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INTRODUCTION 

 

In years past the fluctuating history of community theatre has been the 

concern of many persons interested in drama. There have been times when it has 

been said that community theatre is just "warmed over" Broadway. Perhaps this 

is the conception of a number of people now. Regardless of this attack, 

community theatre has continued to function as an integral part of community 

life. Talbot Pearson has remarked: "The participants in these community 

endeavors are amateurs and their avocation is dramatics, but standards of 

operation are, in the main, as far removed from the 'amateur dramatics' of an 

earlier generation as a technicolor movie is from a Mack Sennet comedy." It is 

this endeavor and avocation that will be discussed in this study. 

 

John Wray Young, a distinguished leader in community theatre has said: 

"The acceptability of theatre in the community is now beyond debate. Man's basic 

need for beauty, his satisfaction in a communion of emotional experience, the 

broad training and conditioning of so many citizens by the educational theatre 

and the growing realization of the special value a playhouse can add to the civic 

assets -- all these make a theatre's place secure." The place of community theatre 

in society is evident. To be sure, there are some community theatres that are 

poorly organized and handled. Like many other enterprises, they have to close 

because of lack of support. They have to close because of the failure to 

understand the problems inherent in a theatre situation. 

 

Community theatres in the State of Ohio have had their successes and 

their failures. Through the foresight and the efforts of a state organization, the 

Ohio Community Theatre Association, the members have tried to minimize the 

failures. OCTA, as it is called, was founded in 1953 for the purposes of promoting 

excellence and creativity in live theatre by providing its members educational 

opportunities for growth in artistic and technical aspects of theatre, and 

promoting community awareness and understanding of, and access to, live 

theatre. 
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SO YOU WANT TO START A COMMUNITY THEATRE... 

 

The individual or organization considering the establishment of a local, 

nonprofessional theatre group must answer two essential questions before 

starting out. The first and, in many ways most important, is: "Does the community 

really need a theatre?" That is to say, will a new theatre group serve an actual 

need of the community? A strong index of the reception which a community 

theatre group will experience is the degree to which the community supports 

other cultural activities. Is there a popular civic orchestra? Does the community 

support the cultural activities of its schools and civic organizations? Theatre 

cannot exist in a cultural vacuum any more than a plant can live in dry starved 

soil. If these questions can be answered with a resounding "yes" there is a good 

deal of hope. Population, economic and educational levels make very little 

difference. In Kansas and Wisconsin, community theatre groups flourish in 

agricultural towns with populations as small as 1400. They thrive because they 

fulfill a very real need in the community, and for no other reason. 

 

A second question which demands a positive answer is: "Will the theatre 

group, in its membership, represent a cross-section of the community?" Will it 

include teachers and housewives, business and professional people, 

representatives of the press and broadcasting media? The question is important 

for two reasons. First, it is important that such an organization have a 

membership which is broadly based in the community itself, not superimposed 

upon it. A sense of community pride often implies a natural suspiciousness of 

strangers. It is doubtful that a community will give much support to an exclusive 

clique which operates solely for its own pleasure and profit. The second 

advantage to be enjoyed through comprehensive membership is the contact and 

influence which can result from maintaining a close relationship with all aspects 

of community life.  

 

In short, the theatre group which can feel confident that it will serve a real 

need, which will consist of and exist for the members of the community, is ready 

to begin the process of forming an organization.  
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NON-COMMERCIAL THEATRE: IT’S PURPOSE  

AND FUNCTION 
 

Mae Flegg, Casper College 

 

Non-commercial theatre means all areas of theatrical production that are 

not concerned primarily with financial gain. The two major institutions coming 

under this category are educational and community theatres. These theatres are 

often the only live theatrical organizations available to people who are removed 

geographically or financially from the major theatre centers of the country. 

Therefore, the only standards for many theatre-goers are those presented by 

community and educational theatres.  

 

The only way that non-commercial theatre can exist and progress is to 

educate and develop a highly perceptive and critical audience. If the audience is 

lacking in genuine appreciation of theatrical art and is too easily satisfied, the 

quality of production unquestionably will stagnate.  

 

The responsibility of all directors is to provide an artistic, unified 

production that is faithful in interpretation to the playwright's intent. But, the 

director of non-commercial theatre has added obligations; Edward R. Wright, in 

UNDERSTANDING TODAY'S THEATRE, suggests five:  

 

1.   To entertain and educate the audience, and also to build an audience 

for the theatre of the future. 

 

2.  To develop the talents and further the creativity of those active 

participants involved in the production. 

 

3.  To further the aims or purpose of the particular organization he 

represents. 

 

4.   To contribute artistically to the theatre as an institution and an art. 

 

5.   To satisfy himself as a director, an artist, and a teacher. 

 

In order to fulfill these obligations, the director undoubtedly must be 

professionally trained, and, also, have outstanding talent and ability. A 

noncommercial theatre can function quite successfully with inexperienced, 
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untrained actors, but real success is impossible without a professional director 

with teaching ability. 

 

Any doubts concerning this assertion can be clarified immediately by 

referred back to Wright's five obligations. To illustrate:  

 

1.  In order to fulfill the first obligation the director needs considerable 

knowledge of theatre, drama, playwrights, and aesthetic styles. He 

must be able to challenge his audience to greater appreciation of 

theatre without removing the entertainment factor. 

 

2.  To develop talents and further the creativity of others, one must 

possess the necessary skills, as well as teaching ability and 

considerable imagination. 

  

3.  To fulfill the third obligation the director must be dedicated to the 

organization he serves, and not merely concerned with extending his 

ego. Hiring a professional director gives the obligation to the 

organization and to the theatre. 

 

4.  No person can, as Wright demands, "contribute artistically to the 

theatre as an institution and an art" unless he has considerable 

technical knowledge of the theatre as well as great talent and 

imagination. 

 

5.  In order for the director to meet Mr. Wright's fifth requirement, "to 

satisfy himself as a director, artist, and a teacher," he must be all 

three, and not someone who sets himself up as a director for the 

gratification of his own ego. And, also he must first fulfill the other 

four. 

 

Unfortunately, there are still far too many unskilled, unimaginative 

"directors" in the non-commercial theatre today; and many who lack the ability to 

develop the talents of those working with them because they are unable to 

convey and demonstrate their ideas both vocally and physically. 

 

I realize that there are organizations who will claim that the hiring of a 

professional director is entirely out of their reach financially. This may be true, at 

least for a while. But, in the meantime, those organizations could take advantage 

of the many institutions of higher learning with theatre departments, and sponsor 
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a promising candidate to a course of study and maybe to an excursion or two to 

witness some imaginative theatre, remembering that Broadway is rarely the 

source of stimulating challenging theatre.  

 

Make sure that money spent returns! The hiring of a highly capable 

director, or a course of study for the right person, will do just that.  

 

There is another area that creates serious problems for the noncommercial 

theatre however good it may be: that is the area of critical reviewing. Small town 

newspapers rarely have competent theatre critics. Everyone connected with the 

theatre has experienced the panning of excellent productions and rave notices of 

junk. This, of course, happens to both commercial and non-commercial theatres. 

It is acknowledged, of course, that any review is only one man's opinion.  

However, in non-commercial theatre the reason for these ridiculous 

reviews is usually because whichever member of the newspaper's staff is 

available is sent to review, whether or not he has the technical knowledge and 

artistic appreciation to evaluate a theatrical production. 

 

Perhaps, some newspapers could invest in educating a couple of theatre 

specialists so that they would have some basic knowledge of theatre to support 

their criticisms. 

 

Even though this commentary is not intended to provide answers to 

everyone's theatrical problems, perhaps it will make non-commercial 

organizations that are in trouble, or which seem to be in a rut, to take a good look 

at what may well be the cause. 

 

Non-commercial theatre should always be aware that talent is all around 

us; it merely takes the right people to discover and develop it.  

 
A guest editorial from SYNOPSIS, a publication of the Wyoming Theatre Association, 

Feb, 1973 
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A CRITIC'S CRITERIA FOR COMMUNITY THEATRE 
 

The following article was a luncheon address given by Don Morrison, Drama Critic of the M Minneapolis Star, 

to members of the American Community Theatre Association at Minneapolis, Minn., August 28, 1963. It was reproduced 

in Encore Magazine where every attempt was made to leave the address in its original form to preserve the wit and 

sparkle of the initial delivery. 

 

Members of the American Community Theatre Association and guests I 

greet you timorously, but gratefully. I feel timorous because there are certain 

hazards involved when a critic gets up in full view and clear aim of a large 

gathering of theatre people. I would not be here had I not been assured that a 

temporary cease-fire was in effect. 

 

It is traditional and, I think, right and proper that theatre people and critics 

should live in a state of non-peaceful co-existence. There is what I want to talk 

about, the fact that all critics (if they are worth their salt) should stand in a 

basically hostile relationship to all theatre enterprises that are worth their salt, 

too, I feel no qualms in describing the class struggle between us.   

 

"Hostile" may be too strong a word, but I sense that many of you are 

delighted to hear me use it. I doubtless confirm your secret suspicions about 

critics. However, it is only our functions that are antagonistic. We really are 

members of the same army because we both love the theatre and want it to be 

loved by everyone else. But our means of achieving this end are different or, if 

not different, at least take different forms. You create a theatre so that the public 

will have something to love. I sit on the sidelines and utter pontifical judgments 

about whether what you create is loveable or not. Of the two functions, there is 

no doubt in your mind or my own as to which is the easiest. But my job is not all 

that easy, as I hope I can satisfactorily explain. 

 

The commercial theatre gives me no real problems. To the Broadway show 

or the traveling company of a Broadway show, to the permanent stock company 

or to the Guthrie Theatre I can apply the severest standards of criticism that my 

knowledge and taste permit. I can do this without a twinge. From people who set 

themselves up as professionals, earning their living from our factor, the public 

has every right (and indeed, the duty) to demand perfection. Because the 

professionals presumably have the resources and the total commitment to do so, 

they should deliver nothing less than perfection to the audience. 

 

But to expect and to receive are not the same thing. Last season in 

Minneapolis, we saw a relentless succession of bad plays exported from 

Broadway to plague the provinces. In some cases, the productions were almost 
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as bad as the plays themselves. The bad plays, perhaps, are merely examples of 

a generally dismal period of American drama and we cannot do much about that. I 

see the same bad plays making money on Broadway. The only way to put a stop 

to that is to quit contributing to the profits of bad plays in the hope that the 

theatrical money men might try that startling old thing -- quality. 

 

I am not here to reform producers or playwrights. That takes time. But there 

is no excuse for bad production or an incompetent cast in the professional 

theatre. I admit to fairly savage feelings about some of the road shows that were 

condescendingly offered to us in Minneapolis last season. I perhaps suffer from 

some species of Mid-western paranoia, but I don't like the idea of New York 

impresarios cobbling together just any kind of company and sending it out to 

enliven our dreary lives as if the said impresario waved his cigar and barked; 

"Hell, Manny, I know she can't act, but she used to have a name and she's cheap 

and besides, them apple knockers don't know the difference."  

 

I think we do know the difference -- and by "we", I mean the general play-

going public. I think we have normal human intelligence and instincts and can tell 

when an arrogant "male star" doesn't even trouble himself to do any acting for 

us. 

 

I think we can distinguish between excellence and mediocrity. I think we 

have the native wit to perceive that some "name actor" couldn't act or sing when 

he was younger and that he has not improved with age. We have a peasant 

cunning that tells us his only function in a road company is to supply a familiar 

name that hopefully would cause the rubes to salivate. Some of us did, but by 

now, New York should know the difference between drooling and spitting. 

 

All of this is to say that the critic has a fairly easy task when judging the 

strictly commercial professional theatre. They take our money and we take our 

choice. The commercial theatre has no more sentimental, civic or moral claim on 

our support than does a Hollywood movie -- or, for that matter, the corner hot dog 

stand. 

 

The real test of the critic's fibre comes when he is confronted by a 

community theatre production -- whether it involves semi-professional or amateur 

actors or even a headliner imported for the occasion. He immediately is subject to 

emotional and philosophical tremors and to real or intangible pressures. 
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Now, there can be no questions that if a critic does not have stable criteria 

of excellence, consistent standards of what is good and what is bad, his 

comments are utterly worthless. You are all wise enough to know that a critic who 

writes regularly for the public is not omniscient, is not an oracle, has not the final 

word. He is a mere, opinionated, frail, fallible, prejudiced, maybe ignorant, mortal 

like everyone else. If, however, he does have the steady set of values mentioned 

above, he serves a useful purpose because the public learns his crochets, his 

tics, his likes and dislikes, his strengths and weaknesses and can evolve a 

relationship with him. It is possible for Joe Reader to decipher what he says in 

personal terms and decide whether or not Joe Reader wants to go to this show -- 

sometimes because the critic liked it, sometimes because the critic did not and 

sometimes because the critic obviously didn't understand it and the play, 

therefore, must be unusually interesting.  

 

The critic must always be willing to reveal as much about himself as about 

the play he is sitting down to judge.  

