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It is impossible to make good theater without good stage management. I speak as a director who has occasionally endured bad stage management, and I know, believe me, what that means. I’ve also known bad productions with good stage management—and, alas, in these circumstances, however professional they may be and however hard they try, stage managers cannot finally save poor writing, false acting, indulgent designing, or inept direction. But I have never known a really good production with bad stage management.

The trouble is that directors tend to take stage management for granted. When it is good, they don’t notice it—like service at a first-class hotel. But if it is bad, they notice soon enough, because their job is made impossible.

What makes good stage management? I will leave the science to Tom Kelly and his book (he is one of the best I have encountered in thirty-five years of directing, incidentally). I will take for granted the ability to cue shows impeccably, organize props with efficiency, and keep a clean and lucid “book” or record of the production. All this is the science. As director and head of the Royal Shakespeare Company and the National Theatre of Great Britain, I have, I know, accepted these skills as the norm for many years. I will concentrate on the art—or, if you like, the intangibles.

The stage management team—and particularly the head of the team—establishes a mood and an atmosphere of work. The stage managers have to make a team of the whole theater staff—actors and technicians—and they must also liaise with the front-of-house staff. From them comes a sense of discipline: being on time, not wasting time, working hard. Yet this discipline has to be in the air and accepted by the whole community—not imposed by rules and regulations or by any kind of tyranny.

The stage management must think ahead. They should never explain why something doesn’t work or isn’t there as a justification for failure; they have to get it to work, and they have to create an atmosphere in which everything is possible.

A director is particularly dependent on the stage management to organize the breaks in rehearsal. The various unions have organized the theater so that the break requirements are all different. They therefore increase the difficulty of getting a play on. If the day ever comes when the director and the designer and the stage managers are bound by breaks as well, it will be impossible to do a play at all. Or so I sometimes think.

Stage managers have to be diplomats. They have to deal delicately with actors, understanding the stress and strain of creation. And they must not treat the star actor with deference and small parts with disdain. An even-handed understanding is essential.

They must have the confidence of the director and be able to tell him gently when he is being unreasonable or a fool.

And above all they have to create an atmosphere of enthusiasm and hard work and belief.

The most difficult situation for stage managers must be the need to be loyal to a bad director and a bad production. If they allow their own judgment to obtrude or even to show, they will undoubtedly make it worse.

Why on earth should anyone want to do such a job? I can only say that I am glad they do, otherwise I could neither create a production, nor know that it would be re-created loyally every night of a long run. Perhaps, therefore, ideal stage managers not only need to be calm and meticulous professionals who know their craft but masochists who feel pride in rising above impossible odds. I thank them for making my work and the actors’ work possible.



SIR PETER HALL, 1991
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“Retire?! You’ll never be able to adjust,” scoffed many friends at the notion of my doing so. Well, I have. This spring, after the 2007–2008 season at the New York City Opera, having served as their PSM for six years, I decided the time had come. In some form or other I have been working in show business as a stage manager, actor, lighting designer and electrician, carpenter, producer, production manager, teacher of stage management, staging supervisor, scenery shop general manager, etc. for forty-seven years, since 1962, and quite frankly, I am tired. Pleased, happy, and proud of my work, I wanted to stop before I became too tired to keep up the pace or in the end too cynical to be a positive energy force. I have also always wanted to travel, especially to study ancient civilizations, and it made sense to do so while I could still get around well. My life has been deeply blessed by working in production and by the immensely talented and exciting creators and cohorts I have worked alongside, and I am grateful for my experience and career because I know how rare it is to be able to make a living solely in the arts for so many years.

Of course, as soon as I decided to retire, the fine people at Back Stage Books called and asked for a third edition of The Back Stage Guide to Stage Management, so here you are with that in hand. It includes some updates on job seeking, networking, and technical improvements and also a whole new chapter dedicated to opera. Stage managing opera was the final mainstay job of my career, and I loved the size, the scope, and the variety of it. Again, I was able to fall back on and use all the stage managerial techniques as discussed in the first two editions, at the same time adapting and learning new and different ways that are specific to the production of opera, and I will be sharing that with you in this edition.

