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CFT New Ventures Project
This research report explores the development and impact of New Ventures from its
creation in 1976 up until a promenade production of Canterbury Tales at the end of

the 1980 season.

For the past three years | have been a heritage volunteer at CFT. However, my

connection with the theatre began in 1973 when | was employed as a seasonal

Stagehand. A couple of years later | was offered a permanent position as a Stage

Dayman. My employment at CFT lasted until 1980 when | left to pursue another

career.

Methodology

Throughout the research period a number of sources were utilised as listed below.

CFT archives

West Sussex Records Office - CFT collection

Chichester Library

Interviews with former CFT staff, Directors and cast members

Personal recollections
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1. CFT and Chichester in 1976

It could be argued that in 1976, Chichester was lacking in cultural choice, with only
one cinema, a few small music clubs and the occasional amateur dramatic production
that was performed in The Assembly Rooms. In fact, Chichester Festival Theatre
offered the only professional performance space in the city at this time.

Chichester was a Conservative stronghold and this was reflected in the choice of
“safe” plays offered by CFT’s previous two Artistic Directors: Laurence Olivier and
Sir John Clements. However, with the appointment of Keith Michell, in 1974, as the
new Artistic Director, CFT ushered in a new era. For example, the playing of the
National Anthem before each performance was dropped and out went the formality
and tradition, and in came a more egalitarian and casual approach to the whole
organisation. In keeping with this, and to illustrate the new ethos, each member of the
permanent staff was given a copy of the current season’s programme with hand

written personal message from Keith Michell.

Signed Programme 1976. (Ayling, Phil. Personal Collection) Below.

CHICHESTER
FESTIVAL THEATRE
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Keith Michell and Family. (Mosse Kate, CFT at 50, 2012
Unbound.)

Christian names were to be adopted by all staff including the company of actors and
technicians. The casting for the summer season of 1974 was to be made up of a
much larger and younger demographic. According to author Kate Mosse who was
employed front of house from 1979-1980, “the company was larger in the 70’s” and
also that there were “many young actors without many lines”. (Mosse, Kate. interview
by Helena Berry March 2025). In short, there were a good number of underused
young actors full of “creative energy”. (Robinson, Sir Tony. interview by Helena Berry.
March 10th 2025). “I think | drove it. To be honest...| just went to the right people at
the right time with the right energy.” (ibid). Indeed, it seemed that the time was right

for a new venture.

2. History and Origin of New Ventures

According to Keith Michell, “| was really keen to find new talent at Chichester, which
is why we started New Ventures.” (Mosse, Kate. CFT at 50 1962-2012. A
Celebration published by Unbound. Print).

Having first appeared at CFT in a very successful Christmas show ‘Follow The Star’,
young actor Tony Robinson was invited back to Chichester by Keith Michell and given
prominent acting roles (Twelfth Night, Monsieur Perrichon’s Travels) in the summer

season of 1976.
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Tony Robinson in ‘Follow the Star’ (Mosse, Kate. CFT at 50. 2012 Unbound)

He describes himself as having, “..that energetic arrogance of youth.” (Robinson, Sir
Tony. Interview by Helena Berry. March 2025). Consequently, after a few meetings
with Keith Michell, Tony Robinson formed a triumvirate with fellow actors Chris Selbie
and Martin Chamberlain, to create a “fringe” theatre group. Sir Tony was appointed

as Production Associate, (A position he held until 1978 when Brian

Stirner succeeded him) and with the addition of Max Howard as Production Manager;
the management team was complete. Sir Tony had previously managed a touring
company called the Avon Touring Company and so had some previous hands-on
experience of running such a venture.

There is evidence in a terse letter typed on ‘Avon Touring Company’ headed paper,
that Tony Robinson was disappointed regarding an Arts Council grant application from
CFT that was never sent. (Letter, Correspondence and Papers re. New Ventures.

W.S.R.O. C.F.T. 2/4/2/1). However, a variety of fundraising events took place; holding



CFT New Ventures Project
auctions, a charity darts match, a jumble sale that raised £80.00 and a successful

costumes and props sale that raised a further £436.00.
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Hitrpmo !
- ;.:’:_’."":_a:::! ..o"

—

[

lan Ogilvy at a charity prop auction.(wearing helmet from King Lear) (Miller,Tamsin.Personal

Collection.)