 

It is for these reasons that most civic, community or worthy little theatre 

productions give the critic nightmares. 

 

He is, or should be delighted, that so many bright, well-meaning people in 

the community are willing to invest their time, money and energies in putting on a 

play. Some of the individuals involved in it may be friends, acquaintances or 

business associates. He may live in the same suburb that harbors a particular 

theatre project and he may, heaven help him, have a neighbor who acts. 

 

He believes in local living theatre. He thinks that theatre should be of, by 

and for the people. He thinks it good that non-professionals participate in the 

creation of living theatre and support it at every possible level. He is, in short full 

of goodwill toward the whole bloody enterprise. My thesis is that goodwill, in the 

strange, tormented world of the critic is bad because it gets in the way of his 

aforementioned hostile role. 

 

Regardless of whether the production in question is good or bad, the critic 

finds himself wrestling either with his conscience or with doubts about his critical 

judgment. 

 

Say it is a good production. Nay, let us say it is a superb one (and I have 

seen such spring forth miraculously from non-professional groups). The critic 

can be driven in these cases to apply more severe standards than normal. Was it 
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really that good? You may be enthusiastic, but your professional caution insists 

that you vex the question more stringently than you might with a commercial 

theatre offering.  

 

You liked it, but then didn't you want to like it? Or, is it possible that you 

were not expecting very much and were duly impressed because things went off 

so well? Are you making unwarranted allowances for the fact that it was an 

unusually tough assignment for non-professionals to undertake? Are you 

discounting certain flaws on the grounds that only so much can be asked of non-

professionals? Is your emotional bias in favor of the nice people involved or the 

whole idea of community theatre coloring your assessment of what took place on 

the stage? 

 

Suppose it is a bad production. That doesn't get you off the hook, either. 

You may suffer as strong an urge to forgive failure as to misdoubt success. You 

may know that the company had a short rehearsal schedule because the director 

had broken his leg. Or that the male lead's wife had a baby two days before and 

he's been home between rehearsals frying eggs for the previous issue of his 

much-admired virility. You may know that some other civic theatre group in town 

simultaneously cast a more interesting show and that certain more able regulars 

from "this" company had decided they would rather play King Claudius or Fluther 

Good than the comic psychiatrist in Act Two of "Getting Gertie's Lobotomy." You 

may rationalize that the cast was good, but that the director never could handle 

this particular kind of show or that even the best director could not do anything 

with that dumb dame who got the part because her husband owns a furniture 

store (the set was especially handsome) and besides, as long as the principals 

were good, who cares if a few minor actors kept falling into the footlights? 

  

Most insidious of all, do you regard a bad production kindly because you 

want to encourage community theatre? Is it your job to encourage a good idea by 

praising even the inevitable bad manifestations of it? Are you a critic or an 

apologist? Where in the hell do you get off setting yourself as a critic in the first 

place? 

 

I won't even touch on the worst situation of all. That is when a production 

is neither very good nor very bad, but simple adequate. For every cautious 

collywobble about raving over a superior production, for every impulse to clutch 

at straws in finding something good to say about an execrable production (they 

served good punch in the lobby) there are twenty or a hundred ways for a local 

critic to justify a mediocre production. 
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At this point, I must utter the terribly noble, terribly unpleasant, but terribly 

true manifesto. It is this: Any critic who cares about the theatre, who cares about 

his responsibility to his readers, who has at heart the best, long-term interests of 

every actor, director, scenery painter or volunteer season ticket seller in town, 

can permit himself no sentimental or even philosophical justification of the less 

than good.  

 

Nor can he permit himself any hedging on what he perceives to be 

excellent. He either must say something forthrightly and out loud or else go back 

to his old job on the copy desk. 

 

The critic who is willing to assume the power to sit in judgment must also 

be willing to lay his head on the block every time he criticizes the work of others. 

This obligation, in somewhat different form, is not unfamiliar to you.  

 

Every time the curtain goes up, you are committed to do the best you can 

do. You can make no apologies to the audience; can indulge in no "on the other 

hands." You must accept the brute fact that you are either the masters or the 

victims of the people to whom you have promised a worthwhile show.  

 

If you cannot elude this responsibility, neither can the critic. You really 

have the same public as he and it is one that cannot be grossly fooled more than 

once -- or twice -- or, well, maybe three times.  

 

O.K. To say this is true does not necessarily mean that it always happens 

or even that it frequently happens. I cannot solemnly state that I cleave to such 

rigorous standards in all cases. But at least, I and any other critic with instincts of 

professional survival know that, as a practical matter, it is best to be frank about 

your feelings. As I said earlier, my chief value to the reader is to give him basis 

(even if it is a negative one) for deciding whether or not he wants to see a play. 

Another main function is to inform the less keenly interested reader as to what is 

going on in town. Even if he will never get to the show, he wants to know a bit 

about it so he won't feel left out when friends discuss it. Have you ever noticed 

that the people who have the most positive opinions about a play are frequently 

the ones who, it turns out, never saw it. They are passing on an opinion they 

heard or read and it is an opinion uncompromised by the anomalous and often 

contradictory emotions that any significant work or interesting production 

induces in the person who actually experienced it. 
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Ideally, the critic has a third important role. It is an educational one. He 

should be able to draw upon a special knowledge of drama and the theatre, an 

accumulated experience of seeing more plays that the average theatre-goer and 

(it is devoutly to be hoped) some informed and orderly notion of what our whole 

culture is about so that he can talk about the play or the production not only as 

such, but in relationship to other plays, other books, other social and artistic 

phenomenon that are pertinent to the work at hand. Thus, he not only is reporting 

on changing tastes and standards but is contributing his might toward making 

the change one for the better.  

 

Well, that is the haloed chap every critic would like to be. There are, of 

course, all kinds. Some of them, present company excepted, fall short of the 

ideal. 

  

There are critics who blast everything they see for fear of being thought 

softheaded. There are others who praise everything for fear they might overlook 

something good. There are still others who make ponderous noises without really 

saying anything because they figure this keeps them from making a mistake. 

 

Even when innocent of such dubious motives, a critic's personal quirks 

can drive him to extremes. That unkind word about anything on a stage would be, 

for them, like kicking their grandmother. I suspect that some love the theatre too 

fanatically and feel a sacred mission to destroy whatever they think is unworthy 

of their unrealistic ideals of what the theatre should be and do. Despite the feeling 

entertained by many actors, directors and producers, I doubt if there are any 

critics who actively hate the theatre. This would be a pretty sick way to make a 

living -- even for a critic worst. You still find the well-meaning soul who figures 

that culture is good for us -- like All-Bran – and we better by heaven support 

anything that smells like culture or it might go away. This has its civic club 

manifestation in the feeling that unless we got "culture" in town all the best 

people might go away and pretty soon they'll shut down the fertilizer plant and 

everyone will be out of work.  

 

This, of course, is not criticism. It is pimping. We have blessedly outgrown 

that stage of growth in our country when culture had to be nurtured like some 

frail plant and the indiscriminate plumping for everything from Swiss bell-ringers 

to lantern slides of the Holy Land with a sign of good citizenship.  

 

The critic who considers himself some kind of Vestal Virgin charged with 

keeping the flame of culture alight cannot be a discriminating critic and, 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual  

 

SECTION I – MM/PR Division  Page 12 
 

therefore, cannot help the public discriminate between the good and the shoddy. 

Perversely enough, his very dedication to an abstract generality is what retards 

its healthy growth. 

 

Getting away from the abstractions myself, let me turn to the specifics of 

my announced topic: "A Critic's Criteria for the Community Theatre."  

 

Looking at my job -- usually in dumb amazement that anyone would be paid 

a salary to have the fun I do -- I have to think about where my commitment lies. 

More properly, who I am working for.  

 

With all the goodwill and civic devotion in the world, I can only give one 

answer to that question. 

 

I am not working for you, for any actors or any playwrights or any theatre 

group, commercial or non-commercial, or for the living American theatre. I am not 

working for the cultural health of the community or even for the preservation of 

western civilization.  

 

The guy I work for is the fellow who reads me. He is the present, future or 

vaguely potential theatre-goer. Because he turns to me or other critics to find out 

what is going on in town and, more importantly, for some clues to help him 

decide where and when he might go to the theatre, I am on his side, not yours. 

 

I do not agree for a moment with the strange statement of a well-known 

New York critic, who was quoted as saying he should try to reflect the opinions 

and tastes of the average newspaper reader. If this is all I was good for, who 

would need me? 

 

But, the average newspaper reader or, at least, the average reader of drama 

reviews is the person I must serve. Not all of these average people agree with me, 

not all of them like me and I snobbishly hope, not all of them even understand 

what I am talking about. 

 

But, right up to the point where I get fired, I have to assume that someone 

is reading me and it is my duty to inform that someone to the best of my ability 

whether or not this play is worth seeing. I have to give him not only my honest 

opinion, but also some objective evidence to help him decide whether to go see 

it.  
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It is not a decision that is easily reached these days. There was a time 

when theatrical entertainment was rare in all but urban centers. That time was not 

too distant. I recall once, during my army days in World War II, hitchhiking across 

Oklahoma. I was picked up by a farm family exuberantly journeying 45 miles from 

home in order to attend a little country church in another county.  

 

The attraction was a visiting preacher who played trombone and he was 

going to tootle that afternoon for the "pious". 

 

This same family today, with a TV set in their living room, probably 

wouldn't travel 45 miles to hear Mitch Miller sing along with the Heavenly Choir. 

Nowadays there is fierce competition for the public's leisure time.  

 

It is not only show business that is in the arena. Golf and skiing and 

boating and a half a hundred other activities compete for the average man's 

entertainment dollar. More important, they are bidding for some minutes or hours 

of his time. 

 

When I recommend to readers that they go see some particular show in 

which you have an interest, I am advising them to invest their money and their 

time in a certain way. On the same evening, there may be three or four other plays 

on the boards around town, plus movies, plus night club acts, plus bowling, plus 

a host of other amusements, plus, of course, the seductive glow of the TV set 

which doesn't even demand they stay awake, let alone go out of their house and 

spend their good money. 

 

In these circumstances, I cannot be indiscriminately praiseful. The people I 

might shill into your doors may not give a hoot about preserving the living 

theatre. They don't care or know whether the director broke his leg or who owns 

the furniture store or that the ingénue isn't feeling up to snuff.  

 

They want a good show and will make no excuses to you if they don't get 

one. You have taken their money and shut them in a dark room and they demand 

of you a better time than would have been provided by all the other things they 

could be doing that evening for the same money.  

 

If you have followed my sneaky argument this far, you will see the corner I 

have backed the non-commercial civic theatre into. You now stand by my 

reasoning upon the same footing as the commercial theatre and I have every right 

to demand perfection of you even though you don't have the money, the trained 
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actors, the technicians or all the other resources available to the commercial 

stage. 

 

It is not as bad as all that, of course. I have exaggerated to make my point, 

but not excessively so. People do make allowances for certain unavoidable 

shortcomings of the non-professional theatre. So do I in criticizing your 

performances. 

 

Furthermore, you can count on the friendly and tolerant support of your 

neighbors, friends, associates and local community booster. But, these people 

don't really need a critic to tell them to go to your show. I probably couldn't keep 

them away. 

 

The ones I am concerned about have no vested interest in whether you 

stand or fall. They may not demand perfection, but they want something better 

than mediocrity and they have the right to demand of me equally coldblooded 

judgments. 

 

Most of our local community theatres, in my recent experience, are 

mounting good -- often excellent shows. They usually are well directed, 

technically sound, imaginatively conceived and well-acted (though not always 

well-cast). The main thing they lack is that professional polish and precision that 

can be achieved only by more years of training than anyone could possibly 

expect from people who have to earn their living outside the theatre. 

 

Inevitably, then, I judge the community theatre on a somewhat different 

basis than I would a Broadway or a Guthrie production. But, believe me, the 

discount I make is a small one, because the line is so easily crossed between a 

good show and a bad one. It is frequently the matter of a certain spark of 

intelligence, wit, imagination and feeling for the purposes of the play that make 

the difference between the creation of a real experience in theatre as against 

merely watching a group of attractive people stand in the right places and 

remember their lines. I don't think it is asking too much of non-professional 

theatre to generate this spark. It is very much the director's job to induce such a 

crackle. But it also involves a love and understanding of theatre on the part of 

those amateurs admitted onto the stage. 

 

When I feel that spark at work, when I sense that spirit and love, when I feel 

that creation rather than a mere rote recreation is taking place, then I forget that 

the girl playing Stella Kowalski is really a Minneapolis housewife and that Willy 
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Loman up there really is a salesman, when I find that my critical nitpicking is 

pushed to one side by a wholehearted involvement in the improbable and 

wonderful illusion of the stage, then I don't care whether the actors are amateurs 

or pros and I don't care whether some minor character forgets his cue or the 

lights go out at the wrong time. 

