003 research, and the inevitably limited nature of 
our research return, we recognised the exploratory nature of this investigation, that such 
areas would have been subject to substantial processes of change but, also, the potential 
of enduring issues of rurality and the (touring) arts..

3.13.1 ‘ONLY CONNECTS’
 

In 2004 François Matarasso published Only Connects, a report that was the outcome 
of research undertaken in 2003 by François and a team of researchers commissioned 
by the NRTF. The NRTF were particularly interested in examining the impact of their 
members’ work and its contribution to rural arts. Although there was much anecdotal 
evidence for its impacts and effects up until then, there had been no sustained attempt 
at attempting to capture the evidence at a national level. The significance of the research 
cannot be underestimated. It was the first study of its kind into the outcomes of the 
work that by then was twenty years old. It was also the application of an evidence-
based methodology to consider the rural touring contribution to the arts and cultural 
opportunities of rural communities, including what transpired as the considerable benefits 
for the wider communities in which they took place.

 
Matarasso’s broad ranging study involved a national survey of all the Schemes as well 
as audience surveys at many community events and a range of case studies based on 
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visits and interviews. Based on this data, Matarasso and his team built up a picture of the 
outcomes of rural touring arts both at a micro and macro level and documented a range 
of important case studies.

 
The report identifies some of the key issues relating specifically to rural touring arts as 
opposed to rural arts in general, and made important distinctions between ‘isolated’ and 
‘accessible’ rural communities and the range of venues and variety of activities associated 
with them. The research outlined for the first time the developing infrastructure of 
promoters, venues and artists involved in rural touring activity and provided evidence that 
they could contribute to sustainable social, economic and cultural impact in rural areas.

 
Matarasso argued that “rural touring is not a poor substitute for the kind of experience 
offered by urban arts venues. It is qualitatively different in several respects” (Matarasso 
2004:12). Rather, rural touring brings a group of local people together in a familiar venue 
whose motive for being there is social as much as it is cultural and in doing so it builds 
a sense of community.

 
Matarasso detailed how rural touring arts depended on the kind of local voluntary 
commitment and organisation which, simultaneously, empowers communities to act on 
their own behalf through working together and developing confidence and skills which can 
have a wide ranging impact.

 
Thus, in writing about the positive outcomes and impacts, Matarasso acknowledged and 
articulated the connection between the arts, locally organised activity and community 
development which he argued “does not conceive of the arts instrumentally, but as an 
independent practice which can have significant outcomes on community organisations, 
networks and ‘community life’” (Matarasso 2004:89).

 
Building throughout the document, Matarasso identified how rural touring saw the 
strengthening of existing community organisations through capacity building, networking 
and volunteering and bringing people together positively, and which fostered community 
cohesion by reducing isolation, breaking down age barriers and, even, enhanced local 
democracy.

 
On returning to two of these same communities fifteen years later we wanted to find 
out if some of these aspects and impacts had sustained and/or changed over time (ac/
cumulation), including where professional rural touring had ceased.
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3.16 AN INTERVIEW WITH FRANÇOIS MATARASSO 
 

 
François Matarasso (March 2019): An Interview

  
Having undertaken the research and visited some of the schemes that featured in the 
original research, one of our researchers was able to interview François himself about 
his reflections on rural touring and, most particularly, what had changed since he 
published his original report. 

 
“The thing about rural touring is that it changes very slowly as a practice. I’m not sure 
that anything that I said fifteen years ago, I would see much need to change. The pace 
and ways in which I think it will have changed, or is changing, are to do with changes 
in society as a whole. Rural England isn’t where it was fifteen years ago, for a variety of 
reasons but they’re not changes that are specific to rural touring. It’s more to do with the 
context in which rural touring happens.” 

 
So, what is it that is so distinctive about Rural Touring Arts? 
 

“We need to remember that people have been gathering in halls for as long as 
there have been communities to listen to story tellers, to listen to musicians, to be 
entertained and consequently what happens in rural touring, without sentimentalising it 
at all, or romanticising it, is part of that long continuity. The heart of the reason why 
it’s different from a town centre arts centre is because the audience know each other. 
That contributes to the other thing that is distinctive, which is that rural touring events 
become part of shared memory, part of what builds community. So, for both of those 
reasons, I think that it is a very distinctive kind of artistic experience.” 

