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ArtWorks Cymru Learning Groups. 

 

As part of the second phase of ArtWorks Cymru five participatory arts projects were 

run as part of the research. Each project had four learning group meetings in which 

members of the creative teams explored and discussed a set of themed questions in 

which to explore their participatory practice. The aim was to capture the processes 

that the artists employed as they embarked on a project as well as to capture the 

learning and the development of the project. Artists were encouraged to draw from 

their previous experience and share their knowledge and learning from the whole of 

their careers. 

 

Members of the learning groups were selected by the organisation running each 

project. The sessions were all audio-recorded and transcribed for research purposes. 

Learning group sessions included a new or emerging artist as well as more 

experienced artists.  

 

‘Scheherazade’ explored the theme of collaboration and discussed a different set of 

questions at each meeting. These questions were: 

 

1. What does success look like in a large collaboration? 

2. How does this collaboration work and where do you fit in? 

3. How is the project developing? What are the challenges within this collaboration? 

4. Was the collaboration successful for you? What skills have you used during the 

collaboration and did you learn anything during the project? 

 

[Please see appendix 1 to view the mind maps of each of the learning group 

conversations]  

 

All quotations shown within this report are from the transcripts of the learning group 

sessions unless otherwise stated.  

 

 



‘Scheherazade’ project. 

 

The ‘Scheherazade’ project was developed and commissioned by National Dance 

Company Wales (NDCW) and involved a large collaboration with other arts 

organisations including Welsh National Opera (WNO), Creative Arts Support Team 

(CAST), Saint David’s Hall, and Literature Wales. The project also involved 

collaborations with individual artists including choreographers, costume designers, 

animators, and composers. Due to the large scale of the collaborative process the 

learning groups worked with choreographers from NDCW who were working directly 

with participants [See appendix two for information from the project summary]. 

 

Four participant groups were involved in the dance element of the project; one 

participant group came from a secondary school in South Wales, a second group 

was recruited from Rubicon Dance (Cardiff), a third from County Youth Dance 

(Swansea), and a final group included NDCW Dance Associates. The project 

culminated in a live performance at Saint David’s Hall which comprised of dance, 

music, song and animation. 

 

Seven artists were involved in the Scheherazade learning groups and these were all 

choreographers, both freelance artists and company members. The artistic director of 

NDCW was also involved in the learning groups. 

 

Due to small sample within this learning group, it is not expected that these findings 

are representative of all artists; however, it does provide in-depth knowledge on the 

beliefs, approaches and values of some artists who work in participatory settings.  

 

Learning Group Findings. 

Key findings 

 

Artists within the learning groups agreed that the collaborative process within the 

Scheherazade project was large and complex. Artists recognised that collaborative 

processes varied depending on the type of project as well as the participants and 

organisations involved; the ‘Scheherazade’ project represents a particular type of 



collaboration that artists described as ‘modular’. During the learning group sessions 

several key themes emerged when discussing collaboration:  

 

 The large scale collaboration on this project used a modular system where not 

all artists collaborated with each other; an individual was required to have 

overall responsibility although individual artists also needed creative freedom 

within the project.  

 Artists developed and utilised a variety of skills to ensure that participants felt 

ownership within the complex collaborative project. 

 Different participants had different needs and expectations which had to be 

balanced. 

 Logistics and time pressures were more complex due to the scale of the 

project. 

 Chorographers recognised that utilising dance in participatory settings had 

specific issues due to the use of the body. 

 

Modular collaboration 
 

“It’s about having the right attitude. We’ve got to collaborate and work together to get 

it done.” 

 

Due to the complex and large scale nature of this project the collaboration was set up 

in a modular way; this meant that not all artists in the learning group collaborated with 

each other but worked with their own participant group to develop a dance piece: 

 

“‘Cause we have a rapid get-in at Saint David’s Hall – ‘cause the show only 

gets one day to be assembled – so every bit has to be a standalone piece of 

work.” 

 

The modular system was likened to a wheel by the choreographers; one artist, 

artistic director at NDCW, had overall responsibility for the whole project and was 

displayed in the centre of the image. The choreographers, and other artists on the 

project operated like spokes on the wheel (see image below). 