 

This is the kind of production I tout my readers onto. I don't have to carp 

about minor imperfections, because I know the readers I send there will be too 

caught up in the thing to feel like carping either. It is the plays lacking this vital 

heartbeat that require critical dissection and these I must dissect -- although by 

the more relaxed standards of amateur theatre they otherwise are quite 

presentable productions. They may even be so presentable that I recommend 

them to the public's patronage, but I still have the obligation to attach provisos 

and contingencies and caveats so that everyone will know exactly what they are 

buying.  

 

These are the standards I try to apply and should apply and hope that I 

apply without too many lazy lapses. They are standards that do not always please 

people involved in the hard work and headaches that go with getting even a bad 

show on the boards, although when I started in this racket, I was delighted to find 

out how many theatre people welcome the attempt at sincere, responsible and 

fair criticism -- even when it is quite severe with their own efforts. Many have told 

me that because they are involved and so close to their enterprises, they need the 

comments of detached outsiders to know whether they are doing well or poorly. 

  

I do not really blame those who resent harsh criticism of their efforts. It is 

completely understandable. But, sympathize as I might, I cannot accept some of 

the arguments they advance for milder verdicts and gentler handling.  

 

One of the most frequently heard goes like this: If it weren't for us, the 

people in our community would never see live theatre. When you pan our plays, 

they don't come to them and our theatre will have to close. You are depriving our 

citizens of theatre by criticizing us. To this I can only reply that if the only live 

theatre a person sees is bad live theatre, then he is not going to develop any taste 

for live theatre. In fact, he will studiously avoid it. It is up to you to put on better 

shows. Bad reviews don't harm the theatre. Bad plays harm the theatre. 

 

Another, and much more emotional protest I receive goes like this: How 

can you be so cruel as to pan our show? Everyone put so much time and effort 

and money into it. My only answer is to say that on this reasoning, I should give 

World War II a favorable review.  
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GOVERNING DOCUMENTS OF THE ORGANIZATION 

 

The working rules of an organization may be divided into three general 

categories: Constitution, By-Laws, and Rules of Procedure. Some organizations 

combine all these in one document. If there are separate Constitution and By- 

Laws, the former should be much more general in scope and more difficult to 

amend. If one instrument is to serve as both, By-Laws alone would contain under 

each topic all that relates to that subject, and provisions of a temporary nature 

would be taken care of under rules and regulations.  

 

An incorporated organization frequently has no constitution and 

substitutes its corporate charter for that document. Such groups find By-Laws 

alone satisfactory and adequate. Basic sample outlines are included for both 

Constitution and By-Laws. Articles may be divided into sections at the discretion 

of the writers. 

 

CONSTITUTION - GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

A Constitution will usually deal with five major areas: (1) Purpose; (2) 

Membership; (3) Governing Board; (4) Officers; (5) Dissolution 

 

PURPOSE 

 

In the selection of a purpose for a community theatre there seem to appear 

factors that affect the final wording or statement of the objectives. Some are 

stated very simply in terms of providing entertainment for the edification of the 

community. Some state a two-fold purpose including not only the obligations to 

the audience but also to the participants in cultural and technical growth. 
 

Other factors regarding the purpose vary greatly with the aims, the scope 

and the vision of the group. Some theatres encompass much more than these 

concepts. For instance, some groups are connected with a university, a city 

recreation department, a performing arts center, a religious sect, a business or 

company. In those cases, the parent organization may determine and enlarge the 

purpose of the theatre and the objectives may take on a new dimension. The aims 

and scope of the theatre are factors that influence the final selection of a 

purpose. 
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The vision of the theatre groups can be seen in a number of instances. 

Some know and realize that they will not have a large following. Some state 

specifically the types of plays they want their organization to produce. On the 

other hand, there are theatres that can offer more to their communities than a 

theatrical outlet; some, like the educational theatres, offer classes in theatrical 

arts and related courses of study. Some include in their objectives provisions 

intended to qualify them as a "charitable corporation' under the nonprofit 

corporation ruling of the Ohio General Code. Most theatres, instead, choose to 

include these objectives in their Articles of Incorporation where they are required 

to appear if the group intends to seek tax-exempt status. However, it is entirely 

proper to list them both places.  

 

In summary, the ultimate selection of a statement of purpose in framing a 

Constitution depends on the aims, scope, and vision of the community theatre. 

Some employed simplicity of statement to express objectives; others thought it 

necessary to be more specific and went into detail. The final forming of a purpose 

for a Constitution is a relative matter; it is dependent on a variety of 

circumstances. Most important is that it fit the needs of the organization. 

 

MEMBERSHIP 

 

Membership in the community theatres of Ohio varies from an open 

membership, where anyone in the community or county may participate, to a 

theatre group that has a limited number of memberships available. Classification 

of members differs with each theatre. A few theatres have only one membership 

status. Some have two categories of members, while others have three distinct 

types of members. 

 

One of the simplest statements makes memberships open to any individual 

in the community who is interested in the objectives of the organization. A few 

groups open their membership to anyone, yet retain the option to limit the 

number of members. One places an age restriction on members, requiring that 

they be adult. Several theatres offer two types of memberships. They are labeled 

with various names, but, in general, they are either participating or 

nonparticipating. The term active member is self-explanatory, but the non-active 

group may be designated as honorary (specifically for donation of specified years 

of service or monetary gifts), associate, foundation, patron or life members 

(which also entail some special contribution having been made to the 

organization), and subscribing members, which are listed as a separate third type 

of membership by some theatres. The payment of dues is a specified prerequisite 
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for some organizations, although many non-active members are exempt from this 

requirement. 

 

Obviously, various methods are used in classifying members. A simple 

statement relating to the duties of a member may suffice, while, on the other 

hand, some theatres want to insure themselves of the best possible candidates 

by stipulating age and years of participation, and designate different types of 

members. 

 

GOVERNING BOARD 

 

The term Governing Board refers to one of the following: (1) Board of 

Directors, (2) Board of Trustees, or (3) Board of Managers. Since various terms 

are used by different theatres, for the sake of clarity, this manual will refer to this 

board as the Governing Board. There are two important considerations: (1) the 

powers and duties of the Governing Board and (2) the total number of members 

on the Board. 

  

Although theatres range from those with virtually no operating budget to 

those with budgets in the thousands of dollars, the statement of the powers and 

duties of the Governing Boards is nearly the same. All are charged with 

controlling and supervising all of the activities and policies of the organization 

and seeing that they are carried out. Some Constitutions provide that Board 

actions may be nullified by a specified percentage of voting members at a regular 

business meeting. Other Constitutions make the Board the final authority, not 

answerable to the general membership. 

 

In regard to the total number of members on the Board, there is little 

comparison. Each theatre is unique; the number of members varies greatly.  A 

few theatres operating under the auspices of educational institutions have no 

Governing Board as such, yet one has a Governing Board of twenty-five 

members. 

 

Other community theatres in Ohio do not show such wide variation, but 

there are still differences. The range is great, from the smallest with five members 

to the largest with eighteen. One theatre stipulates there must be at least seven 

members on the Board, but there may be more. Most Governing Boards include 

the executive committee (president, vice-president, secretary and treasurer) for 

the current year. Some include the previous year's officers; most include the 

immediate past president. A few include a founder or founders or former 
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presidents (as long as they remain active) as permanent Board members. A few 

provide for a percentage of members-at-large to be elected by the general 

membership. 

 

In summarizing, it can be said that there is uniformity in the powers and 

duties vested in the Governing Board, but that the number of members 

comprising it varies according to local practice and need. 

 

OFFICERS 
 

In the framing of a constitution the listing of the officers and their duties is 

an important element. In most constitutions there can be found the four usual 

officers: (1) President, (2) Vice-President, (3) Secretary, and (4) Treasurer, These 

four offices are generally standardized and their duties can be found on any book 

of parliamentary rules. 

 

However, these offices are, at times, considered minimal, depending upon 

the amount of business an organization has to transact. One common extension 

is dividing the secretarial duties by providing for a recording secretary and a 

corresponding secretary. Another divergence from the norm provides for a 

membership secretary (chairman) which is an elected office; still another theatre 

includes its director as an officer. A few groups still operate with a chairman 

rather than a president, but the duties are similar. Several theatres include the 

business manager as an elected office and a very few provide for a second vice-

president. 

 

To be sure, there are other variations and combinations. The complexities 

of the services performed seem to dictate whether offices are condensed or 

expanded and duties divided. 
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DISSOLUTION 

 

The protection of the membership's monies and properties is an essential 

requirement of any organization and should be a prime prerequisite of any 

constitution and its framers. Most theatre groups in Ohio have made no provision 

for dissolution in their organization; state law provides that upon dissolution all 

assets must benefit some other non-profit purpose. A few theatres consider such 

an eventuality. As in previous sections, some make a simple statement providing 

that should there ever be a majority vote to disband the organization, the money 

remaining in the treasury and all other liquidated assets after debts are paid be 

contributed to other charitable organizations as designated by a majority vote of 

the membership. 

 

For many theatres the problem of dissolution may never arise but a few 

choose to make provisions ahead of time which would facilitate a speedier 

disposition of the problem than leaving the distribution of assets to the due 

process of law. If the group is to be incorporated that charter is an excellent place 

to make such provision. 
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SAMPLE CONSTITUTION OUTLINE 

 

Article I.    The name of this organization shall be.... 

 

Article II.   The object shall be.... 

 

Article III.  The qualifications for membership shall be.... 

 

Article IV.  The officers shall be... duties ... terms of office ... how elected...  

(Usually it is more workable to have only a few officers, the 

exact   number to depend on the jobs they must do.) 

 

Article V.   The board shall consist of ... (Unless a board is really needed 

and will serve a useful function or it is desirable to appoint an       

honorary board this Article should be deleted. If included, 

handle   it as for officers.) 

 

Article VI.  Meetings ... (Include only essential requirements; leave the        

  details to the By-Laws.)  

 

Article VII.  Method of amending the Constitution ... (Previous notice of an 

amendment should be required and a 2/3 or 3/4 vote for its    

adoption.) 
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SAMPLE OUTLINE FOR BY-LAWS 

 

By-Laws, when used in conjunction with a Constitution, should contain the 

rules and procedures of the group in more specific detail than the more general 

document and should be easier to amend, generally requiring a simple majority 

for adoption. If the By-Laws were to be used as the sole governing document by a 

theatre whose corporate charter includes the fundamentals, then the By-Laws 

would become less specific and leave the details of a temporary nature to the 

operating rules. 

 

Article I.  Name 

 

Article II.  Object 

 

Article III.  Membership ... classes, qualification, election 

 

Article IV.  Officers ... succession, rotation, vacancies 

 

Article V.  Executive Board 

 

Article VI.  Meetings ... regular, annual, fiscal year, special, quorum 

 

Article VII.  Dues, income, payment of debts, contracting 

 

Article VIII.  Committees... 

 

Article IX.  Parliamentary authority 

 

Article X.  Method of amending 

 

 

As with the Constitution, these categories should be divided into sections 

covering the needs of each particular organization. If an Article on dissolution 

were to be included it could be placed before the parliamentary authority. It is not 

included here because most theatres seem to prefer to leave the arrangements 

for the body voting at the time of the disbanding. This allows for yet unfounded 

organizations to be considered as recipients of the assets. 
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RULES OF PROCEDURE 

 

It would be of little help to attempt to list what should go into the operating 

rules for a theatre; each has its own unique needs. It is desirable to get policies in 

writing and establish procedures relating to play production, management, and 

handling of all theatre affairs. These should be clearly stated, categorized for 

efficient use, and be easy to amend and augment. They should serve as 

guidelines for operation. 

 

The outlines presented herein are intentionally skeletal and should be 

adapted to the needs and character of each theatre. Extreme care is required to 

make each instrument say exactly what the framers wish to convey. Interpretation 

of meaning once adoption has taken place can be time consuming and 

unpleasant. Simplicity and clarity are essentials of a good governing document. 
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INCORPORATION - NOT FOR PROFIT 

 

Incorporation as a non-profit organization does not mean that your theatre 

may not make a profit; nor does it mean that you may not pay any of your 

personnel. It merely means that none of the profits or benefits may go to any 

individual, or for any purpose other than that for which you are organized. Until 

your theatre is established as a continuing organization with some small funds at 

hand there is little need to go through the procedure of incorporating. 

 

Once you have made the decision and filed your charter with the State of 

Ohio your organization may then sue and be sued, make contracts, acquire, 

encumber or dispose of real and personal property pursuant to its purposes, 

borrow money, contract debts, and be a member of any other organization not for 

profit organized under the laws of this state. Most theatres take the step to 

become tax exempt, but the mere fact of incorporating does not satisfy the IRS; 

other provisions must be made in the corporate charter. The theatre must be 

declared tax exempt by the IRS before the postal service will issue a nonprofit 

postal permit which allows cheaper mailing rates. 

 

How does a theatre obtain a charter and what is the cost? Simply apply to 

the Secretary of State, 30 East Broad Street, Columbus, Ohio 43216. Request a 

form for incorporation as a non-profit organization, a form for appointment of 

agent and a check list of instructions. If a group is already incorporated and 

wishes to amend its charter, a form may be requested for that. The filing fee in 

either case is $25.00. You do not need an attorney to do this; if it is the intent of 

your theatre to request an IRS exempt ruling, you would be extremely wise to 

consult their agent before you file your articles. This will save much time and 

assure you that your wording is satisfactory for their regulations. 

