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INTRODUCTION



More than a handbook, more than a manual, and more, certainly, than a personal memoir, the present book is perhaps best described as a reflective guide through the make-believe world of play-making, that temporary world filled with temporary people, which somehow manages to live on vividly in the memories and imaginations of those who have taken part in it and those who have seen it. 

I have attempted to evoke the entire process of putting on a play with a group of amateur enthusiasts, from the very first daydream about its feasibility through to those small hours at the end of the last-night party. Along the way all the crucial tasks and responsibilities involved in any play production are introduced and explained: setting up a drama group, selecting a director and play, auditioning and casting, designing a set, organising costume and props, and planning lighting and sound. Then there are the rehearsals, tiring but rewarding; the necessary frustrations of the technical and dress rehearsals; and finally the heady excitement of the first night, the ups and downs of the run, and the bittersweet quality of the final performance.

While working on the book it became obvious that there are many aspects of amateur drama production that are scarcely touched on in most manuals of production technique. Most, for example, assume the availability of standard theatre venues. I have at all times, therefore, considered the likelihood that some groups may have to perform in locations which have only the most basic facilities. Thus, while the technicalities of rigging, lighting and sound are explained in simple terms, alternative procedures are suggested for contexts where they may be necessary. Some general advice is also provided on producing plays in the open air, in schools, with non-native speakers of English and expatriates, and also on dealing with the work of playwrights who present special challenges. Methods of creating plays without the use of a script are also explained.

Finally, the ‘Resources’ section provides information on many organisations, companies, books, manuals and handbooks which provide useful further information on the main areas covered, with some guidelines also for those involved in amateur drama who are considering entering the professional theatre. Please visit www.kamerabooks.com/downloads to access various templates for documents and questionnaires which can be downloaded and used in the organisation of a production.

To make sure that we are all speaking the same language from the start, some illustrations are provided, explaining the terminology used when describing the most common kind of theatrical space: the proscenium arch stage. It should also be remembered that ‘right’ and ‘left’ are always from the actor’s point of view. 

Readers who are also keen to hone their acting skills are recommended to read a companion volume in the Creative Essentials series by the same author, entitled The Art of Acting… And How to Master It. 

It only remains to encourage all those who, after reading this book, plan to undertake their own production of a play, and to wish them every success in the time-honoured thespian manner: ‘Break a leg!’
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Figure 1. Cutaway backstage view of proscenium arch stage (above) and stage surface with stage directions (below).















1. GETTING GOING



STARTING A DRAMA GROUP

What kind of drama group you set up and how you set it up depends upon a multitude of factors. It is best, therefore, to sit down with a number of like-minded enthusiasts and brainstorm about what you really want to achieve, before even taking the first steps in getting a group together. For the brainstorming, a small, informal group of friends is better than a large group, or you will never agree: with a large group you are likely to spend fruitless hours trying to please everybody, to be all things to all people, and probably become overly ambitious. There are many good arguments for democracy in artistic productions, but there are also times when the Gordian knot has to be cut and decisions made. Hence there is the necessity in virtually all kinds of dramatic productions for a director to provide cohesive form and a vision for the whole. Having someone who is likely to be one of your directors in at the start, therefore, during the setting up of the group, is a good move, if such a person is available at that stage.

The aim of the initial brainstorming should be to produce some kind of programme, a list of aims, a ‘mission statement’, which can be put boldly and confidently to potential members in your advertising for the group.

There are, of course, some decisions which cannot be made until the capabilities and interests of the group have been assessed. But you should have some concrete proposals at least to discuss with prospective members, and be reasonably sure of the practical arrangements for rehearsals and performances. Otherwise initial enthusiasm will wane rapidly.

First and foremost, information has to be gathered about what facilities (rehearsal spaces, performance areas, etc) are available and whether they can be used by your group, be it free or at a cost. This really is a matter of high priority, because it will define and possibly limit your choice of plays and the general scope of any production.

Performance venues

The first consideration should be the performance venue, because one can afford to be flexible about requirements for rehearsal space (scaling the whole production down if necessary, or making do with a square space instead of a rectangle).

If the group is in the process of being set up, you and a few like-minded friends will have to do some ringing around to possible local performance venues: churches with halls, schools and colleges, pubs with performance areas, hotels with reception rooms, community centres, arts centres – any organisation, in fact, with a hall and/or meeting rooms. Some established theatre groups with their own facilities may also be able to take you under their wing. The use of such venues may or may not have to be paid for; it will depend on circumstances and the generosity of individuals. If your group is located in a small village, your choices may be more limited, but, on the other hand, you are more likely to encounter good will and support among the community.