 

 

 

Artists recognised that the intense nature, and short time frame, of the project meant 

that the modular system was the most effective method as the choreographers could 

concentrate on the aspect of the project that they were directly responsible for. 

 

The modular collaborative approach was also chosen due to the large number of 

high profile organisations that were involved. NDCW artists understood that the 

organisations, and audience, would have high expectations of the performance:  

 

“It’s about reputation. I can’t just tell an artist to re-work something. I can’t 

afford to have WNO buy in, and the theatre to buy in, and for it to be no good. 

It’s my reputation” 

 

“This sort of work is about who you can lean on. At this level it’s all about 

networks and credibility, and knowing that they can deliver. I’m not validated 

by anybody, I’ve no educational background, but I’m good at putting together 

coalitions” 

 



This approach, again, meant that choreographers were free to concentrate on their 

own participants and dance pieces whilst the artistic producer managed other 

aspects of the project. 

 

High expectations of the project meant that choosing and testing artists in 

participatory settings was extremely important to the lead artists. All choreographers 

undertook “a series of pilot studies” which would enable the artists to “test out their 

ideas” and enable NDCW to see artists “working in real situations”: 

 

“We are all tried and tested professionals and we are trusted to make it work. 

We’re not just pulled in without knowing our backgrounds, without having 

made things before” 

 

 “[NDCW] have a rota of artists that we know we can call on… We have a pool 

of – they’re not accredited – but they’re accredited by dint of the fact that 

we’ve [NDCW] got experience of seeing how they work.” 

 

Collaborative Skills 

 

The pilot studies were undertaken to “put checks in place”. NDCW could use the pilot 

studies to ensure that artists had the appropriate skills/personal attributes to work 

in participatory settings: 

 

“Self-confident people who can relate to how people can learn; be physical 

with each other. I don’t want... [people] who are just gonna stand there” 

 

“[Artists need a]… very weird sense of feeling big, and famous, and 

successful, and wonderful, and humility to bend to what the task is, in a 

selfless way. And they have to be able to… get ready by seven thirty with very 

meagre resources, in a situation which is unreasonable, and get on with it. 

That humility added to a sense of a wonderful scale of achievement is what 

the best artists have” 



 

Artists also recognised other skills that were integral to the collaborative process. 

Choreographers within the learning group agreed that clear communication was the 

most important skill in collaboration. Large scale projects, such as the 

‘Scheherazade’ project, required artists and organisations to communicate plans, 

timetables, and aims whilst artists themselves needed to communicate effectively 

with participants. Artists working in participatory settings felt that it was their 

responsibility to ensure that participants understood the process and felt empowered 

to participate: 

  

“For me, the best thing that makes a collaboration work is communication. You 

can never have enough time to talk so… just throw everything at the wall and 

see what sticks.” 

 

“You have to invest in a quality process, which to me is largely about 

communication; I mean, huge amounts of it is about explaining and 

introducing my values, and my ways in, and then allowing them to run with it.” 

 

Artists within the learning group acknowledged that communicating with participants 

required skill, particularly when editing work. Artists within the learning group felt 

responsible for the artistic quality of each dance piece and worked hard to find the 

correct approach with participants: 

 

“You have to explain that cutting something doesn’t mean it’s bad. By cutting 

you’re finding out what doesn’t work for that production, and that’s equally as 

important as finding out what does work. You need a group understanding of 

what you’re doing otherwise you can’t work towards the end piece together.” 

 

“I think one of the most important jobs we do is editing. I edited furiously to find 

quality. What I mean is you really get to the nub of what it is; of what the 

participants can do, of the aesthetic you can build, and what the production 

needs” 

 



Communicating sensitively and respecting the ideas of others was important 

whoever artists were collaborating with. Choreographers within the learning group felt 

that any collaborative process had to be based on “mutual trust” and respect: 

 

“I find that we both have interesting ideas, I think, and we both get excited 

about each other’s ideas. At the same time we’re respectful of the other 

person, even we don’t agree”. 