 

STATE REQUIREMENTS 

 

Articles of Incorporation may be filed on the form provided by the secretary 

of state; they should set forth (1) the name of the corporation. (You may not use 

the same name as another corporate group and as a non-profit organization you 

are not required to have a corporate ending to the name), (2) the place in the state 

where you are located, (3) the purposes of the group, (4) the names and 

addresses of at least three trustees, (5) if desired, names of others who will be 
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members upon filing, (6) if desired, membership qualifications, (7) if desired, any 

lawful provision defining powers or duties of operation. 

 

With the filing of this document there must also be filed an Appointment of 

Statutory Agent. This person is appointed for five years and is the person on 

whom any process may be served. The agent must be a resident of the county in 

which the organization operates. There is no fee for filing this appointment with 

the original Articles. 

 

FEDERAL REQUIREMENTS 

 

To be tax exempt not only relieves your organization from paying federal 

tax but also makes any donations you receive tax deductible for the donor. The 

IRS will provide you with a form, an application for exemption. That form must 

show that (1) your organization is organized exclusively for educational or 

charitable purposes, (2) that no part of its net income will go to individuals or 

shareholders, (3) that it will not be involved in influencing legislation or politics. 

 

The two things required by the IRS which are frequently overlooked when 

drafting the Articles of Incorporation are statements that you are organized 

EXCLUSIVELY for exempt purposes and that you have made provision for 

dedication of your assets in case of dissolution. Since Ohio law provides for the 

latter, not every IRS ruling will demand that it be written into the articles. This is 

why you should discuss all the requirements with the agent who is helping you. If 

you are not now tax exempt but are incorporated, your Articles may be amended 

to conform with these criteria. The IRS office will furnish you with the paragraphs 

which they want inserted into your Articles. 

 

The first paragraph concerning exempt purposes is a long one which refers 

to the Internal Revenue Code. The wording should be exactly as they instruct at 

the time this project is undertaken.  

 

If the second paragraph is needed, it states that another qualified tax 

exempt organization gets the money should your group dissolve. Again they will 

furnish you with the statement as they wish it worded. 

 

Publication 557 entitled "How to Apply for Recognition of Exemption for an 

Organization" can be obtained from the IRS. When your claim has been 
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processed and recognized you will receive a letter of determination of your tax 

exempt status. 

 

The post office department requires this classification from the IRS before 

the organization is permitted to use the least expensive, non-profit organization 

mail rates. You will need to supply proof of your determination letter, the number 

assigned to you, a copy of your Articles of Incorporation, a copy of your 

constitution (if you have one) and any other documents governing your operation 

to the postal service. When your claim is approved you may then use the bulk 

mailing rate. 
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BUDGETS 

 

Expenses and income vary greatly among Ohio theatres; each facility and 

method of operation has its unique aspect. A detailed financial report of any 

given group, no matter how it is broken down, is of little help to another. Any 

attempt to be specific by quoting figures would have little meaning in the face of 

the rapidly changing economy, so financial statistics will not be included. This 

section on budgets will deal with general elements common to most producing 

organizations. 

 

EXPENSES 

 

The four most common disbursements theatres share are (1) theatre rental 

or expenses, (2) scripts or royalties, (3) programs and printing, and (4) publicity. 

Production expenses are extremely individual in nature and will not be covered in 

this section.  

 

A place to perform is the prime necessity for every group and a large 

portion of its revenue may be required to provide it. It may be rental of a full time 

rehearsal hall and the same or different facility for performances. If a group holds 

rehearsals in make-shift places it may mean a somewhat lesser fee for a 

performance place and a limited number of rehearsals there. Even if a theatre 

owns its plant there are taxes, utilities and maintenance expenses that must be 

taken into account. A group fortunate enough to have a donated facility may still 

be responsible for utilities. Such costs are of primary importance and the first 

consideration of operation. 

 

Of secondary importance are scripts and royalties. These expenses come 

prior to performance. Most publishers will grant a reduction in royalties to groups 

with unusually small seating capacity, but this must be requested well in advance 

of performance dates. Some publishers will lend a sympathetic ear to other 

financial problems or reversals a group may entertain. Some member theatres 

plan at least one classic or non-royalty play each season as a budget easer. If 

production costs do not exceed the amount saved on royalties this can be 

helpful; it may also present an opportunity to spend the savings on new scenic 

pieces or to enlarge the costume supply. Regardless of theatre size or 

experience, each must deal with the problem of scripts and royalties. 
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Programs can be anything from a modified souvenir booklet to a 

mimeographed sheet. Advertising can be sold if a group wishes to devote time to 

it; this entails, of course, a larger and more elaborate program. Each theatre must 

decide for itself exactly what purpose its program is to serve. Certainly tickets of 

some sort are necessary. Planning ahead and having tickets printed for the entire 

season at one time costs less. Additional savings can be made by hand 

numbering the tickets. One may also have pages that will be repeated in 

programs throughout the year (ads, staff, officers, patrons, rules) printed at one 

time and leave a planned amount of space to be filled by material pertaining to 

each current production. Brochures or mailing material which use the same art 

work might also be pre-printed at the same time. 

 

Such brochures or mailing information would more accurately be 

considered a publicity expense. Theatre spending ranges from nothing to large 

sums depending on the community, its size and the media available. Some 

theatres use posters and gimmicks; some rely solely on newspapers; others 

depend upon radio and TV spots. Paid ads in the entertainment section are a 

requirement for coverage in the news section of some newspapers. There are a 

few theatres that rely on word of mouth advertising by their members and budget 

nothing for publicity. Whatever system a theatre may employ should be checked 

for its effectiveness so that the money spent gets results. Buying a list of known 

theatre goers may be an excellent investment, but not if they must drive fifty 

miles to the theatre. 

 

INCOME 

 

The prime source of revenue for most theatres is, of course, ticket 

sales/membership dues. Some groups, however, receive a sizeable income from 

the sale of program advertising. Receipts vary from less than a hundred to more 

than a thousand dollars a year. This policy requires an efficient sales committee 

and assumes repeated exposure of the ads to a viewing audience sufficiently 

large to make the expenditure worthwhile for the advertiser. Otherwise, the ad fee 

is merely a donation. 

 

Some member theatres augment their receipts by conducting classes and 

workshops in various aspects of the dramatic field. Some find a children's theatre 

program remunerative as well as a good supply source for occasional child's 

roles. 
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NEWSPAPER PUBLICITY 

Be professional. If you are "reporter" for your theatre, approach your job 

like one of the newspaper staff. Accuracy is paramount. 

 

WHAT TO WRITE 

 

Writing a news release is a simple task if you follow the basic principles of 

reporting. That means getting the WHO, WHAT, WHERE, WHEN and WHY into the 

story. Those factors alone should supply all the pertinent details. 

 

State clearly: 

 

1.  WHO is giving the show, WHO is directing, WHO are in the 

cast (use exact names; be complete; avoid nicknames unless 

that person has adopted the name for standard usage.) 

 

2.  WHERE it is being given: (Use the full address.)  

 

3.  WHAT is the show and WHAT is it about: 

 

4.  WHEN the production is being given: (Use the exact date and 

time "8:30 p.m., November 1" rather than "Friday evening"). 

 

5.  WHY it is being done if there is a special reason: (e.g. third 

production of the season or a benefit). 

 

Assume that your story will be rewritten or trimmed. Put the weakest part 

(least important) at the end. If it has to be trimmed by the makeup editor to make 

it fit into a certain space, the end of the story is generally what is cut out. Don't try 

to disguise advertising as news; don't color your story with superlatives or 

opinion; just relate the facts. Don't make your story too long.  

 

One or two typewritten pages is sufficient. Try to write it as you would tell it 

to a group whose attention you wanted to catch and hold. Notice the newspaper's 

style and try to follow it. 
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HOW TO WRITE 

 

If the paper is to use your story they must be able to read it. All stories 

compete for space and in the interest of clarity, it is suggested you adhere to the 

following policies: 

 

   1.  Type your report but avoid strike-overs. Put the proofreader's 

symbol "c.q." (it means "This word or name is spelled 

Correctly") over uncommon words or names. 

 

2.  Triple space your copy. 

 

3.  Leave wide margins. 

 

4.  Avoid long sentences or paragraphs. Short ones require less 

punctuation and are usually more clear and forceful. Shorter 

words are preferable to longer words unless the meaning is 

inexact or unclear. 

 

5.  Never assume. For example, don't take it for granted that 

everyone knows what OCTA stands for. Spell out the entire 

name and put the abbreviation after it in parentheses. Then 

use the abbreviation later in the story if the need arises. 

 

6.  Add the symbol "30" (newspaper term for "the end") at the 

end. 

 

7.  Keep a copy of your report. Under no circumstances should 

you give a copy of anything to a newspaper. Give only an 

original. Should you wish to send the same story to more than 

one paper, try to change it slightly so they will not read the 

same. If you have both a morning and afternoon paper don't 

always give the news break to the same paper. Alternate - it's a 

safer way to keep theatre editors as friends 
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PICTURES 

 

The papers judge photographs on their news value. They must also be 

sharp and of the correct contrast to reproduce well. The photographer should 

know composition of a picture from a newspaper standpoint. Some papers are 

reluctant to use a shot made by anyone other than one of their staff 

photographers. Taking this into account, you may wish to hire a newspaper 

photographer to take all of your publicity pictures on a regular basis. Of course, 

you will have to explain the action in any scene you want photographed so he will 

know how to set it up. He will welcome advice but don't attempt to tell him how to 

take the picture. When arranging for publicity photos think in terms of a vertical 

rather than a horizontal lay-out. A two column picture has a better chance of 

being used than one that requires three columns to display. Try to make the 

picture show action; keep it compact; confine the number of people to four at the 

most. 

 

Fully identify the people in the picture (reading from left to right) and be 

sure the names are spelled correctly. Identify the play and theatre. Put this 

information on the back of the picture, using either a very soft pencil that will not 

leave an impression or, preferably, a typed separate label sheet glued to the 

glossy. DO THIS even though you are sending an accompanying written release. 

If you want the picture returned, put a "Please return to" with a name and address 

on the back also, and as insurance, include a mailing envelope.  Most papers will 

mail them back to you. 

 

Submit at least two pictures if possible. This gives the news media a choice 

as to which better suits its needs. Extra pictures are extremely valuable in 

displays for store or bank windows, hotel lobbies, even your own theatre lobby. 

Pictures of past shows can be impressive also. 
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WHEN TO SEND A RELEASE 

 

In publicizing a production one of the principal things to remember is to get 

information out not more than three or less than two weeks in advance; try-outs 

should be announced one week in advance. The disadvantage of getting publicity 

out too early is that people forget it. If the editors have the show release two 

weeks ahead of opening night it gives them leeway on deadlines and makes it 

easier for them to spot the story in the amusement section or on the 

entertainment page. Advance information should be in the hands of the paper two 

weeks ahead for a Sunday or weekly paper, one week for a daily. Deadlines for 

news items vary with the size and policy of each paper. Weekly and Sunday 

editions are planned by the editors a week in advance. Daily papers, too require 

planning in the entertainment section and need two days notice; weekly papers 

may require four days. Ask your paper; they will be happy to tell you their 

policies; your knowledge makes their job easier. Be sure to follow the rules for all 

special sections, the show time listing, the entertainment calendar, the suburban 

supplement, shopping section or whatever your paper adds to the main portion of 

the paper. Those sections generally have different formats and deadlines. Some 

use only zoned information, which means that your information must be about 

people or events in those areas. 
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PR TIPS 

 

Once you've submitted your article and pictures, please 

 

1.  Don't demand to know what day or on what page your article 

will appear. Assembling the elements of a newspaper involves 

many people and if space is "tight" evaluation of any particular 

article may delay its publication. 

 

2.  Don't demand to write the headline. It is done by the staff, 

generally at the copy desk, who base their decisions not only 

on content but the size of the space it will occupy and its 

appearance on the page. 

 

3.  Don't try pressure. You may know the editor of the sports page 

or the biggest advertiser they have, but that fact will not make 

you loved when it is revealed. 

 

4.  Don't request a clipping of your story. The staff has enough to 

do just getting it into print. If you want extra copies, the paper 

will be happy to sell them to you, but don't wait too long. They 

do not keep back issues indefinitely. 

 

Staff coverage of your organization's activities with or without a 

photographer obviously depends on the universality of the news interest. If you 

honestly feel that some special event warrants such coverage, consult the paper 

well in advance and they will make a decision. If it turns out you'll do the 

reporting, do not telephone the story. Errors in fact and spelling are compounded 

over the phone lines. Finally, after you've sent it in, be available.  

 

By all means, include your name, address and telephone number - in case 

additional information is needed. 

