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A Note on Methodology and Sources 

 

This research has drawn on a range of sources which are detailed in Appendices 1 

and 2. In general terms, however, most of the material was obtained from the 

following: 

West Sussex Record Office CFT Archive 

The Archive held at CFT including audio interviews 

Original interviews carried out specifically for this research 

The British Newspaper Archive via Find My Past 

The internet 

Published books/articles 

Sources are attributed directly except in the case of text/quotations originating from 

interviews or discussions with individuals. In these cases, the source is identified by 

a reference number linked to the schedule of key people, which is attached as 

Appendix 1. 

1. Introduction and Genesis of The Tent 
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This paper has been commissioned as part of the Chichester Festival Theatreôs 

(CFT) ñNew Ventures Projectò. The work has been timed to coincide with the 

opening, in 2025, of The Nest, the latest incarnation of a temporary studio production 

space to complement the Main House and Minerva. 

The focus of this research is the first studio space commissioned by CFT ï The Tent 

ï which was opened in the spring of 1983. It tells the story of the first three years of 

The Tentôs operation from 1983 to 1985.  

A wide variety of primary and secondary sources have been consulted in order to 

produce this paper. These include recorded interviews with those involved in the 

productions, published sources, press reports and archive material held by CFT and 

at the County Record Office. 

In 1976 Artistic Director Keith Michell had embarked on a project called New 

Ventures which had focused on delivering community hosted productions across the 

city, utilising venues such as the ballroom of The Dolphin and Anchor Hotel, 

Chichester Cathedral, and the New Park Community Centre. 

 In 1982/3 John Gale was recruited by Patrick Garland, then Artistic Director of the 

Festival Theatre, to support him as Executive Director. John was a well -known 

commercial theatrical producer with a history of financial success in the West End. In 

an interview recorded for the ñCFT at 50ò celebrations Patrick had described their 

working relationship: 

ñéadministration up to that point had not been very good. What you need at this 

theatre is someone with a strong profile and to keep the money in check. I had 

ultimate say artistically and John had ultimate say financiallyò.  REF 1 

John Gale later elaborated on why he had been recruited:  

ñThe theatre made a loss of real moneyéPatrick had lost Ã200k in a successful year, 

1982,é.I was brought in to stabilise the funds of the theatreò. REF 2 
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In her book ñChichester Festival Theatre at 50, 

1962-2012 ï A Celebrationò the author, Kate Mosse, 

quotes John Gale on the introduction of The Tent: 

ñKeith Michell had started New Ventures and it was 

initially a huge success but by the time I got to 

Chichester it was failing because nobody ever knew 

where they were going to be. They were scattered all over the city. I decided that if 

we put up a marquee next to the theatre, then everyone would know where it was. 

The opportunity was not only to attract young audiences but also to offer young 

actors and actresses who had small roles or ensemble parts in the Main House, the 

chance to take leading roles in The Tentò (Kate Mosse p103).  

John himself stated that: 

 ñThe Tent was solely my idea ï Patrick Garland was against it...thought it was too 

much workò. REF 2 

He also saw it as presenting better options for Youth Theatre ï ñWhen I arrived in 

1983 there was a Saturday morning childrenôs theatre. Effectively we were providing 

a creche !ò ibid. 

 

 

  



New Ventures Project ï The 
Tent 1983-85 

 

 
 

6 
 

The Tent ï Structure, Layout, and Public Experience 

 

 

The location of The Tent is best seen in this award- winning photograph taken by Mr 

Wiseman as part of a local competition: 

 

  

{ƻǳǊŎŜΥ /C¢ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜ 

{ƻǳǊŎŜΥ /C¢ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜ 



New Ventures Project ï The 
Tent 1983-85 

 

 
 

7 
 

It is worth noting that the purchase of The Tent was only made possible by a private 

donation. The theatre received no government subsidies.  Essex Distributors 

required Ã4,000 for the supply of the Marquee, plus Ã1,500 for the inner lining. White 

Light Electricals posted a cost of Ã1,000 for the lighting system. Vicky Edwards (Tent 

1984 ï REF 10) has confirmed that the Tent leaked at times and references have 

been made to water pooling in the fabric, particularly in the area reserved for props. 

Amanda Mirams recalled The Tent as ñA very basic structure and open to flooding at 

times.ò REF 17. To prevent the props being flooded, the water had to be dislodged 

from the fabric using a broom-handle. Sue Shattock, who directed Aurora Leigh, 

described how the first night was marked by ñvery wild and stormy weatherò causing 

the Tent to flap loudly which was a nightmare for performers and audience alike REF 

5. 

Conditions in the Tent were indeed very basic. Chris Larkin has described working in 

the Tent as an eighteen-year-old, straight from school, with no real work experience, 

literally leaving school on the Friday and starting at the Tent on the Monday. He 

remembers it as being really draughty (there was no heating, which made some 

evening performances a little chilly for the audience!) and the whole experience as 

being ñlike campingé..boy scouty, and cobbled togetherò. REF 13. Summer brought 

its own challenges. 

In a published conversation with Sam Mendes (then Artistic Director for The Tent) 

and Will Cohu (then Tent administrator) for the 87/8 season, journalist David 

Stephenson captured the public experience of watching a performance in The Tent: 

ñA narrow seat on a hard wooden plank in a steamy marquee on a hot summer 

evening is for many potential theatre patrons a rather uncomfortable scenario. Add to 

that the possible divine intervention of a deafening thunderstorm or a wild gust or two 

and your night at the CFT Tent could be decidedly unpleasanté(however) the 

special intimacy of the Tent and a balmy summers evening present a palpable and 

poetic atmosphere..ò (source: Plays International, September 1988 p 30). 

Paul Farnsworth recalls, how, during the great gale/hurricane of 1987 he had to run 

after the Tent and grab its mooring ropes to prevent it ñtaking offò, REF 17. 
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The unpredictability and ad hoc nature of the Tent meant that the public were often 

ambiguous in their reactions. Will Cohu described the results of a public survey 

which sought to establish the extent of public support for a more permanent physical 

structure: 

ñ We carried out a survey last year to see what the audiences reaction would be to 

the idea of a new buildingéWe get an endless list of complaints from people who 

come to The Tent: it starts off ñthe seating is uncomfortableò; ñtoo coldò; ñtoo hotò; 

ñdonôt like the wine you serve at the bar; ñwhy canôt you have some decent 

programmesò; but then they say ñhope you maintain the same intimacyò and ñwe will 

miss The Tentò. (Source: Plays International, ibid).                      