Once you have a found a venue that is available, looks attractive and seems to fit your general requirements, it must be checked for certain facilities and any limiting conditions:


	Lighting arrangements (Over the stage and in the auditorium? Is there a lighting control box? Can you bring in your own equipment?)

	Sound equipment (Is there a sound system installed? Where are the speakers? Is there a sound control box? Is it near the lighting control box? Can you bring in your own equipment?)

	Power points (Precise locations? Near or on the stage? In the auditorium?)

	Curtain (Drop or drawn apart? Is there one at all? Can you fix one up?)

	Access to the stage (Side and/or back? From the auditorium? Room for shifting scenery?)

	Dressing room/space (Adequate size? Separate for men and women? Washing facilities? Access to toilets? Access to the stage?)

	Storage space (Enough room for scenery, furniture and props? Can items be left there between performances? How easily can you gain access? At all times or only during performances? Can it be locked securely?)

	Auditorium (What is its capacity? How is the seating arranged? Is it fixed or movable? Is the floor flat or raked? Are there aisles? Where are the entrances and exits? How can they be controlled before and during the performance? Is there easy access to toilets? Are there windows and can they be blacked out? Is there a bar or refreshment counter, and who will take the profits? Or are you allowed to provide one? Don’t forget to check the current legal requirements relating to the sale of alcoholic beverages.)

	Safety and security (What are the fire precautions and regulations for the building? Where are the fire escapes? Do they function well? Check both backstage and in the auditorium. What arrangements are there for opening up and locking the building? Who has responsibility? Is it safe to leave personal possessions overnight?)

	Availability (Can the venue be available for the dates you prefer? Can it be available for technical and dress rehearsals? And for any other rehearsals? From what time and until what time can you use it? Allow at least one hour either side of a performance, and longer if possible.)

	Cost (Are there any rental fees? Any extra charges? Any hidden costs?)

	Written agreement (Is there a document to sign? If not, it might be wise to compose one specifying all important requirements and obligations after settling all the details, signed by a group member and the person responsible for letting you use the venue. Signed copies should go to both parties.)



Rehearsal space

Yours might be one of those lucky groups allowed to use the performance venue for rehearsals too, in which case most of the concerns in this section will not be relevant. Such good fortune is rare, however (the classic case would be a village group using a church hall). While a good venue is crucial to a good performance, inadequate rehearsal space can mean that, although the performance will certainly take place, it is unlikely to be good. Most amateur groups cannot hope to find more than an adequate rehearsal space, and hopes should not therefore be raised too high. It is unlikely, in fact, that a space will be found which corresponds precisely in shape to the eventual performance space. There is, however, a bottom line, a few basic requirements without which rehearsals will become very difficult.

The area should be, albeit roughly, as close an equivalent as possible to the area of the final performance space. You can lop off a bit here and there – a foot or two, a yard or so – but then you must always keep in the back of your mind, whatever your role in the production – actor, director or crew – that you are only working in a scaled-down version of the final space. It is debatable whether a space that is slightly smaller than desired or slightly larger is to be preferred, but most amateur groups are unlikely to have much choice in the matter. If it will have to serve for a variety of types of production, then a larger space will obviously be more adaptable, and will enable the marking out of a fairly precise equivalent area on the floor. A scaled-down space will mean constantly bearing in mind that distances to be covered on the final set will be longer and must be allowed for. If an actor has to stride across the set while speaking and punch someone on the nose on a particular word, the distance will be all important. (Better to take a specific number of small steps in rehearsal which can be expanded to strides in performance!)

The rehearsal space does not have to be completely empty to start with. Such spaces are, in any case, hard to find. A little clutter can be useful. Some chairs and boxes can be used to double as sofas, pieces of furniture and even rocks in outdoor scenes. Even a space that at first appears impossible can often be adapted, provided that one first seeks permission to move things around, and on the understanding that everything will be replaced as it was found at the end of the rehearsal period. For many years I conducted very successful rehearsals in a university professorial lounge, full of sofas, armchairs and coffee tables. We moved all the furniture back to one end, utilising some pieces for our own purposes, and taking care to make a sketch of the original layout.

A little extra space, not part of the acting area, is also useful, where people can wait and relax when they are not ‘onstage’, and where props and other items, including clothing, can be kept. It should be noted whether there is a handy drinks-dispensing machine or at least a socket for an electric kettle, so that everyone can take refreshment when needed. If all else fails, encourage everybody to bring flasks of hot drinks. These may seem to be trivial matters, but during long, exhausting rehearsals refreshment will be very welcome indeed.