 

Following the same informational rules for reporting would apply to 

releases for radio or TV. A photograph, no matter how good, is of little impact on 

a television screen. If you provide your station with a piece of art work (you may 

use color) in the form of a logo, they will generally use it in conjunction with your 

promotional spots. 
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CREATING/RENOVATING THE THEATRE FACILITY 
 

Monograph prepared by Geoffrey D. Fishburn, B.F.A., M .A., 

Department of Theatre, School of Fine Arts 

1 3 1 Center for Performing Arts 

Miami University, Oxford, OH 4 5 0 5 6 -- August 1 9 8 6 

 

The process of designing or renovating theatres is one which requires an 

extensive amount of highly specific information to be done properly. Ironically, 

there is probably less written about the design of theatres than of any other type 

of edifice. This may be due in part to the fact that no two theatres will ever be 

identical. Every theatre is a unique reflection of the company which 

built/renovated/restored and uses it. No document can be long enough to cover 

everything one should know; no one book (or collection of books) contains all the 

necessary information. As a point of departure, readers are encouraged to 

consult two excellent (though somewhat dated) resources for specific 

information. The first is The Theatre Check List, published in 1969 by Wesleyan 

University Press (fourth printing in 1983). The second is Theatres and 

Auditoriums (2nd Edition) by Harold Burris-Meyer and Edward C. Cole, published 

in 1975 by Krieger. Both works are currently out of print but are available from the 

Drama Book Shop in New York City as of this writing,-and should be available in 

most University Libraries where there is a Theatre or Architecture Department. 

Both are excellent resources concerning space utilization, though unfortunately 

both are also somewhat dated when it comes to state-of-the-art equipment. 

 

Another very important point should be made at the outset. Probably the 

wisest thing for a theatre considering construction or renovation is to obtain the 

services of a consultant, who will make recommendations as to what kinds of 

things may be possible. Consultants can be found in many different contexts, but 

unless the theatre is located in a major metropolitan area it is unlikely that they 

will be found in a local telephone directory! College and University campuses 

with a Theatre Department are good places to look - often Technical Directors or 

Designers are most willing and able to serve in this capacity. Most Theatrical 

Supply houses offer a consulting service; in these instances it is important to feel 

that the individual working with you is as interested in serving your needs as in 

making a sale. It is often more valuable to have as a consultant someone who 

practices his/her craft in theatre production rather than on the phone or behind a 

desk. Theatre is an art where function comes first and form follows; one trained 

as a salesman and not as a practicing technician or designer may not be aware of 

the specific problems inherent in production work. 
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Whether or not the hiring of a consultant is anticipated, it is essential that 

before any specific planning is begun the theatre organization "gets its act 

together". The most successful theatre facilities are those where the organization 

was able to clearly identify all of the objectives which they wanted the facility to 

achieve before any architect or consultant set pencil to vellum. To this end, a 

Planning Committee must be formed which is charged with determining the 

nature of the finished product. This group can be structured in many ways; it may 

include the organization's Managing and/or Artistic Director, one or two 

production directors, representative(s) of the organization's Design Staff 

(Scenery and Lighting are essential), and possibly a Technical Director and/or 

Stage Manager. It often helps to bring in an "outsider" - a critic perhaps, or a 

knowledgeable member of the Community, who can offer a perspective from an 

audience's point of view. Consultants may or may not be involved at this stage - 

but in any case they can't help your theatre decide what it wants! They can make 

suggestions as to what is possible - but determining the nature of the building's 

use is the Planning Committee's function. Incidentally, it bears mentioning that 

this committee should not be the same one which may be organized to raise 

funds to build the building or pay for the renovation - there are serious conflicts 

of both time and interest here! 

 

Many questions must be asked (and answered!) before actual design work 

can begin. How many shows are done annually? How many musicals? What kind 

of orchestra is anticipated? What kinds of budgets are the norm? Where are 

scenery, costumes and props to be built? Who builds them, and under what 

conditions? How big an audience is to be served? What are their expectations? 

The Theatre Check List mentioned earlier offers hundreds of others. Those who 

manage Community Theatres know that the most important foundation of a 

successful organization is to possess a "Mission Statement" which clearly and 

specifically outlines what the theatre hopes to achieve and under what 

conditions. This statement is fundamentally important to anyone who is entrusted 

with developing a facility where the mission will be achieved. 

 

Often one of the most valuable things this Committee can do is travel to 

other facilities, in order to see how other Designers, Architects and Consultants 

solved problems which may be similar to theirs. The only major expense here is 

usually time and travel, but the benefits gained are well worth it. Call ahead and 

make an appointment - almost every Technical Director and Stage Manager 

enjoys "showing off" their facility to others. Incidentally, be sure to have the tour 

conducted by a member of the theatre's Technical (not Administrative) Staff - they 

will be the ones who can quickly point out both good aspects and shortcomings. 
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This process may take six weeks or six months depending on how much time the 

committee wishes to spend - but it is a most critical phase and should be given 

as much time as the planning schedule permits. A number of major facilities in 

the U.S. underwent a five-year planning phase, spent mostly on this type of 

research. 

 

If consultants are to be involved, it is a good idea to begin their period of 

service as the final draft of planning is in progress so their expertise can be put 

to use to insure the feasibility of the plans. It is most important that the line of 

responsibility be made clear from the outset; the consultant should work for the 

theatre, not for the architect. However, the consultant will be working with the 

architect to realize the Committee's ideas; by hiring a consultant before the 

architect the proper chain of command is structured at the outset.  

 

In the initial planning stage, especially if a theatre is going to proceed on 

its own without the services of a consultant, it is very important that a theatre 

obtain copies of locally-applicable building and safety codes. These should be 

readily available from public libraries or municipal planning offices. While state 

codes will provide a great deal of applicable information, it must be remembered 

that local codes often can be far more restrictive than state requirements. Codes 

can deal with highly specific issues (such as whether or not a fire curtain is 

necessary) or can also help with such basic information as how many seats are 

acceptable in a single row before an aisle is necessary, or how many exits are 

necessary to serve an audience of a given size. 

 

In considering the choices available in planning or renovating a facility, the 

starting point must be a philosophical one. What is to be expected of the facility, 

from the perspectives of both the theatre user and the audience? The appearance 

of the facility itself, at least in those areas not normally viewed by the public, 

should not at the outset be an issue. The audience in a theatre normally spends 

less than 10% of its time in situations where they are able to concentrate on the 

environment surrounding them; for most of the time they are expected to be 

immersed in the world of the play. The facility should be primarily dedicated to 

seeing that this immersion can occur with (a) maximum impact, and (b) the least 

strain possible (both physical and financial) to the producing organization. 

 

 

 

 

 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual  

 

SECTION II – Administrative Division    Page 22 

 

But the public spaces - beginning with the theatre's exterior are especially 

important. The theatrical experience does not begin with the houselights going 

down or the curtain going up; it begins when the audience member approaches 

the theatre's Box Office to purchase the ticket. What will the "first impression" of 

the theatre be to a new audience member? Remember that First Impressions are 

often the most important - if the first one is not successful, there won't be a 

chance for a second. Will it be one of a space that says "we're poor, and don't 

have a lot of money - so buy a ticket and help us out?" Or will it say, "Exciting 

things happen here! Come and be a part of them with us - and Welcome!" Theatre 

Owners and Producers must remember that Theatre has survived the onslaughts 

of silent films, talkies, color television, 3-d, Cinerama, cable and satellite TV, and 

the ubiquitous VCR by offering one unique element - a spontaneous, living, 

breathing, and often unpredictable human performance experience. Audiences 

want that aspect - and a theatre facility must convince its audience that it will be 

provided for them when they become party to the contract by purchasing a ticket. 

Although in most performances the presence of the audience is ignored by the 

characters, audiences still need to feel that they are an important part of the 

process. They want to see a season of shows which appeals to them, they expect 

prices that are reasonable, they expect a minimum amount of "Creature Comfort", 

and they want to feel "wanted" -- to be a part of the experience. The Theatre's 

public areas set the tone for the entire performance experience - they must 

characterize the nature of the theatre organization, its goals and objectives, and 

its attention to those who support it. Success in communicating the theatre's 

objectives through the design and layout of the Public Spaces can reap major 

benefits for the organization. 

 

Since the audience spends over 90% of its time in the actual place of 

performance, it is wise to begin there with the one primary element which will 

(subconsciously, for the most part) characterize the essence of the organization, 

its objectives and the nature of the performance experience. The thought in the 

reader's mind at this point may be "the stage" - but that is only part of the issue. It 

is a much larger concept - often identified as "the Actor- Audience environment" - 

and it involves not only the stage but also the seating, decor, and degree of 

intimacy which does (or does not) exist between the actor and the audience. More 

often than not the choices in this regard are based on fundamental aspects of the 

Mission Statement. What plays will be done? What style(s) of presentation is/are 

in keeping with our objectives? How do we want the audience to respond to what 

they see? Do we want them to feel a part of the play - or is it desirable to keep 

some distance between them and the action? Is the aspect of illusion or "Magic" 

of the Theatre an important factor to us? Are musicals expected to be an 
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essential part of the theatre's repertoire? Is it desirable for the audience to be 

aware of itself during the show? How tight will production budgets be for the next 

5 - 10 years? Will it be an asset to have a stage to fill up with realistic scenery - or 

will that become a liability? Will we have the personnel to execute extensive 

scenic designs? How important is Spectacle to the total production - and to our 

image as a Theatre? 

 

With a decision made concerning the Actor-Audience Relationship, a 

number of other decisions become much clearer. For example, if a proscenium 

arrangement (single-side perspective) is desired, that choice will determine what 

kind of support facilities may be necessary in terms of wing space, shop space, 

and load-in access for materials. Incidentally, there are probably more published 

guidelines for proscenium-style theatres than for any other actor audience 

relationship, since the arrangement is so common and the needs of it are so 

easily identifiable. Should you be looking towards a thrust or arena configuration 

more improvisation may be necessary; however, it is all the more critical that this 

improvisation be tempered with common sense and careful planning since there 

are fewer "authorities" to guide your choices. Look at the needs of theatre and 

organization and choose accordingly.  

 

It is wise to continue by looking at the largest spaces to be dealt with; after 

the actor-audience relationship the next decisions ought to concern spaces 

where scenery will be built. Is a separate shop desirable? Many community 

theatres use the stage itself as building space; this may be fine, but that decision 

may then dictate a need for a separate rehearsal hall. If the theatre does only a 

limited number of its own shows each season a separate shop may not be 

necessary; if the theatre must "share space" with other groups or sees rental of 

the space as a potential source of income then a shop is almost a necessity. 

Shop size is a very deceiving issue; most authorities recommend a shop that is 

between 2 and 3 times as large as the stage it serves. This figure may seem 

excessively high; that is, until you try to work in one which isn't that big! 

Remember that the shop must accommodate not only the set being built but also 

the workers, tools, hardware, and storage locations as well as space to work on 

the various pieces as they progress to completion. This may be the single largest 

space to be dealt with in the entire project -- don't leave it until last! Oh -- and one 

final point which is probably forgotten more than any other: If a separate shop is 

planned, be sure to provide doorways and traffic paths between shop and stage 

which can accommodate the largest piece of scenery envisioned now or 10 years 

from now! Space does not permit me to enumerate all of the multi-million dollar 
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facilities which have ignored this simple Common-Sense issue until it was too 

late! 

 

Rehearsal space is an equally important issue to be dealt with early. A 

good rehearsal hall will accommodate not only the space of the playing area, but 

will also provide the director with the opportunity to get some distance from the 

cast so that an audience perspective can be achieved. Also remember that the 

cast needs to be "somewhere" when not onstage – and preferably in a location 

where line rehearsals or talking will not disrupt rehearsal! (Access to the same 

"Green Room" lounge used in performance is ideal if in the same building as the 

theatre). If musicals are done regularly, provide space for piano which does not 

obstruct director sightlines and also consider warm-up space for dancers which 

lets them limber up while other activities are happening. Be sure to also provide a 

place for cast to hang coats and hats when coming in for rehearsal in the middle 

of winter! 

 

Costume shop space comes next on the list; the needs are not as extensive 

as those for scenery, but equally important. Look carefully at your costume 

operation; do you rent or build - or both? If you build - how would you like to run 

the shop (not necessarily how is it run now) - how many people, at how many 

sewing machines? Do you include washer - dryer – dye vats? How about facilities 

for a steamer? How many irons are anticipated (remember that irons draw a lot of 

electricity, and probably want to be run on circuits separate from those used for 

sewing machines.)  

 

Dressing rooms become critical space-eaters too; how many stations do 

you want to provide (and remember to plan for expansion here). Include proper 

washing and toilet facilities for your cast; don't think they'll "overlook" having to 

use the public facilities because they "get to act" - this is probably one of the 

most degrading things which can happen to an actor, and should never be 

allowed to happen under any circumstances! 

