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PROJECT SUMMARY 

 

’23 Submarines’ is an arts and libraries project inspired by the recent discovery of World 

War 1 submarines submerged in the River Medway. Working in partnership with local 

artists, cultural organisations and Medway Council’s Arts Team, we explored the story 

through a programme of artist commissions, workshops, events and performances, 

designed to develop new audiences and increase local cultural participation. The project 

sought to establish Medway’s Libraries as significant cultural venues for local artists and 

creative organisations, and support them to develop their cultural programme in the longer 

term.  

The evaluation of ’23 Submarines’ sought to identify the effectiveness of Arts Council 

funding Libraries to explore a new sustainable model for high-quality arts and cultural 

activities. The report includes indicators of good practice and a list of key recommendations. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Project Title   23 Submarines 

Project lead by  Medway Libraries in partnership with Icon Theatre  

Project Partners Medway Council Arts Development Team / LV21, Creative Producers / 

Dan Simpson, Canterbury Festival Poet Laureate 2013-14  

Project Management  Icon Theatre 

 

The project, ’23 Submarines’, was developed following consultation with local residents, 

regular Library users and Icon’s four target engagement groups (families and young people, 

economically inactive adults, older adults and local artists/creative organisations) in Spring 

2015.  

The project’s theme received an excellent response. People who took part in the 

consultation found it to be an intriguing and exciting story. Visitors to Strood, Rainham and 

Gillingham Libraries were particularly positive about extending cultural programming within 

libraries, as it was felt there were currently fewer creative or artistic opportunities within 

those communities. Consultation also informed us that there was extensive interest from 

local artists and cultural organisations in developing new work, a high demand for free 

space, and a genuine enthusiasm to learn more about the possibilities of working with 

Libraries. 

The project has delivered a year-long programme of artist commissions, Library workshops, 

and cultural activities between October 2015 and October 2016. The programme has been 

designed to develop new audiences and increase local cultural participation, with the overall 

aim of establishing Medway Libraries as significant cultural venues for local artists and 

creative organisations.  

The project’s aims and objectives complement several other economic and cultural 

initiatives that are currently taking place in Medway. Chatham Library and the surrounding 

riverside area (the site of the 23 Submarines performance) are at the centre of Chatham’s 

new cultural quarter, which Medway Council’s Arts Team are currently developing, in 

partnership with the Economic Regeneration Team.  

Some of Medway’s Libraries have recently been redeveloped as ‘Community Hubs’ 

(incorporating a range of council services in the heart of the community), which has 

increased annual visitor numbers to over 1,100,000. However, recent council budgetary 

restrictions threaten to reduce the Arts Team’s Libraries programming.  
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This poses a challenge to the way Libraries has been delivering their cultural programme, at 

a time when increased visitor numbers, as well as the increased numbers of participants 

who actively engage in cultural activities, suggest that there is a need to strengthen and 

expand the programme, not reduce it. 

’23 Submarines’ aims to support Libraries in developing a new model of working enabling 

them to offer an expanded and sustainable programme of cultural activity while engaging 

increasing audiences in excellent arts and cultural activities. 

The project aimed to: 

 Engage library users & local residents as new audiences/participants in high quality 

arts activities 

 Create lasting partnerships between local artists/creative organisations and Medway 

Libraries 

 Establish Medway Libraries as creative partners and increase their usage as cultural 

venues 

 Engage new users in library activities 
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PROJECT OUTPUTS 

What we delivered: 

Visual Arts  

Lead by creative partner, LV21, a group of local artists were commissioned to investigate the 

River Medway’s multi-layered landscape, responding to the submerged submarines and 

other hidden stories of the River Medway and its banks by working with combinations of 

natural and manmade material. 

 

 Adult and family workshops – artists ran a series of 5 participatory community 

workshops across Medway’s Libraries for adults, families and emerging local artists 

throughout January to April 2016. Participants were supported in creating their own 

responses to the project’s themes, using reclaimed materials, as well as being 

encouraged to share personal stories and recollections. The workshop sessions were 

free, and took place on Saturdays. The workshops used ACE’s Seven Quality 

Principles to ensure quality, inclusivity, excellence and participant-led practice. 

 Touring Exhibition – LV21 curated the participants’ artwork, found objects, and 

stories/recollections into an installation, the 23 Submarines Cabinet of Curiosities. 

This toured the main Medway Libraries of Chatham, Strood, Gillingham, Rochester 

and Rainham, spending on average one month at each venue. 

 Commissioned Exhibition – LV21 curated the commissioned artists’ work for a final 

exhibition at Chatham Library, alongside the touring Cabinet of Curiosities 

installation.  
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Poetry and spoken word 

Lead by literature projects manager and performance poet, Dan Simpson, 6 local writers 

were commissioned to compose new poems responding to the touring exhibition, found 

objects, and stories/recollections inspired by the project’s themes.  

