History and documentation
September 1975

Theatre opened by Frank Findlay. 
November 1980


Paper II George Ritchie – Further Projected Developing of the Merlin site towards a large Educational/Community Arts Centre. Identifies the need for: 2 drama studios, 1 dance studio, a scene painting dock, 3 music studios and several practise rooms and 5 art rooms.

30 September 1988

Three Year Development Plan 1989 – 1991 by Merlin Theatre Association submitted to South West Arts
30 November 1990


Management and Funding of Merlin theatre – Proposals to the joint working party.

Written by CE/JT/JAB11L161.edo (not sure who this is). Formed the basis of the current Lease.

1991 February – Consultancy Report by Pippa Gladhill and Katrina Duncan

Focused on the transition from an unincorporated association to a company limited by guarantee and the structuring of a Board of Directors. 

1991 New Lease, 
First professional full-time Director appointed (Simon Jutton), Barry Bates appointed Principal of FCC. The grant from SCC LEA would include 50% of the salary of Mike Walker who would return to being a full-time employee of FCC. 
1992 – Draft Proposal for Plans to Expand the Merlin Theatre into a 320 seat venue aimed at Middle scale productions

1992 – Appraisal – by SCC, SWA, MDC, review of Merlin’s plans. 

This paper identifies the unique nature of the Merlin as a professional theatre on a school campus. Only three other examples have been identified in the country. It highlighted the scepticism of the college as to the benefits of professional artists in to the curriculum. 
The paper also highlights the growing community and education programme being developed, including the establishment of weekly youth groups. 

Section 7 of the paper gives a detailed appraisal of the Lease including a number of weaknesses. 

… Developments in artistic policy since the arrival of the new Director may well put some aspects of it (the Lease) under some strain. The daily 5pm handover from College to the Theatre remains: and while this may have created no problems for an artistic policy centred on a rather limited formal performance programme, it’s unlikely that an artistic director developing a much more intensive and varied programme, with residencies and other projects requiring a much more flexible use of the Merlin’s resources, will not find irksome an inability to get into his theatre before 5pm daily, even if a fair proportion of his work is taking place elsewhere.  To this extent the policy assumptions accepted at the Merlin’s foundation, that the arts and education functions could somehow be compartmentalised and separately managed, remain anachronistically in the new structure. This latent tension again suggests that a regular monitoring and review mechanism with the college is desirable. 
Summer 1992 – ECOS Amphitheatre is opened

1 October 1992 - Merlin becomes a Private Limited Company with charitable status.

1994 – Feasibility Study on further building plans. 
Plans and drawing made by Somerset Property Services. They include a substantially improved foyer space with improved and increased number of offices, plus a workshop/rehearsal/small performance space.
March 1997 – Lottery bid submitted, and subsequently rejected. 

1998 – feasibility study for scaled down project applied for and subsequently rejected.
1999-2000 – significant increase in Funding from Mendip/Somerset/Arts Council England

Lobbying from Merlin Board (Chaired by Dinah Bardgett) over a two years leads to all three core Funders recognising the value and potential of the Merlin. 
1 February 2000 – current Director, Paula Hammond appointed.
6 November 2000 – Letter to Arts Council from Mike Siblock Chair of FCC Governors

Excerpt from the letter sent by the governors to Nick Capaldi (Chief Executive of Arts Council, SW) 
Firstly can I stress just how important the Merlin is in the local area…. The Merlin’s presence and its staff are key to a network of arts facilities in the town and contribute significantly to the distinctive feel of the town. Above all we value the work which the Merlin is doing with education. This extends far beyond the College and the seventeen schools of the Frome Federation. The College was recently visited by a consultant from the Specialist Colleges Trust who was most impressed at the prospects for an Arts College bid. 
2001 – David Heath MP raises questions in The House

The Frome and Somerton MP asks a question in the House of Commons about under resourced arts in rural market town. He uses the Merlin as an example of an arts organisation that has been repeatedly rejected for lottery funding. 

2001 – Scaled down refurbishment programme takes place 
Following David Heath’s intervention the Merlin’s subsequent (scaled down) lottery bid is successful. The bid includes funding from Arts Council England (via lottery funds), Somerset Property Services, Somerset Partnership Fund, Mendip District Council, Frome Town Council, the theatre’s own fundraising activities plus a £4,000 donation from Frome Community College.
Fundraising activities includes a gala performance organised by Martin Bax in the first Frome Festival – it includes a stellar cast led by Tim Piggott Smith and Frances de la Tour.