The growth, development, and use of the Internet makes job seeking, networking, and information sharing far more accessible than in my early days. Back then, the only way you knew what other stage managers were doing, thinking, or feeling was by working together or the occasional social meeting. Now I participate in forums and chat rooms in which young and old stage managers share experiences, tools, feelings, and emotions that are basically of interest only to those crazy enough to seek stage management as a profession.

The single most important element in any form of production is communication. It is amazing that the more we develop systems like email, voicemail, iPods, cell phones, spread sheets, high-speed internet, Wi-Fi, etc. the less we actually communicate. One of the continuing problems is that the more “systems” we develop, the less face-to-face communication occurs, and that is a great loss, especially in the production and creation of any art form. There is little or no spirit of creative collaboration when people sitting alone in front of a computer make decisions on the process of production in a vacuum.

By reducing human input and interaction, every production decision and creative act becomes more mechanical and less volatile and exciting, at least in my opinion and experience. While this mechanical communication may reduce wasted time in some cases of pure information transference, often I have seen hurried emails with errors in them result in mass confusion and bad feelings, etc. Abraham Lincoln is quoted as saying, “One man tells a lie, a hundred repeat it as truth.” Well, the same can be said of an email that goes out with wrong dates, measurements, timings, schedule, etc. Chaos is sometimes created by the fact that seldom do people proofread emails that are widely distributed. The pressures of time and the desire to have one task of communication finished so as to get on with another in production can thus snowball so quickly it is alarming. As stage managers, it is wise to always have someone look over schedules, cue sheets, presets, etc. before they are “published” and distributed as gospel.

As I am writing this, we are having a financial crisis and have just sworn in a new president. Economic woes are hitting the performing arts in every area. The costs of commercial Broadway theater have gotten so huge that few exciting or controversial plays or musicals are tried; everything must have “payback” potential. Marketing has become such a driving force in both commercial and not-for-profit theaters, and the marketing strategist is now more highly sought after and thought of than talented creative artists. It seems to me that marketing departments raise expectations and demands of the audience to impossible heights without thought or appreciation of what they are marketing. The sales gimmick or promotional tool is the new star, or so it often seems. Certainly in not-for-profit institutions, if you look at any playbill or program, you will see hugely increased staff numbers and listings for marketing, sales, promotion, finance, and fund-raising and a diminishing number of listings in production and artistic departments.

Development used to mean discovery and working on new projects from new artists and creators; now it means cocktail parties and wooing the rich and the corporations to support the arts. In doing so, institutions often grant way too much decision making and executive power to their boards and donors. This can lead to people with little or no knowledge of production making decisions that innocently enough can end up having disastrous effects on the institutions they represent and try to support. There should be a healthy balance on any board of finance and artistic knowledge so the money raised is not in turn wasted.

How does any of this relate to stage managers? Well, in any producing situation, the stage manager’s responsibilities will grow more and more into cost control, bare-bones approaches to production, and dealing with limited personnel and equipment. In plans for new theaters or renovations of existing facilities, often too much priority is given to “branding” opportunities for corporations, lobby design, video capabilities, etc. Meanwhile, spaces for rehearsal, equipment for dressing room monitors and communication systems, costume and scenery shops, and storage facilities may not be included. This will seriously affect stage managers, as will new demands to cut staffing both in their own departments and also the wardrobe, prop, sound, and other technical support staffs.

Stage management is still the most central and exciting position in the mounting of productions, and I hope readers will continue to seek to improve conditions and communications to best facilitate the creation of whatever form of production they choose to pursue.