 

Island concept 

 

Once tried and tested artists were chosen the artistic producer ensured that they had 

artistic freedom within their collaborations. NDCW employed the “Island Concept” to 

ensure creative freedom was given, whilst also ensuring that the needs of the wider 

collaboration were met. The Island Concept created a set of boundaries that had to 

be adhered to; this included “a music thing, a structure, a sense of time, [and] an 

energy, [that’s] unique to that place”. These boundaries created the ‘island’ that all 

artists had to remain on: 

 

“The skill of the director is to invent an island that is coherent, and so the artist 

can see why they’re on it” 

 

“The artists are happy on this island – whatever superstructure you’ve built – 

and they actually have a very limited set of choices, but within those choices 

they have total freedom.”  

 

“Once an artist is appointed to the project they almost get total buy out to do 

what they feel like… I kind of withdraw from it and let the artist do what they 

want to do.  I don’t handle artists, I give them freedom.” 

 

In complex collaborations the island concept ensured that artists had a clear set of 

structures to enable them to work creatively with their participants. All artists were 

working within similar boundaries to ensure that the overall performance had 



coherence despite that fact that choreographers, and other artists, did not collaborate 

extensively with each other. 

 

Whilst the choreographers did not collaborate extensively with the wider project, most 

artists in the learning group did undertake collaboration with colleagues and dance 

artists directly involved with their own group of participants. Although some artists 

would have liked to have been more involved in the wider elements of the 

collaboration, the artists in the learning group felt that the modular system enabled 

them to focus on their responsibilities such as ensuring “safety” and developing “the 

artistic content”. Choreographers enjoyed working with other dance artists and found 

the professional collaborations to be both rewarding and helpful: 

 

“[The dance artist] skills complemented mine, it was so helpful. She was good 

at getting the kids motivated and getting them up in the morning – which I’m 

not necessarily good at – she was so good at motivating, and she was there at 

every rehearsal” 

 

“I’ve realised that not all my ideas are perfect… Even if a move is the best 

move, or the best piece of dance you’ve made in your whole life, if it doesn’t fit 

don’t keep it. And I’ve realised that working with [choreographer]…. it’s a story, 

so it needs to flow. So, I’ve understood my boundaries a lot better, I’ve 

realised I can’t do everything” 

 

This modular approach enabled artists to develop their skills as well as recognise 

the skills and abilities of other artists. 

 

Collaborating with participants 

 

“If you can’t adapt you’re dead in the water, you’re gone. If you can’t relate to them, 

and they can’t relate back, there’s no point you being there” 

 



Whilst choreographers undertook collaboration with some dance colleagues, the 

artists in the learning groups felt that their main collaboration was with the 

participants:  

 

“I mean, for me the collaborative process – what was collaborative 

about it – was what I did with the participants, with my participants.” 

 

The participant groups involved in the project had different levels of experience 

and knowledge which artists recognised required them to use different skills and 

approaches. Choreographers working with the more experienced Dance Associates 

had greater expectations and were required to teach specific technical repertoire.  

Artists agreed that they did not take the same approach with the associates as with 

other participants. Artists working with other participant groups and inexperienced 

dancers explained that they would be less firm and use less technical vocabulary to 

teach movement: 

 

“Obviously some of the participants have also got a totally different ability. I’ll 

have to change some of it as some of them are still not getting it. They’re not 

used to using music like we are – and it’s very different music to what they’re 

used to – and they need to be flexible in their bodies, and some of them aren’t 

used to that.” 

 

“I’m working with two schools… and a lot of them haven’t danced before.” 

 

“I think that we’re giving the dance associates a better understanding of what 

is required when they go onto training at Laban and stuff. They know what is 

expected. When they get to auditions we hope they’ll be superior; they’ll have 

that technique and that confidence… We ask them to be professional dancers 

from the start, we don’t compromise.” 

 

“With the Associates we don’t always have to tell them that things don’t work; 

they understand that things don’t work. And also, I was thinking about… 

making… a small phrase, and building a big phrase, and to have respect for 

each other in that group – I find that our associates already have that…” 



 

 

“I think we’re all looking to achieve and work in the same way, it’s just in terms 

of the vocabulary that you use – both physically and verbally – how you teach 

it, your expectations of how quickly they’ll pick it up.”  