 

 Adult and family workshops – poets ran a series of 5 workshops across Medway’s 

Libraries for adults, families and emerging local writers throughout January to April 

2016. Participants were supported in creating their own written responses to the 

project’s themes, using a series of controlled writing exercises. The workshop 

sessions were free, and took place on Saturdays. The workshops used ACE’s Seven 

Quality Principles to ensure quality, inclusivity, excellence and participant-led 

practice. 

 Open Mic night events – a series of 3 Open Mic night events were held at Chatham, 

Gillingham and Strood Libraries, co-ordinated to coincide with the installation of the 

touring exhibition at each venue. This allowed audiences to explore both the visual 

arts and poetry commissions at the same event. The commissioned poems were 

presented publicly for the first time at these events, and performed by the 

commissioned poets. The Open Mic night events also supported workshop 

participants and emerging poets to share their work with a public audience.  

 23 Submarines Poetry Trail – Short sections from the commissioned poems, along 

with excerpts from community poems created by participants during the workshops, 

were displayed on a series of 25 A1 Boards across the commercial centres of 
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Chatham, Gillingham, Rochester, Strood and Rainham, forming a Poetry Trail. The 

Poetry Trail created a visible path into the libraries and raised the profile of the 

project across the local community. The Boards rotated across the five towns three 

times. 

 

 

Performance 

Award-winning local theatre company, Icon Theatre, delivered a large scale, outdoor 

community performance exploring the themes and responding to the stories that came out 

of the project. 23 Submarines was devised, created and performed by an ensemble of 

community actors and community singers, lead in performance by 5 professional actors. The 

production created a spectacular end finale to the project on Chatham Waterfront, using 

live music and large scale design elements including illuminated lanterns.  
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 Community devising workshops – Icon Theatre’s Artistic Director, Nancy Hirst, 

delivered a series of 3 ‘open’ workshops for young people, local residents, and 

emerging local performers, creating mini-stories and characters that formed the 

basis of the production. The workshops used ACE’s Seven Quality Principles to 

ensure quality, inclusivity, excellence and participant-led practice. 

 Community Cast networking and launch event – This was held at Chatham Library on 

Saturday 9th July. The event was an informal networking opportunity for both those 

who had participated in the community devising workshops, and also members of 

the public to forge links with other project participants.  

 Rehearsals with 5 professional actors – Nancy Hirst rehearsed for two weeks with 5 

professional actors, the project’s composer, and designer, weaving together the 

stories and characters from the Community devising workshops to create a complete 

script.  

 Rehearsals with community and professional cast – Nancy Hirst rehearsed for a 

further two weeks with both the professional and community cast, including the 23 

Submarines community choir, in the lead up to the performance on Saturday 24th 

September. 

 Schools workshops with the project composer – the project’s composer, Darren Clark, 

worked alongside music director, Tania Holland Williams, with 25 children from 

Byron Primary school over 2 half day sessions to create an original new music score 

for the performance. Sections of this were performed live by the children, as well as 

the 23 Submarines community choir, and Icon’s Youth Theatre members.  
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 Outdoor Performance – this took place at sunset on Chatham Waterfront, from 7:00 

– 8:30pm on Saturday 24th September.  

 

Networking opportunities and Celebration Events 

These events were organised as an opportunity for project participants, local artists and 

Libraries staff to meet and get to know each other. They were also an opportunity for local 

artists to see creative and exiting uses of Library space in action. This series of events 

celebrated the launch of each new stage of the project.  

 

 Big Day Out, February – this was a networking event for both emerging and project 

poets and artists on board LV21; an opportunity to find out more about each others’ 

profiles and practice, and share ideas 

 Community Launch Event (Visual Arts and Poetry), Gillingham Library, May – this 

event marked both the launch of the 23 Submarines touring exhibition as well as the 

23 Submarines Poetry Trail, and was attended by both commissioned and 

community artists as well as local emerging artists and Libraries staff. It was also the 

project’s first Open Mic night, and the occasion on which the commissioned poets 

performed their completed 23 Submarines poems for the first time. It was an 

opportunity for artists, poets, emerging artists, and community participants to start 
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building the interpersonal networks and partnerships with both each other and 

Libraries staff.  

 Community networking and Launch Event (Performance), Chatham Library, July – this 

event was an informal networking opportunity for both those who had participated 

in the community devising workshops, and also members of the public to forge links 

with other project participants. The production’s creative team also gave a short 

presentation, and were on hand to speak to both community performers and 

members of the public about participation in the production. 

 Community networking and Celebration Event, Chatham Library, September – this 

event took place prior the performance itself. This was an opportunity for everybody 

who had been involved in the project, including Libraries staff, to see creative and 

exciting uses of Library space in action. During the course of the evening, Chatham 

Library was used as both an exhibition and performance venue. 

 

Photo: Artwork by Päivi Säppäla  
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PROJECT OUTCOMES 

What we achieved: 

Background 

’23 Submarines’ aimed to embed arts and cultural activities within libraries across Medway. 