 

Now you can begin to look at storage space - and here again, it is easy to 

be deceived. Determine the cubic footage of all the "stuff" you own - scenery, 

props, costumes, equipment, etc - then multiply that figure by three and use that 

as your starting point. As you begin working in a newly renovated facility you will 

quickly acquire things you cannot possibly anticipate owning now and there must 

be space for them! Here (like with the rehearsal hall) there is a chance for space 

which can be outside the theatre itself without losing anything - though if storage 

areas are too far from shop areas a disastrous loss can occur; one of time spent 
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constantly going back and forth from one space to another. Common Sense is 

again most helpful here! At the same time, you must put yourself and your 

designers into a position which must be maintained if you do not wish to be 

buried under tons of junk forever.  

 

This is often called The Mummy Case Syndrome (after the famous prop 

required in THE MAN WHO CAME TO DINNER) - if you don't use a specialized 

prop or set piece in 3 years, THROW IT OUT! No matter how long it took you to 

build it, or how much "love" went into it, or "how good it looked" - it is costing 

you valuable space and time (and therefore money) to keep it over 3 years (name 

one play besides THE MAN WHO CAME TO DINNER that has a Mummy Case in 

it!) Of course most technicians are pack rats - and heaven knows that community 

theatres have small budgets - but there are some things that just aren't worth 

keeping! (Of course, things like stock platforms and flats and most costumes are 

worth saving; the trick is knowing which items are Mummy Cases and which are 

not. Common Sense again ...) But you will find that by being ruthless with your 

Mummy Cases you will end up with more space for your reusable stock. 

 

Where will Lighting and Sound Control be located? Today, anywhere other 

than in the rear of the theatre with an unobstructed view of the stage is 

unacceptable practice! Look at your equipment (existing or proposed new) and 

determine how it can most efficiently be placed. Remember that when using 

remote control lighting systems dimmers need not be located in the same room 

as the control console, thus making an efficient and cost-effective savings of 

space. In the Lighting area too remember storage - do you plan to keep your 

instruments hanging, or do you strike them after each show? Most continually 

producing facilities find it actually saves time to strike and rehang for each show 

than it does to keep a basic plot rigged all the time - unless a season of sets all 

look the same and occupy the same space, in which case you may have other 

problems that need to be dealt with! 

 

Now that you have dealt with the major functional needs of the space, go 

back to public areas. Look at parking - entrances - lobbies - box office - rest 

rooms -- and concessions. Always keep in mind how many people your theatre 

will seat -- this number can help you deal with the other issues. Be especially 

generous in looking at the number of stalls in rest rooms -- intermissions can 

drag on forever when 200 people are moving through a one toilet facility. 

Probably nowhere else is "Creature Comfort" more important to an audience than 

in (a) seats they sit in and (b) the rest rooms. They will forgive you many other 

shortcomings if these are properly dealt with!  
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An issue to be dealt with specifically before the planning process is 

completed in one of light - not Stage Lighting specifically, but the kind of light 

sources to be used in the various spaces. And here, the unique characteristics of 

Theatre are at odds with the "architecturally-acceptable norms." The 

incandescent lamp is one of the most inefficient sources of light in use today; 

most architects will try to encourage use of energy-saving light sources - 

fluorescent, sodium or mercury vapor - for obvious cost-efficient reasons. These 

may be most acceptable, as long as you keep in mind that there will be a number 

of places where incandescent light is an absolute necessity despite its high cost; 

these will be in shops where paint is mixed or fabrics are dyed, in dressing rooms 

where makeup is applied, or in studios where designs are created or production 

meetings are held. Stage lights are incandescent; tungsten-filament lamps have a 

specific color temperature which is unlike that of any other light source and 

pigments seen under stage light will look different under any other light. There is 

a specific fluorescent tube - coded WWXX (Deluxe Warm White) - which 

approximates the color temperature of incandescents; these are acceptable in 

shops provided that the pigments are actually selected and mixed under 

incandescent sources. They are considerably more expensive than the standard 

Cool White fluorescents, but They can be more cost-effective than incandescents 

in large shop spaces. Similarly, remember that installing dimmers on 

incandescent lights in public spaces has a twofold benefit; lamp life is 

significantly extended, and a pleasant "ambiance" is usually the visual result. 

Dimmers usually pay for themselves through lower lamp costs within a few years 

and are well worth the investment. 

 

This document could go on and on with specifics - and no doubt would just 

stop short of answering the specific problem you might have. It is instead meant 

to be only a starting point -- a "jumping-off place" for the theatre contemplating 

construction or renovation. There is no such thing as "too much" planning for 

this type of project; the important thing is to begin with the theatre organization 

and its goals, and to use those as the foundations for your decisions. 

Consultants can be most helpful in telling you how to do something  or what 

options may be possible - but they cannot help you decide what statement your 

theatre wants to make, or what kind of audience it wants to attract, or what kind 

of season it wants to run. Your responses to those issues must come first. 
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WHO'S OUT THERE - WHY? 

WHO'S NOT OUT THERE - WHY? 
 

Monograph by Wallace Sterling 

Department of Theatre 

University of Akron, Akron, OH 44325 -- August 1984 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The principal reason for a theatre's existence is to provide entertainment 

for an audience--a paying audience. What with the decrease in grant monies 

(including National Endowment for the Arts, Ohio Arts Council) and the increase 

in the number of groups seeking outside financial aid (generally a part of 

"unearned income"), along with a decrease in patron/donor support for the arts, it 

is imperative that theatre managers/directors/ Boards of Directors find ways to fill 

all the seats and to expand the audience base by locating new patrons for the 

theatre. To do this, we must turn our attention to sound marketing techniques. 

 

One basic approach to this task is the use of "audience analysis," a 

process to obtain information for audience development. From this may come a 

promotional program or series of programs in order to increase both attendance 

at the theatre and operating revenue. Audience development is principally 

concerned with inducing more patrons/theatregoers to attend and to do so more 

frequently. 

 

First, a theatre group must realize that if it is indeed presenting quality 

theatre, then it has a definite responsibility to let the public know about it. We 

don't want to assume the cavalier attitude of one noted British director who said 

that theatre is simply a performer in a space for a viewer. Likewise, we must go 

beyond Lope de Vega's "two boards, two trestles and a passion." Our audience 

analysis--like market analysis in the business world--can be used to improve the 

theatre's communication with its market both actual and potential. In fact, arts 

organizations can learn substantially by our friends in business with respect to 

marketing and marketing strategies. An audience/market analysis can assist the 

theatre in re-assessing its goals, policies and operations, and in determining 

productions/seasons and advertising/promotion/publicity strategies. 

 

 

 

 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual  

 

SECTION II – MM/PR Division  Page 27 

 

WHAT INFORMATION DO YOU SEEK? 

 

Before an audience/market analysis is undertaken, a group must determine 

what specific and necessary data it seeks. This determination would then lead to 

specific questions, the survey instrument and the most effective means for 

distributing the survey. The survey could be too used to find means for improving 

the communication between a theatre group and its "public." For example, we 

might ask: 

 

1.  Who makes up your target audience(s)? 

 

2.  Why do you want to target them? 

Your group should be concerned with maximizing its revenue 

potential, penetrating the present market and reaching beyond that 

market, and identifying important and meaningful buyer groups 

("Market segmentation"). 

 

3.  What do you wish to communicate? 

What do we tell our targets in order to induce attendance? Would the 

message be different for each group? Do you wish to have a broad 

based communication or communications designed for specific 

groups? 

 

4.  How do you plan to do this? 

What channels of communication (print, television, posters, word of- 

mouth, etc.) will you use? What can be afforded? Priority? Different 

messages for each medium? 

 

5.  When should you communicate your messages? 

 

6.  How much can you afford to spend? 

What mediums will bring you the most in return for your dollar?  

 

Secondly, the survey could be used to identify your market, in terms of (a) 

those who are/have been attending, (b) those who attend infrequently or not at all, 

and (c) the potential market available in your geographic area (called the 

"geographic market"). 

 

Thirdly, we want to divide or segment the market into "meaningful groups." 

To do this, we look at such factors as place of residence, profession, ethnicity, 
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income, age, education--factors which are generally placed under the heading of 

demographics." From this date, your theatre can do a comparative analysis, that 

is comparing one market to another. You might wish, then, to answer these 

questions: 

 

(1)  How representative of the larger geographic area is your particular 

audience (which groups in your area do not attend your theatre?) 

 

(2)  How large is the potential market (infrequent or nonattenders) in the 

larger geographic area? 

 

(3)  Is your theatre attracting the audience you actually seek?  

(minorities, various age groups, a cross section of the population) 

 

Fourth, your audience survey can assist your group in re-assessing its 

operational procedures and policies. For example, you might wish to inquire 

about the following: 

 

(1)  How does your audience/market get its information? 

 

(2)  What does your audience/market think about your theatre? (quality 

of productions, choices, season combinations) 

 

(3)  What does your audience/market think of ticket prices, accessibility 

of tickets, parking, access to theatre? Curtain times? Ticket 

reservation system? 

 

(4)  Does your audience/market find theatregoing at your facility a 

pleasurable experience? What about the facility itself, concessions, 

staff? 

 

(5)  What about subscribers (if you have a subscription series)? 

 

(6)  What are the major influences which induce your patrons to attend? 

 

(7)  Do your patrons come as small or large groups? Singly? Next, 

ascertain from your audience/market the type of entertainment on 

which they spend that "leisure dollar": live theatre, dance, movies, 

travel, concerts, etc. Also, you might wish to ascertain the type(s) of 

theatre they most prefer: modern comedy, period comedy, serious 

drama, musicals, mysteries, etc. 
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RESOURCES NEEDED FOR THE PROJECT 

 

Not only must a theatre group determine exactly what data it needs, but 

also examine the available resources for undertaking such a project. First, we 

recommend that both time and money be considered for this project. It takes 

considerable time to develop, distribute, tabulate and analyze the survey 

instrument. Second, there is the matter of budgeting money for the duplicating 

and handling of the survey instrument. Tabulation might well be done by hand (if 

the overall sample is small); otherwise, a group might wish to budget computer 

usage time (if so, this has a bearing upon the survey format). If the organization 

does not have someone trained and proficient in drafting the survey instrument, 

then a consultant might be hired. In fact, doing so may well minimize bias in the 

survey and assure a greater degree of objectivity.  

The theatre group might well call upon this consultant to analyze the data and 

make recommendations for specific actions to be taken by the group.  

 

Before proceeding to the development of a survey instrument and 

budgeting for the project, we recommend that the theatre's major officers (or 

Board) seriously consider the specific purpose of the survey project and agree to 

implement actions which might be recommended after an examination of the 

data. This group should seek complete objectivity in the project by asking such 

questions as: Are we really seeking information or merely trying to justify current 

practices? Are we undertaking this project to please various influential people? 

Are there any hidden motives for the project? Do we have the cooperation of 

everyone needed to complete the project? Are we willing to face up to the 

conclusions which might result from an analysis of the data?  

 

WHEN TO UNDERTAKE THE SURVEY 

 

A theatre group must carefully examine the reasons for undertaking a 

project, the cost factor, the personnel available, and the nature of its 

plays/season in order to determine when and how the survey might be 

conducted. If the group would like the survey to assist in long range planning, 

then the survey might be undertaken several times during a given season. If the 

group needs data to assist with the very next season, then the survey might be 

undertaken during the fall portion of the season, or with a fall production, so that 

data can be of assistance early the next spring. A carefully designed survey can 

be distributed to all attendees, if the group(s) is (are) small and cost is a major 

factor, or to a random sample, if the group is relatively large. One should allow for 

at least three to four weeks for tabulation and analysis of the data. 
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DEVELOPING THE SURVEY INSTRUMENT 

 

After considering WHAT INFORMATION DOES THE GROUP SEEK, WHAT 

RESOURCES ARE NEEDED FOR THE PROJECT and WHEN MIGHT THE SURVEY 

BE UNDERTAKEN, we need to examine the process of formulating specific items 

(variables) to be included on the survey instrument and two basic types of 

instruments. 

 

(1) Personal Interview 

 

One approach an organization might take is an interview on a one-to-one 

basis, done prior to a performance or during an intermission. Here a number of 

volunteers would ask a short set of oral questions at random at those attending a 

given performance. Such a survey would have to be precise and concise in 

nature, composed of no more than 8 to 10 items (variables) and to take up no 

more than about 10 minutes of any individual's time. One would choose carefully 

the options to each item (variable). Such data as demographics, sources of 

information on theatre, ticket price, types of theatre/entertainment preferred could 

be gathered in this process. The following recommendations are made with 

respect to this "quick" type of survey: (a) choose carefully those volunteers who 

would ask the questions, (b) go through practice sessions, (c) provide the 

interviewer with a clipboard and sufficient answer sheets/pencils, (d) make sure 

that the interviewers are groomed, (e) possibly put an announcement in the 

program that the survey is being done. 

 

 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS 

 

1.  How did you find out about this performance/production? 

 

____brochure  

____newspaper ad  

____poster  

____ radio/television spot  

____word of mouth  

____friend in cast  

____Other 

 

2.  Are you a subscriber? ____Yes ____No 
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3.  How do you find the curtain time?  