With a very generous £750.00 donation from CFT Board member Henny Gestetner,
and a further £75.00 grant from the Chichester 901 Festival the three young actors
were ready to go. It was a modest beginning and consisted of storytelling to children
in the CFT foyer on Saturday mornings. Storytelling would also be held on Saturday
mornings in Chichester Library. At this time the actors involved began to record a
number of story cassettes. These cassettes were sent out to local hospitals and to
the housebound by way of reaching out to a community of people unable to attend

the theatre in person. The cost of producing these cassettes was £3.00.(see below.)
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New Ventures finances handwritten by Sir Tony Roninson. (WSRO CFT 2/4/2/1

Correspondence and papers re New Ventures)

My research found that, later in 1979, an offer from Southern Arts of £350.00 in the
form of a guarantee against loss was also received by actor Robert Selbie as an
insurance against the possibility of any loss that may be incurred by New Ventures for
the season.(W.S.R.O. C.F.T. /2/4/2/4 correspondence and Papers re New Ventures.
letter)
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3. How Venues Were Utilised

The challenge now facing the New Ventures team was to find a suitable space to
perform in and, although there is little evidence to prove the case, a Georgian theatre
in Theatre Lane, South Street Chichester was initially considered as a possible new
venue, sadly this did not come to fruition. (At time of writing Zizzi’s restaurant now
occupies the site.)

Another possibility was the ‘Min’, as it was referred to by backstage staff, or to give it
it’s full title the Minerva Studios, a large two storey building with an interesting history.

It is situated on the East side of Chichester in the area known as the Hornet.

Originally a public house called The Unicorn, it was used during the Second World
War as a drinking club for R.A.F. pilots from Tangmere. Upstairs was a large oval

room that was used for functions and dances.
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Photo of Minerva Studios. (Source Flashback - Chichester, Facebook)

The building had been leased to CFT from the mid 1960’s, and by 1976 it was being
used to store costumes on the ground floor, and the large oval room upstairs was
used as a rehearsal space. Looking through records at WSRO | found
correspondence (see below) showing that plans were being made in 1976 to convert
this space into a 75 seater performance space. A local builder was even contacted to
provide a quote for the renovation. However, it appears that due to fire regulations
this plan was eventually abandoned and subsequently the lease on the building

expired. (At time of writing The Giggling Squid restaurant now occupies the building.)
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Minerva Studios Fire Inspection Report. (WSRO CFT 2/4/2/1/ correspondence)

A more promising prospect for staging performances was found in The Dolphin and Anchor
Hotel, a large grade Il listed Eighteenth Century Coaching inn. The Trust House Forte hotel
dominated West Street Chichester and was situated close to the Market Cross. The hotel
had an elegant grand dining room on the first floor that would be home for New Ventures
productions for the next three years.

10
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Dolphin Hotel. (Photo source Hania Franek, closedpubs.co.uk)

It was an elegant high ceilinged square room that had large Georgian windows with

period shutters. The room could seat 110 people and in the words of author Kate
Mosse, “The ballroom in the D and A (sic.) felt special, felt more professional.”

(Mosse, Kate. interview by Helena Berry March 2025). In a letter of 1976 to the
Dolphin and Anchor’s Manager Frank Flaherty, Keith Michell described the room as,
“ One of the most beautiful rooms in Chichester” (WSRO 2/4/2/1). Another attraction
was the late night bar that proved very popular. Not a great deal of comment was
found on the shortcomings or benefits of the space apart from the uncomfortable
seats that, “..can hardly be recommended to sufferers of backache.” (Chichester
Observer, WSRO CFT 2/4/2/1). The stage was in the centre of the room, surrounded
by seating and resembled a boxing ring. There also seems to be a recurring theme
about the shortage of parking. Indeed, at one performance many of the audience
walked out as they had parked on double yellow lines in West street and risked having

their cars being towed away. (see below).