THOMAS A. KELLY, 2009
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“The Pope is in the Park!” The words crackled over the ubiquitous walkie-talkies surrounding the 130-foot stage that had been erected on Central Park’s Great Lawn for the Papal Mass. I hung over the rail at the back of the stage with a huge band of workers with whom I had spent the better part of a month preparing for this moment, watching the whirlwind of movement and excitement that the Pope’s arrival caused: security people running hither and yon calling out last-minute directions, stagehands getting ready at the foot of the elevator we had installed to bring him to the stage checking in with me on the stage, television cameramen hearing their assignments and preparing for the shot, and, everywhere, people talking into a variety of headsets, walkie-talkies, wireless phones, their wrists. It struck me once again what all production at any level is about: communication.

The Papal Mass in Central Park was one of the highlights of my ten years since the first edition of The Back Stage Guide to Stage Management came out, and it reflects a continuing change in my life and career that have moved away from the more standard stage management of theater productions and into production management—first of a variety of television, live events, and presentations and then into general and production management with one of the New York area’s busiest scenery and production companies, Center Line Studios. Everything I ever learned or experienced as a stage manager has been directly translatable and useful as my job and responsibilities have changed because stage management teaches so many basic requirements about the organization and handling of any event, production, or challenge.

My experiences over the last ten years have included MTV’s Unplugged concerts, outdoor events at Shea Stadium, Central Park, Times Square, and Bryant Park, as well as shows and concerts at Madison Square Garden and at a host of TV studios, hotel ballrooms, and meeting rooms. Throughout all of them the basic principles of stage management were my guide.

Every time I thought, “What do I do now?” I was able to find a step in the rehearsal or performance process of stage managing that related to what I was doing, and I could proceed. Like any theater piece, the preplanning and preproduction process is vital, and establishing and being the instrument of communication, scheduling, information dissemination, design, and artistic decisions are the central core of one’s responsibilities. There can never be too much advance planning for any production, be it live theater or a fashion show or a news conference. The systematic planning and organizing of technical elements and communicating the schedule and necessities for a smooth event or production follow all the steps and advice outlined in this book for the specific purposes of a theater show.

Differences can emerge in the specifics, such as site planning for a play versus site planning for an outdoor event. But the thorough checking out of a rehearsal studio and theater space for a play involves looking at the same kinds of problems and requires the same process of problem solving as checking out Central Park for a Papal Mass. There are just more complications. Basically, no matter where you are, the stage or production manager’s primary responsibility is to create the environment in which the final presentation—whatever it may be, play or concert, TV show or live event—can happen smoothly and with as little interference as possible. In a rehearsal studio, you may be checking for proper lighting, floor space, and rest room and phone facilities, whereas outside for a larger event the focus may be on weather protection, getting basic power, feeding large numbers of people, checking out truck routes and accessibility, etc. However, if you do what I suggest later in the book, seeing yourself at the successful conclusion of an event or production, then tracing back through the steps that got you there, it will give you a great perspective on planning for later jobs.

I have included some basic schedules and guides to production in Appendixes 13–17 that cover large outdoor or nontheatrical indoor events, as well as some site surveys and agendas for meetings relating to such events. These will give you a glimpse into this world and show that planning these events is much the same as planning for theatrical shows and events, except for the need to design in terms of different spaces and differing performance priorities.

However, this book is dedicated to the art of stage managing in theater, and most of the added material in this new edition touches on changes and developments in the theater that have reshaped or changed some responsibilities or needed knowledge for managing certain types of shows. Specifically, theater is entering into two very new worlds: The first is likely to affect mostly the limited world of commercial Broadway and Off-Broadway theater in New York and on the road, and the second is likely to affect all theater.

The first new world is technical—the world of automation and computers. We have seen the use of both advance faster in theater than some of us “old guard” can keep up with. I provide a simple guide to basic automation for the stage manager in one new chapter titled “Automation.” In a second new chapter, “Stage Managers and Computers,” I cover computer use as it affects the manager’s job, with examples in such important areas as the preparation of paperwork involving schedules, prop lists, etc., as well as the keeping of prompt scripts and text changes. Advanced use of some drawing and computer-aided design, or CAD, systems can even allow you to plot scene changes or truck loading in three-dimensional plans. I don’t claim to know how, but I have seen others do it!