 The internal layout of the Tent also posed a challenge for the production team. 

Tiered wooden benches on three sides served as seating for the audience with a 

normal capacity for 110 although this could be increased to 150 or so for certain 

types of production such as solo musicians. Amanda Mirams REF 17 described ñA 

dressing area at the back of the 4th sideé. A small area for lighting and the box 

office was a tableò. 

The 

seating is 

depicted in 

this photo 

of 

Jonathan 

Morris 

directing 

ñThe Final Furlongò (source: Bognor Regis Post 13/8/1983).  Provision had also to be 

made for lighting, props and changing space for the performers. Sound engineers 

set up a cage with sound boards for required effects. 
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Below are copies of original plans submitted for approval to Matthew Francis (Artistic 

Director for The Tent) in relation to lighting and layout. 

The primitive nature of the drawings 

rather reinforces the ñrough and 

readyò ethos of The Tent. Note that 

the performance area was adopted at 

ñ20 feet by 16 feetò. 

 Many local businesses benefitted 

from The Tent and its constant need 

for props and supplies. David Covers 

Ltd was one of a number of local firms 

supplying set material. For example, 

ñPlywood and PAR for Ã92.50ò. The 

WSRO Finance Papers CFT 2/3/3/3/3 

1983 also feature several references 

to stocking the bar, which clearly did a 

good trade:  

9ƭŜǾŀǝƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƎƘǝƴƎ ǊƛƎ ²{wh /C¢ мκмκмκоκт 
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LƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƭŀȅƻǳǘ ƻŦ ¢ŜƴǘΦ ²{wh /C¢ мκмκмκоκт 

²ƛƴŜ aŜǊŎƘŀƴǘ ǊŜŎŜƛǇǘ ²{wh /C¢ нκоκоκн 
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This receipt from Arthur Purchase, local wine merchants, shows that the company 

were supplying bespoke ñVin De Theatreò. The Tent was not however averse to 

purchasing odd bottles from Marks and Spencer and Oddbins when stocks were 

getting low. 

The first year of The Tentôs operation proved to be a testing ground and Matthew 

Francis suggested/made a range of changes from 1984 which greatly improved the 

experience for users. 

His annual review, following that 1984 season, is held in the Record Office (WSRO 

CFT Ref: 1/1/1/1/3/7). Parts are worth recounting at some length as they outline the 

changes which had been made and indicate further changes proposed for the 1985 

season. In short, The Tent was, in its early years, constantly being adapted to meet 

the needs of performers and audience. 

Writing to the company ahead of the 1984 season, he advised: 

ñThe Tent wine bar will provide refreshments at all shows, lunchtime and late night. 

Information about the Tent season will be displayed on the main noticeboard 

immediately outside the Tent itselféWe invite youéto help the Tent to rival 

Stratfordôs The Other Place as a venue for exciting small-scale dramaò. Ibid REF 3 

At the conclusion of the second season Matthew was able to submit a report to John 

Gale outlining the success of the implemented changes and making the case for 

further change: 

ñ9.  The Marquee and theatre space:  1984 improvements were all excellent; 

the paved area, the new stage, the bar and box office ï all helped immensely 

with the smooth running and good appearance of the Season. For 1985, the 

following improvements have been suggested: 

1. A proper canopy and floored area immediately behind the Tent, fully lit 

and screened off from public view. This would serve as a shelter for the 

actors when awaiting an entrance, as a changing area, and as storage 

for sets and props. 

2. Better seating. I have already addressed enquiries to firms of exhibition 

consultants about the cheap purchase, or indeed donation of some 
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second- hand auditorium seating which could be fitted onto our tiered 

scaffolding structure. 

3. The partial removal of the Tent lining in the section of the roof 

immediately above the stage. At the moment it sags badly and (a) this is 

dangerous, as the lining is frighteningly inflammable, (b) it interferes 

with the successful use of the lighting rig, (c) it impedes the 

construction of some sets, (d) its circus connotations are not entirely 

suitable for every show. 

4. The removal of the low chain fence or painting it white. Display boards 

in relevant places could block chains to minimise risk of someone 

tripping. 

5. The Tent should be designated a NO SMOKING area for safety reasons.ò 

Ibid.REF 3 

Essex Distributors quoted Ã805 for the Tent enlargement in 1984/5. Other 

miscellaneous costs included Ã30 for the District Council to grant a public 

entertainment licence for the second season. (Source WSRO CFT 3/3/3/3). 

It is interesting to note that many of the proposed improvements would, today, be 

picked up as part of Health and Safety practice. 

The resultant changes were drawn up in a plan of the Tent which has also been kept 

in the WS archives. I have copied the drawing below: 
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The physical and organisational improvements and their effect on the user 

experience may well have contributed to increased take at the box office: 

ñIn 1983, in the first week of the studio season we played to 498 people and took 

(after VAT) Ã692.18é.In 1984 in the first week we played to 664 people and took 

Ã1111.73. Thatôs 166 more people and Ã419 more pounds and shillingsò. (Note from 

Matthew Francis to John Gale WSRO CFT 2/3/2/4) REF 3. 

In retrospect The Tent was widely seen as having been immensely successful and 

passed into CFT folklore: 

ñThe 1983 season sticks in the collective consciousness é.namely, the arrival of a 

huge yellow and white marqueeé..donated by Henny Gestetner, it was to be the 

successful- much loved- and missed halfway house between Keith Michellôs New 

Ventures and the new studio theatre which would open in 1989 ï The Minerva.ò  

(Source: Kate Mosse, Chichester Festival Theatre at 50, p 103) 

 However, that success could not be taken for granted at the beginning. A press 

release dated 22 August, 1983, announced The Tentôs first season and sought to set-

up a sense of anticipation ahead of its arrival: 
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ñWhat was born in a hotel, went to school and now lives in a tent? I wonôt keep 

you in suspense, itôs the Chichester Festival spin-off, generally known as the 

ñfringeò, which we have enjoyed for eight years now ï the lunchtime and late- 

night performances which add a whiff of the unconventional to the Chichester 

season. Definitely a fringe benefit ï this year it takes place in a rather splendid 

yellow and white Marquee, right on the theatreôs doorstepéò  Source: WSRO 

CFT 5/1/9/3. 