Refurbishment includes changes to backstage creating new office, improved dressing room facilities, new seats, new stage floor, refurbished foyer, new sound and lighting equipment.
September 2002 – FCC becomes a Specialist College for Media Arts.

The Merlin is a significant partner providing much of the professional and community resources as required in the application.  
October 2002 – Annual Review Meeting (ARM) with Funders

Hilary Garnham from Arts Council England very clearly states unless the Trustees get more usage from the theatre for the community and arts then the Arts Council Funding will diminish or go because we would not be fulfilling their criteria for grant giving.  It was a real threat and FCC were most sympathetic to our plight.
November 2002 – Barry Bates, Principal of Frome College joins Board.

December 2002 – Peter Boyden is jointly commissioned by FCC, Merlin and SCC to respond to ACE’s concerns at the ARM.

January 2003 – Position Paper from Frome Community College

Barry Bates plus the Samm Line (now Vince) Head of Performing Arts, Mike Walker, Head of Media Arts and Rob Moger Curriculum Team Leader, Media Arts (and Merlin Board Member) write a paper to brief Peter Boyden on the FCC Perspective on the Merlin’s future.

February 2003 – Peter Boyden presents his findings.
He identifies three strands to the Merlin’s Artistic Vision: Education, Community and Professional. He recommended we work more closely with FCC to exploit the “Added Value” where the artistic strands overlap.

The Added Value

The Merlin and the College are in a unique position to pursue the following to:-

· act as a catalyst between the educators and professional artists;

· facilitate independent theatre attendance for pupils and staff to the Merlin programme to encourage a life long interest in the performing and media arts;

· develop a philosophy and practice that responds to the needs and challenges of the college across the whole curriculum;

· work in partnership with the college on long term strategic aims to enhance the artistic provision on the campus;

· connect pupils with artistic professionals and enabling all pupils to create/produce and perform/take part in artistic work;

· provide teachers with the opportunity to work with professional artists – informing and supporting their own creative and professional development;

· give students an awareness of career opportunities  in the arts;

· maintain and develop the independent, thriving, professional work of the Merlin that gives added status, to the college, campus, town and region.

April- June 2003 – Vision Workshops
A joint invite to attend a series of Vision Meeting is sent by Dinah Bardgett (Merlin, Chair) and Barry Bates (FCC Principal) to various stakeholders. It is facilitated by John Struthers. Information and ideas gathered, along with Peter Boyden’s findings form the basis of a new bid to ACE, SW.
July 2003 – Action Day

Merlin Board meet to agree a response to recent Vision Workshops and Peter Boyden’s findings.

January 2004 – Working Group on accommodation


Includes FCC Principal and Head of Performing Arts plus Merlin Production mgr. 

Identifies Merlin’s offices as inadequate for current staff and having no space for FCC staff. 
It recommends a new Drama Studio to be built from prefabricated materials at a cost of between £20,000 - £45,000. 

September 2004 – March 2006 – Action Research: Merlin theatre as a Creative Skills Centre
Merlin is awarded £50,442 from ACE,SW to pursue a number of questions about how to support its three artistic strands: Community, Education and Professional.
Match funding included support from Somerset County Council, Mendip District Council, Frome Town Council plus £1,000 from Frome Community College.

Merlin employs a part-time Community and Education post and launches its Affiliated Artists Scheme.

July 2005 – Think Tank

Facilitated by Chrissie Godfrey includes FCC’s Head of Performing Arts to discuss how the Action Research Bid has progressed and to input into a further Bid – The Bridging Bid.

March 2006 – March 07 – Bridging Bid  
£58,208 awarded by ACE,SW to further the work began in Action Research and to look at the a combined approach with Frome College staff and students. The following excerpt highlights the collaborative and ambitious approach between the two organisations…
A recent meeting with Matt Little and Amanda Colbourne of Creative Partnerships Bristol along with Barry Bates the Principal of Frome Community College, gave us a frisson of what could be achieved.  Amanda and Matt were both impressed with an arts organisation and educational establishment that already has a successful close, accessible, opportunistic and open working relationship.  