11
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Press Cutting from Chichester Observer. (WSRO
CFT 2/4/2/1)

By the start of the 1979 season a new venue was found at the New Park Community
Centre. A former C. of E. school building the Centre was in the process of fundraising
towards a £20,000 refurbishment and was being used by a few local clubs including a
student club that held regular Friday night discos. Five years earlier, a successful
petition was raised to prevent the building from being demolished. In 1979, the same
year that New Ventures arrived at the centre, a film society was established called the
Chichester Adult Education Film Society. They found a small, more intimate space
that would prove to be ideal for New Ventures’ needs.

12
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Photo of New Park Centre. (newparkcentre.org.uk)

However, as can be seen in the plan below, some alterations were required. Three
blocks of seats were constructed; one main block measuring 12'x 4’ and two smaller
blocks measuring 6’x 4’. With four rows to each block the seating capacity was for 80
people. All of the seating units needed to be able to be moved and stored so that the
room could be used for other clubs. A raised stage/rostrum measuring 16’x16’ was
built that could be moved across the room and between some folding doors to form a
proscenium stage. The stage/rostrum could also be stored upright behind the folding
doors. A storeroom was also set aside for props. This became the main venue for

New Ventures productions into the 1980’s.

13



CFT New Ventures Project

7
I
]
_L- o '
: W pex !
Stage 1t | MRS ;’\\‘;:
Macke wp ot sl i | Tha bosie ! % t oAl w\rl& 2
b {:.:\* mm;»c’ rOSHITA - extble es posuble 1
Ao e versth h"u 71 e b
oo st te Ap (& USe uI ;]
s -fw.\(}%‘(,“.\‘,‘, So ALl v ~.‘ ﬁe‘ o
Vi SIer.i( ".‘J.ZJ o
The secr ity wints ealel be € o
B > 59 M a sea AV) BRI cant 7,V L A DIl a
97 A1 i Weels | SO SR 8
oY Qe g > e LeeiCily wesigasAu e
9~ \‘: e es” &) TS l(\m = i 1y
¥\ X /7/ 1o ‘ T\l b [ be o (% “'{r[(( ‘J'
e igS e / W g“ W e E(w o Vv\“c oPevm\ljof flo “ ‘“ !
WH/IJ.AA_LHJJAIWL.ZLU—//L/_L_L?(’_‘ '-’—’-L-.J’_:i l(l/gel [o} o ‘c\.m Wl rece] ce I)J\ D
| = 1 £ Tl el be et Stan )
v iclov < A { ettt S‘.“I\-j&’_, ’U
SN LSRR e | wewewe: R
, [ S oW \SLWC \] | 1 ‘U\
l el [ 1y »’HH\L[lm( < Cq =
55 Lﬁ ?u,‘.\.u\ whes _ tod. s o or Stage w 3
- EBALE GRS oy y &
s mgég grearenne o Ly ]Cb e Uester o
[ 11 . " Coutiniuety, 5
' : Ceute™ - |

Plan of staging and seating arrangements for New Park venue. (WSRO CFT2/4/2/1)
The third main venue utilised by New Ventures was Chichester Cathedral. This space
was used as a finale to the New Ventures season in both September 1977 and 1978.
These were more lavish productions using some of the biggest names from the CFT

company and aided by the services of the CFT’s technical staff.

Although not, strictly speaking, a New Ventures project, the shows put on in the

Cathedral were, “..under the umbrella of New Ventures” (Robinson, Sir Tony. interview

by Helena Berry, March 2025).

However, the Cathedral was “not the ideal space” according to former CFT propmaker
(Whitaker, Adrian, interview March 2025). This was due to the difficulties of lighting; plus

issues with acoustics.

Another occasional venue, used under the banner of New Ventures, was the Assembly
Rooms in North Street, Chichester. Here a few evenings of poetry recitals were staged
in 1976, 1977 and 1978 and each performance for two nights only. The Stuffed Owl, in
1978 was directed by Peter Dews, the CFT Artistic Director at the time.