 It is also important not to forget certain crucial practical concerns. If you are begging or borrowing space from a local company, institution or other organisation, certain facts and conditions must be checked:


	Are the building and the room open at the times you have reserved it for? If not, how can you gain access? Can you be loaned a key? Under what conditions?

	If you are rehearsing in the evenings or at weekends, will the lighting and heating/air-conditioning be on? If not, can arrangements be made to have them functioning?

	Are there adequate toilet facilities?

	What are the emergency and security procedures? Where are the emergency exits? Who should you contact in case of emergency, and how?

	If the group is given the responsibility of opening up and closing the room and/or the building, make sure that one person is designated to do both, checking that no one is left inside at the end.

	Are there any costs involved? Do not bring this matter up unless the other party does! Usually most organisations are willing to help out free of charge, and you can always tempt them with the offer of free advertising through a mention in your programmes and on posters.



FINANCE

Although they will have to be taken into account very soon, financial concerns are of only secondary concern at the beginning, when you are setting up a group.

First, you should get your enthusiastic, motley group of would-be actors and crew together and present them with your ideas for productions, venues and rehearsal space, with all the supporting evidence you have gleaned. Do not encourage anything too ambitious to start with: a modest production with a simple set, roles for everyone who wants one, and plenty of things for the crew to busy themselves with. Above all, try to keep it cheap, finding a play which is out of copyright if possible. Do not get mired in financial worries and bureaucratic concerns at the start or you will lose many members very quickly. If you happen to know of any likely sources of finance, mention them, but you can reassure everyone that for the first production it will be possible to cover costs by sharing them as initial membership fees among everyone involved. The more people involved, therefore, the cheaper the whole enterprise will be.

 There is no need to rush into any decisions about fees and start collecting money too soon; people are likely to be reluctant to part with any hard cash until they perceive that things are really happening. Get everybody involved first, then, once the group has been functioning successfully for a while – but prior to the first production and before any important bills need to be paid – a meeting can be held to decide what should be charged for annual membership. At this initial meeting it is also a good idea to find out if anyone present knows of any individuals or organisations who might be interested in supporting the group financially. This might be easier to arrange if the group is already part of some larger organisation: a drama group organised within a company or educational institution, for example, might well qualify for some financial support from within the organisation.

Any profits from a production should, of course, be put back into the group fund to support future productions.

Once you are up and running and have demonstrated that you are a viable and successful group you can investigate the possibilities for reliable long-term financial support.

Performing rights

Payment for performing rights, or royalties, is a crucial part of any production’s budget. It must be stressed that any drama group which attempts to put on a play without paying for performance rights is undertaking an illegal activity. It is not worth trying to get away without paying, because if you are caught out, your whole standing as a legitimate group will be in jeopardy. It is also extremely unfair to the author of the play or his or her heirs. Playwrights obtain little income in any case from their work.

 Details of the amount payable can be obtained through the author’s agent, whose address is often included at the front of the edition you are using. If it is not there, the publishers should be contacted. The laws concerning copyright are complex, but the publisher or agent can inform you of the legal situation relating to the play in question. They will also be able to tell you whether a production of the play is being planned by any other group in your area, thus enabling you to avoid clashes.

It is possible that the play you are interested in is out of copyright. This is likely to be the case if the play is from the nineteenth century or earlier. Some old foreign plays, however, which have been translated into English more recently, may still be in copyright. If it turns out that the performing rights of the play you wish to perform are too expensive for your budget, it is worthwhile considering something which is out of copyright.

It is wise not to proceed with any aspects of planning the production until the issue of the performing rights has been settled.

Sponsorship

If you want someone to sponsor your group, you have to have something to sponsor: a truism, but it means essentially that you have to be able to present evidence of a promising, if not yet fully flourishing, organisation. No one is going to sponsor dreams and ideals, so you need hard facts presented on paper (preferably well organised and in an attractive file) to convince your would-be sponsor that you are a worthy cause. In all likelihood, you will not attract a sponsor prior to your first production, because, although you may have many high-quality ingredients for your pudding, the proof will only come when it is served up. A sponsor will be impressed to see that you have actually realised your first dream with success. However, it is always worth a try before your first production, especially with a local organisation with a reputation for supporting the arts. In your file of evidence, along with any other pertinent information, should be a list of your members, with descriptions of their abilities and any relevant qualifications, advertising expenditure, details of venues and any rental costs, a full budget for your first production, with expected profits, arrangements for ticket sales, and how you will display the sponsor’s name.

