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The Sunderland Empire Theatre/Scottish Opera Audience Development Programme was part of a five-year project to increase opera audiences, especially among young people aged 15-30 years. Rural audiences and those who have never attended opera before were also targeted. The project organised a variety of events aimed at taking opera to new audiences. These events included workshops at schools and colleges, a family opera workshop, an opera concert at a football stadium and a rural concert.

about lead organisation

The Sunderland Empire Theatre opened in 1907. It is the largest theatre in the north east and is run as a company limited by guarantee, with charitable status and a board appointed by Sunderland City Council. It caters for a wide range of tastes, ranging from opera and ballet to children's entertainment and rock and pop shows. It is also used for community and amateur events. Following a review of the theatre's work in 1993, the theatre is trying to cater for larger scale touring productions. 

background

Sunderland Empire and Scottish Opera began working together in 1997 with a tour by Scottish Opera to Sunderland. This was accompanied by a jointly run education programme. Reviewing the achievements of this pilot work led to the proposals for this project.

aims of the project

· To broaden opera audiences, particularly to appeal to young people between 15-30 years

To make opera accessible to people in rural communities

· To make opera accessible to those who would not normally attend

· To create a model partnership programme of audience development between the Scottish Opera and the Sunderland Empire Theatre

· To broaden the scope of opera in Sunderland and the north east

about the project

The development project covered autumn 1999 and winter 2000 seasons at the Empire Theatre, with more activities between February 1999 and February 2000.

A stadium concert was held at a football match at the Sunderland Stadium of Light. The Scottish Opera Orchestra played excerpts from Carmen before the game started and at half time. The event was covered widely in the press and the match was broadcast live on regional radio including the opera excerpts.

A performance took place at the Metro Centre, a shopping complex in Gateshead. Free opera buses were provided for two performances from outlying areas close to Sunderland.

'Carmen across the City' was a campaign based on the notion of a test drive. A sample CD of the opera Carmen was sent to local businesses and transport-related firms, such as car hire companies. The CD was played throughout the city of Sunderland. Banners were displayed in prominent positions.

There was also a rural concert in the market place at Hexham.

'Scottish Opera for All' ran several workshops: a Family Discovery Day on Carmen included singing, and making props and costumes.

'Carmen Sunday Funday' consisted of a workshop on flamenco dance, percussion and vocals; workshops on 'Friend of the People' took place at the City of Sunderland College. A series of schools workshops on Carmen took place.

about the audience

A detailed report is available. Compared to the previous season, there was an encouraging rise in ticket sales over the period of the project. Attendance at the football game was 27,500 - an audience not normally associated with this art form. The Metro Centre concert in Gateshead brought opera to a diverse range of people. The large audience was enthusiastic.

The take-up for the opera buses was low. Those who used them were enthusiastic about both performance and transport. 'Carmen across the City' created awareness of the forthcoming Carmen performances.

The rural concert in Hexham exceeded the target by 30 per cent, attracting 340 people who would have otherwise had difficulty in attending.

17 people enjoyed the Carmen Sunday Funday workshop. Capacity was 40, so two of the workshops combined. Participants bought discounted tickets for the performance. Capacity for the Family Discovery Day was 120 and 37 people attended. Workshops held at schools and colleges were enjoyed by 101 people and capacity was 150. 90 per cent of participants attended a performance.

outcomes and lessons learned

Overall, the scheme was considered a limited success. Over 30,000 people were reached by the various aspects of Overall, the scheme was considered a limited success. Over 30,000 people were reached by the various aspects of the project. General awareness of opera increased. The project established links with the football club, City of Sunderland College and schools.

The project was hampered by lack of continuity when significant staff members who were involved in the project proposal stage moved on to other posts by the time it was implemented.

Tickets for performances were only on sale two months after the Metro Centre concert in Gateshead, so maximum advantage was not achieved.

The adult and family workshops were under-attended. Greater use should be made of local press for future projects.

Workshops held at schools and colleges raised a number of considerations for future events, such as the difference between private and state schools, pricing policy and improved co-ordination between theatre and university. Market research was undertaken. Results will be used to further develop the audience for opera.

