
Hackney often finds itself at the bottom 
of most lists, worst this, worst that, it’s 
enough to give anyone an inferiority 
complex. However those of us that 
do live here know its packed full of 
gems. One such is the Arcola Theatre 
in Dalston, which in its short seven-
year lifespan has developed into one of 
the most leading-edge, theatres in the 
country. 

It was formed seven years ago, by 
Turkish Artistic Director Mehmet Ergen 
and Executive Producer Leila Nazil. 
They used credit card loans to buy the 
leasehold of the former light bulb factory 
in Arcola Street. Initially the venue 
played host to what are euphemistically 
known as ‘private parties’ for techno 
revellers. These events helped fund 
some of the early plays held at the 
venue, which cemented the theatre’s 
reputation for quality. 

This enabled it to reach the point 
eighteen months ago where it wont Arts 
council funding to cover its core staff 
costs. The funding is a reward for the 
successful and innovative management 

team led by Michael John 
Harris, himself a talented 
dramatist. 

Michael believes much 
of the theatre’s success 
is down to its role as a 
community resource. “Lots 
of places say they are a springboard 
for new talent but we really are.” says 
Michael. From the start the theatre 
has invited high-level practitioners 

such as  writers Ben Davis and Rebecca 
Lincovich to run workshops. “ When a 
real professional comes, you can’t help 
but raise your game.” 

The Arcola is known for attracting 
people within the community 
who wouldn’t normally go 
to the theatre. One of the 
catalysts for this has been the 
Tuesday ‘pay what you can” 
nights when ticket prices are 
left up to the punters. At a 
time when the average price 
of a West End ticket is around twenty-
five quid these nights are immensely 
popular. More importantly they are 
always full, and attract a diverse crowd 
to the theatre.” We don’t just get your 
white middle class blue rinse brigade,” 
says Michael “we get every type through 
here, and they tend to return.”

As well as its productions, The Arcola 
runs a number of niche groups, which 
attract a real cross section 
of local folk. Chief amongst 
these is the Arcola Youth 
theatre, which has recently 
been short-listed for a 
Channel Four award for their 
play ZOOP ZOOP, written by 
Ben Davis. The group is run 

by Stefan Barnet who himself joined 
The Arcola as a volunteer. Other youth 
initiatives include the hosting of a 
worldwide youth festival every year, last 
year 26 different companies  attended 
the event.

At the other end of the age spectrum 
Arcola always has an over 60’s group 

where mature theatre lovers 
can write and produce their 
own works, which are then 
showcased at the end of the 
course. Once again industry 
professionals are happy 
to lead these workshops 
and get involved. “It’s a 

symbiotic relationship” says Michael ‘the 
professionals challenge the students 
and they (the writers and directors) get 
to work with people they would never 
normally encounter.”
The Arcola is also keen to reflect 
the ethnic mix Dalston, The Identity 
Theatre School is the country’s only 
black drama school and can boast 
around 150 members. The regular 
Sunday performances draw large black 

audiences to the theatre and 
The National has already 
started using the school as a 
resource.

The theatre also held its 
first Turkish season this 
summer. Some of Turkey’s 

top directors and actors attracted full 
houses for a season of plays, many of 
which have been banned or censored in 
Turkey itself. Other initiatives with East 
European groups reflect the theatre’s 
constantly evolving philosophy of 
community access.

The Arcola produces around six in-house 

plays a year whilst also playing host to a 
number of visiting companies. In house 
productions can have upwards of fifty 
skilled people working in the building. In 
response to this the theatre has set up 
its own ‘tech-school ‘where young adults 
can learn technical skills, which benefit 
not only the Arcola but also hopefully 
theatres across the country. “People 
leave and spread their knowledge,” says 
Michael.  At a time when apprenticeships 
are thin on the ground the development 
of skills such as carpentry can offer 
young people greater opportunities, 
“it’s a chance for young people to get 
employable skills.” 

The Arts Council funding means that 
the Arcola no longer has to worry about 
covering the rent each month and can 
instead concentrate on going forward. 
At present they have a full time staff of 
11 but this is expected to double next 
year. “We keep expanding but whatever 
happens in the future the art will lead 
the way,” says Michael.

Proof of this can be seen in The Arcola’s 
next production, which is something of 
a theatrical scoop. The Argentinean-
Chilean writer Ariel Dorfman, who wrote 
the worldwide hit Death and the Maiden, 
will preview his new play at the Arcola in 
January for a four week run. It’s a sign 
of how pivotal The Arcola has become 
in the theatre world. “Lots of fringe 
theatres claim to be at the cutting edge” 
says Michael, “the difference is, we 
really are.’ 

It seems fitting that such a place should 
be located in Hackney, the worst place to 
live, producing the best art, stick that up 
your top tens, Tonbridge Wells.
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