For more detailed advice on sponsorship, from the point of view of the sponsor, I have been able to consult someone with considerable experience of sponsoring theatre groups from an executive position within a major UK company. As Director of Corporate Affairs for Allied Domecq, a FTSE 100 company, Anthony Pratt negotiated the UK’s largest arts sponsorship ever with the Royal Shakespeare Company, and also at various times arranged sponsorship for leading pub theatres such as the Gate and the Bush, as well as the Chichester Festival Theatre.


SPONSORSHIP… BY ANTHONY PRATT

Amateurs and professionals

There are likely to be more similarities than differences between amateur and professional companies in trying to get sponsorship. The sponsor’s objectives are likely to be similar in both cases: exposure for the company’s name (corporate reputation, brand or service), association with quality and relevance to corporate priorities (geography, creativity, entertainment, hospitality, good citizenship, etc).

 The amateur drama group, however, can make a virtue of its lack of resources by stressing its closer relationship with a local community, etc. A potential sponsor will believe they can get more for less in terms of the transformations which their money will make possible. Sponsors want to know that their money will be well spent and for clear objectives, the more specific the better. Special rewards may in fact be available for the amateur company which is on the way to becoming professional, as this gives the sponsor the opportunity of getting in on the ground floor and being associated with enabling the emergence of a new company (likely to generate public interest).

Evidence sought by a sponsor


	Quality of work, actual or prospective. Will association with the group bring a benefit to the company? Favourable prior reviews and convincing plans may be important in this, as will word of mouth.

	Indications that you are sponsor-minded. Have you thought about the benefits that a sponsor might gain and the means to deliver them? Provide a menu of possibilities, everything from a credit in the programme to the sponsor’s name on a production, in association with the theatre or even as part of your group’s name. And think about giving a price tag for each. Don’t ask for the earth.

	Relevance. Does your group meet corporate objectives, such as local relevance (e.g. the sponsoring company has its head office or a major place of employment in your area)? Does it promote or embody values the company seeks to embody: creativity, youthful image, modernity, etc?

	Opportunities for entertaining. The sponsor will want to have something they can show people. For example, they may want to invite local MPs, the arts minister, customers, suppliers, employees, etc, to performances or related events.

	The quality of the people they will be dealing with. It is important for the decision-maker in the sponsoring company, or their boss, to know and respect the director or other key people in the drama group. This relationship will be important in ensuring that support will continue.



Best approaches

Personal contact, as in life, is a vital part of the process. Identify and exploit the network of connections which the company and its supporters have. This is important in opening the door and gaining attention.

You can try writing in ‘cold’ and, if what you say happens to press the right buttons, it may work. Time spent on thinking about what those buttons are is important, as, without a relevant and well-expressed offer, there will be nothing to prevent you from joining the many other speculative letters in the sponsor’s wastepaper bin.

 Choose your moment. Applying two months before the financial year-end when the budget is already committed/spent or when the company has just announced a large loss and multiple redundancies is not likely to be productive.

Try inviting the potential sponsor along to a production, ask them if they see any way in which you might cooperate to your mutual advantage, make suggestions, and demonstrate that not only are you a promising company worth supporting, but that you will be a constructive and flexible partner. Try to understand the business and its objectives: this may give you a better idea of what to suggest and what to avoid.

If you can, arrange a meeting at which you can present your ideas and discuss what you can offer. 

Other targets

As well as companies, there are, of course, other important targets, such as local authorities, parish councils, arts organisations and individuals.

Typically, a local authority will have an arts budget to encourage/develop local talent. Association with local schools and colleges may help here.

 Contact arts organisations, such as the Arts Council, Arts & Business, etc. Find out how the Arts Council handles grants, and speak to other groups that have secured funding. What are the right buttons to press? Perhaps you need to stress how your group provides help for or is involved with the disabled, or the underprivileged, and how your activity has an educational aspect, ethnic minority aspect, etc. Arts & Business, which has regional subdivisions, puts together business people and arts companies on a voluntary basis. From them you might get business expertise and help (for accounting, marketing, legal aspects, presentation, mentoring, etc) and they may be able to give you a template for a written sponsorship agreement. They also provide good networking opportunities.

 Securing sponsorship from individuals is also a growing part of sponsorship. Individuals can be named as patrons, and ranked as gold, silver sponsors, etc, according to their level of support. You can also give them preferential booking facilities, an interval drink in the bar, etc.

Imitating others

Always be prepared to copy. Look in the programmes of other drama groups and speak to them to get clues as to where they have succeeded

What can you offer?