 

Whilst artists were using different approaches with each of their participant group 

they all agreed that it was important for participants to feel ownership of the project; 

to ensure that they did not get “lost” in the large scale of the collaboration of the 

project: 

 

“It’s my job to make you look and feel great; if that’s happened then I’ve done 

my job. If you like the material, if you’re proud if it and feel it’s appropriate then 

that’s great. That’s what I’m there to do.”  

 

“It’s all choreographed by them. It’s all by them.”  

 

“My primary focus for that project is to make sure everyone is having a good 

time and if they’re feeling that bad they’re probably not… The show, in its 

bigger terms, is kinda second to that ‘cause that will look after itself; that’s a 

bigger machine. Individuals make the show so you have to look after each and 

every one of them.” 

 

“For me it’s not just about work though. It’s about inspiring people, thinking 

about the educational structure, giving young people an awareness of 

contemporary dance” 

 

“I liked working in the small groups, although it was nice to see what everyone 

else was doing ‘cause we didn’t get to chat much really except back stage.”1 
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Artists worked hard to ensure that participants created the material for the dance 

performance; however, participant ownership also had to be balanced against the 

need to create a high profile, high quality, performance on a national stage: 

 

“In a large project, like this, delivery is important…” 

 

“It doesn’t exist without an audience. The audience is absolutely essential… 

It’s about sticking a piece of work out there. And it either lives or it dies when 

you put it out in front of them.” 

 

“We used all our own material. We used the best bits of everything that we’d 

come up with, and in the end we all agreed that they were the best.”2 

 

Artists in the learning group balanced the need to create a dance piece with creating 

a positive participant experience by making a positive focus for the work: 

 

“For me the process without the product is like a ship without a rudder.” 

 

Artists ensured that the goal of creating a dance performance became part of the 

focus of the participatory experience; participants and artists understood that the 

deadline and the goal within the project.  

Logistical and time pressures 

 

“It takes a lot more money to make meaningful connections with other. You’ve got to 

have more money ‘cause you’ve got to enter into a dialogue. And you need to 

negotiate that.” 

 

Artists found that the large scale project presented specific logistical and time 

pressures. Artists in the learning groups felt that the learning group sessions gave 

them an opportunity to “be in a room together” and discuss the project as it 

developed. There was little opportunity for artists to meet outside the learning group 
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sessions due to artist commitments and timetables. Artists in the learning group 

expressed a desire to undertake greater collaboration with the dance artists on the 

project although they also recognised that the time scale did not make this feasible: 

   

“I did find it a pity that the dances were not more coordinated. I loved that they 

were different – I loved that, and they would be anyway – but, for instance, I 

was missing sort of a coherent story. I think if the dancers had talked to each 

other there might have been a bit more of a storyline.”  

 

“You would need more time as well. We are already busy… [and] collaboration 

takes an enormous amount of time to do it properly.” 

 

Artists felt that greater collaboration, although not feasible in this project, would have 

led to a feeling of greater ownership for the choreographers on the project:  

 

“We could have met at the beginning and said what do we want to do together 

instead of these isolated parts that come together.. “ 

 

“[There would be] a sense of ownership of the whole show. Right now we only 

feel like we own our part… It’s not about ownership, like, I want my name on it; 

it’s about being part of the creative team in the collaboration”. 

 

Dance Specific issues 

 

Artists within the learning group expressed the importance of being aware of specific 

dance issues. Artists felt that participants could be reluctant to become involved in 

dance activities due to a lack of confidence with their bodies; the choreographers 

felt that part of their role, when working in participatory settings, was to help 

participants feel comfortable enough to engage in the activities and to build 

confidence:  

 



“I think dance is actively involving the whole of your body, and I think a lot of 

people who are not dancers – well them [dancers] as well – can have issues 

with their bodies; about their weight, or their proportions, or y’ know, I’ve gotta 

move and I sweat. So I think with dance – especially with people who are not 

trained dancers – it’s about making them feel comfortable with their body and 

with someone else’s’ body as well;  to work with each other, to grab each 

other.” 

 

“Lots of the people I’m working with have issues with their bodies and their 

confidence. If I can instil confidence in them, no matter how little they do, as 

long as the improvement in their confidence happens.  We can’t change their 

bodies in a week, but we can give them confidence, and that empowers them 

to do more.” 