14
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CHICHESTER FESTIVAL THEATRE
NEW VENTURES

present a late night show

THE STUFFED OWL

ok Aftr Lula’

GERALDINE McEWAN
CLIVE FRANCIS - NIGEL STOCK

Directed by Peter Dews

ASSEMBLY ROOMS NORTH ST CHICHESTER
WEDNESDAY and THURSDAY 23rd and 24th AUGUST, 1978

Poster for The Stuffed Owl. (WSRO CFT 2/4/2/1)

From 1976 Chichester Library was the venue for New Ventures storytelling sessions
on Saturday mornings. Some high profile names from the CFT company were

involved, including Barbara Windsor, Brian Blessed and Keith Michell.

15
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Letter of thanks from Chichester Library to CFT. (WSRO CFT 2/4/2/4)

16
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4. Notable Productions - a Personal Selection

Battle of Britain

and the theatre. Three of his plays

huve been produced on television and a number by various: theatre groups, CHICHESTER
including Avon Touring Company’s Prostitutes last autumn. In 1971, he spent

three months in Persia writing Orghast at Persepolis, a book about the Peter |
Brook/Ted Hughes theatre experiment. His other books include a critique of the NEW VENTURES
popular press, three novels and a forthcoming racing thriller The Jericho Gun. {

He hold the Cilcennin Fellowship in Drama at Bristol University and the captaincy

of a cricket clubsecond eleven.

Actors from
SARAH PAULLEY the Festival Theatre
Sarah Paulley trained at the English National Opera Design School; since present

leaving in 1971, she has worked free lance. During the last 18 months, she has
designed Rivers and Forests by Marguerite Duras at the Soho Poly, /t Happened

in Venice by Goldoni for the Welsh National Opera and Drama Co, six shows
for the Avon Touring Co in Bristol including Bertolt Brecht's The Breadshop,
Double-talk by Nigel Williams at Square One, Edgware Road, a touring show for

Foco Novo and most recently Whistling at Milestones by Alex Glasgow for OF

Pirate Jenny which is on tour at the

o — BRITAIN
the f last year's projects Chich New Vi is

umn Dolpmn and Anchor with a season of five new late-night productions. by A. C. H. Smith

New Ventures was set up by actors and stage-staff at the Chichester Festival
Theatre to explore various types of theatre and to perform them in the local

ity. This year fi ial support from the Theatre and Theatre Club plus
industrial subsidy from Allied Industrials has already enabled New Ventures to
tour extensively, pufomlnqnwchmuuulibradu,mnumwm

wine bars and schooh"l"w is also involved in child sstomlmu.
short and shows in Cl Cathed

The Dolphin lnd Anchof’s season of late-night plays will continue with Thisis the 'hich people will talk about.
Beeston Craig a new play by Chichester playwright Mike Lawrence. This will Yh;hmyy::xhkhmhwwb'u;lmm

be performed by ‘Reunion Theatre Co” who are already well-known in Chichester

for their productions of Burning of the Tiger and Chi Chestnuts. It will run from Yhe oid seethe young dis.
26th July to 13th August. Then on 15th August New Ventures will return to the Thatoolish see thie wise die.
Dolphin with three new productions. The earth no longer produces, it devours.
e e The sky hurls down no rain, only iron.

enquiriesto : -t 1
Tom Bbbinson NewV R e W ST : . Bertolt Bracht, 1940
Max Howard — Production Manager Mary Shepherd — Secretary

chp 8918

Programme for Battle of Britain. ( Whitaker, Adrian. Personal Collection.)

| have chosen this specially commissioned and ambitious 1977 production because it
was a community based project, which also happens to be one of Sir Tony
Robinson’s most fondly remembered shows. It involved interviewing local people to
share their memories of the period in Chichester during W.W.2. The venue for the

show was the Dolphin and Anchor and, interestingly, one of the interviewees was

CFT staff member Mrs. E. Reading who ran the tea and coffee room backstage.
This musical play was written by A. C. H. Smith, himself an R.A.F. Senior Aircraftsman
(sic.), and drew on his service record. He was an experienced playwright whose work

was produced for television, and he had previously worked with Tony Robinson at
Avon touring Company. Tony Robinson directed the piece, and the cast included

actors Oz Clarke and Chris Selbie. It was designed by Sarah

Paulley who had also worked for Avon Touring Company.