ATTRACTING MEMBERS







	arts centres

	theatres and cinemas

	public libraries

	community centres

	church halls

	public houses

	cafés and restaurants

	windows of corner shops

	supermarkets

	bookstores

	factory and company notice-boards

	schools, colleges and universities

	specialist shops (those specialising in theatrical make-up, costume, etc)

	bookshops (new and second-hand)







ORGANISATION










CHOOSING A DIRECTOR






CHOOSING A PLAY


What kind of play?



	Technical demands of the play (the nature of the set, special effects, changes of scene, etc). How can they be fulfilled within the limitations of your venue? Are there alternative and easier ways of fulfilling these demands? Can any of them be omitted without compromising the integrity of the play?

	Lighting. Does the play require complex lighting, or can a simple scheme be effective? Apart from the sources of illumination of the set which are kept out of the audience’s sight lines, is there any complicated lighting required on the set itself (e.g. flashing neon signs, table and standard lamps, etc)? Is it necessary to have any special lighting effects (e.g. strobe lighting, effect of revolving light from a lighthouse, lights from passing traffic, etc)?

	Sound. Are there any special sound effects? Any disembodied voices? Any offstage noises of a regular or constant nature (e.g. music from a party, crowd noises, passing traffic, etc)?

	Music. Any pre-recorded instrumental music needed for a character to mime a performance to (e.g. a piano, violin, etc)? Any offstage music? Any live music needed onstage (e.g. gypsy band in a restaurant, etc)? If there are songs in the play, how will the accompaniment be provided? Pre-recorded, live onstage, live in an orchestra pit, or elsewhere? You should of course check with the relevant music publishing companies and recording companies concerning performance rights. There may be little or nothing to pay, but it is advisable to be sure.

	Roles. Number of men, and number of women? Any children? Ages of all the characters? Age range? Does anyone have to age considerably in the course of the play? Any linguistic difficulties, such as accents, passages in foreign languages, lisps, etc? Any visible racial distinctions between characters (e.g. a Chinese, Indian, African)?

	How big is the cast? If necessary, is it possible for some actors to double in other roles?

	Length of play. Is it too long, or too short? Will it finish too late for most of the audience, or will it take up barely an hour? How many acts? One, two, three, four or five? Can an interval be fitted in conveniently?

	Genre. Is it a genre your group will enjoy performing and will it attract local audiences? Comedy, thriller, comedy-thriller? Whodunit? Historical costume drama? Melodrama? Period style (e.g. Restoration comedy)? Tragedy? Social realism? Shakespeare or other classic author? Experimental?

	Has the play been performed within your audience catchment area in the last few years, either by an amateur group or by professionals? If it was done very recently it might affect ticket sales. However, people who go to see amateur productions do not necessarily go to see so many professional ones, and vice versa. If it is an extremely popular play, such as a hilarious and well-known farce (by Feydeau, Ayckbourn, Frayn, etc), people may want to see it again in any case, and indeed recommend it to friends.

	Has the play been performed in the West End of London, or any other large cultural centre recently? It may be that people who could not get to see it there will welcome the chance of seeing a local production.

	Costume. Will it require specific period costume? Any difficult costume requirements (e.g. Russian army uniforms, Roman armour, royal regalia, etc)? Can it be done in modern dress?

	Any offensive material? Any aspects of the play which may offend some people’s taste or religious convictions? Any bad language? Any sexual innuendo or explicit sex scenes? Any other aspects that might make the production unsuitable for children? You may still want to consider such plays for performance, but need to think about how you will deal with such issues. (Check that nothing you are doing contravenes the law!)

	Is the text of the play readily available? In print, or out of print? In or out of copyright? To whom are any royalties due and how much?





AUDITIONS





CASTING








FINDING A CREW



Stage management




The book
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Rigging lighting and sound




The technical and dress rehearsals




After the show


Lighting







Floods


Beamlights


Profile spots


Fresnel spots
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Sound
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Costume




COSTUME… BY ALLEGRA CARLTON

From day one


Checking the text


Agreeing a budget


Doing research


The total look


Taking measurements



	height

	nape of neck to waist to give upper-back length

	waist to floor for women wearing long dresses

	head (if hats are to be worn) from brow around the widest part of the skull at the back of the head

	neck (men) for collar

	across the shoulders

	shoulder to wrist down the outside of a bent arm

	bust or chest measurement

	underbust measurement for women for any closely fitted dresses, e.g. Regency

	waist measurement (Check exactly where the waist is! It is actually just above the navel, but many men believe it is much lower. For modern dress they can get away with this, but for period clothes they cannot.)

	hips for women (about eight inches below the waist)

	inside leg for men

	shoe size

	shoe width



Numbers and lists



Wigs


Hiring costumes





Making costumes





Finding materials


Shoes


Fittings


Final rehearsals and performances


After the show




Costume storage




Make-up


To make-up or not to make-up?