A press campaign followed and this truncated copy of an article by John Gale, from 

Chichester Festival Theatre News (Autumn 1983) describes the rationale behind the 

(ad) venture:  

 

The article was careful to emphasise that The Tent would continue, and extend, the 

studio tradition of producing plays and performance pieces: 

ñIn pursuit of a policy that applauds the adventurous, but avoids the obscure, which 

encourages local writers, but is not shy of radical metropolitan talent, and which aims 

at a bright enjoyment inviting laughter and some thoughtful responseò.  
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The wording was carefully calibrated to seek to attract new audiences whilst not 

eschewing the theatres traditional base. A ñbalancing act ñthat was ultimately to lead 

to significant creative tensions. 

Early publicity included press photos of some of the company and emphasised the 

range of productions planned for the first (1983) season. 

 The accompanying article noted that: 

ñIn addition to the CFT season many of the stars are involved in the CFT Tent 

entertainment which is providing a variety of shows at lunchtimes and late night as 

well as evening performances. They begin on August 22 with Falkland Soundò. 

Source: WSRO CFT 5/1/9/3. 

 

 
(Performers and creatives. Source WSRO Bognor Regis Post 13/8/1983). 

 

Whilst it was true that some of the ñstarsò of the main house did perform in The Tent, 

the reality, particularly in the first year, was that the studio theatre was able to offer 

opportunities for creatives from all backgrounds (including front of house staff) to try 

their hand at acting, directing, stage management etc. This is explored in more detail 

in the next section. 
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2. The Tent in Action ï Supporting a World Leading Theatre 

 

The leadership 

 

(a) Patrick Garland (Artistic Director CFT) 

Patrick was well liked by the cast members ñPatrick was always pleasant to us and 

knew our namesò (11). He was also admired by John Gale both for his general 

intellect and extensive memory. With overall responsibility for the productions in the 

Main House Patrickôs wide knowledge of the theatre and extensive contacts enabled 

him to produce some of the most memorable plays of the nineteen eighties. 

(b) John Gale (Executive Producer) 

As noted previously, John was the driving force behind the creation of The Tent and 

is therefore one of the key figures in its story. 

John has been described as ña little less friendly than Patrick. more on the business 

sideò REF 5. Patrick has described how John was also required to be a diplomat, 

particularly with regard to his handling of The Board. Leslie Evershed-Martin, the 

founder of the Theatre, was notoriously conservative and difficult. Patrick tells that 

ñJohn was careful not to say anything to him that he could say ñNoò to ñ. REF 1. The 

Board generally were regarded by Patrick as amateurs ï there were no theatrical 

people on it ï made up of ñThe great and the good of Chichester who really did very 

littleò. Reference was made to the fact that ñJohn got no assistance from the Board 

for running the building of the theatre (Minerva) as well as the annual programmeò. 

Ibid. 
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Will Cohu (REF 18) commented that John ñRan (the theatre) as his kingdom- he 

could hire and fire as he saw fit. It was an entirely different era. John was the last of 

the West End Impresarios of his kind- heôd put on countless West End Play, in the 

days when you could capitalise for a few thousand pounds so few knew the business 

of making money from non-musical theatre like him, and he had the knack of 

knowing his audiences and thereôs no doubt that he saved Chichester and juggled 

commerce with risk via The Tent and then Minerva very effectively. He was one of 

the early investors in Cameron Macintosh ï very astuteò. 

Others, notably Paul Farnsworth REF 17 have alluded to the fact that John was a 

volatile character with flashes of temper which earned him the nickname ñGale 

Forceò. Will Cohu elaborated, REF 18: ñYou would be flavour of the month or year 

and then find that you had been supplanted by a new acquisition. The women who 

worked with John felt this particularly, and they were not wrong. They also knew, and 

said, that this was a situation that he sort of enjoyed ï getting the youth vying for 

attention and fighting amongst themselves. It created the kind of competitive 

environment he thought produced better work. In one of our informal tutorials he told 

me with relish how when heôd come to Chichester ñit was all a bit cosyò. He had ñput 

some sand in the Vaselineò. A striking metaphor ï and there was probably some 

truth in it, that there was little complacency. Thatôs the nature of a commercial 

environment. Chichester had to run a surplus for everyone to get paid. That it was 

able to do that for so long under John, and that he left it with a lot of money in the 

bank, was kind of amazingò. 

(c) Francis Matthews AKA  Matthew Francis (Artistic Director ï The Tent) 

Francis Matthews was appointed Artistic Director of The Tent in 1983 (and Associate 

Director of CFT). Francis used the professional name Matthew Francis to avoid 

confusion with the actor Francis Matthews. Equity rules were that no actors could 

have the same name. He had formerly been the fellow in Drama at Bishop Otter 

College. He continued at The Tent until 1987 when he left to take up a similar role at 

the Mary Rose Theatre in Greenwich. This was, in turn, followed by a successful and 

varied career directing for the stage across the country and then as a TV producer 

on a number of popular shows including Gimme, Gimme, Gimme and Office Gossip. 
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 During his time at Chichester he was responsible for sourcing acts, directing and 

also acting in the Main House.  His first acting role was in A Patriot for Me, a play 

which proved hugely controversial because of its homosexual references. His 

interest in more thought- provoking drama is undoubtedly what inspired him to 

become involved in The Tent. 

 The West Sussex Record Office archive contains a number of reports which appear 

to have been written by Matthew and directed either to Patrick Garland or John Gale. 

These included reviews of the previous yearôs activity in the Tent and letters to 

prospective performers etc. Frustratingly, most of the reports in the archive are not 

dated, signed or addressed and so the researcher is forced to make an informed 

guess as to their author and intended recipient based on circumstantial evidence. 

 The photo opposite 

shows Matthew Francis (right) 

with Peter Cushing. This is 

understood to date from 

around 1983 when they 

appeared in the film The 

Vorpal Blade. (Source: 

Francis Matthews Instagram 

site accessed 18 Feb 2025). 