17
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Boxes

| had to choose this modest production as | almost ended up in the cast myself!
(However, | chose not to get involved at the time.

Written, directed and designed by Pip Royal, who was stage managing at CFT, Boxes

was unique in that all the people involved were CFT backstage employees.

The cast was made up exclusively of members of the CFT Stage Crew: Julian
Wakefield-Harrey, Crispin Wynne-Roberts, Chris Pine and Simon Dodson. It was the
first play in a double bill, the other being Refugee also by Pip Royal. It was a late-
night offering at New Park centre in the 1979 season but, sadly, no reviews of Boxes

could be found.

BOXES by Pip Royall Late Night Double Bill
1. JULIAN WAKEFIELD-HARREY

CRISPIN WYNNE-ROBERTS
CHRIS PINE
SIMON DODSON

B PIPROYALL
. PIPROYALL

Late Night Double Bill

Cast lists for Boxes and Refugee. (WSRO CFT 2/4/2/4)
No Exit

This production ran from 6-11 of August 1979 and featured a cast of three; James
Coombes, Alison Glennie and Ken Owens. It was directed by newcomer Ludovic
Keston and received very good reviews with James Coombes giving, according to
Jane Brace of The Chichester Observer, a, “Faultless performance” (CFT archives).
Based on a Jean Paul Satre play called Huit Clos or Closed Door, it featured three

‘deceased’ characters trapped in a room.

| have chosen this well received play as | find it very hard to imagine it being suitable
for the CFT stage. This bleak, existentialist play that has only one act and deals with

some dark subject matter would have been far too risky to put on the CFT stage in

18
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1979. However, in the claustrophobic space of the New Park Centre, and with minimal

set and plain clothing it proved a great success.

"Bliice. 784 569
CHICHESTER FESTIVAL THEATRE'S

w VENTyR
NE S HEATRE ©°S

LATE et LUNCH
NIGHT | coOMMUNITY ||, JME
2 CENTRE e

AUG.6 7 8 10 11 - - - EVENING AUG. 13 14 15 17 18- -- LUNCH

NO EXIT THE TELEPHONE umenorn
LORD BYRON'S LOVE LETTER

JEAN - PAUL SARTRE TENNESSEE WILLIAMS

AUG. 13 ¥4 15 17 18- - - EVENING AUG.20 21 22 24 25- .- LUNCH

84 CHARING CROSS ROAD A RESOUNDING TINKLE

HELENE HANFF N.F. SIMPSON

AUG.20 21 22 24 25 EVENING AUG.27 29 - SEPT.1 - . ... LUNCH

N WILL THEY

THE PETER PAN MAN BN R AENE

JON PLOWMAN WAR POETRY AND SONGS

AUG. 28 31 o o =8 LUNCH SEPT.3 4 5 7 8 - : - LUNCH

The Stuffed Owl THE DUMB WAITER

ANTHOLOGY OF VERSE HAROLD PINTER

SEPT. 3 4 5 7 8 . . - EVENING SEPT. 10 11 12 14 © * EVENING

BOXES reroae | TREVOR

THE REFUGEE JOHN BOWEN

LUNCHTIME...60p ———————— LATE NIGHT...70p
TICKETS INCLUDE TEMPORARY MEMBERSHIP FROM THE...
COMMUNITY GENTRE - NEW PARK ROAD
WILLIAM CHALLICE MERCHANT - NORTH STREET
TION OFFICE- THEATRE - OAKLANDS PARK

New Ventures Poster (WSRO 2/4/2/1)
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With his slicked-down hair,
fixed coal black eyes and
dilating nostrils Coombes looks
almost menacing as he
announces: *‘We accept anyone
here, Chinamen and Indians.”

Coombes, the actor who
understudied the male lead of
“Stanilas™ in Chichester Festi-
val Theatre’s “The Eagle Has
Two Heads," gives a faultless,
calculated performance,
deulltcrinl his words like sharp

bullets.