We sought to engage new participants and regular library users who do not currently 

engage in arts activities, and identify which methods are most effective at engaging these 

users. We also wanted to support participants to broaden and develop their engagement 

with arts and cultural activities. 

(i) Engagement – New audiences and participants engaged in arts & library 

activities 

Engage total live audiences of 34,997 through: 

 Target Objective Achieved Difference 

Touring Exhibition 17,372 66,847  +49,475 / 384% 

Poetry Trail 16,000 111,404 +95,404 / 696% 

Theatre Performance 1,505 1,472 -33 / - 2% 

Poetry Open Mic nights 120 84 -36 / -30% 

    

TOTAL 34,997 179,807 +144,810 / 513% 
 

Engage 690 participants through: 

 Target Objective Achieved Difference 

Adult workshops 150 180 +30 / 120% 

Family workshops 320 221 -99 / -31% 

Young people (schools) 60 25 -35 / -58% 

Local & emerging artists 120 67 -53 / -44% 

    

TOTAL 690 493 -197 / 39% 
 

Engage 11,750 audiences online: 

 Target Objective Achieved Difference 

5% of current annual 
visitors to library 
website 

11,750 11,397 -353 

    

TOTAL 11,750 11,397 -353 
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Support audiences and participants develop engagement with arts and cultural 
activity 

Target Objective Achieved 

30% of completed evaluation forms record 
that participants and audiences are trying 
an activity for the first time 

Please see Appendix 1 

20% of completed evaluation forms record 
that participants and audiences attend 
three or more sessions or events 

Please see Appendix 1 

10% of completed evaluation forms record 
that participants and audiences plan to 
continue engagement on completion of 
the project 

Please see Appendix 1 

 

 

Sources for Engagement figures: 

(i) Workshop Participant sign-in and Evaluation Forms (Appendix 2a) 

(ii) Monthly footfall figures provided by Medway Libraries (Appendix 2b) 

(iii) Poetry Trail: 5% of 290,000 weekly footfall of the 5 High Streets in Chatham, 

Rochester, Gillingham, Strood and Rainham + 5% of footfall for Medway Libraries 

+ 5% of footfall for Rochester and Gillingham train stations + 5% of footfall for 

The Pentagon Shopping Centre, Chatham 

 

How we did it  

The project had four main target communities: 

a) Families and young people (age 0-12) 

b) Working age, economically inactive adults 

c) Older adults 

d) Established / emerging local artists & creative organisations 

 

Marketing methods (in collaboration with Medway Council Arts Development Team) 

 Distribution of flyers and e-flyers, including but not limited to: all Medway 

Libraries, primary schools, local creative organisations, local arts, culture and 

leisure venues (Sun Pier House, Nucleus Arts, HeArt, Rochester Guildhall), 

Community centres, Icon Theatre artist partners, Medway Adult Learning 
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Centre, GP surgeries, local cafés and restaurants, train stations, mailing lists 

(Appendix 3a) 

 Local radio (lead poet Dan Simpson spoke about the project on Dominic 

King’s ‘Drive time’, BBC Radio Kent) and local press (Medway Matters, Kent 

Messenger – Appendix 3b) 

 Digital engagement through WOW, What’s On Medway, Twitter feeds and a 

project specific page on the council’s website 

(www.medway.gov.uk/23submarines) 

 Editorial in council distributed ‘Medway Matters’ magazine and ‘WOW’ 

magazine (Appendix 3c) 

 

(ii) Artistic Quality – exhibitions, performances, commissions & workshops were high 

artistic quality 

To monitor quality, we used evaluation forms, e-surveys, notated discussions, and 

informal qualitative feedback (luggage labels, vox pops) to explore ongoing participant, 

artist and audience experiences and strengthen project delivery as it progressed: 

 

 

 

 

 

Sample 1 / Qualitative feedback from Visual Arts and Poetry Workshops, January – April 

2016: 

 

Positive
17%

Very Positive
83%

23 Submarines / How positive was 
your creative experience at today's 

workshop?

http://www.medway.gov.uk/23submarines
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Overall, 83% of workshop participants rated their creative experience ‘very positive’, and 

17% rated their creative experience, ‘positive’: 

Source: workshop participant evaluation forms 

 

‘Just wanted to thank you so much for the workshop yesterday. I found it so interesting and 

inspiring…So much so I couldn’t sleep and had to get up in the middle of the night to make 

notes about mud!!!!’ 

Source: Participant feedback via email following VA workshop on Saturday 16th January 2016 

 

‘I have enjoyed it so much! I’ve come away with lots of new ideas + inspiration and found 

the workshop so useful for my writing. Thank you so much!’ 

Source: Participant feedback via evaluation form following Poetry workshop Saturday 23rd 

January 2016 

 

‘Really lovely – both my children really enjoyed themselves. Thank you!’ 

Source: Medway Libraries Event Feedback following VA Families workshop on Saturday 9th 

April 

 

‘Really enjoyable and creative event. The library is a really comfortable environment for 

these types of events.’ 