 

“[The choreographer] just encouraged us to forget and just go for it so we had 

no inhibitions.”3 

 

“[The choreographer] just recognised our strengths so we could all do our best 

work. It was great.”4  

 

Artists recognised that these issues affected most participants in dance activities, 

particularly if they were inexperienced dancers. Artists in the learning group believed 

it was important to develop technical dance skills slowly. In order to build technical 

skills artists needed to be able to successfully gauge the skill level of participants in 

order to create the correct level of challenge. Artists often did not know the skill level 

of their participants until they began work with their participants; this required artists 

to have flexibility and adaptability, as well as an ability to draw on their experience of 

working with different participatory groups. 
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Conclusion 

 

“To prove to destruction the amazing value of putting professional artists with 

participants to create a show...The thrill of putting professional working artists side by 

side with people, and watching stuff happen” 

 

The complex nature of the collaboration on the ‘Scheherazade’ project required a 

modular system to be adopted. This system has been used by NDCW over a number 

of years and requires one artist to hold overall responsibility whilst other artists can 

focus on the creative elements that they are responsible for. The method of 

collaboration employed by NDVW also utilises the ‘Island concept’ which provides 

structure and creative freedom for artists. Clear structures and mutual trust are 

necessary in such a large collaboration which requires delegation and lone working. 

Artists working in these settings have developed trust with NDCW through pilot 

projects and proven experience in participatory settings. 

 

Artists in the learning group drew on their experience in participatory settings and 

explained that a set of specific skills/ personal attributes, were required to work 

successfully in a collaborative manner. The ability to communicate effectively, relate 

to others, respect the ideas of others, and to work with confidence were all 

considered important.  

 

These collaborative skills were required when working with colleagues, working with 

other artists in different art forms, and when working with participants. The large 

scale of the collaboration on the ‘Scheherazade’ project meant that participants had a 

wide range of skills and experience; artists used a variety of approaches when 

working with different participant groups. Different approaches included whether or 

not to use technical terms and jargon, the ways in which editorial decisions were 

expressed, and the expectations that choreographers placed on participants.  

 

Despite the different approaches all artists on the learning groups wanted their 

participants to enjoy the process as well as the performance. The choreographers 

wanted to encourage and inspire their participants. Artists wanted to give participants 



greater confidence both personally and creatively; dance was felt to be particularly 

suitable for this due to the physical nature of the art form and the opportunities to 

work creatively both in groups or individually. 

 

Artists in the learning groups also expressed a desire for greater depth of 

collaboration with other choreographers but recognised that this was not feasible 

given the timescale of the project. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Appendix 1: Mind maps 
 

 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 

 



 

Appendix 2. 
1. Scheherazade 2012 production 

Performed at St David’s Hall, Scheherazade 2012 will be a cross-arts production 
using music, dance, poetry, story, animations and video projections.  

Scheherazade 2012 will seek, as did Rimsky-Korsakov, to capture essentials of ‘The 
Nights’ in mostly abstract and poetic form. Performed within a concert hall setting and 
within the framework of the original Scheherazade story, the production will be a 
contemporary, exotic and seductive interpretation. 

The production will be bound together by a narrator who sets the atmosphere and 
tone of the proceedings, introducing the audience to the stories and making a grand 
narrative thread over the whole evening.  

The four original orchestral scenes will be set to dance with four different youth 
dance companies performing one scene each. In the pauses between movements, 
there will be three new interludes, each about seven minutes long which will be 
composed for a youth choir and supported by projected narrative animations taking 
the production up to about 1¼ hours long. 

Working with a group of 14 professional artists, hundreds of young people from 
Swansea and Cardiff will explore the artistic and cultural legacy of the Arabian Nights 
stories and learn about the wonderful other artists who have come before them, such 
as Rimsky-Korsakov, Diaghalev, Michael Fokine and Leon Bakst. 

Together, the artists and young people will create a new production that will 
concentrate and expand on the original Scheherazade story and music and breathe 
fresh new life into a story that has enthralled people for over a thousand years. 

 