The Hell that Garcin finds
himself in, is as the valet put
it, “capricious.” Time is
immeasurable and there is no
guarantee that the service bell
will work.

s

FEEER
i

i
£

fi
peh

=

He is joined by two more
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cruel former
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! Extlc (Alon

Glennie), making her

) hell entrance k‘“n

bright blue dress, &dl-box (

and veil and gold lacquer
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Press Cutting from Chichester Observer. (CFT Archives)

Albert’s Bridge

Tom Stoppard’s third play Albert’s Bridge was a New Ventures offering in July 1977
and was performed in the Dolphin and Anchor. A very strong cast included Martin

Chamberlain in the title role ably supported by Patsy Blower playing “Mum’. Another
favourite of Sir Tony Robinson and remembered fondly by him, it transferred to the

Kings Head, Islington where it broke the pub’s box office record.
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Poster of New Ventures including Albert’s Bridge. (WSRO CFT 5/2/7/1)

Murder In The Cathedral

Undoubtedly, the most ambitious production up to this point, Murder In The Cathedral
was the climax of the New ventures 1977 season. With an ‘A’ list cast of actors and
utilising the expertise of CFT’s technical team this production rivalled anything that

had been produced on the CFT stage.
CFT Associate Director, Anthony Chardet Invited the international drinks company

Martini to see a performance of Murder In The Cathedral, they were so impressed

that they became the major sponsor of CFT in the 1980’s.

21
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Keith Michell in Murder in the Cathedral, (CFT Archives)
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| CHICHESTER CATHEDRAL

___ present

with
KEITH MICHELL
as Archbishbp Thomas Becket
PHILIP ANTHONY YVONNE BEHAR - PETER BLAKE JUNE BLAND
OZ CLARKE MICHAEL COGAN + VERNON DOBTCHEFF GORDON GRIFFIN
JUNE JAGO BRIGITTE KAHN + € |E\RIF§ KEATING NIGEL McLAUCHLAN
PATRICIA MORRISH JOHN VF\\I@N JIOHN PATRICK TONY ROBINSON

MARC URQUHART - TERRY WALE
JOHN BIRCH - CHICHE CATHEDRAL CHOIR

CHRISTOPHER SELBIE + Plifk SUGDEN - ROBERTA'SYMES

Dirgeted by
PATRICK GARLAND

Designed by Lighting by
| ros £ LLIAM BR

Tuesday 20th, Wed
ursday 22 September at 2.30

Poster for Murder in the Cathedral. WSRO CFT 2/4/2/1)

5. Artists and Staff involvement

In 1976 the full CFT company was made up of approximately 40 performers, and a
further 10 to 20 directors, set designers and creatives. The four plays in the main
house that made up the “Season” ran from the middle of May through until September.
These four plays would be split into two pairs of plays running on alternate nights.
This meant that once the first two plays were running, a good number of the artists
with smaller roles, or those who did not have a part until the second half of the season
had an amount of spare time. Likewise, the New Ventures shows were largely either
lunchtime affairs or late night so as not to interfere with CFT programming. It was this
set of circumstances that allowed a number of performers to get involved with the
embryonic New Ventures.

Artists from the CFT Summer season who also appeared in New Ventures

productions included: Chris Selby, Martin Chamberlain, Clive Francis (who later
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returned to CFT in 2024 to appear in ‘Redlands’), Vernon Dobcheff, Martin Jarvis and

James Coombes.

At first, backstage staff involvement was scarce, but it is noticeable looking through
records that by 1980 members of CFT staff were to be found in a variety of roles.
Looking at cast lists and programmes from the period, lighting, sound, writing, stage
management and performance are all covered by CFT backstage staff.

This is best illustrated in the aforementioned 1979 production called Boxes. This play
was written and directed by Stage Manager Pip Royal, with the whole cast made up
of CFT Stagehands. Other CFT staff members who offered their services included:
Bill Bray on lighting, Tim Oliver, sound, Stuart Tyler electrics, also CFT

Wigmaster, Robin Hart as stage management and CFT Dresser, Trisha Morrish and
Simon Shepherd (a CFT Stagehand in 1976, who went on to have a successful

acting career.)