Source: Medway Libraries Event Feedback following VA Families workshop on Saturday 9th 

April 

 

‘I thought today was really fun and creative.’ 

Source: See Appendix 4a 

 

‘Great workshop! I would like more opportunities like this for my children, possibly all year 

around. My daughter has a real passion for reading / writing (9 y.o.) and I would like to find 

a local reading / writing group for young ones. I am aware of groups for older ones but it 

would be very good for her to feed into her passion. Thank you.’ 

Source: See Appendix 4b 
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Sample 2 / Qualitative feedback from Poetry Trail 

‘The power of the word; stopped me in my tracks’ 

Source: Twitter feed @IconTheatreUK #23Submarines 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sample 3 / Qualitative feedback from Touring Exhibition (a selection from the Comments 

Book) 
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) 

 

Sample 4 / Qualitative feedback from 23 Submarines Performance 
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‘I had the best time last night and think it was the first time I have actually enjoyed 

performing. I felt a bit disappointed that it was all over this morning!’ 

Source: Community choir member, via e-mail 

 

‘The children really enjoyed it which surprised me as I thought it would be too adult for 

them but Charlie who is 9 said it was the best thing he had ever been to.’ 

Source: Community choir member, via e-mail 

 

‘…it was great to be involved with such lovely people and great words to speak and great 

music to sing!’ 

Source: Community actor, via e-mail 

 

‘It was an amazing event to be part of and I would love to be involved in future projects.’ 

Source: Community actor, via e-mail 

 

‘It was an amazing event thoroughly enjoyed by all…we were honoured to be part of it.’ 

Source: Community choir member, via e-mail 

 

‘It was a stunning evening on Saturday, absolutely magical and stellar performances all 

round!’ 

Source: Commissioned Project poet and audience member, via e-mail 
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(iii) Lasting partnerships created between local arts organisations & Medway 

Libraries, & usage as cultural venue increased 

 

‘We had a great start to the 23 Subs project on Saturday. Richard [Pemberton] commented 

that we had much better turnout of participants than what they usually get for weekend 

adult workshops. Most participants expressed interest to join the next workshops too and 

took materials home with them to create more artwork in preparation for the next sessions 

whilst others left the artwork they started with us so that they can continue working on 

them at the next session.’ 

 ‘…we finished installing the exhibition yesterday…Library staff were really helpful all day 

and the display is looking really great. Painting the wall has transformed the room into a 

very nice gallery space. Lots of interest and positive comments yesterday also from library 

users.’ 

Source: Päivi Seppälä, Lead project artist, via e-mail 

 

‘Really enjoyable & creative event. The library is a really comfortable environment for these 

types of events.’ 

Source: Medway Libraries Event Feedback, after VA workshop on Saturday 9th April 

 

I've loved seeing your poems and performances across this project, so thank you for being 

really involved in it! It's been brilliant for me to work in Medway, and get to know the local 

scene a bit more - the region really does punch above its weight, and can't wait to come 

back with more poetry things soon.  

Source: Dan Simpson, Lead project poet, via e-mail to commissioned poets 

 

23 Submarines has given Libraries and Library staff the confidence to work with cultural partners in a 

new way. The project has also enlivened the existing arts and culture programme in Libraries and 

increased capacity in terms of what staff are able to deliver with creative partners. 

Source: feedback from Robyn Goldsmith, Medway Council Arts Development Team  
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DISCUSSIONS 

Outcomes: 

Audience Development 

Our target for the total number of people who would benefit from the activity was 47,453. 

Quantitative evaluation evidences that we achieved a total number of 179,807. 

(i) Engagement – Live audience 

 

We achieved above target figures by 384% on the Touring Exhibition. This was due to the 

community artwork installation being placed in a prominent location near the Library 

entrance in each of the Libraries so that all visitors ‘experienced’ to greater and lesser 

degrees, the 23 Submarines Touring exhibition. Some visitors gave direct feedback on this 

‘experience’ in the form of written and verbal comments.  

We achieved above target figures by 696% on the Poetry Trail. The 25 touring boards that 

comprised the Poetry Trail were strategically placed across all 5 Medway town centres, 

including both Rochester and Gillingham train stations, and the Pentagon Shopping Centre 

in Chatham. These x3 locations, which were not included in the original project proposal, 

ensured higher than anticipated audience figures. These locations were chosen in order to 

maximise exposure to all four main target audiences. 

 

 

The audience numbers for the 3 Open Mic nights were below target by 30%. These events 

were advertised on the project web page, via social media, posters in the Libraries, and 

through targeted mail outs. However, speaking to Libraries staff before the event, it became 

clear that many staff weren’t sure what an open mic night was because this was the first 

time open mic events had been held in Libraries, despite there being an established open 

mic ‘scene’ across Medway itself. Most audience members comprised local emerging poets 

and artists, and participants from the poetry workshops. Audience numbers varied markedly 

between Libraries, with Rochester enjoying the highest attendance figures, and Rainham, 

the least. These findings concur with attendance figures from other arts and cultural events 

held across Medway Libraries.  