Matthew was clearly at the 

heart of The Tentôs operations 

during its early years and, as 

such, would have been a key 

ñwitnessò. Unfortunately, it did 

not prove possible to make 

contact with him and so our 

understanding of his role and 

general approach must be 

obtained from the written record or recollections of others. 
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Sue Shattock took her initial steps as a Director (for 

Aurora Leigh) in the first year of The Tentôs 

operation, having had no previous experience. She 

recalls Matthew as being ñQuite dynamic and 

ambitious é. I worked with him subsequently in 

Londoné.I remember him as being very 

encouragingò  REF 5.  

Right -Sue Shattock pictured in 1982 at CFT with 

Adrian, the Theatre Props Manager (source: picture 

courtesy of Sue Shattock). 

A short biography of Matthew (below) from ñepic 

stories onstageò accessed via Google search 

16/03/25.  
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Matthewôs time at The Tent is probably best summarised in an article published in the 

Portsmouth Evening News on 23 April 1987 on the eve of his departure: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Complementing the Main House 
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This section looks at how plays and other productions were obtained and the extent 

to which this involved keeping the local community at the heart of planning. 

The Tent provided CFT with an opportunity to reach further into the local community 

in search of a new audience. Although not publicly acknowledged at the time there 

was clearly an intention to attract a different demographic both in terms of age and 

social background. 

Indeed, in supporting and complementing the offerings of the Main House, The Tent 

(and its successors) allowed it to focus more unashamedly on its core audience. 

Patrick Garland, for example, had always felt a pressure to include something more 

thought -provoking in its annual programme albeit with the financial and critical risk 

that such a choice carried: 

ñAs Artistic Director I found the big problem was the dilemma as to how to cater for 

an audience whose taste was never really bent to the experimental whereas the 

theatre lent itself precisely to that sort of production and so I had to find some sort of 

compromiseò. REF 1. 

He clarified that even when he did manage to find something new to include in the 

Main House programme there were certain caveats: 

ñI did sometimes manage to get new plays out there but only if they could get a good 

starò. Ibid. 

John Gale, in his interview for the 50th Anniversary of CFT, was rather more scathing 

about the selection of plays for the Main House. The principal criteria was, he said, 

not entirely tongue-in cheek: 

ñWhat would colonel and Mrs Chichester think of thisò.REF2. 

Patrick Garland however was more specific in identifying what worked well in the 

Main House for its predominantly white, middle class and retired audience: 

ñ Chichester is Hamlet, not Coriolanus.ò Although, interestingly, Hamlet had not been 

performed at CFT until the current (2025) season. ñChichester is Bernard Shaw, but 

not Major Barbaraò! Given that Major Barbara was a staple of GCSE literature 

papers its absence from the repertoire as ñtoo radicalò is particularly telling. Perhaps 
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by way of acknowledgement Patrick then conceded that - ñWhat is a sure- fire play 

for Chichester ï anything with Helena-Bonham Carter in itñ. REF1. 

These comments, born out of some exasperation, show why the Tent was such an 

important complement to the Main House giving opportunities for experimental and 

(slightly) more controversial works and why, with the establishment of the Tent, the 

Main House could focus more on productions which appealed to its traditional base. 

As Chris Larkin observed: 

ñThe Main House was seen as fairly safe whereas The Tent offered the possibility of 

more brave, interesting playsò.REF13. 

In addition to its role in delivering more ñedgyò productions the Tent also played an 

important role in reaching out to, and involving, the community in a way which the 

more formal, and less intimate surroundings of the Main House could not do. In this, 

the Tent was continuing the tradition started by Keith Michellôs New Ventures 

initiative where the community played an active role in productions such as 

Cavalcade. 

The raison dôetre of the Tent was carefully set out in the promotional issue of Festival 

Theatre News p2 extracted above (p 10) and titled ñThree weeks of Adventure and 

Fun - the CFT Tent seasonò. In so doing it set out what was to become the new 

selection policy: 

ñThat which applauds the adventurous, but avoids the obscure, which 

encourages local writers, but is not shy of radical metropolitan talent, and 

which aims at a bright enjoyment inviting laughter and some thoughtful 

responseò. 

 

Sourcing Productions and Community Outreach 

The biggest challenge facing any Artistic Director is probably how to fill the annual 

programme. In the case of the Tent, Matthew Francis was faced with another issue 

which was how, at the same time, to reach out to a new audience, a new 

demographic, and actively involve them in the Tentôs story. This was achieved by a 

combination of actions: 
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1. Offering a wide variety of plays, cabaret, music and comedy ï something for 

everyone. 

2. Offering late night shows and drop -in performances which were more 

accessible to working people. 

3. Providing an informal and more intimate atmosphere 

4. Setting cheap seat prices 

5. Pay on the door so could turn up on a whim 

6. Putting on shows to sponsor local charities 

7. Commissioning from local authors 

8. Encouraging new writers through local competitions 

The short first season of the Tent saw some 5000 people watch productions from 

plays through to late night revues and cabaret. These ran, of course, in parallel with 

productions in the Main House. The full list of performances from CFT records for 

that first year was as shown on the following two pages.  

Chris Larkin has described how ñYounger people came ...there were eclectic 

seasons, stand-up on a Sundayé. late nights ï 25 different things over an 8-week 

periodò.REF13. 

In the first couple of years of The Tent, performers and crew were almost exclusively 

amateur and drawn from all sectors of the Theatre staff from box office to wardrobe 

who volunteered to have a go at something new. Dave Chapman REF6 commented 

that notwithstanding the informality of the Tent as a space, the performances were 

always very professional in delivery. Similarly, Sue Shattock REF5 describes an 

occasion when the author of Aurora Leigh watched a performance of the play, she 

had no idea that the performance was ñamateurò. 

In subsequent years players were joined by professional actors from the Main House 

and elsewhere but non-Equity performance days continued. Many have commented 

that they were able, albeit from a list of plays, to select the annual programme. This 

approach certainly continued into 1984 as the call-out to staff shown on p 20 shows: 
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Source: WSRO CFT 2/3/2/4 

The challenge of filling such a short, but intense, season meant that the Artistic 

Director often reached out directly to performers not involved in the Main House but 

who might lend gravitas and support to the productions. Similarly, on occasions he 

had to respond to enquiries from professional actors who were interested in 
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performing in The Tent especially when its reputation grew. Some of the responses 

involved come across, under the pressures of the day, as being just a little 

obsequious! 