6. New Ventures in the Community

From a modest beginning New Ventures was intent on reaching out to the community
by producing story cassette tapes and sending them out to hospitals, prisons and the
housebound. By doing so they provided entertainment to a population unable to
attend theatre in person.

The next step was to organise storytelling in Chichester Library and involve a younger
audience directly from the local area. Looking back on this, Sir Tony Robinson
enthuses, “One of the most exceptional things that we did was reading to kids in
Chichester Library.” (Robinson, Sir Tony, interview March 2025). With the permission
of Chichester City Council New Ventures organised promenade performances,
notably in 1980’s Canterbury Tales in which the streets of Chichester were used as
locations for the play. Tony Robinson has said that he “wanted to create ‘poor theatre™
(ibid.), eschewing extravagant sets and lavish costumes to create a theatrical event
from basic elements in an informal setting and thereby attracting an audience that
had hitherto not been regular theatregoers. Realising that there was a, “good footfall
in the town.” (ibid.) he wanted to perform in the very centre of the city. By leaving
flyers on seats in CFT’s auditorium, New Ventures were able to advertise their late-
night plays to the core CFT audience and, maybe, persuade them to see two shows
in one evening, “So if you wanted to walk up to the Dolphin and Anchor there would

be another show” (Robinson, Sir Tony, interview March 2025.)
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Regional touring also meant that New Ventures could perform outside of Chichester
in schools, hospitals, prisons and on one occasion at Portsmouth Naval Base. In a
letter from CFT founder Leslie Evershed Martin to Tamsin Peter dated December
6th 1979 congratulating New Ventures on a successful season, he refers to this
“private enterprise” and compares New Ventures to “when we started the theatre”
(Evershed Martin, Leslie letter 6/12/1979. W.S.R.O. C.F.T. /2/ 4/2/4). He goes on to
talk about “the atmosphere of us and them” (ibd.) that he deplored and wanted to
avoid.

Chichester
Festival Theatre
Trust Ltd

i

Telephone: (024387437 782383

Evershed Martin,Leslie Letter 6/12/79 (WSRO CFT 2/4/2/4)
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P !
;e NEW _VENTURES TOURING DATES

May 11th 9.00pm O Brave New World New Park Road Comm.
Centre

May 25th 2.30pm O Brave New World Selsey Manhood Sec.
School

June 13th 8.30pm . As It Comes,Dear ? Roberts Wine Lodge,
Worthing

June 14th 8.30pm O Brave New World ! % 3

June 15th 8.30pm As It Comes,Dear ? " W !

June 16th 8.30pm As It Comes,lear % (L ) 3

June 17th 8. 30pu Full loon and Little it 2 "

| rrieda

June 18th 38.30pm O Brave New World W W "

June 20th 8.00pm O Brave New World Aviv Jewish Club

June 22nd 8.00pm O Brave New World St.Georges Theatre
Club,Chichester

July 1st 6.30pm 0 Brave New World H.M. Prison,Ford

July 4th 7.30pm O Brave New world S.Michaels Burton
Park,School,Petworth

August 1st 7.00pm O Brave New World Detention Centre,
Haslar

August 2nd 3.00pm O Brave New World O.A.P.s show,Worthing
Library

August 12th O Brave New World Residential Course,
0l1d Rectory,Fittleworth

August 17th  8.30pm Chichester Centre of
Arts

Sept 5th y Bognor Regis Am.Dram.

sept 15th or ] Eldercare Benefit,

16th Assembly Rooms :

New Ventures tour dates 1977. (WSRO CFT 2/4/2/1)

Photos of Keith Michell in local school. (WSRO CFT 2/4/2/1)
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7. Legacy

Back in 1976 with the creation of New Ventures, one of the main intentions was to
include as many CFT backstage staff as possible. Unfortunately, under Sir Tony
Robinson’s three years of Directorship signs of this were not particularly evident.
However, this involvement did steadily grow, and by 1979 the inclusion of backstage
staff was quite common. Resulting in a more even blend of creatives and backstage
members contributing to the shows. When telling a delighted Sir Tony of this in an
interview of March 2025 he said that he “...often hoped and wished that was the case.”
(Robinson, Sir Tony. interview with Helena berry March 2025). Many of these actors
and backstage staff went on to pursue a career in the dramatic arts. In a letter from
Artistic Director’s assistant Tamsin Peter to CFT founder Leslie