Obviously, this new reliance on computers and automation puts new requirements into a stage manager’s list of necessary knowledge, but it is the purpose of this book to explain that it is new and additional knowledge that is required. Being a computer whiz does not make one a good stage manager. A stage manager must have personal relating skills, sensitivity to the creative process, and a personality that can combine diligent disciplined control with an ability to handle situations that puts at ease the diverse emotional forces involved in a highly charged artistic environment. In other words, none of what already exists in this book and in the qualities of a stage manager that have been taught and handed down for years is made obsolete by computers and automation. The latter are merely added components of knowledge and skill that must be addressed and included in a stage manager’s job qualifications—they do not supplant or replace those that already exist. It does no good for a stage manager to brilliantly help with the automated cueing of a show and then communicate so badly with directors and actors that time and energy are wasted in technical rehearsals. In the end, it is always the performer who must be on stage in front of the audience, who must understand and be fully aware and comfortable with what is happening technically to make for a fully successful show, and it continues to be the stage manager’s primary responsibility to secure that comfort for the performer through a combination of patient communication, care for safety, technical knowledge, and reliable cueing.

The second new world that theater is entering has to do with the nature of the theater business. It is a change that in time will filter down to even the remotest community theater, because it affects the creative process and the creation of new work for the theater so much. There is a growing corporate structure to the production of theater that has replaced the legendary and creative theatrical producers and managers who grew up in and with theater, had a real knowledge of and love for the excitement and energy that can only exist in a live theater situation, and felt a respect for the writers, performers, designers, and directors who create theater.

This corporate structure has introduced a new breed into theatrical productions that finds more inspiration in the bottom line than in the chorus line or well-written line of text. It affects everyone connected with theater, but in terms of this book, how does it affect stage managers?

Corporate types in the managerial hierarchy of Disney, Hallmark, Continental Airlines, Cablevision, etc.—some of the companies producing stage productions these days—know a position called “Stage Manager” exists because it is included in their Actors’ Equity agreements. But because they may not have had any experience whatsoever in theater, they probably do not know anything about the traditional set of responsibilities and talents required for the job. They are thus easily led into making perhaps inadequate choices by people who are “connected” and want to get a job for a friend or into choosing people with less experience because “they are not so set in their ways and are more open to the new way we have of doing theater” (translation: “not threatening to those inexperienced in theater productions”).

Also, experienced stage managers need such a variety of skills and abilities to handle diverse sets of artistic, technical, and managerial functions that corporate types tend to doubt anyone can do it all. So, in a fit of seeming efficiency, they will hire two or three people to do the job that was formerly done by the production stage manager. Look at the program of any theatrical production or theater ad in the New York Times these days and you will see the titles technical supervisor, production supervisor, associate director, artistic coordinator, production manager, etc. The corporate mind has blown one job into so many that the right hand doesn’t always know what the left is doing, and specialization has replaced placing all final authority and coordination into one position, thus leading to more communications breakdown and confusion.

I was working as a stage manager when the change began, and I am glad I have not had to try to run a show as I think it should be, as described in this book, since the new situation has taken full control of much of commercial theater. There is still a place for the talents and broad range of responsibilities I describe here for stage managers, and those interested in stage managing at any level should be fully aware of all the facets of the job as it evolved over the years so they can function in any theater environment. Even if a particular job does not call upon them to fulfill the whole range of a stage manager’s responsibilities, they will at least know what to look for from others.