The archive file WSRO CFT 2/3/2/4 for 1984 contains an interesting illustration. It is 

a copy of a letter from (presumably) Matthew Francis to an actor simply addressed 

as Sarah. It is likely that this was Sarah Badel as the family lived in Chichester 

around this time. Its tone, however, is interesting: 

ñTrying to assemble this studio season is a curious and difficult processééI 

suppose its prime objective is to offer some of the youngest actors and actresses the 

opportunity to play parts much more demanding than anything they get in the Main 

House. But in order for them to perform we often have to ask some of the more 

experienced actors to take other parts and then we find that some of the more 

experienced actors actually want to perform and so the whole thing gets really quite 

importanté.I would obviously be mad to ignore such an interest from someone such 

as yourselféif there is anything you would like to suggestéin which you have a 

special interest which we could stage in the studio...do let me know..òREF3. 

There is no follow up correspondence in the file and so the outcome of this exchange 

is unknown. 

In addition to plays, and as part of the ambition to attract younger audiences, the 

Tent presented a number of ñone man ñshows and musical events. The file WSRO 

CFT 2/3/2/4 also includes an example of a direct approach to a performerôs agent. In 

this case the letter, to the agent of Billy Bragg, is formally ñsignedò by Matthew 

Francis. It is notable that Matthew asks if Billy would be prepared to ñSing his 

excellent and radical songs in this conservative heartlandò. 
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Unfortunately, the reply is not held on the file. 

Not all suggestions for productions put to the Artistic Director are embraced with 

enthusiasm. One of the proposals put to Matthew in the 1984 season was a one 

man play about the (rather obscure) composer, Ivor Gurney. Following a 

discussion with Patrick Garland it was noted: 

ñI am no more thrilled by the prospect of this show being done in the Tent than by 

the possibility of going for a swim or a meal ï probably less so. The prospect of 

something ñworthyò playing to tiny houses fills me with horrorò.  (WSRO CFT 

2/3/2/4).  

Some plays were simply not adopted from the original shortlist. The list of 

suggestions below was for the 1984 season. In the event, some were not staged 

e.g. Weskerôs The Merchant. 
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Source WSRO CFT  2/3/2/4          

As the successor to New Ventures, The Tent inherited a tradition rooted in the 

local community. Many of the productions were therefore either commissioned 

from local authors or were acts already performing to local audiences. Edward 

Kemp, the son of the Bishop of Chichester, contributed the play The Iron and the 

Oak. John Mash, a regular contributor of material and named as a ñwriter in 

residenceò, was commissioned to write The Final Furlong. Other local 

contributing authors included Simon Brett with Chopped Hamlet. The Bashôs 

Backstage Boogie Band was comprised of staff from all departments of the 

Theatre. Some acts were hired simply on the basis of local recommendation. One 

such act was ñThe Chichester Buskersò (Stewart Ferris and Alastair Williams) 

who had performed in the city streets to much local acclaim. A note of 

commendation, photo and playlist WSRO CFT  2/3/2/7 are below: 
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Songs ñstarredò on the list above were their own compositions. The CV 

accompanying their photograph was written by themselves (as evidenced by the 

handwritten lyrics) by way of introduction to the Theatre. Although given to 

hyperbole there is no doubt that they were showing signs of talent and were 

quickly hired to play in the Tent. They subsequently went on to travel Europe as 

buskers and on returning to Chichester they developed very successful careers, 

jointly establishing Summersdale Publishing. 

Stewart later became a very successful author of mainly humorous books 

including study guides and dating adviceï see Amazon for book titles. He also 

became a successful writer for TV. Summersdale Publishing was eventually sold 

to Octopus publishing. Alastair remains its MD and also sits on the Board of 

Octopus. 

The song lyrics to Toilet Roll Man including chord instructions were included in 

their submission to the Theatre. Had they made the musical heights they aspired 

to, then these may by now have acquired a value beyond the merely historical. 
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/ƘƛŎƘŜǎǘŜǊ .ǳǎƪŜǊǎ ǎƻƴƎ ƭȅǊƛŎǎ ς ǎƻǳǊŎŜΥ ²{wh /C¢нκоκнκс 
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Radical Theatre and the Local/ National Context 

What is radical drama and what was the vision for The Tent? 

On his appointment as Artistic Director of The Tent, Matthew Francis outlined his 

expectation that the studio theatre should produce ñradical but not obscureò 

performances. (WSRO CFT 2/3/2/4). 

In so doing he was invoking a view of theatre as presenting an experience which 

challenged the audience intellectually and emotionally. In his seminal article ñRadical 

Drama, Radical Theatreò (Media, Culture and Society 1980, 2, 151-168). Graham 

Murdoch provides a detailed explanation and definition of radical drama and why it is 

regarded as an important responsibility of theatre. Key points are: 

¶ ñRadical drama sets out to present a critical perspective on the present social 

orderò. 

¶ It ñaims to lay bare the structures of power and privilegeò. 

¶ It ñfocusses on the uglier faces of capitalism and crimes of the powerfulò. 

¶ It ñaims to present a view from below by recovering working class experience 

and articulating the lived experience of dominationò. 

¶ ñIts aim is to point up the links between personal experience and political 

process and to uncover the social and institutional sources of individual 

miseryò. 

¶ It ñprobes the idealisations and rationalisations that justify the present orderò. 

¶ It ñchallenges taken for granted assumptions and prises open the gaps 

between idealogical promise and institutional performanceò. 

¶ It ñinvestigates the dynamics of social change and transformation and 

explores the politics of possibilityò. 

These functions are, of course, primarily concerned with the role of dramatic 

performance as a way of conveying social truth ï exposing the inequalities and 

contradictions in society. Murdoch identifies a further aspect which has particular 

relevance to the theatre-going community around how radical productions might 

engage with them psychologically: 



New Ventures Project ï The 
Tent 1983-85 

 

 
 

35 
 

ñéradical drama challenges the institutions and practices of conventional theatre. It 

opposes the cultural stratification which concentrates the theatre-going audience 

among non-manual groups and reaches out for a working- class audience. It also 

aims to alter the established relationship between audiences and performances. 

Where conventional drama fixes the spectator in the role of consumer of other 

peopleôs problems, radical drama attempts to link sympathy to struggleò. 

We have seen how the Tent sought out a new demographic in terms of its audience 

whilst the Main House tended to ñplay it safeò for the traditional ñChichesterò theatre-

goer. The preference for ñnon-challengingò drama was embedded at Board level. 