Evershed-Martin, and referring to New Ventures, she wrote that, “Everyone from Jill
Bennett to the usherettes were involved.” (W.S.R.O. C.F.T. /2/4/2/4 Correspondence

and Papers re New Ventures)

As mentioned earlier, the invitation from Anthony Chardet to representatives of the
Martini Drinks Company to a performance of Murder in The Cathedral led to eight
years of generous sponsorship for the CFT. General Manager, Paul Rogerson has
said Martini also, “gave us 600 advertising sites on the London underground for the
whole of the Festival.” (Mosse, Kate. Chichester Festival Theatre at fifty, Published
by Unbound. 2012. Print) Over the eight years of Martini sponsorship it has been
estimated that CFT received approximately £250,000.00. In short, no New Ventures,
no eight years of sponsorship!

Financially, the New Ventures seasons were, generally, very successful and made a
small profit. Indeed, in 1979 a figure of £1,400.00 was achieved. It was agreed that
£500.00 should be donated to the New Park Centre to help towards the considerable
cost of £20,000 to refurbish the centre. Today the Centre is a thriving community hub

and independent cinema.

‘It was agreed that the £500.00 would form the foundation stone of our.... builders
fund and would ask if we may inscribe CFT New Ventures upon our theatre builders
honours board” Letter from George Appleby, (Founder of new Park Cinema).
(Correspondence and Papers re New Ventures W.S.R.O. C.F.T. /2/4/2/4)
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Afurther £500.00 was given to, what was then referred to as, The Chichester Festival

Studio Theatre. This was an ambitious plan to replace what was in 1979 the
administration block opposite the CFT and replace it with a ‘studio’ theatre. Today it

is the site of the Minerva Theatre.

Conclusion

When | volunteered to write this report, | found myself in a unique position. What
started out as an abstract study of the birth of a new theatre company in the mid 70’s
became, by the end, a personal look at my younger days. It has given me enormous
pleasure to revisit a very happy time in my life. For this project | tried to avoid reading
too much about the CFT in the 70's, as | already had my own memories and wanted
to stick to my own narrative; and not just duplicate somebody else's words.

| have been particularly impressed by the energy of a group of young actors who, on
a limited budget, managed to put on a wide variety of performances whilst also
appearing in the ‘main’ CFT house. The handwritten note below illustrates Tony

Robinson’s commitment and his considerable workload in 1976.
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Handwritten note from Tony Robinson. (WSRO CFT 2/4/2/1)

Although sustainability was not a huge consideration in the 1970’s, the attempt to
recreate the “poor theatre” of Peter Brook, whilst being on a budget, resulted in the
productions being “very low impact” by today’s standards. It is no ‘mean feat’ to bring
theatre to such a wide range of spaces. | believe that bringing theatre to the people
who are unable to attend is an honourable venture. What better way to spread the
word and support our own CFT as a world leading theatre. Or to quote Sir Tony
Robinson when referring to the CFT as, “One of the great theatres of England.”

(Robinson, Sir Tony, interview by Helena Berry, March 2025).
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Finally, one of the most thought provoking effects that | have experienced by studying

this period in CFT’s history, is the satisfaction of knowing that | have been able to
highlight and name some of the previously unrecorded backstage CFT staff and fellow
work colleagues who went way out of their comfort zone and had the courage to

participate in this unknown new venture.

| leave the last word to Sir Tony Robinson,

“l had that energetic energy of youth...l was the Diaghilev, and It seemed that the sun
was always shining.”
( Robinson, Sir Tony. interview by Helena Berry, March 2025).
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Phil Ayling

02/04/2025

31



	Methodology
	1. CFT and Chichester in 1976
	2. History and Origin of New Ventures
	3. How Venues Were Utilised
	4. Notable Productions - a Personal Selection
	Battle of Britain
	Boxes
	No Exit

	5. Artists and Staff involvement
	6. New Ventures in the Community
	7. Legacy