One of the strangest examples I have seen of this new division of responsibility by the corporate departmentalizing of shows occurs when the stage manager’s and the newly created artistic associate’s or assistant director’s functions coincide over technical or safety issues. For instance, if an actor is not arriving in his or her light at the point of a cue or is standing in the dark, the stage manager is not allowed to give the note, because it might involve a “creative” instinct on the part of the performer. If an actor is abusing a prop or piece of furniture, it is no longer up to the stage manager to correct that individual; rather, it is the artistic associate who approaches the actor from a “performance point of view.”

These kinds of restraints on stage managerial functions and responsibilities are truly alien in my mind and experience, and insulting in that they assume stage managers do not have the sensitivity to deal with the combined performing and technical requirements of an actor’s approach to the nightly performance of his or her role, when the ability to do so should be a basic foundation of any good stage manager’s skills.

Although much of what is “new” in this book deals with the technical changes and advancements made over the past few years, I still believe that personal approaches to the job are what make a stage manager’s contribution to the creative process unique, that being involved with every facet of a production makes the stage manager the only person really capable of the overview necessary to ensure, in the end, a smooth, safe, and successfully running show.

I recently completed a workshop at the University of Missouri, and over the course of class discussions involving many questions and answers, we evolved a definition of stage managing using adjectives and experiences and responsibilities that we had identified during our sessions. I think it is an appropriate addition to the definition created by my students at Rutgers eight years ago that appears at the beginning of chapter 1 in this book. It shows that time and geography do not greatly alter what is the basis of good stage managing, and I will use it to conclude this preface:


Stage managers are calm, meticulous optimists who, through supportive and quick-thinking flexibility, are able to create a pleasant working environment by supplying creature comforts and preparing the space for rehearsals or performance. They achieve this by informing and updating people on all scheduling, patiently resolving or arbitrating conflict, and keeping track of many things at once.

Technical knowledge combined with open, honest communication helps the stage manager adapt quickly to new situations and handle unexpected problems, resulting in the accurate cueing of a show and a creative, diplomatic approach to establishing and maintaining artistic integrity.



This is obviously quite an order, but, I hope, this book can help lead people desirous of achieving the goal of becoming a stage manager at least to the start of the path to this ideal. Experience is still the best teacher. No book can prepare someone fully for the experience of taking a show from the printed page to a fully realized production, but judging by reactions I have received over the last ten years to those who read the first edition of The Back Stage Guide to Stage Management, it can help!



THOMAS A. KELLY, 1999


INTRODUCTION

[image: ]

Tensions were high during the last days of rehearsal for the opening of David Mamet’s play Speed-the-Plow. At one point backstage, Madonna, the pop superstar who was making her Broadway debut in the show, turned to her production stage manager (me), and said, “You were put on Earth for me to abuse, Tom.”

This anecdote is an appropriate departure point for a book on stage managing because, basically, in their own way, most people share Madonna’s attitude toward stage managers. If accepting lots of the pressures and responsibilities for a theater project while receiving little of the glory is not something you are willing to do, perhaps you should return this book before you crease it any further. However, if you are that rare person in the world of theater who has the talent, as Rudyard Kipling said, to “keep your head when all about you are losing theirs and blaming it on you,” then read on.

I should note here that Madonna was speaking affectionately; she had come to understand and appreciate my ability to not only take her abuse but excuse it and let it go. I was able to do this because I, in turn, understood the pressures and insecurities that she was experiencing. This is a big part of successful stage managing.

In the simplest sense, stage managers create an environment within which highly volatile people can function freely, devoid of petty distractions and stumbling blocks—other than those of their own creation. The stage manager must execute the creative vision of each production, supporting and assisting the directors, designers, writers, and performers in the achievement of their artistic goals. The stage manager’s creative energies should be focused on finding as many ways as possible to make the theatrical process simple and enjoyable, and much of this book’s focus will be on ways to do just that.

My hope is that this book will be read not only by prospective stage managers but anyone who ever comes in contact with a stage manager—whether director, designer, actor, or producer—and that each reader will enlighten others regarding a stage manager’s functions. In this way all theater professionals will be able to take better advantage of stage managers as a resource and support system.