Straight make-up


Character make-up


Stylised make-up


Make-up kit



	make-up brushes of various shapes and sizes: including very fine brushes for eye-lining and bushy ones for cheek colouring, etc, with a good range in between

	cotton wool balls and pads, etc

	eyebrow pencils and eyeliners (liquid, cake and pencil)

	mascara

	eye shadow in various colours (and in powder, liquid and cream form)

	false eyelashes

	black tooth enamel

	powder puffs

	foundations (various kinds according to preference: cake, liquid, greasepaint or stick)

	lining colours (pots or sticks)

	face powder

	rouge

	make-up remover

	cleansing cream




False beards and moustaches


Props









	Read the play carefully, making notes of all the props you think will be necessary before you meet with the director to discuss the matter. When you do meet with the director make sure that there is an agreed storage space for the items you will be collecting, which you can have access to at all times prior to the technical rehearsal. If all else fails, you may have to make space in your own home.

	Make a new list incorporating the director’s requirements. Leave spaces for later additions. Provide sections for descriptions of objects, names of providers, phone numbers, email addresses, postal addresses, any special requirements, and other important details.

	Remember: there are likely to be changes during the rehearsals, with both director and actors making it necessary to add or remove certain props. Check regularly with all involved, and attend rehearsals occasionally (especially those in which whole acts are run through) to see if there have been any changes that no one bothered to tell you about.

	Initial checklist. It is a good idea to attend an early complete run-through of the play. If this is not scheduled, it may be necessary to attend several rehearsals, to ensure that you can talk to each member of the cast. Go through your list with everyone, noting the names and details of anyone who can provide the items required. Some people may prove elusive, so you should obtain a list of everyone’s phone numbers as soon as possible, and, if necessary, check them out over the phone. Don’t forget to ask the crew and the director too: they may also have just the items you are looking for.

	Some props may simply not be available, especially if they are old-fashioned and specific to their period. It may therefore be necessary to make mock-ups, e.g. of a period baby’s cot, of a crystal radio set, etc. You will need to find out who is a dab hand at knocking up such items, and make sure they can be made in time for the technical rehearsal.

	For a play with a historical setting it may be necessary to do a tour of all the local antique and second-hand furniture and charity shops. If things precisely in period cannot be found, you will need to have researched the period sufficiently well to know what can pass muster at a distance on the stage: you cannot be expected to obtain a real Ming dynasty vase, for example! You also cannot be expected to actually buy such items, of course, unless they are going at such a bargain price that it is worth the outlay. It will be necessary to clear with the director beforehand just how much money you can spend on props altogether. Many shop-owners will willingly lend you items for the duration of the production, on condition that they are well looked after (kept every night in your own home if necessary). They may require you to sign a receipt. Also they can often be tempted by promises of free advertising in programmes and, with some hard bargainers, you might even agree to cite them as sponsors on your posters and handouts (though this will need to be cleared with your society’s committee).

	Don’t just rely on people’s descriptions of the required articles. Go and see them for yourself, or, if it is practical, ask the actor or crew-member to bring the item to a rehearsal for you to examine it. It may be too big, too small, the wrong colour, or the wrong shape.

	If it is a complex production with a large number of props, don’t try to do everything alone. If you need an assistant or two, tell the director and try to find some reliable people. You may need help not only during the collecting stages but also during the performances, if a large number of items have to be moved around in a short time. Think ahead and plan for this.

	Make up your specific checklists:

‘What is where?’

‘Pre-set’

‘Personal’

‘Props table’

‘Fresh each night’

… and possibly some others specific to a particular production.

	If there are many and complex props which are truly essential to the smooth unfolding of the action, it would be wise to arrange with the director that some of the final complete run-throughs of the play before the technical rehearsal be done with such crucial props on hand.

	In the final days before the technical rehearsal you should be running frantically around making sure that absolutely all the props are ready and available. All props should by now have been collected and kept in store. Never rely on anyone to bring anything ‘on the night’.

	Before, during and after the technical and dress rehearsals, and indeed all the performances of the play, you must check and re-check that all props are there, none are missing, that they are in the right place, and that nothing is broken and needs to be replaced. At the end of every performance make sure that everything is stored safely away for the next one. Things left lying around are liable to disappear. You must check if the stage is securely closed off when it is not in use during the daytime before the next performance. If it is not, many of the pre-set items may have to be stored away to avoid theft.

