
 

EVALUATION: PARTICIPATION ON TRIAL  

 

 

Participation on Trial was intended to be a creative critique of participation in the arts taking the form of a 

live participatory performance in the form of a (Dadesque) mock trial: bringing together artists, arts 

organisations, curators, producers, funders and participants to take part in a playful, yet serious, analysis 

of  'participation'. The event was to be videoed, streamed and 'recorded' by the court artists and 

participants through artmaking and Twitter debates. The day was to end with a participatory Choir of 

Complaint. The process was to be led by Chrissie Tiller as lead artist/creative curator working with the 

emerging artists from Participatory Arts Lab (formerly MA Participatory Arts, Goldsmiths). 

 

WHAT WE ACHIEVED 

Research began with an open conversation as part of the Paul Hamlyn Artworks 100 Conversations.  Title 

'The Mirage of Participation'.  The participants from this helped us create a Wordle of key questions, 

which we used as a basis for our Facebook site and our Twitter investigation of issues.  The invitation we 

created was shared widely and we gained followers across arts, culture and academia.   



      

 

We used the feedback from the Twitter debate to refine the nature of the crime and identify the 

defendants:  The Crime.  One of misrepresentation and deception.  Of flagrant flimflammery.  Chicanery 

and con-artistry. Committing daylight robbery.  Pilfering the public purse.  Causing grievous artistic harm.   

The Defendants: 

 The ‘Artful’ Art Schools  

 The ‘Machiavellian’ Academics 

 The ‘Cunning’ Cultural Institutions  

 The ‘Foxy’ Artists 

 The ‘Canny’ Funders 

These then informed the invitation which was sent out to possible participants.  

 



 

These conversations also informed our decision to represent the defendants with shop model dummies so 

that no one person would have to take on the criticism of their part of the field. This meant we could ask a 

real judge to run the court and our ‘experts’ to be ‘Witnesses’ for the Defence or Prosecution.  We then 

ran workshops to create appropriate costumes/hats, based on Edward de Bono’s 6 Hats, and started to 

create costumes for the court officials; including a series of knitted wigs.  

 

     

 

 

Social media interest around the debate gave us excellent profile and presence and our final witness line-

up was an exciting cross-section of thinkers, actors and funders: three artistic directors from theatres 

(BAC, Graeae & Entelechy), three leading academics who were all visual artists, the artistic director of 

House of Fairy Tales, the CEO of the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, the associate director of People’s 

Palace Projects, one independent curator and a member of Belarus Free Theatre.  Our counsel for 

Prosecution and Defence were actors and artistic directors (Cardboard Citizens & Opera Machine) and 

their assistants were young people from the Agency project at Battersea Arts.   



 

At the same time as we set up our Eventbrite, we started a post-it note campaign to capture people’s 

thoughts ‘Participation is..’ This was again shared successfully on Twitter and Facebook.  These 

definitions formed the chorus for our Choir of Complaint’s piece:  the creation of which was a further 

participatory process.    By the time people arrived at the event most of them had already engaged 

creatively in the debate in one form or another.  

            

 

On the day of the Trial all participants arrived to receive a ‘goody bag’ identifying them as Defence or 

Prosecution: meaning many found themselves arguing an opposing point of view.    

               

 

 

In the bag, along with pencils, crayons and paper to record the event was a Dada-esque newspaper 

programme, which folded up to offer Guilty or Not Guilty when the time for the verdict arrived. Our 

‘official jury’ was elected on the day, as part of the meet and greet process.  We had 120 participants plus 

those who were taking on roles (160 in the space).  This was a good cross-section of artists, academics, 



curators and funders.  Although we had encouraged people to bring project participants only a few 

organisations did: those who came enriched the debate, but we would like more on another occasion. 

The morning took the form of a ‘structured’ trial, albeit with audience participation.   

   

 

Our three official court artists were collecting people’s thoughts and feedback on five specially created 

pincushion dolls, handing out ‘prizes’ to participants and drawing portraits.  

   

 

We also had a number of participants who captured the event – from photography to creative writing to 

pen and pencil drawing.   



    

 

 

The court was ‘kept in line’ through the judge’s wonderful blend of formality and humour and the court 

typists’ acerbic asides.  Our ‘eccentric tea-lady’, a Boal expert, refused to let anyone off the hook if she 

felt what they said needed challenging.  