Audience numbers at the final performance were 2% below target. We based our original 

target figure of 1,505 on 3 friends and family supporters for each of the 210 participants 

involved in creating the performance (630), plus 5% of participants who were involved in 

workshops for the exhibition and/or the open mic nights (875) = 1505. However, there were 

less than 210 participants in the final performance. This didn’t affect final audience numbers 

substantially, which demonstrates that the project gained a far greater reach than originally 
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anticipated. This was due in part to the project’s year-long life span. Most people we 

approached at the performance for informal feedback commented that they had either 

participated directly in the project (workshops / open mic nights) or had heard about it. The 

event was listed in ‘Medway Matters’ and ‘What’s On’, and digitally in WOW magazine. 

There was also an editorial in WOW magazine (see Appendix 3c). In addition to this, there 

was also a mail out to all project participants, Icon’s community database and all 

organisations on Medway Council Arts Team’s mailing list.  

However, we did not have the capacity to pursue a more strategic press and marketing plan, 

which we felt would have enabled us to increase audience numbers. We hoped to use the 

large outdoor screen at Chatham Bus Station in order to publicise the project and show case 

both the commissioned and community artwork and poetry. However, despite enthusiastic 

meetings with Medway Council’s communications team, this didn’t in the end work out. We 

would have liked to build on the relationship with Kent Messenger, who published a piece 

about the project in February (see Appendix 3b). We would also have liked to build on Icon 

Theatre’s profile in the national press, following a Fringe First Award, and selection by Lyn 

Gardner in her column ‘What to See: Theatre Tips’, as well as critical acclaim garnered in 

both The Times and The New Statesman for Icon’s Edinburgh show, Release.  

 

 

 

 

(ii) Participants 

We were 29% below target on workshops participants overall. However, as Lead Artist, Päivi 

Seppälä, commented, “The theme of the ‘legend of the submarines’ proved to be hugely 

popular and inspire artists and a wide variety of the community participants too, across ages 

and abilities, backgrounds and interests…It was great to see how many workshop 

participants showed a real passion and interest to River Medway and its hidden secrets.’   

In terms of adult participants we actually achieved above target, and some of these may 

have fallen into the category ‘economically inactive’ – see the note below on this. Päivi 

Seppälä, the project’s lead artist, made the following observations regarding the adult 

workshops: 

 

We had a great start to the 23 Subs project on Saturday. Richard [Pemberton] commented 

that we had much better turnout of participants than what they usually get for weekend 

adult workshops.  

Päivi Seppälä, Lead Artist, via email after the VA workshop on Saturday 16 February 
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Talking to Libraries about this, and the Arts Development Team, it was noted that there is a 

relatively well established programme of adult workshops for arts and cultural activities 

within Libraries. There is less of an established programme for families workshops (7 – 12), 

and these need to be strategically programmed around weekends and school holidays. It 

was difficult to gauge who fell into the category ‘economically inactive adults’, and this 

quantitative evaluation was captured through observation only. Dan Simpson, the project’s 

Lead Poet, commented that participant numbers varied a lot between Libraries, which is 

substantiated by our quantitative evaluation. However, he commented that attendance 

across all poetry workshops was good overall. The open mic nights were well attended by 

emerging poets, and the workshop sessions for both visual arts and poetry, created a strong 

framework for emerging local artists and poets to gain workshop delivery experience in 

supporting roles.  

Despite achieving under target overall on participant numbers, we found that many project 

participants were involved with multiple project strands, i.e. several of the poetry workshop 

participants were also community cast members. The qualitative evidence exceeds all our 

targets for supporting audiences and participants develop engagement with arts and 

cultural activity: 

 

 

 

Feedback given by workshop participants in qualitative evaluation provides a strong case for 

continuing to build partnerships between local artists, creative organisations and libraries 

while increasing the amount of high quality artistic and cultural work that takes place within 

libraries: 

 

100%

0%

Are you interested in taking part in further arts 
activities on a regular basis?

Yes No
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‘Really enjoyable and creative event. The library is a really comfortable environment for 

these types of events.’ 

Source: Medway Libraries Event Feedback following VA Families workshop on Saturday 9th 

April 

 

‘I thought today was really fun and creative.’ 

Source: See Appendix 4a 

 

‘Great workshop! I would like more opportunities like this for my children, possibly all year 

around. My daughter has a real passion for reading / writing (9 y.o.) and I would like to find 

a local reading / writing group for young ones. I am aware of groups for older ones but it 

would be very good for her to feed into her passion. Thank you.’ 

Source: See Appendix 4b 

 

 

Commentary on feedback and outcomes 

“The project will support us use our buildings in more creative ways.” 

Workshops 

Qualitative evaluation collated from workshop participants, audience members and 

Libraries staff demonstrates that Libraries are a good venue for arts and cultural activities. 