Leslie Evershed-Martin, the Theatres founder, was infamously conservative. In his 

book, ñThe Impossible Theatreò he writes: 

ñ I hope we get back to the standards of true drama such as we had at the 

beginningéI hope, and it may be a forlorn hope, that the plays selected will 

not be those that are constructed as propaganda for any extremist idealogical 

purpose, whatever that idealogy may be, or those which insidiously promote 

the present decadence of the countryôs morale. By that I mean the canker that 

is eating into the British characterò.  (Evershed- Martin, Lesley, The Impossible 

Theatre 178-9). 

It is interesting that at the time of writing (2025) such views are resurgent in Trumpôs 

America. 

In the early 1980ôs, however, knowing that the Board held such views must have 

weighed heavily on the artistic directors both in the Main House and The Tent, 

notwithstanding the latterôs status as a studio and alternative space. A toxic mix of 

socio-political factors also influenced drama production at this time, including: 

ü The Falklandôs War and debates about the end of Empire 

ü Unemployment at its highest level since the Great Depression (3.2m) 

ü Anxiety and protest over Cruise Missiles in Britain 

ü A landslide Tory majority for Margaret Thatcher of 144 ï ñthe Falklands factorò. 

ü Massive public spending cuts announced by Dominic Lawson.  

ü The Miners strike 1984/5 and its casting as a ñclass struggleò. 
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The Festival Theatre had also come through a mini- crisis of its own just before the 

Tent opened which must have constantly been at the back of the minds of those 

commissioning works for the 1983-85 seasons. 

This involved the selection of John Osborneôs play A Patriot For Me starring Alan 

Bates and performed in the Main House. The main character is homosexual and 

blackmailed by the KGB. The Board and particularly Leslie Evershed-Martin, who 

was allegedly homophobic, were horrified. In his interview for the Theatres 50th 

Anniversary, John Gale describes how Lord Bessborough had told Evershed-Martin 

that the Lord Chancellor had previously banned the play. Evershed-Martin 

subsequently phoned Patrick Garland and told him he couldnôt do it. Both Patrick and 

John Gale threatened to resign but eventually the play, directed by Ronald Eyre, 

went ahead and was remarkably successful. It was however notable that it was the 

only play at Chichester in his lifetime that Leslie Evershed-Martin refused to see. 

By way of celebration and at the end of season (1983) party, John Gale and Patrick 

Garland performed a skit in the Tent about ñtwo men in a bedò based on A Patriot for 

Me:  
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Whilst the 

success of 

ñPatriotò 

was a good 

omen for 

the Tent, 

there 

remained a 

sense that 

the 

envelope 

could not 

be pushed 

too far. 

Dave 

Chapman 

has explained that whilst some plays in the Tent season had contentious material ï 

for example, Tissue was concerned with breast cancer and, later, Sandpit addressed 

issues around child abuse ï there were also lighter plays and entertainment. 

Although the demographic of the audience did change ï for example a lot of nurses 

and other staff from the hospital, and college students attended ï it was also the 

case that some of the traditional audience from the Main House came to try out the 

new venue. It was not unusual, however, Dave recalls, for some members of the 

audience to walk out if they didnôt like the production. The informality of the Tent and 

its seating actually made it easier for people to ñprotestò in this way if they found 

something too challenging. 

The desire for a more radical programme to examine the issues of the day was not 

confined to the Festival Theatre. An article headed Alternative fest hits Chichester 

and published in The Stage and Television Today (July14 1983) described how 

ñAlternative theatre is set to make its mark on the sedate city of Chichesterò. The 

tŀǘǊƛŎƪ DŀǊƭŀƴŘ ϧ WƻƘƴ DŀƭŜπ 9ƴŘ ƻŦ 

{Ŝŀǎƻƴ ǎǇƻƻŦ ƻƴ ! tŀǘǊƛƻǘ ŦƻǊ aŜΦ 

/ƻǳǊǘŜǎȅ {ǳŜ {ƘŀǧƻŎƪ 
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report described the formation of a new theatre company operating out of the New 

Park Centre ï a space recently vacated by New Ventures! 

 

 

Creative Tensions 

The audience reaction was a constant cause of concern, and occasionally irritation, 

for the Directors. In 1984 Matthew Francisôs frustration is evident in a response to 

Patrick Garland following receipt of a complaint about the play ñElgarò (WSRO CFT 

2/3/2/4). 

ñI have become very worried about ñplaying safeò in the studio. When I began at CFT 

I set a policy for myself of ñradical without being obscureò to which I added to this a 

codicil which allowed one or two pieces in on the count of ñlocal interestò or 

ñappealing to the conventional Chichester audienceòé..(the play) ñFinal Furlongò is 
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falling under the second of these categories and ñFalkland Soundò under the firstò. 

REF 3. 

He continues in rather excoriating fashion: 

ñI was surprised at how little interest in racing (The Final Furlong) or in 2nd World War 

poetry (Poetry reading by Field Marshal Lord Carver) the citizens of Chichester 

displayed. Perhaps the Goodwood duffs and desert veterans just arenôt interested in 

the theatre ï perhaps too busy studying and re-living old battles to crawl along to 

The Tent ñ !!  Ibid 

On a more positive note, he asks: 

ñBut what would people want to see éanything funny certainly...they appeared to 

want to see Falkland Sound...so there is at least a suggestion of some sort of radical 

or at least open audience...and theyôd come to see famous actorsò. Ibid 

The latter observation supports Patrick Garlandsô view that a famous name will 

guarantee success. 

Matthew subsequently elaborates on how he sees the Tent being used following that 

first season: 

ñMy own belief is that studio theatre should be genuinely ñalternativeò or new 

workésubjects that seem ñsafeò or look ñworthyò should find safe and worthy 

theatreséStudio theatres shouldnôt act as a drip tray for whatever the average spa 

town Rep canôt persuade itself will put bums on seatsò Ibid. 

Getting the mix right, however, proved elusive and an evident source of frustration 

particularly in the light of the prevailing political climate. In this report from the end of 

1984 season Matthew (or John Gale, as authorship is not given) is still clearly 

desperate to produce work that is both challenging, relevant and capable of 

ñpacking its punches against the great Bourgeois underbelly!ò:  
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Bursting The Bubble 

Almost without exception, all the creatives directly involved in Tent productions, and 

who have been interviewed for this research, have attested to the happy atmosphere 

and camaraderie they experienced. 