	After the last performance, of course, you must ensure that everything is returned to its rightful owner. It may be inconvenient to do this on the last night itself, especially as most people will, hopefully, be in a celebratory mood. If people can stow things away in bags and boots of cars, all well and good, but otherwise it may be necessary for you to take them home yourself for the night. If the owners of your venue allow you to leave things overnight after the last night, then it will obviously be best to leave it all till the morning after. Valuable items borrowed from shops and the like would be best stored away in the usual place, or in your own home for the time being, until you can return them at suitable times with effusive expressions of gratitude. Items bought for the occasion or specially constructed should be retained for possible future use.



Props table



Prompter









Musical director
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Choreographer


Stagehands




DESIGNING AND BUILDING A SET
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USING ACTORS’ GAMES AND EXERCISES



PUBLICITY




Radius of advertising



	What age groups will the production appeal to? How can they best be informed about it?

	What local bus and train routes run near your venue? People on these routes, without cars, are more likely to be tempted. But if they have to make too many changes they are likely to be put off. Is it possible to put up posters at the relevant stations and near the relevant bus-stops?

	Are there facilities for food and drink nearby (pubs and restaurants)? People are likely to be attracted to your performance if they can make an evening of it, especially on Friday and Saturday nights, with a drink and food before or after the performance. Try to have the local pubs and restaurants (and takeaways) display your publicity prominently.

	Does your play have the potential to attract audiences with special interests? One such interest might be in particular periods of history, and if the play is set during, for example, the Second World War, it would be worth advertising in local retirement homes, military establishments, museums and historical societies. Or perhaps it deals with specific social problems of interest to minority groups, such as racial conflict, unmarried mothers, gays and lesbians, immigrants and so on. If it includes singing and dancing, it would be a good idea to advertise at local institutes and schools teaching these skills.

	What free magazine advertising is available in the area? Many local cultural magazines and ‘What’s On?’ style publications offer free listings for events or charge very reasonable rates for advertising. Samples of the magazines available in your area can be obtained at libraries, arts centres and information centres, including tourist information offices, if your district attracts such visitors.

	Local TV and radio stations often feature reports on cultural activities and provide free announcements during certain programmes. It is worth watching or listening to the relevant programmes to discover what sort of format the announcements have and thus what information would be required. A few phone calls to the studios should also clarify things.

	The local press should be scoured for similar coverage as that provided on TV and radio. As well as accepting paid advertisements, the local newspapers will also often have free listings on certain days, usually near the end of the week. It is therefore important to make sure that one gets coverage the week before the first night. They might also be interested in having a preview article, either by a member of your group or by one of their own journalists. In this case some photographs are usually welcome. But be sure to have a few really impressive images with which to supply them. One photograph of people in makeshift costumes with ill-fitting wigs and moustaches on an unfinished set will be more likely to deter audiences than attract them. Over many years I built up a good relationship with one local journalist, on whom I could always rely to provide us with good preview coverage if I notified him in time.

	Posters. Where can you put them? Shops, supermarkets, libraries, cultural centres, information bureaux, church halls, bookshops, in fact virtually everywhere within your catchment area prepared to take them. It will require the participation of every single member of the drama group: posters don’t stick themselves up! A good idea is to give a set number of posters to each member of the group, with more if they can guarantee to use them, with advice on the best places to have them displayed, or you can give the able-bodied ones distinct areas which they should cover. Some tips need to be given on how to ensure that the posters are indeed displayed where one wants them. It is not sufficient just to go into a shop, for example, ask if they will display a poster and then leave one with the person behind the counter. One needs to be a little assertive and make quite sure before leaving the premises that the poster is up where promised, even if this causes some slight annoyance. It can all be handled in an amicable fashion, however. I once spent several afternoons with a friend and a car-load of posters going round several suburbs of a large city, trying all manner of shops and other establishments. The most effective manner I found was jovial politeness. If an assistant is vague and uncertain, politely ask to talk to the manager. Offer to put the poster up yourself, if they will show you where it would be convenient. If the location seems to be a poor one, suggest where you would ideally like to put it. Have a bag of various kinds of sticking materials, such as transparent tape, glue sticks, pins, etc. Some managers may be willing, but fussy about how it is done. Do not be satisfied with a vague promise by an assistant, as they push your poster under the counter, to put it up somewhere later. It will more than likely be neglected. Have some handbills with you too. These can be left in small piles in locations such as public libraries.