People backstage often ask me how I stay so calm, and like the musician asked how to get to Carnegie Hall, I answer, “Practice.” I’ve been “practicing” the craft of stage management for a while, ever since I went off to summer stock in Upstate New York with fantasies of acting stardom pirouetting in my head. After all, I had been the lead in all my high school plays, I had just turned eighteen, and anything was possible. My dream of becoming a successful actor continued for several years, in spite of discouraging signs to the contrary. But starting with that first summer in stock, I always seemed to find success and encouragement in the backstage and production end of the theater process.

Those first years of stock served as the ideal training ground for becoming a stage manager. I built scenery, hung and focused lights, ran sound and edited tapes, ran props, served as an electrician, worked in a box office, directed, and acted. I learned theater by doing it—all of it. These days such a regimen might be considered exploitative, and few would think of creating a training program like the one I found waiting for me in a small barn in Upstate New York. But I have always been grateful that my firsthand knowledge of every production facet has made stage managing so much easier. I would advise everyone who wants to stage manage to try as many jobs in the theater as possible.

Gradually, more and more people asked me to work in a technical or production capacity while few even hinted they might want to hire me as an actor. I took up stage managing as a career, and I have now been working as a stage manager or production manager for over forty years.

In this book I will attempt to share not only what I have learned but also a little of how I learned. Of course, reading a book will not make anyone a stage manager. The more I stage manage, the more I know it is unteachable, unless the teaching includes hands-on training. Only the experience of taking a show from the preproduction phase through the opening night will give you the knowledge you will need. You will have to make your own mistakes. You, too, will have to forget to turn the house lights off one night or call the cue for a telephone ring instead of a scene-ending blackout. Every show, every rehearsal, every conflict resolved is one more lesson, and so your experience grows. All I can do with this book is attempt to spare you some pitfalls and help you identify some ideals and goals. And perhaps my practical experience will help make the concepts and principles you read about more real.

Stage managing has been a very rewarding experience for me. Personally, I find the discipline of calling a show and the all-consuming process of rehearsing a play or musical to be a profound source of satisfaction and, at times, a great escape. (It is hard to worry about much of anything else when you’re calling cues for a big musical or feeding actors lines as they struggle through those first tenuous days off-book.) Stage managing has taken me to many states and a few foreign countries, has exposed me to some of the greats of our time and some of the lowlifes, but it has always kept its original promise that, unlike an office job, it would never be boring or the same every day. Best of all, if a show or situation ever seems unbearably bad, you’re guaranteed relief: No show lasts forever.

If you are interested in becoming a stage manager, at any level of professional or community theater, what follows will provide some help and support. If you already are stage managing, read on, take what tips you like, and leave what you don’t. I can’t promise to answer all your questions—no book can—but by sharing my varied experiences, whether good, bad, or ugly, I hope to illuminate the many facets of this complex and constantly challenging profession.


[image: ]

WHAT DOES A STAGE MANAGER DO?

Defining exactly what a stage manager does is difficult because the definition must include so many tasks and responsibilities. To be sure, a stage manager takes blocking notes, calls the lighting and sound cues during performances, and gives acting notes once the director leaves. But such a simple list of physical activities does not completely describe the stage manager’s real role in a theater project.

After several hours of discussion on the qualities and requirements of a good stage manager in the stage managing class I teach at Rutgers University’s Mason Gross School of the Arts, the students and I settled on what I believe is a good job description. It will serve well as a foundation from which we may explore the various aspects and responsibilities of the position:


Stage managers are responsible and adaptable communicators who have the ability to handle and coordinate diverse groups of artistic personalities with tactful discipline and a sense of humor. They establish a creative environment by combining the ability to prioritize and anticipate and solve problems, with calm sensitivity and grace under pressure.

Their ability to do the above stems from organizational ability, acquired technical knowledge (sound, music, lights, design and construction, typing, use of computers, and so on), familiarity with union requirements, and an inspirational personality that creates positive energy.