ñAn amazing place where you could start with no experience of anythingé  

the Tent was fantastic, used to love The Tentò (Larkin REF 13). 

ñLovely atmosphere...lots of fun, laughed a lot.ò (Mirams REF 14). 

Notwithstanding this enthusiasm the relationship with the Main House was 

sometimes a little strained usually over the borrowing of props/costume etc - 

ñWe were regarded like a younger brother who is a pain in the buméòBloody Tent 

always nicking our stuffò (Larkin REF 13). 

Tent staff would often work late into the night clearing one set away and setting up 

another ready for a different show the following day. Despite this constant pressure 

there is no evidence from the conducted interviews of any resultant stress amongst 

performers or crew. There are, however, indications both from interviews and written 

records in the archives that the unrelenting pace and demands of the production 

schedule did impact on Directors and managers. 

Amanda Mirams commented that ñSam (Mendes) used to get frustrated with the lack 

of budgetéthere were some tensions with older members of staffò.REF 14 

In her interview, Vicky Edwards recalls that Sam (a later Artistic Director of The Tent) 

was professionally very demanding ï a view shared by others who had worked with 

him. Following one particular incident she recalled:  
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ñSam was very lucky that he went on to have such a great career, because I nearly 

brained him by the end of it! REF 10. 

Practical aspects of people management also weighed heavily on the Artistic 

Directors and John Gale. Budgets (see later section) required constant 

management. The following extract identifies concerns over the financial double-

counting involved in players who were understudying in the Main House but also 

performing in the Tent. The issue of conflicted loyalties could also arise of course in 

the event of an understudy being called upon in an emergency when they were also 

due to appear in the Tent (Source: WSRO CFT 2/3/2/4). 

 

 

There is evidence that the Artistic Directors also encountered problems around the 

recruitment of actors. The first year of the Tent had seen a very ad hoc approach with 

all staff, including front of house etc, being offered the opportunity to play roles or 

help produce. Subsequent years saw a greater influx of professional actors from the 

Main House stepping into leading roles in the Tent. This appears to have been on an 

informal commitment basis. However, this arrangement seems to have broken down 

as it was reported that actors had not always stuck to these ñagreementsò having: 

ñWrecked all chances of doing a show because theyôve suddenly felt too tired or 

simply disinterestedò. (WSRO CFT 2/3/2/4). REF 3 

The proposed solution was to place matters on a more contractual basis: 
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(source: WSRO CFT 2/3/2/4). 

Inevitably, tiredness also became a cause of some concern. The WSRO CFT archive 

contains an end of year (1983) report ï presumably written by either John Gale or 

Patrick Garland which states: 

ñMatthew Francis is the Artistic Director and ñonlie begetterò of the CFT Tent. He has 

directed 10 productions in the Tent since 1983éHe is very tired!ò REF2 

That strain was such that by 1984 Matthew appears to be having doubts as to 

whether his role is sustainable. In an undated letter to John Gale, he thanks him for 

his support but complains of constant criticism adding that ñSome casts have been 

un-cooperativeò REF 3. He references an absence of congratulations and support 

from the Board together with a lack of adequate rehearsal time as being contributing 

factors to his concern. Future morale and prospects are, he says, ñnot enticingò and 

refers to the fact that between seasons he is also teaching at Bishop Otter College. 

In conclusion he says: 

ñ...When it comes to The Tent...there does come a point at which the pressures 

of working in such company comes perilously close to being outweighed by 

all the brickbatsò. (source: WSRO CFT 2/3/2/4). REF 3. 

Attendance and Money Matters 
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It is a reality that all creative ventures must make money at the very least to cover 

costs and overheads. The Tent was not immune to these expectations although it 

was under less commercial pressure than the Main House ï it was not, for example, 

required to achieve 80% or other percentage audience attendance. The Tent was, 

nevertheless, subject to the normal level of financial scrutiny. As we have already 

seen, sets were made by the crew at low cost, props were obtained through 

ñbegging, stealing and borrowing.ò Extravagance on costumes was avoided and 

designers exhorted to ñtap wider sources of costumes ...assemble bits and pieces 

from better and richer street marketsé and knit more ñ! (source WSRO CFT 2/3/2/7 

REF 1).  Appearance fees, even for well-known faces, were not exorbitant. There is 

a list in WSRO CFT 2/3/3/2 of Requests for Payment to be made to the Accountôs 

Department (12th Sept 1983) to: 

Alan Bates Ã50 

Ronald Eyres Ã50 

Angela Downe Ã25 

Michael Croft Ã40 

Field Marshall Lord Carver Ã20 
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Production costs included wages 

although many of the staff in The Tent 

were volunteers who had to commit for 

the full run of performances. Many gave 

their time freely. Most famously Eric and 

Joan who, dressed in Tent colours, 

attended every performance selling 

programmes (ñ10pence or whatever you 

want to giveò!), greeting the audience 

and even making them sandwiches.  

They were remembered fondly by many 

of those interviewed for this project.  

 

 

 

 

 

It appears that often friendship networks provided willing helpers. Will Cohu, 

speaking about the later years of the Tent, commented that: 

ñWhen it came to creative teams, we also tended to drag in whoever we knew would 

be prepared to work the ridiculous hours for the tiny fees. I think a designer got 

something like 250 quidéthere was a fair bit of friends and family involved. But we 

also did talk to a lot of people and see a lot of fringe shows, looking for creative 

teams and those potential cast members who we knew might be able to take on a 

variety of rolesò. REF 18. 

9ǊƛŎ ŀƴŘ Wƻŀƴ ς ǇƘƻǘƻ ŎƻǳǊǘŜǎȅ ƻŦ tŀǳƭ 

CŀǊƴǎǿƻǊǘƘ 
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There were also, 

inevitably, the 

occasional unplanned 

for expenses. WSRO 

CFT 2/3/3/3 includes 

reference to the 

Theatre borrowing a 

starting pistol and 

blanks from Chichester 

High School for use in 

The Final Furlong. 

Unfortunately, it was 

ñlostò and Caroline 

Sharman, as Director, 

had to write to the 

school (26/9/84) and 

apologise as well as 

pay for a new pistol 

plus 100 blanks ï cost 

Ã15. 