 

After lunch the court officials removed their wigs, the witnesses became participants, and freedom to take 

over the ‘soapbox’ was offered:  the debate deepened and developed by passionate speeches from the floor.   

People who had taken on roles in the morning were also able to speak from the heart as themselves.   

 

    

 



Our two young ‘assistant counsel’ took this into an open space style debate before the Jury/ies retired.  

Alongside our official jury, other participants were asked to find their way into jury-sized groups.  Each of 

the juries shared their verdicts:  two hung jury, three Guilty verdicts, and one Schrodiger’s Cat. 

 

 

The judge’s final summing up was followed by all participants being invited to form a chorus for the 

Choir of Complaint.  

 

The whole event was filmed and a Twitter-feed shared highlights of the debate, and the event itself. The 

debate continued passionately on Twitter and other social media for two weeks afterwards, the hashtag is 

still going and people are already asking when the ‘re-trial’ will be.   

 

WHAT WE LEARNED. 

We had originally intended to have the event in the Council Chamber at Goldsmiths.  A sudden health and 

safety issue following a student occupation meant we had to find another venue in a week, relocating 

costumes, props, filming equipment as well as letting our audience know.  With three days to go Union 

Chapel offered us a space.  It was, in fact, a perfect venue: the architecture, style, furniture were all fitting 



for the ambience.  We realised the neutrality of the location, together with the format and context, was 

central to the success of the event.  It gave everyone the autonomy to speak and respond authentically: 

rather than ‘adapting’ their views for the audience or relying on the default of representing their own place 

of work or projects.  

 

The People 

The mixture of real people and performers worked well. Having a real judge actually added to the 

theatricality of the day, particularly as the one we had chosen responded spontaneously to proceedings as 

they unfolded. The mixture of real court typist’s bold and humorous interventions were a key part of the 

event, as were the tea lady’s interruptions.  These idiosyncratic interventions, including the persistent 

knitting of one of our artists, persistently cut across the debate: reminding everyone we were all part of a 

participatory art event and could be informal as well as serious.  Being given permission to laugh 

distanced it from the sterility of much formal seminars.  At the same time the breadth of our witnesses’ 

expertise was crucial and people such as David Slater, from Entelechy Arts, offered a particularly 

important historical perspective to the whole debate. 

 

The Format 

We had intended to provide people with lunch at Goldsmiths but once this was no longer possible the 

freedom for participants to leave the building and organise their own lunch flattened notions of hierarchy 

that ‘Guests’ and ‘Everyone Else’ can create. Equally, it gave us freedom to do the ‘ reflection in action’ 

so central to effective participatory practice - and slightly change the format of the day while people were 

out of the space.  Opening up the space, inviting everyone to take their place on the soapbox, were two 

successful responses.  The young women from The Agency were offered the opportunity to speak as well 

as facilitate this, in response to our recognition that young people and participants were underrepresented 



in the room.  The freedom to alter the flow in this way was crucial not only to the shape of the day but also 

to the ethos of the event as both art experience and participatory experience. 

 

Similarly, the barristers’ removal of wigs and costumes, returning them to who they really were, 

accentuated the shift between morning and the afternoon from one where participants had been more in 

the role of active observers, to one where they became co-creators and collaborators.  Giving everyone the 

opportunity to be part of a jury and eventually pass a verdict was another important decision. 

 

Although totally unplanned, a soapbox intervention from a Banker who funded participatory arts projects 

and condemned many of us (as participatory practitioners) for being a ‘frightening elite’ with our own 

language, was an important learning point  and we realised In future we would want to open the debate out 

more consciously.  There is a risk of ‘talking to ourselves’ in so many of these occasions. 

 

Material signals of playfulness and informality such as knitted wigs and piles of paper littering the space 

added to the eccentricity and otherness of the day while the freedom we had given to all our ‘court artists’ 

to make interventions, without direction, was felt to have been crucial in creating this sense of something 

where ordinary rules did not apply.  The Choir of Complaint was a fitting, funny and uniting way to end 

such a day.    



 

Running an event like this as a non-hierarchical team, with our lead artist acting only as an anchor, 

allowed everyone in the group to share anticipated responsibilities while also being free to respond in the 

moment.  

https://vimeo.com/127524768 

 

C Tiller May 2015. 

 

https://vimeo.com/127524768

