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Introduction

The London Fringe Symposium was hosted on Oct 6th by Critical Stage Company to address the following issues:

How can we promote Fringe and gain a higher status in London?

How can we get better and more sustainable funding?

How can we encourage more venues to consider Fringe?

How can we help visitors to London know about Fringe?

How can we regain the artistic image of Fringe and lose the 'am dram' flavour?

How can we promote the work of new playwrights through Fringe?

London based Fringe companies and venue managers attended the symposium, alongside playwrights, funding agents, publishers, critics, representatives from ITC and Fringe Theatre Network, as well as Equity.  Around 40 delegates representing a diverse range of these key players debated the Future of Fringe in London.  It was intended that the day would produce concrete outcomes and this document attempts to start the process of creating these from the discussions of the day.

Main events of the day

Caroline Baillie of Critical Stage Co. introduced the day and set the scene, introducing the speakers in turn.  James Hogan of Oberon Books Ltd. shared his thoughts on 'Publishing new dramatic works' and responded to a wide range of questions relating to the relationship between producing and publishing Fringe theatre.  Dan Crawford, of the King's Head Theatre, led a question and answer session relating to 'Putting on your show in central Fringe venues' and finally Robert Eddison, playwright (recent production Commanding Voices), spoke about his personal experience of  'Getting your play on stage'.  Amongst the key issues addressed here many others were brought up and considered and it became obvious that better communication between the players represented in the room was essential, despite current structures which were attempting to do just that.  We reflected upon the issue 'If you haven't heard of me - whose fault is that - yours or mine?'.

In the afternoon a lively panel discussion took place.  First, Caroline Baillie reported on an interview with Joanna Ridout and Jackie Elliman of the Independent Theatre Council, followed by a short introduction by panel members: Charlotte Kasner from the Fringe Theatre Network, Mike Alfred, founder of Shared Experience, John Plews, manager of Upstairs at the Gatehouse Theatre, Francis Rifkin, chair of Equity's small scale committee, Nirjay Mahindru administrator of Tara Arts, and Paul Higgins, manager of the Latchmere Theatre. All were addressing the above questions from their own perspective.  One key issue that was raised was the changing nature of Fringe theatre since its conception in the 70s.  The alternative, risk-taking image has to some extent been replaced by notions of tacky theatres and an amateur cast.  Some say that the word Fringe is problematic as a result and may need to change.  A very important question also emerged from this issue - why are you doing Fringe?  If it is a stepping stone to a further career or to the mainstream theatres, that's very different from a belief in Fringe as an expression of art, as a place to take risks and experiment with new ideas.

To those who started the Fringe scene in the 70s it might seem as if wheels were being reinvented.  However, it was recognised that some of the original energy that Fringe had, the sense of community and spirit of adventure, had somewhat been lost in the last two decades. This meeting reflected a sense that there may be a re-emergence of some of that energy.  Equity's recent decisions on small-scale theatre were considered in the light of this.  A definite feeling of the day was that in order to stay alive, Fringe needed to be creative in its response to the current climate and take barriers as challenges rather than obstacles.

At this stage participants divided into smaller groups to consider creative ways to address the questions raised during the day and these are summarised below.  

The event ended with a showcase of two short Fringe plays, first by Karass

Theatre Company (Lunch in the Park), and then Fruits of the Womb Theatre Company (Affirmation).  Those who were there will know that this was a most appropriate ending to a thought-provoking day....

Suggested actions

·

The re-energising of a Fringe Network to act as a lobbying group of activists, to develop the sense of community of 'London Fringe', and to help to change the perception of Fringe to a more positive image within London and beyond. 
·

Support and development of the currently existing Fringe Theatre Network (FTN) to act as a central focus for some of the points raised below.  In order for the FTN to become what it is intended to be, it needs the support of the Fringe in London, i.e. it needs all of the key players to contribute and more Fringe personnel and organisations to become members.

·
Development of the website to include links to all key players including information on what they have to offer to support the Fringe Network exemplified by the action points below.  All members must update their own information on a regular basis.  The website must have a user-friendly name and link to key sites, such as Londontheatre.co.uk. 
·
More Fringe members to contribute to the FTN newsletter and to offer their services re these points within the letter as well as the website. 
·
To link to international Fringe organisations for advice and support. 
·
Pooling of resources and experience - Fringe venues that can offer office space, administration support, companies that can share producers, directors, etc. 
·

Theatre companies could form a cooperative - create a programme of theatre for the year, so that down-time for one company is filled by another similar company, thus creating continuity for committed audiences.  Audiences could join a Fringe Theatre mailing list for this cooperative. 
·
Theatre venues to collaborate by forming a touring network throughout London, such that companies can be supported for longer runs. (ACTION Theatre venues)
·
Equity to discuss a Code of practice for personnel and venues specific to Fringe. 
·

The Fringe network to support the development of a London training network, whereby theatre companies could facilitate workshops hosted by venues on a series of special techniques in directing, acting etc.  This would not compete with formal training but be specific to techniques developed in-house, and be offered on a cost recovery basis.  This could also act as a way of keeping the community in touch (see below). 

·

The sustenance of the sense of community developed at the Fringe Symposium would be supported by a series of meetings, every three months, on a rolling basis, hosted by different theatre companies and venues each time.  The first of these will be hosted by Critical Stage Company and Drayton Court Theatre in January. 
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