Ticket sales, as in the 

Main House, were 

carefully recorded by 

the Box Office for each 

night and were also 

collated at end of season. In 1984 (i.e. the middle year for the purposes of this 

research) ticket prices in The Tent were Ã2.50 albeit with reductions of Ã1 for OAPs, 

the Disabled and Unemployed. A season ticket could be obtained for Ã10 which 

enabled the bearer to view 6 productions. 

The WSRO CFT archive 2/3/3/3 contains a range of financial data regarding the 

1984 season. This includes a number of the nightly tally sheets for each 

performance. Attached, by way of example, are two. One from the production of 

{ǘŀŶƴƎ [ŜǾŜƭǎ ό¢ŜƴǘύΦ tŀƛŘ ǎǘŀũ ŀǊŜ ϝ όǎƻǳǊŎŜΥ ²{wh 

/C¢ нκоκоκс ύ 
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Lorca performed at 7.30 on 18 September and the other from ñLoitering with Intentò 

10.45pm on the Sunday. These were chosen because they illustrate the general 

range of occupancy which The Tent experienced i.e. broadly 70 -50%. There were 

significant outliers with some productions below 30%. 

 

Lorca - The record is split by ñmatureò (box office) sales and tickets purchased on the 

door. Whilst the number of full price tickets sold were almost the same at the Box 

Office and on the door, the biggest number of tickets (some 38% of the total sold) 

were discount sales on the door. A total of 106 seats were occupied (out of 150 or 

70.66% occupancy) of which 55 were sold at a discount.   Thus, 50% of all sales 

were at the lower rates. The final takings for this performance of Lorca were 

Ã182.32. Had the discounts not been applied then the takings would have been 

Ã265. 

[hw/! ς ¢ƛŎƪŜǘ ǎŀƭŜǎ 
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The financial report for Loitering with Intent is for a Sunday evening performance and 

late night. In those circumstances, it is to be expected that audience numbers would 

be lower. In fact, at 78 tickets sold, the production was 52% occupied. It is significant 

though that nearly 50% of all tickets sold were discounted and bought on the door on 

the night of the performance. In total 47 tickets were bought at the discounted rate 

and just 31 at full price. Given that the discounted ticket prices ranged from Ã1.66 to 

just Ã1 it does seem that, with hindsight, the theatre was almost giving seats away. 

As an observation, it is interesting that in most cases, the number of discounted 

seats applied for (or granted) through the box office was only a fraction of those 

given out on the door. Whether this was down to differing approaches to the 

application of policy or the demographic of ñon the doorò audiences being different, is 

impossible to tell. What is clear is that the Tent made theatre an extremely affordable 

and inclusive experience. 

What is not shown in these reports is to what extent the box office takings were able 

to offset production costs/overheads as these figures are not recorded. Calculations 

were made and recorded at season end however. In 1983, a summary sheet was 

produced showing full income for the season. Source WSRO CFT 2/3/3/3. 

 

 

A total of Ã3,513 after VAT. Costs are not shown. There is however in the WSRO 

archive a written summary for The Tent which does offset costs: 

[hL¢9wLbDΦΦ¢ƛŎƪŜǘ {ŀƭŜǎ 
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ñTotal Expenditure    Ã777.20.5 

Total Takings         Ã1078.20.5 

Profit                         Ã300.99.5 ï Float (Ã75) = Profit Ã225.99.5 

(plus Lord March Money plus party drink)ò 

Expenditure in this context can include everything from wages, costs of set design 

and even royalties. For example, WSRO CFT 2/3/2/6 reveals that Faber and Faber 

who published Philip Larkinôs work requested 10% of box office takings for the 

reading of his works. 

The period/performances covered by the above calculation are not recorded, but it is 

probably for a single week. It does however give a good illustration of the tight 

margins involved. The entry in parenthesis is not qualified. As we will see, this was 

probably a good week! Ibid. 
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This is a league table of best performing productions in 1984 source: WSRO CFT 

2/3/3.  Interestingly the relative success of musical and cabaret style performances 

comes across strongly. More traditional plays tended to perform less well. There 

would be at least 20, probably more, productions on this full list which would mean 

that around half of the productions were attracting an average attendance of less 

than 35 (out of 150 capacity) which is twelfth spot on this extract.  Such low numbers 

must have been obvious to performers/crew but interestingly there is rarely any 

recognition of this in their recollections. 
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Not surprisingly, the levels of attendance for some performances, coupled with the 

low-ticket prices and high proportion of discounted tickets, started to nudge the 

balance sheet into the red. The end of year accounts for the 1984 season are a 

sobering reminder of the challenges faced by studio theatres. The following is copied 

from an entry in WSRO CFT 2/3/3/3 (Finance Papers): 

Ticket Sales Tent              7353 

West Dean                           696 

TOTAL                               8049 

Donations                         6010 

Saturday Workshop           355 

Programme Sales               144 

Sales of food/drink net      406               INCOME TOTAL:  Ã14,964 

LESS 

Wages                             10242 

Expenses West Dean        500 

Travel                                  885 

Fees/Expenses                  905 

Prod, publicity, print        7604 

Donation Laser appeal      794            EXPENDITURE TOTAL:  Ã20,930 

NET LOSS Ã5,966 

These figures would have caused panic had they occurred in the Main House but, of 

course, the whole point of Studio theatre was to provide a space for risk in an 

inexpensive setting. This was outlined in an end of year report for 1985: 

ñAt a time of financial caution for the theatre, there is an understandable recession in 

experimental activity. The price of failure becomes harder to afford, and revivals 

proliferate while commercial philosophy preaches the supposedly neglected virtues 

of a more profitable era in the theatre. The risk of presenting radical work in a large 

auditorium is especially great, and the current fashion for studio theatre is surely to 

do with an awareness that while the avoidance of risk leads to stagnation, risks in a 

small theatre space are comparatively inexpensive. If actors and directors are tested 
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or stretched in studio theatres, then the continuing flow of new work and new ideas is 

guaranteed throughout the theatre.ò 

(Source: WSRO CFT 2/3/2/7) 
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The Tent ï Productions 

1983 

 

 

 

  



New Ventures Project ï The 
Tent 1983-85 

 

 
 

53 
 

 



New Ventures Project ï The 
Tent 1983-85 

 

 
 

54 
 

 

Source CFT Archive 