 

____Just Right 

 

____Should be at a different time * If so, when_________ 

 

4.  How do you find the individual ticket price? 

 

____Too High 

____Acceptable  

____Should be Changed * If so, what price_____ 

  

5.  How did you travel to the theatre?  

 

____Singly  

____Couple 

____Group of 3-5 

____Group of 6 or more 

 

6.  In what age group do you belong?  

 

____Under 18  

____18-25 

____26-35  

____36-45  

____46-55  

____Over 55 

 

7.  What is your zip code________________ 

 

In the foregoing, you will note that (a) requests for demographic data is 

asked last and (b) there are "probes" (marked by * ) for more specific data. One 

could include, for example, a "probe" to find out what particular newspaper or 

radio station most influenced a decision to attend. The one-to-one interview could 

inquire as to whether or not brochures were received, acceptability of ticket 

reservation system, what type of entertainment is most preferred, etc. Such a 

survey can, for the most part, be easily hand tabulated. Actions from an 

examination of the data might include (a) a change in promotion/publicity 

campaigns, (b) adjustments in curtain time/ticket price, (c) special arrangements 

for groups, (d) special appeals to age groups, and (e) target marketing for certain 

zip code areas.  
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(2) Printed Survey Form 

 

A more thorough audience survey can be undertaken if it is printed and 

either included in the program or distributed in the lobby. A short 15-20 item 

questionnaire can be developed (possibly printed on two sides of one page). For 

this procedure, one needs several attendants/ushers and possibly several "drop-

off" stations in the lobby (where assistance/ pencils can also be provided). 

Should your theatre be rather small, you might wish to distribute a questionnaire 

to each attendee (in each program or distributed by an usher). These surveys can 

be hand tabulated, if access to a computer and a computer assistant is not 

available. On the other hand, you can conduct a reliable survey using the random 

method approach--distributing a survey in every 4th or 8th program (or to the 

attendee). Should your theatre hire a survey consultant, he/she could advise you 

on the most effective random selection process. As with the one-to-one interview, 

place the questions on demographics at the end so that such items do not appear 

"threatening" to the respondent. We know that once a person begins completing 

a questionnaire, he/she generally completes it. If the demographic questions are 

first, the respondent may hesitate to participate in the survey. 

  

In addition to items listed in the one-to-one survey (on the previous page), 

one might also include the following: 

 

1.  Rank which nights you prefer to attend our theatre (1—most 

preferred)  

 

____Tuesday  

____Wednesday 

____Thursday 

____Friday etc. 

 

2.  On which day would you prefer to attend a matinee? 

 

____Saturday  

____Sunday 

 

3.  Rank, with 1 as most preferred, the type of drama you like best.  

 

____musical comedy  ____modern comedy 

____period comedy  ____mysteries 

____modern drama  ____melodramas 
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4.  How many productions (not including the current one) have you 

seen at this theatre in the past calendar (current calendar) year? 

 

____one ____two ____three ____four or more 

 

5.  List one play and one musical you would like the theatre to consider 

for a production. 

 

6.  What is your family's combined annual net income for the last (or 

current) calendar (tax) year? 

 

____Under $10,000  

____$11-20,000  

____$21-30,000 

____$31-40,000  

____Over $40,000 

 

7.  Including yourself, how many are in your immediate family? 

 

____One  

____Two  

____Three  

____Four 

 ____Five or more 

 

8.  What local radio station do you most listen to? (list) 

 

9.  What local newspaper do you most often read? (list) 

 

10.  What television station do you most often watch? (list) 

 

11.  What is your highest level of education? 

 

____Completed High School  

____Baccalaureate  

____Masters 

____Doctorate  

____Juris Doctorate  

____Other 
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TABULATION 

 

Without the use of a computer, one can make a tally sheet for most 

items/choices. For example, one might have 10 who responded as preferring 

Saturday for a matinee and 190 preferring Sunday. These can then be converted 

to 5% and 95%. In terms of the demographic of age, the tabulation might show 

respondents were between the ages of 30 and 39 (called the "mode," or most 

frequently cited response), that the mean (average) age is 34 years, and that the 

median (middle of all responses) is 35. 

 

For those items calling for a written response, a listing should be kept of 

each response (and the frequencies each response occurs). A hand tally of the 

preference for a matinee might show 10 (5%) for Saturday and 190 (95%) for 

Sunday. Responses to play/musical choices might result in the following: Come 

Blow Your Horn--five; Chapter Two--twenty-five; The Gin Game--ninety; Carousel-

-twenty; The Fantasticks--two. Similar/routine tabulations can be done with 

practically all the items. 

 

Should your theatre plan to use a computer in the project, then several 

major factors must be considered: (a) will you encode the responses for direct 

input or will you have the responses keypunched, (b) what is the maximum 

number of responses/wording of responses you can have, (c) how readily 

available is the computer/computer analyst and how much does this cost? This 

decision must be made before the questionnaire is developed and printed.  
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ANALYSIS OF DATA 

 

If your group carefully decided upon the information you wanted and 

needed, meticulously developed a survey instrument to secure that data, and 

distributed/collected the responses in a meaningful and logical way, then you 

should be ready to analyze the data collected, draw meaningful conclusions from 

it and develop specific strategies/actions for your theatre to undertake. 

 

Just what does the data reveal to your group in terms of: 

 

1.  Who makes up your market? 

 

What segments of the geographic market are missing? 

 

What is your potential market? (One might note it is helpful to have 

an understanding of your larger geographic market, through such 

data as that supplied by the U. S. Census.)  

 

2.  What are the meaningful buyer groups in your market? 

 

3.  How representative is your audience of the larger market? 

 

4.  How does your market find out about your product? 

 

5.  What does your market think of ticket prices, accessibility to theatre, 

box office, the making of reservations, the physical theatre, etc. 

 

6.  What does your market think of your product? What do they prefer? 

 

7.  What influences your market to attend? Do they attend singly, or as a 

member of a group? 

 

8.  What can you say about the age of your audience? education? sex? 

size of family? income? 
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After conclusions are drawn about the existing audience/market, then one 

can make deductions about the potential market, especially (a) what ethnic or age 

groups are not represented, and (b) what section(s) of the city/county are not 

represented. Decisions can subsequently be made about (a) target marketing 

through promotion/publicity/advertising; (b) specific appeals to various 

city/county groups like Senior Citizens, high school clubs; and (c) the selection of 

plays/season. An assessment of ticket policy, the taking of ticket orders, 

accessibility of tickets/parking, curtain times, concessions, etc. can also be 

undertaken through an analysis of the data gathered. 

 

 

PUT A PLAN INTO ACTION 

 

It is at this point that the officers/Board of Directors need to undertake a 

clear and objective examination of the data in order to develop and implement a 

specific plan of action designed to increase attendance/ revenue, to encourage 

theatregoers to attend more frequently, and to induce more members of the larger 

community to become theatregoers/subscribers, We must know "who is out there 

and why" before we can determine "who is not out there and why." Such a plan of 

action might be undertaken solely by the officers/Board or with the assistance of 

a consultant. The plan of action might well contain both short-term and long-term 

projects. The group might begin working on change in policy/procedure and a 

definite marketing strategy (target marketing, for example). If the group has a 

marketing specialist on the board, then that person's expertise might be put to 

excellent use in this aspect of the audience development project. 

 

Again it must be said that the arts are concerned with marketing a viable, 

quality product (a play/musical or an entire season). We are involved with 

"marketing the arts." With this understanding in mind, we need to put to use 

many of the sound practices and principles of traditional marketing, especially in 

view of today's economy, the decline in tax dollars for the arts, and fill all those 

seats and continue to find new audience support for live theatre in Ohio. 
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INSURANCE FOR THEATRES 
Monograph prepared by Jim Amstutz, CPCU 

Director of Commercial Lines 

Central Insurance Companies 

Van Wert OH 45891 - December 1983 

 

Insurance -- the coverages are numerous; the options varied. The choices 

can be perplexing. The Bard would probably have written: To buy or not to buy, 

that is the question. 

 

To aid in making an intelligent decision in developing your theatres 

insurance program, a few basic concepts may prove helpful. 

 

Everything anyone or any organization does involves risk. There are many 

ways to manage risk. You can: 

 

Eliminate it by doing away with the potential loss producing condition, 

 

Reduce it by cutting down the loss potential, 

 

Transfer it by having someone else agree to make good any loss, 

 

Assume it by accepting the fact you will pay for any loss in a given 

situation, or 

 

Insure it. 

 

The basic function of insurance is to protect from catastrophic loss.  

Consequently, in deciding what kinds and how much insurance you need, your 

theatre must decide what you want to protect and how much it's worth. You must 

also be aware of the legal liability imposed upon you by statute and common law 

as the operator of a theatre. 

 

Following is a listing of many of the kinds of insurance available to theatres 

and a short description of each. 

 

BUILDING PROPERTY DAMAGE - For theatres owning their own buildings or 

have signed leases requiring them to insure the leased building. 

 

FIRE INSURANCE: For insuring all buildings and structures. Insures against 

damage by fire or lightning, including destruction by civil authority to prevent 

further advance of fire from neighboring property. 
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GENERAL PROPERTY FORM: Building coverage under this form applies to the 

described theatre building and all permanent structures belonging to and 

constituting a part of the theatre. Machinery used in building service, air 

conditioning system, boilers and elevators constituting permanent parts of 

theatre are also covered. Coverage includes yard fixtures and personal property 

used for theatre maintenance or service. 

 

EXTENDED COVERAGE ENDORSEMENT: Covers the theatre for the same 

amount as the fire policy against all loss or damage caused by windstorm and 

hail, explosion, riot and civil commotion, aircraft, vehicles and smoke. 

 

VANDALISM AND MALICIOUS MISCHIEF: Covers intentional destruction of 

property by racketeers, cranks, spiteful employees, pranksters and other wrong-

doers. This extension of coverage to contents is more important for 

entertainment businesses than for most other type of concerns. 

 

CO-INSURANCE CLAUSE: Designed to provide a rate credit for carrying an 

agreed proportion of insurance to value. When attached to a fire and extended 

coverage contract, the insured becomes a co-insurer for the amount that the 

insurance is less than the co-insurance percentage agreed upon (60%, 70%, 80%, 

90%, 100%) of the sound value of the insured building. 

 

SPRINKLER LEAKAGE: For theatres equipped with sprinklers. Insures against all 

direct loss to the theatre building as a result of leakage or faulty operation of 

sprinkler installations. 

 

CONTENTS AND PERSONAL PROPERTY DAMAGE - Coverage for the theatres 

owned property such as set pieces, lights, sound equipment, costumes, etc.  

 

FIRE INSURANCE: The standard fire policy is used to cover contents of buildings 

and structures associated with entertainment enterprises. 

 

GENERAL PROPERTY FORM: Personal property of the insured coverage applies 

to all contents and personal property belonging to the insured, located as 

described. Tenants' improvements and betterments are included unless 

specifically insured or indicated to be excluded. Coverage also includes the 

insured's use, interest and personal property of others for the value of labor 

charges furnished, performed or incurred by the insured. Personal property of 

others coverage may be made effective under the form to insure personal 

property of customers and others in the insured's care, custody or control. 
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Theatres who borrow props, set pieces and costumes should activate this option 

to provide coverage for such borrowed items while they are in the theatres 

control. 

 

IMPROVEMENTS AND BETTERMENTS INSURANCE: Covers the insured's interest 

in improvements and betterments made to described buildings that he does not 

own. This protection may be written as a separate item of the standard fire policy 

by attachment of an improvements and betterments endorsements, or it may be 

written as a part of the contents item under a building and contents form. This is 

an important coverage for a business that does not own its buildings. 

Entertainment businesses invest a lot of money in interior and exterior 

decorations. 

 

SPRINKLER LEAKAGE INSURANCE: Extended coverage and vandalism and 

malicious mischief are needed for contents when they are needed for the building 

that houses them. 

 

OTHER EXPOSURES - Extended coverage and vandalism and malicious mischief 

as described above under building coverages are also available for personal 

property. 

 

INLAND MARINE INSURANCE: The forms described above are for property at 

fixed locations. Certain types of property belonging to theatres are subject to 

unusual hazards for which the bulk of the personal property is not subject. Of 

particular concern to theatres is the exposure of transporting owned property. 

Such property may be insured under inland marine policies against all risks or 

against many specified hazards, including the risk of transportation. 

 

THEATRE FLOATER: This is a particularly valuable form for theatres who do not 

own their own building and may have personal property located at a number of 

locations. It provides all risk coverage for scheduled items such as lights, sets, 

costumes, etc. It covers on an all risk basis and can be extended to include the 

property of others in the theatre's care, custody and control. 

 

ELECTRICAL SIGNS: Insures electrical and neon signs against all direct loss or 

damage, except loss of use, strike damage, internal explosion or blow-out, short 

circuit, wear and tear, deterioration and damage sustained while being worked 

upon. 
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FINE ARTS INSURANCE: Many theatres have valuable paintings and other works 

of art which should be insured specifically. Also, any art exhibitions in the theatre 

should have this protection. Coverage is against practically all risks of loss or 

damage. 