 
How valid is it to be looking at its impacts?
  

“I think that there are problems with how things get justified, The foundation of justifying 
public expenditure on rural touring should be that the people in rural areas have the same 
rights as people anywhere else. There shouldn’t be a need to prove change to justify 
your access to funding, because people who go to the national theatre are not required 
to prove that they have changed. I think rural touring does have significant outcomes for 
people who are involved in it, in whatever way they’re involved in it, and a rural touring 
performance can be disproportionately important and consequently it does create ripples 
that run on. I don’t happen to think that equipping village halls with expensive arts 
equipment is a particularly important or necessarily desirable outcome of that but that’s 
a personal view. I think the more important things are the relationships and confidence 
and the empowerment that comes with that work.” 

 
For the Arts Council it is very important that Rural Touring is undertaken by 
professional artists and companies because they believe this is an indication of 
quality, is that a necessary connection? 
 

“I don’t connect professional and non-professional with questions of quality. They’re 
entirely separate: whether something is good or not does not relate to whether it is 
professional. Whatever professional is, it’s defined by whoever’s doing the defining. I 
believe what the Arts Council does and supports is very important and valuable, but it’s 



3.13 Returning to Matarasso   
Part of CONCERTA, an NRTF research project

not always as important and valuable as those concerned think it is!” 
 

In our research, what appeared to be important was that artists were bringing in 
something unfamiliar, perhaps the only thing that was important was that they were 
good artists? 
 

“I think that’s exactly the point, one of the things that I question in some of the discourse 
about publicly funded art is there’s a kind of implicit belief that somehow people who are 
not professional, people who are not part of that arts world, are not interested in quality.”

 
Another important issue for the research has been about the sustainability of Rural 
Touring Arts especially in working through voluntary promoters and centres.
 

“I think the art world has a very simplistic idea of what sustainability means. All communities 
go through cycles and in small communities those cycles are more evident than in, in 
most. So, you can have a dynamic councillor or somebody on the village hall committee 
who is full of energy and makes a lot of things happen for a while and then for all sorts 
of reasons, that person either ages or their job takes them away somewhere or they just 
run out of steam, then there will be a dip. I’m not sure that the dip is a problem. Often, 
sooner or later, somebody else puts their head above the parapet and says, I want to 
make something happen. It’s in the nature of voluntary and community-led work that it 
fluctuates like that.” 

 
“I think the underlying truth of these villages is that most of them have been there for 
between one and two thousand years and they have survived a lot more than the Arts 
Council. They change and adapt themselves, I grew up in a village that is today nothing 
like what it was when I was a child: to take just one simple example, when I was a child, 
everybody worked on farms except the vicar, now hardly anybody works on farms. The 
whole character of that place has been turned inside out but it’s still carrying on. It’s 
finding out what place it’s going to be now.” 
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Should we be concerned about the people who live in villages but don’t attend rural 
touring events? 
 

“It’s back to the missionary idea. The arts council is very concerned that everybody 
should love what they do. I think the audiences for rural touring are more diverse socially 
and more representative of the places where it’s happening than audiences often are. 
They reach a lot of people: in communities, people doing voluntary work are using their 
own networks. You can have expectations about a professional marketer in an arts centre 
and how they should be reaching the whole of their potential local audience but I don’t 
think it’s fair or realistic to bring those expectations to a sixty-year-old lady who’s 
programming things in her village hall because she thinks it’s good for the community to 
have social events.” 

 
We are living in a time when funding is being reduced for the arts as in public 
services generally, are there any specific issues that relate to Rural Touring Arts? 
 

“I think the mantra of doing more with less is, frankly, dishonest. I don’t hear anybody 
saying that public schools should be doing more for less: somehow it only applies to 
people who already don’t have very much.” 

Fifteen years after the publication of Only Connects, any final reflections?
  

“When I was originally approached to do that research, I had very low expectations. I 
couldn’t see how something that was so small scale could have very much of an impact, 
but my thinking was completely transformed. I’ve often used rural touring as an example 
of the value of community development as a practice and as a principle, of how it is 
possible to empower people in very profound ways. That remains true, but, like a lot of 
things that rely on non-professionals, I think that it is massively under-estimated and 
under-valued by people who think that professional work, whatever that means - they 
usually it means their work - is more valuable and more than necessary than anything 
else.”