However, staff awareness of and engagement in the project varied between libraries, and it 

sometimes appeared to be the case that information regarding both the workshops and the 

arrival of the touring exhibition, hadn’t been effectively disseminated. None of the Libraries 

had dedicated workshop space. This had to be set up, and in some instances wasn’t set up in 

advance meaning that the artists/poets had to do this themselves. This wasn’t such an issue 

with the poetry workshops, and libraries provided all the necessary materials for these 

(pencils, paper, etc.). Artists and poets expressed concern that regular library users would 

find the workshops disruptive given that they weren’t taking place in a dedicated space. 

However, this potential negative turned out to have a positive impact: members of the 

public became interested in what was happening in the workshops, and joined in even 

though they hadn’t signed up in advance. Artists running workshops also commented that 

the community participatory work helped them develop their own final artwork ideas as 

well as making them more aware of different approaches and responses to the theme.  
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Touring Exhibition 

The absence of dedicated exhibition space proved challenging to the visual artists. It was 

difficult finding wall space to display 2-D work, and it wasn’t possible to hang 3-D work from 

ceilings or stairwells as this would trigger alarms. Libraries had fixed criteria regarding where 

things could be displayed, meaning that the space behind the reception desks in Gillingham, 

Strood, and Chatham Libraries, couldn’t be used. Päivi Seppälä (lead artist), Sarah May 

(project manager), Robyn Goldsmith (Medway Council Arts Development Team) and Richard 

Pemberton (Libraries) carried out site visits at all Libraries prior to designing the exhibition. 

The visual artists’ response to the issues around available exhibition space in Libraries 

resulted in the creation of the 23 Submarines Cabinet of Curiosities; a tactile installation of 

community artwork (both 2-D and 3-D) and found objects. In Chatham, where the 

commissioned artist’s work was shown, freestanding display boards were made and the 2-D 

artwork was hung on these.  

Feedback for the touring exhibition was overwhelmingly positive. Staff in all Libraries 

commented on how much they enjoyed both the exhibition itself, and library users’ 

reactions to it. They said that it had a positive impact on their working environment, and 

were sorry to see it go when it toured to the next venue. 

 

Photo: Display boards in Chatham Library showing artwork by Alison Swan and Alison Boyce 
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Open Mic events 

During feedback, Dan Simpson commented that the project’s Open Mic events were well 

attended by not only established and emerging poets, but also community poets who had 

attended the poetry workshops. As a venue for open mic events, he felt that Libraries 

offered participants who were new to spoken word a space to perform. He also commented 

that many spoken word events are hosted in performance venues, and as a result of this are 

more geared towards entertainment, and ‘a good night out’. Libraries, in contrast, are non-

performance venues, and should be viewed as a space in which community poets can be 

given a voice alongside established poets, which he felt fulfilled the aims and objectives of 

the project. Libraries noted that Open mic events, in particular, attracted new membership. 

 

23 Submarines Outdoor Performance Event 

One of the scenes from the 23 Submarines production was performed inside Chatham 

Library. This scene was devised specifically to be performed inside the Library. Library staff 

were helpful moving bookshelves and creating a performance space. Library Service 

Manager, Duncan Mead, commented that it was fantastic to see such an inter-generational 

audience using the Library. He also commented that the buildings were in general an 

underused resource that stood empty most nights after closing time. Qualitative feedback 

such as this demonstrates that this is an area for development. 

 

 

“…the programme will enable our staff to develop skills in supporting creative projects, 

including how to work with artists at all stages – from earliest project planning to event 

management” 

Networking and celebration events  

Networking and celebration events were held at Gillingham and Chatham Libraries.  

It was a real testament to all the amazing hard work and really original ideas that have gone 

into the project from the creative team. And what a great turnout! 

Robyn Goldsmith, Medway Council Arts Development Team, via email 

These events were well attended by the project’s commissioned artists and poets, emerging 

artists and poets, and also community members who were also workshop participants. They 

enabled Libraries staff to meet commissioned, emerging and community artists/poets to 

talk about the project, poems and artwork on display. While the networking and celebration 

events provided informal opportunities for Libraries staff and community members to ‘Meet 
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the artist and poet’, the project’s lead artist commented that she felt Libraries staff would 

have benefitted from more structured ‘Meet the artist and poet’ sessions as part of their 

CPD programme: 

“We would have welcomed the opportunity to work directly with the library staff, offering 

them the opportunity to take part in workshop delivery or when designing the exhibition set 

up.” 

Päivi Seppälä, Lead Artist 

This would have enabled staff to participate in supporting artists to set up the touring 

exhibition as well as encouraging staff to develop new skills in how to use Libraries buildings 

in more creative ways.  

 

 

While all 5 Medway Libraries are suitable venues for arts and cultural activities, it was found 

that staff attitudes towards and understanding of this in practice varied between Libraries. 