This is obviously an ideal definition. It includes a number of topics that will serve as jumping-off points for more completely defining and understanding the job of stage managing. Appendix 1 contains several other attempts at defining stage managers, including some by other theater professionals. You’ll also find the Actors’ Equity Association’s definition of the duties and obligations of a stage manager, which will further help you to focus on exactly what a stage manager must and must not do.

It should be noted here that all professional theater stage managers in the United States are members of Actors’ Equity Association. This alliance with the actors’ union illustrates the collaborative and mutually supportive relationship that should ideally exist between actor and stage manager. At times, however, stage managers are placed in an awkward position because their managerial functions may involve to some degree the disciplining, hiring, and firing of actors. In television and movies, by contrast, those with a job description most resembling stage managers are members of the Directors’ Guild.

Through my own evolving experience with the job I’ve come to believe that there is no fixed definition of a stage manager, only precepts and guidelines, because every show, every theater, every situation—whether it be geographic, contractual, or artistic—changes the scope of the job.

Of course, it is always a good idea to know what the person who hires you thinks the job is. That may seem like simple advice, but every director, producer, or general manager I have worked for has had slightly different views on the role the stage manager plays in a production or in the hierarchy of a resident or community theater’s operation.

Usually, the higher the level of theater at which the stage manager is functioning, the more contained his or her job description is. For example, it is not unusual in some summer stock and Off-Off-Broadway situations for the stage manager to run light and/or sound cues while calling and watching the show. At some resident theaters, the job of stage manager may include everything from casting to dealing with the transportation and housing of actors.

In each new production, a stage manager will have varying degrees of responsibility depending on his or her relationship with the director or producer. The stage manager may function as an assistant director on some shows and have broad artistic control.

On other productions the producer or managing director may depend on the stage manager to be his or her eyes and ears, keeping firm managerial control over expenses and limiting the waste of time and money on artistic indulgence. At best, the job will fall happily into both camps and the stage manger will not have to “take sides” but will be able to best serve the director and the management by facilitating clear communication between the two.

Now let’s get back to our ideal definition, take a look at some of the qualities it mentions, and see how these characteristics translate into actual tasks like scheduling, running rehearsals, and passing notes, all of which seem simple on the surface.

The definition begins by stating that stage managers are “responsible.” This means that they are willing to take responsibility and that they will initiate actions that will have a direct bearing on much of the production’s ability to move ahead and succeed. Some people resist taking such responsibilities or find they can only function when given orders or directions by someone else. Sometimes it is better to start as an assistant stage manager or a production assistant until one builds up the knowledge and confidence to take responsibility. However, if it is totally outside the realm of a person’s nature to take responsibility, then he or she should probably not seek stage management as a career.

Taking responsibility presupposes that the stage manager knows the limits of that responsibility—outlined in the chart shown in Figure 1-1. You will notice that the arrows on the chart flow in both directions, because most often the stage manager is the central clearinghouse of information between the creative and the managerial forces. It is important for the stage manager to communicate clearly the changing needs and requirements of the artistic and managerial personnel to all departments if a theater or a production is going to run smoothly.

[image: ]

FIGURE 1-1

A fairly standard example of this occurs regularly in the Broadway theater. Suppose that during a production meeting it is decided that the sound operator must set up the console in the house (the audience seating area) in order to hear and balance the sound properly. The sound operator and his or her equipment, therefore, will occupy a number of seats. Until the box office is notified of this decision by the stage manager, tickets could inadvertently be sold for those seats. Box office personnel should also be informed of any obstructed or partial views that result from a certain set-design choice. Catching these potential problems early will result in less aggravation later.