	Mailing. Usually a mailing list takes some time to set up, and is unlikely to be a suitable way to advertise for a newly established group. Naturally any members who are not directly involved in the current production will have to be mailed with details, and perhaps some copies of posters and handbills. To establish a mailing list for interested members of your audience, a section on contact details can be included in the programme for the performance. Nowadays email addresses as well as postal addresses should be provided where possible. Just mailing organisations and other places where one wants to advertise is not advisable, for the same reasons that leaving a poster with a busy shop assistant is unlikely to be effective: your publicity is likely to end up in someone’s litter bin.

	Staging events. If your play involves some exciting visual aspects – a pantomime, for example, with several actors dressed as animals – or uses colourful period costumes, it is a good idea to arrange for some kind of public event to attract attention. Having first gained permission from the relevant authorities, a group of actors could wander around in costume in local shopping malls, shopping centres, markets, or other central locations, handing out handbills and even carrying posters on placards. And musical accompaniment would be sure to attract attention. Needless to say, such events are best arranged for very shortly before the first night or during the run. If they are arranged too early, people will have forgotten about your show and thrown your handbill away.



Making posters and handbills




	The name of your group.

	The title of the play.

	The name of the author.

	Names of musical composers (if relevant).

	Dates and times of the performances.

	Name of performance venue and location details. A sketch-map may be useful.

	Box office. Location, opening times and phone number. If the tickets will also be sold in other local outlets, such as shops, etc, then details must also be provided.

	Contact phone number for the group, for general enquiries.



PROGRAMMES
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DIRECTING A PLAY


The audience perspective



 rehearsals (see the discussion on sight lines in the section of ‘Planning a Rehearsal’ entitled ‘Blocking’).
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The actor’s perspective


Guiding and heeding




The set


Cutting the text


Blocking


Conducting rehearsals



Overall responsibility
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Example of Set Design
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Angles of Lighting

'When lighting the actor on stage, one or two beams at a 45° angle are
usually used. This angle diminishes the actor’s shadows on the set,
and yet they are low enough to illuminate the actor’s face.

However, when the actor needs to be lit completely, two lights,

placed 90° apart, yet still set at a 45° angle, will permit some
movement within the lit area on stage.






OPS/a078_1_online.jpg
Conventions for use in Set Design
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BERTOLT BRECHT [BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES]

1898 - 1956. German Dramatist, poet, director and
theoretician. Began his career as a dramatist with a
series of experimental plays heavily influenced by
Expressionist techniques. The first play in which his
Marxist preoccupations came to the fore was The Three-
penny Opera (1928). TFor this, as for his opera The Rise
and Fall of the City of Mahagonny (1930), the music was
composed by Kurt Weill. In 1933, with the advent of
Hitler, Brecht left Germany, going first to Scandinavia
and then to the U.S.A. Between 1937 and 1945 he wrote
some of his best and most well-known plays: The Life of
Galileo (1937-9), Mother Courage (1938-9), The Good Person
of Setzuan (1938-41), Schweyk in the Second World War
(1942-3) and The Caucasian Chalk Circle (1943-5).

Southampton University Players wish to acknowledge their
gratitude to all those who have lent properties for the
production or have contributed in various other ways

to its success, and especially to the Department of Music
at the University.

SOUTHAMPTON UNIVERSITY PLAYERS: FUTURE EVENTS

December 5th and 6th, - An Anthology of Verse, Music

Nuffield Theatre Studio and Narration organised by
John Birtwhistle, the
University Fellow in Creative

Writing.
in the week of February -  Major Barbara, by Bernard
20th, Shaw, directed by Adrian
Nuffield Theatre Vinson.

If you are interested in joining Southampton University
Players and perhaps taking part in the above events, then
please come to the auditions on Monday Idth November

[for John Birtwhistle's Anthology] and on Friday I8th
November [for Major Barbara]. Both auditions take place
at 7.30 p.m. in the Common Room of the Department of
Physics.

Further information can also be obtained by telephoning
The University [559122] and asking for ext. 609 [Trevor
Gilson] or ext. 326 [Leslie Johnson].
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Lighting: Basic Angles

Normal Light

A side backlight set at the height of the actor,
along with a high, side back light, plus a direct
front light, will give normal lighting.

Front Light

A front light shines
directly on the actor’s face
and flattens the features.

Side lighting lights the actor’s face
when turned towards the wings, and
]} gives it solidity and roundness.

Back Light

A back light gives
a halo effect around
the actor.

Key Light

N Key lighting is the main source of
lighting in any scene.
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Top Light

Top lighting can be used for
dramatic effect.

Footlights can cast
shadows and give an
eerie effect.

Cross lighting is used as a
horizontal side light.

These fill in any
shadowy areas.
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Some Set Options with Rostra
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