The Merlin can and does engage with children and young people in a way that encourages and enables the youngsters own creative potential to make a positive contribution to the Merlin’s own policies and practice. Matt described the Merlin as ‘porous’ with a willingness and ability to respond to young people. 

2006

The Merlin is included in the recent JAR (Joint Area Review) inspection of Children’s Services in Somerset in recognition of its work with children and young people.

The Merlin’s Director is invited to join the Frome Locality Steering Group which informs and support children’s services in Frome. This recognises young people’s creativity included alongside youth justice, looked after children, education and health. 
April 06 – March 07

Performance Indicators for 06/07 reveal that audiences and participants for Merlin activities have increased by a staggering 71% since 2002. This has mainly be achieved via the increase in workshops and participatory/community activities. 

April 07 – March 2010 – Merlin Creative Plan
A new Business Plan is launched.

It identifies the Merlin three core area to explore, respond to and influence:

· creative education agenda and work with young people 

· increase our community activities 

· support artists to make work in a rural location

The Merlin is identified as a Creative Community Development organisation. This has been defined by Simon Jutton and his Development Team at Arts Council England, SW as:

“The enabling of individuals and communities to improve their lives through engagement with good quality arts practice. What separates out Creative Community Development organisations from both other arts organisations and other community organisations is that they are equally committed to the development of arts practice and the communities they serve”
September 06 – Mark Bruce Company presents Sea of Bones

Merlin supports Mark Bruce with five weeks of rehearsal and production towards a new production, Sea of Bones which tours nationally for the next 18 months to venues across the UK. 
Sea of Bones premiered and sold out four performances in Frome and led to the following quote; 
“Bruce’s rural retreat has obviously done him good. Sea of Bones is the most passionate, grown-up choreography he has yet produced.” The Times
This is made possible by the building of a new drama studio allowing the Merlin to increase its daytime use of the theatre. 
February 07: Somerset Thrive 

Arts Council England awards £827,500 to Somerset Arts Promoters (SAP) - a collaborative group of 16 arts organisations. The Merlin’s experience of working with action research has been instrumental in achieving this spectacular result.

June 07 to March 08 Carpet Bid

The third of our action research bids to continue the aims identified in the Creative Plan. It includes the following:

The Merlin is based on the campus of Frome Community College and under its lease agreement is a dual use building (an almost unique arrangement).  Until recently, the college had access for timetabled daytime usage during term-time. This seriously curtailed any ambitions to explore the auditorium as a resource for artists.  The Merlin is fortunate, however, in having a supportive and forward thinking Board, which includes the Principal of Frome College, and successful negotiations have culminated in the build of a new drama studio. This releases the auditorium as a timetabled teaching space and has made it available across the curriculum as a specialist resource.  This collaborative problem solving has directly led to being able to expand and develop the Merlin’s Creative Team which currently supports 15 artists.

14 - 23 September 2007 – Cape Farewell
The Merlin brokers the inclusion of a student, Jethro, and science teacher, Dr Keith Brindle, to take part in Cape Farewell. This landmark, international, education project involved a voyage to the Arctic Circle to explore scientific and creative responses to climate change. 
March 08 - June 09 - Dialogue Bid

The final bid. From April 09 we are awarded an increase in our core revenue funding, this brings to an end the recent round of additional funding via our action research applications.

The Dialogue Bid although continues to resource our education and artistic ambitions this bid also highlights the community work and gives additional hours to Claudia to acknowledge that the work she does with the non-professional companies in Frome is a valuable part of our participatory programme. This includes her role as Blanche in Frome Drama Club’s A Streetcar Named Desire (April 08), director of The Wizard of Oz (Christmas 08), director of West Side Story – a co-production with Frome Community College (July 09), director of The Full Monty – a FAOS production at the Memorial Theatre (October 09)
2009/10 Awarded increase in Core Funding of £20,000

At a time when many theatres funding are having begin cut – The Merlin is the only venue in Somerset to not only retain its status as an Arts Council RFO (Regularly Funded Organisation) but to be awarded an increase in core funding.
This is in recognition of the culmination of 5 years of action research to develop new way work to support artists living and working in a rural context alongside a vibrant participatory and community programme.

April 09 – March 11 - A Night Less Ordinary – Free tickets to under 26s.

The Merlin is the only venue in Somerset awarded funding to support giving free tickets to under 26s. It aims to give away 1,000 tickets a year. Funded by Arts Council England.
ENDS PH/16.09.09