The installation of the Touring Exhibition was well co-ordinated at Gillingham, Rochester 

(where artists repainted the walls in order to create an exhibition space), and Chatham, 

while there were issues around unloading at Strood due to the car park behind the Library 

being inaccessible on market days. However, this was simply a logistics issue. Staff at all 

these libraries were accommodating and enthusiastic, and demonstrated a real desire for 

engagement in the project. Staff at Rainham commented that they didn’t receive enough 

information prior to the install of the touring exhibition, and as a consequence found the 

installation process disruptive. Richard Pemberton (Libraries) and Robyn Goldsmith 

(Medway Council Arts Development Team) were consulted on this, and it was decided that 

Libraries staff would be given a project update in the internal weekly bulletin as well as 

signposting them towards the project specific page on the council website. 

Staff at Chatham Library were both supportive and engaged during the installation of the 

exhibition, and in the lead up to the 23 Submarines performance event. With large audience 

numbers on site, they demonstrated experienced events management skills. 

During a feedback session, Robyn Goldsmith (Medway Council Arts Development Team) 

commented that during the course of, and as a result of the 23 Submarines project, Libraries 

staff had come to see Libraries as an environment where arts and culture were possible. The 

project helped educate staff in the necessity of a flexible and outward looking approach 

when working with cultural partners, which she observed has given staff a newfound 

confidence to work with arts partners in a new way. In addition, she commented that she 

has noted an improved approach on the part of Libraries as they move forward to continue 

work on further Arts Council funded Libraries projects, and that Libraries would not have 

had the confidence to pursue this funding if it hadn’t been for the successful outcomes of 23 

Submarines.  
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From a project management point of view, Icon Theatre found that the Arts Team provided 

an invaluable strategic link connecting cultural partners and Libraries, and aiding 

communications between the two.  

 

“The project will also support the artistic development of local artists, writers and theatre 

makers, through the commissions, exhibitions and performances.” 

Feedback from Paivi Seppala, Lead Artist 

Päivi felt that the project created opportunities for collaboration between the different art 

strands as well as the development of new partnerships between artists from different 

platforms, which weren’t fully realised due to people’s limited availability and budget 

constraints. We did, however, hold a poets and artists ‘Big Day Out’ on board LV21 and 

exploring the archives at the Guildhall Museum, which initiated some positive cross-

pollination of ideas.  

Päivi commented that artists found the limitations of the exhibition space challenging, and 

that these limitations narrowed the choice of outcomes. However, on a more positive note, 

artists enjoyed the freedom and opportunity to work in collaboration with the other visual 

artists on the project, and to create a new body of work.  

“As the library space dictated huge limitations of what kind of work could be displayed at 

the final exhibition this encouraged some artists to use a different medium to their usual 

practice.” 

Päivi Seppälä, Lead Artist 

 

Feedback from Dan Simpson, Lead Poet 

Dan commented that his involvement in the project as lead poet enabled him to both learn 

and put into practice new leadership skills. His role leading on delivery of the project’s 

poetry workshops, Open Mic events and Poetry Trail has strengthened his contact with not 

only the local commissioned poets, but also emerging and community poets across 

Medway. He also commented that he felt supported by Icon Theatre in all aspects of project 

delivery. In response to the lead artist’s suggestion that she would have enjoyed exploring 

more cross-collaboration between artists and poets, Dan felt that this objective was 

achieved within the limitations of the budget. The project’s Big Day Out, which took place 

on LV21 and at Rochester’s Guildhall Museum during February, provided both visual artists 

and poets with the opportunity to meet, network, and explore the potential for creative 

collaboration. An example of this collaboration in practice is the series of 23 acrylic 

submarines produced by commissioned project artist, Wendy Daws. The submarines had 

extracts from the commissioned poems either laser cut or stenciled onto them, and were 

placed throughout Chatham Library during the exhibition period. 
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Feedback from Tania Holland Williams, Music Director 

This was the first time the project’s music director and composer had worked together, and 

Tania commented that she enjoyed Darren’s collaborative approach and the way he 

consulted her on what would work for the community choir. Tania has extensive experience 

working with both professional and community singers, and works closely with many 

established community choirs such as Medway’s Rivervoice choir for the visually impaired. 

She commented on how much all members of the choir loved the music Darren composed 

for the performance, from basses through to sopranos, and how committed and excited 

they were because of the music. It was the first time she had worked with community 

singers in 10/8 timing, and she observed that their technical understanding of rhythm has 

improved and progressed because of this.  

Members of the community choir have made lasting friendships as a result of their 

participation in the performance, and have since participated in other events as a group 

(Tania referenced a South African singing workshop).  

Tania’s professional network has expanded as a result of her involvement in 23 Submarines. 

She is committed to performing again with both the composer, and children from Byron 

School. 

 

 

“Icon Theatre will develop a new way of creating work and engaging participants in 

Medway through the large-scale community theatre performance.” 