Stage managers should also double-check the performance schedule. Sometimes due to holidays or ticket sales patterns, playing schedules may change. If the actors and crew are not informed, it is possible to have either no one present but the audience for a performance or a cast and crew sitting around an empty theater. This actually happened during the run of Howard Korder’s Boys’ Life at Lincoln Center Theater. Everyone in management thought someone else had told the stage manager, cast, and crew, but we all showed up for a Sunday matinee that no longer existed. Confirming schedules with management on a regular basis is a good idea.

Obviously, the chart in Figure 1-1 is a simplified structural representation of the stage manager’s relationship to all others working on a theater production. What should be immediately noticeable is that the stage manager is “in the middle” and that there are people to whom the stage manager is ultimately responsible—namely, the director for all artistic and creative choices, the general manager for all business and contractual choices, and hopefully the producer, who will meld these two sometimes disparate forces into one clear direction. The stage manager, therefore, must be able to combine creative integrity with practical and efficient budgetary consideration. This means balancing the artistic vision of the director with the financial limitations imposed by the producer or general manager.

The chart also illustrates how crucial it is for a stage manager to be an “adaptable communicator,” the next phrase after “responsibility” in our ideal definition. Since the stage manager holds the central position in the structure of theater production as shown by the chart, communication is as vital a part of stage managing as memorization is to acting. There is, however, no one to feed the stage manager the line if he or she doesn’t communicate fully. That makes expressing oneself clearly and without editorializing of vital importance. A stage manager who transmits a note to the design staff, for instance, in such a way as to reflect his or her personal feelings about the subject or sender of the note, will ultimately create a volatile and destructive (instead of constructive) creative atmosphere.

Let me give you an example. Suppose your leading lady feels her costume for a certain scene isn’t right. After she discusses it with the director, they decide to go for something else. As the stage manager, you jot down a note about the objections and tell the costume designer at the next meeting.

“What do you mean, she can’t wear the sweater?” the designer fumes. “Tell her she has to, and I don’t care what she thinks.”

Now … take a deep breath and then tactfully remind the person with whom you are speaking that you are simply the stage manager (i.e., the messenger) and as such are only imparting the wishes of the actor, director, or whomever. Most important, you must make sure that the costume designer understands exactly what the request was, and you should repeat it clearly and unemotionally. Lastly, if the costumer is still upset, you should ask if he or she would like to speak to the offending party in person to voice his or her feelings directly. Usually, this will result in acquiescence, and two days later the idea to make the change in sweaters will have become the designer’s and everyone will be congratulating themselves on their creativity and ability to get along.

Although many do, stage managers must never take sides, play mind games, or call the personnel names. Transmitting a note with a preface such as “Guess what the nutcase-egomaniac-monster wants today?” is no way to get a designer or director in the mood to listen to a request that may have more validity than you imagine. There are enough short tempers and unbalanced egos backstage without the stage manager getting involved. A wise old stage manager with whom I worked for a long time, Robert Currie, once told me there are two rules of stage management: The first rule is that stage managers should have no opinions; the second rule is that they must know when to break rule one.

Adaptability is another vital part of this job. There is no “one way” to do something; each rehearsal may call for a radically different approach. A three-character drama does not go by the same rules or have the same rehearsal environment as a musical or large-cast Shakespeare, and the stage manager must be able to adapt. A comedy will require a different attitude and handling of rehearsal than a heavy drama. The former may allow for a carefree and easygoing environment, whereas the latter may become so charged with the emotions being dredged up by the actors that the same jocular style would not be appropriate.

Adaptability is always required in dealing with the creative process because there is never a foolproof way to predict how long or how difficult certain work is going to be. Schedules, work calls, presets, running orders—all are subject to change at a moment’s notice. It is the stage manager’s job to organize and communicate the changes as quickly and clearly as possible. The stage manager must avoid editorializing or creating a sense of negativity, no matter how tempting, especially when he or she must tell a group of designers or carpenters who have been working like zealots to complete a project that the director has now decided to cut it. If at all possible, a stage manager should emulate Sergeant Friday from the old television show Dragnet
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