This was the first time Icon Theatre devised and performed a site-specific work on a large 

scale. The cast comprised 5 professional actors, 48 young people and 24 community cast 

and choir. It enabled Artistic Director, Nancy Hirst, to develop a new model for creating 

devised work as this was a process the community cast were unfamiliar with. In response to 

the site, and in order to develop Icon’s audience engagement plan further, the performance 

consisted of 5 small stand-alone performances that audience members promenaded 

between. The audience was split into 5 groups and guided between performance sites by 

lantern processionals, led by members of Icon Youth Theatre.  

Informal vox pop feedback captured the fact that for many audience members this was a 

new way of engaging in live performance. Feedback from families and younger audience 

members, one of the key target groups in Icon’s audience development plan, was 

particularly positive: 
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‘The children really enjoyed it which surprised me as I thought it would be too adult for 

them but Charlie who is 9 said it was the best think he had ever been to.’ 

Source: Community choir member, via e-mail 

 

This demonstrates a significant development in local participation and engagement in site-

specific contemporary performance, as well as theatre in Medway in general.  

Icon aims to build on this achievement by seeking funding that will enable us to establish a 

core group of participants interested in site-specific, devised work, from which we aim to 

develop a regular programme. This is in direct response to members of the community cast 

who have commented that they would like to work with Icon again, and would be interested 

in becoming part of a group that meets regularly, with a focus on devised work.  
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Recommendations 

“By supporting us offer ambitious contemporary new exhibitions and performances, and 

explore a new, sustainable model for arts and cultural activities in our buildings, we will 

enhance our offer to our users, making our buildings more vibrant and exciting places to 

visit, and helping us to increase our visitor numbers even further.” 

 

 Cultural partners and Libraries need to understand the necessity of adopting a 

flexible approach towards use of Library space for arts and cultural activities. 

 

 Expectations between Libraries and cultural partners need to be clearly established 

during the research and development stage of project planning. It is recommended 

that the Arts Team should be included in all initial discussions.  

 

 Continued staff CPD will ensure that staff build on their positive involvement in 23 

Submarines, and become increasingly confident in exploring and achieving new ways 

of working with cultural partners. With supported staff training, Libraries should aim 

to put systems in place to enable them to host future art exhibitions.  

 

 Positive results in terms of increased footfall figures, new membership, and 

increased loans related to project-specific themes, should be shared with all Libraries 

staff. 

 

 The involvement of the Arts Team in building relationships between cultural partners 

and Libraries should be seen as key to implementing a sustainable, long-term 

development strategy. 
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APPENDIX 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

82%

18%

Have you visited a local library in the past 12 
months?

Yes No

94%

6%

Have you participated in any other local arts 
activities in the past 12 months?

Yes No
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100%

0%

Are you interested in taking part in further arts 
activities on a regular basis?

Yes No

86%

14%

Have you attended 3 or more project events?

Yes No
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Appendix 2a 

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT EVALUATION FORM 

23 SUBMARINES 

VISUAL ARTS WORKSHOP / GILLINGHAM LIBRARY / Saturday 19 March 

2016 

 

1. How positive was your creative experience at today’s workshop?  

(1 = not very positive / 5 = very positive) 

 

1  2  3  4  5 

 

2. How suitable is the library as a venue for arts activities like this?  

(1 = not very suitable / 5 = very suitable) 

 

1  2  3  4  5 

 

3. Is this your local library? (Please circle) 

 

YES / NO 

 

4. Have you visited a local library in the past 12 months? (Please 

circle) 

YES / NO 

 

5. Have you participated in any other local arts activities in the past 12 

months? (Please circle) 

 

YES / NO 

 

6. Are you interested in taking part in further arts activities on a 

regular basis? (Please circle) 

 

YES / NO 

 

7. How did you find out about today’s workshop? 
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Appendix 2b 

LIBRARY FOOTFALL FIGURES - 23 SUBMARINES        

          

  Gillingham   Rochester   Rainham   Strood   Chatham 

2016 MAY   JUNE   JULY   AUGUST   SEPTEMBER 

1st 0   532   251   700     

2nd 0   750   145   749     

3rd 754   1,393       592     

4th 653   1,476   258   787     

5th 603   1,482   272   537     

6th 566   620       423     

7th 552   641   264         

8th 0   701   182   645     

9th 605   820   154   680   530 

10th 462   814       531   510 

11th 600   374   254   553     

12th 546   0   240   573   738 

13th 572   828       337   548 

14th 537   612   246       617 

15th 0   810   225   641   637 

16th 627   785   128   647   443 

17th 577   1,069       580   468 

18th 551   401   239   553     

19th 501   0   176   581   528 

20th 575   814       422   515 

21st 543   658   219       541 

22nd 0   725   226   735   515 

23rd 609   749   181   603   650 

24th 567   1,101       425   1,439 

25th 557   341   411   599     

26th 532   0   289   582   546 

27th 632   825       401   545 

28th 503   588   300       496 

29th 0   702   260   BH   488 

30th 0   741   141   784   495 

31st 646           655     

Total 13870   21,352   5,061   15,315   11,249 
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