 

BOILER AND MACHINERY INSURANCE: Insures against damage to property 

(operators as well as property of others) caused by explosion of specified boilers 

or breakdown of specified machines. Coverage may include liability because of 

bodily injury to persons other than employees. Includes valuable inspection 

service to prevent accidents before they happen. 

 

PUBLIC LIABILITY - Protection against third party claims, especially for alleged 

bodily injury, is essential for theatres. 

 

COMPREHENSIVE GENERAL LIABILITY: Liability Insurance in an amount 

adequate to cover a catastrophe hazard is a requirement of all theatres. When 

written on the Comprehensive form the theatre has coverage in one policy 

against all declared existing liability hazards and any additional liability hazards 

which may occur during the policy term, arising from the theatre's building 

premises and business operation. Also, provides legal defense from litigation 

against the theatre -- no small item in today's litigious society. 

 

CONTRACTUAL LIABILITY: Covers the theatre's liability assumed under 

specifically described contracts as distinguished from liability imposed by law. 

Liability assumed under a building lease or under an elevator maintenance 

agreement is automatically covered. 

 

OWNER'S PROTECTIVE LIABILITY: Protect the theatre from loss due to liability 

arising from operations of subcontractors, redecorators, etc. 

 

PRODUCT LIABILITY: Protects the theatre from loss due to any claims arising 

from bodily injury or property damage caused by consumption of food or 

beverage or use of any product sold by the theatre. 

 

MEDICAL PAYMENTS: Sometimes called "good will" insurance. Provides for 

immediate payment of medical and first aid bills incurred by anyone injured on 

the premises, whether or not the theatre is legally liable for such injuries. 

 

BROAD FORM COMPREHENSIVE GENERAL LIABILITY: When added by 

endorsement, extends the basic comprehensive general liability insurance to 
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cover such additional hazards as contractual liability, personal injury, advertising 

injury, premises medical payments, host-liquor law liability, real property fire 

legal liability, broad form property damage exposures, incidental medical 

malpractice, non-owned watercraft liability, world-wide exposures, protection for 

employees as insured, bodily injury resulting from intentional acts, newly 

acquired organization exposures. 

 

CRIME INSURANCE 

MONEY AND SECURITIES: Covers on or away from the premises against loss of 

money or securities caused by destruction, disappearance or wrongful 

abstraction, except dishonesty of employees, war or forgery. Safe burglary, 

interior and messenger robbery, and protection for the theatre's property other 

than money are provided. 

 

FIDELITY BONDS: For bonding employees who handle, money or merchandise. 

Indemnifies for loss due to embezzlement or wrongful abstraction of money, 

securities or other properties. 

 

MULTI-PERIL POLICIES 

All of the above coverages (or the ones which your theatre feels are needed) can 

be purchased in one policy commonly referred to as a multi-peril or special multi-

peril policy. When purchased under one of these forms, the total cost is generally 

much less than if individual policies are obtained. Property coverages can be 

purchased on a named peril or all risk basis and the form can be written on an 

actual cash value or replacement cost basis. If buildings are insured, it is wise to 

provide for an automatic increase in insurance. This can be added by 

endorsement to keep coverage on buildings and/or personal property in line with 

inflationary trends. The amount of coverage which the theatre purchases will 

automatically be increased each quarter of the policy term, so in the event of a 

loss you will not be faced with an insufficient amount of coverage to repair the 

property because inflation has pushed the value of your property higher than 

originally insured for. 

 

AUTOMOBILE - For automobiles owned by the theatre or automobiles being used 

in the theatres business. 

 

AUTOMOBILE INSURANCE: Automobile liability insurance insures against loss or 

damage to the theatre by reason of liability for bodily injury or property damage 

to members of the public caused by the operation of any automobiles owned by 

the theatre. 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual 

 

SECTION II – Administrative Division  Page 42 

 

NON-OWNERSHIP LIABILITY: Covers the liability of the theatre arising out of 

automobile accidents from theatre members using their own or others cars or 

trucks while on theatre business. 

 

HIRED CARS: Covers use, if any, of hired cars to the extent of the theatre's 

liability within the policy limits. 

 

COMPREHENSIVE: Insures automobiles owned by the theatre against loss by 

fire, theft or other physical damage hazards, including glass breakage. 

 

COLLISION: Insures the theatre against loss from collision or upset of theatre 

owned motor vehicles used in the business. 

 

MEDICAL PAYMENTS: Reimburses passengers and operators of cars owned by 

the theatre for their medical and funeral expenses arising out of accident 

occurring while they are riding in theatre-owned cars or entering or alighting 

there from. 

 

WORKERS' COMPENSATION 

If the theatre has paid employees, this coverage insures against loss due to 

statutory liability as a result of personal injury or death suffered by employees of 

the theatre in the course of their employment, providing compensation in 

amounts prescribed by law. Workers' compensation is mandatory in Ohio and is 

available only from the state fund. 

 

As can be seen from the foregoing, insurance can be a complex subject.  

 

This material is not intended to provide you with the wherewithal to develop a "do 

it yourself" insurance program. It is merely meant to familiarize you with some of 

the items which should be considered in developing a program of insurance for 

your theatre. There is no substitute for obtaining the advice of a professional 

independent insurance agent in creating the type of protection that is best suited 

for your individual operation. Having a good program will insure that, in the event 

the unexpected happens, "All's well, that ends well!"  
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STANDARD PROCEDURES FOR AUDIENCE  

SAFETY IN THE 

COMMUNITY THEATRE 

Monograph written by Geoffrey D. Fishburn, B.F.A., M .A. 

Department of Theatre, School of Fine Arts 

1 3 1 Center for Performing Arts, Miami University 

Oxford OH 4 5 0 5 6 - September 1 9 8 7 

 

SAMPLE MANUAL 

STANDARD PROCEDURES FOR 

AUDIENCE SAFETY IN THE 

COMMUNITY THEATRE 
 

During any sort of crisis situation in public areas, the greatest danger is 

not from the crisis itself, but from the element of panic within the audience. This 

manual of standard procedures for handling crisis situations is dedicated to the 

elimination of panic - both in the audience and in ourselves. It is imperative that 

every Stage Manager and Crewhead read this manual and be familiar with its 

contents, for if those in charge during a crisis appear calm and collected, the 

casts, crews and audiences will follow suit. 

 

The intent is not for complete memorization and retention of the contents 

of this manual; while that might be an "ideal", there are too many specifics and 

chronological procedures involved. "What" is done is only part of the job; the 

sequence of events is often crucial in averting panic. This manual is set up to 

provide quick reference to procedures. Copies should be permanently located at 

all major Running Crew Stations so that individuals charged with responsibility 

may know what the sequence of events will be in the event of a crisis. This factor 

would be especially important in the event of a loss of intercommunication 

systems. 

 

Ideally, this manual will never be needed. Should a situation arise when it 

may become necessary, the first step should be to locate the procedures that 

relate to the particular crisis in question. Reread them quickly before acting, so 

that you will know what the entire sequence of events will be. Then – act quickly 

and decisively. Confidence in yourself will instill confidence in others. And 

confidence, more than anything else, helps to avert panic. 

 

Theatres today have many issues which occupy the focus of their 

production and managerial personnel. To the Production Staff, probably the most 

important are those relating to production - what plays to do, who will produce 
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them and how will they be done? The most critical issues to the Management 

Staff might be how to promote the season, how to increase subscriptions, and 

how to get an audience into the theatre. Both groups are often concerned with 

issues of audience comfort, access and the appearance of the facility. To be sure, 

every one of these issues is both important and necessary. In addition, they all 

have one thing in common - each deals with an issue that will have an immediate 

and highly-visible daily impact on the work of the theatre organization. 

 

But there is an area of responsibility which is common to every theatre 

organization, yet which for the most part is all-too-often neglected. That is the 

area of Audience Safety. To be sure, most architects, consultants and theatre 

owners will deal quite efficiently and effectively with safety when it comes to 

planning or renovating a building but more often than not the subject of 

establishing contingency plans for dealing with possible emergencies or crises 

during performances gets put aside until "a more convenient time' (which usually 

means when the theatre isn't in production.) Occasionally a specific emergency 

may result in an immediate plan being implemented, but once the pressure of the 

moment has passed, so too has the impetus to follow through on developing a 

complete proposal. 

 

In preparing this document it quickly became apparent that there were only 

a few items which could be dealt with as 'generalities" that were applicable to 

almost any theatre. To be sure, there are some procedures for dealing with a 

person who has suffered an unknown injury, for example, will be the same in 

nearly any situation. But many such crises (and the solutions to them) will be 

unique to the particular theatre facility and the environment in which it exists. 

What works for one theatre may be totally improper or irrelevant for others. 

Therefore, the pages which follow must be looked at as a starting point; not as an 

end product. The intent is not to pose this document as a solution to everyone's 

problems, but as a guide so that specific theatres might use It as a basis for 

development of their own proposals. One very real factor in today's society is the 

readiness with which individuals will undertake a lawsuit against an organization 

which in their eyes may be responsible for real or imagined injuries or damages. 

An organization which can prove that it has exercised "reasonable care" in 

preparing its employees to cope properly with crises is far less likely to suffer 

legal consequences as a result. It is therefore crucial that a theatre contemplating 

the development of a manual such as this make the effort to check their proposed 

procedures with appropriate agencies, authorities and/or experts before 

committing them to policy. 
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As is often the case with any area of theatre, Common Sense will play a 

very important part in improving a theatre's 'Safety Awareness." For example, 

there ought be one knowledgeable individual from the theatre staff at each 

performance who is the "Person in Charge' of making decisions associated with 

emergencies; ideally, this will not be someone with primary production 

commitments (like a Stage Manager or Performer), but someone who is relatively 

free and able to operate in this capacity without needing to shut down the show. 

Every House Manager ought receive training in CPR and the Heimlich Maneuver. 

Phone numbers for local Police, Fire, Life Squad and local Crisis Intervention 

Center ought be posted by every Box Office and Backstage telephone. Every 

Stage Manager, House Manager, Box Office Manager and Running Crew Chief 

ought know the location and operation procedure for each fire prevention device 

within their area of responsibility. Adequate space for fire and emergency 

vehicles must be maintained at main entrances and loading docks. Auditorium 

seats should be checked prior to each performance to insure that they will neither 

collapse nor damage the clothing of patrons. Posted limits on auditorium 

capacity must not be exceeded, no matter how profitable "standing room" may 

be. Just as a Stage Manager maintains a checklist of those things that must be 

done before each performance, so should a House Manager have a similar 

checklist which affects not only the lobby area but also rest rooms, auditorium, 

parking lots, entrance sidewalks, and indeed any area to which the public has 

access when they are on the premises. When a facility is open to the public, the 

facility (and therefore its management) becomes responsible for their well-being 

while they are present. This means that if a theatre permits audience to come 

backstage after a performance, even though that area is "normally" closed to the 

public, the potentially-hazardous conditions that often exist in backstage areas 

must be clearly identified and/or supervised or the theatre will have little recourse 

in the event of a lawsuit. It is wise for theatres to check their insurance policies to 

find out exactly the limitations and extent of their coverage. It is also wise for 

staff members with positions of responsibility - especially those in the Technical 

and Production areas - to consider carrying 'professional liability" in addition to 

their personal insurance policies if they are paid in any manner for their work; 

volunteers who make decisions that can affect others might consider expanding 

their personal liability coverage. An audience member with back injuries whose 

seat collapses might file suit against the House Manager whose job it was to 

check the seating; an actor who breaks a leg because the platform on which he 

was standing collapses might file suit against the T.D. if he feels the unit was 

improperly braced. While this document deals primarily with the safety and 

protection of the audience, a portion of that protection must extend to the theatre 

and its staff as well.  
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AUDIENCE SAFETY PROCEDURES....................ILLNESS AND INJURY 
 

 

 ILLNESS 

 

1.  Attempt to move subject into a comfortable position, preferably out of 

direct audience traffic. 

 

2.  If subject is conscious, question as to location and type of pain. Identify all 

symptoms (internal as well as external), and determine any potential 

treatment difficulties (such as allergic reactions to medication.) DO NOT 

administer any medication unless subject both provides and requests it. 

Offer to summon medical aid. 

 

3.  If subject is unconscious, ascertain external symptoms (skin temperature, 

texture, color, etc). Loosen clothing, especially around neck area. Check 

subject's person and personal effects for any "Medic Alert" bracelets, neck 

chains or I.D. cards which might suggest a potential treatment difficulty or 

allergic reaction. Notify local Emergency Medical Unit or Life Squad. On the 

phone first clearly identify yourself and your location, then describe the 

situation and condition of the subject. 

 

4.  Notify the "Person in Charge" on duty. 

 

5.  Do not attempt any treatment yourself unless you have been trained in both 

diagnosis and treatment procedures. Limit your involvement to making the 

subject comfortable, and obtaining information which might be of 

importance to a physician. If a conscious subject does not seem to be 

improving after a few minutes, offer again to summon medical aid. If in a 

few more minutes there. is no change, telephone Life Squad and request 

aid. 
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INJURY 

 

1.  Determine the extent of injuries. DO NOT ATTEMPT TO MOVE a subject in 

serious or questionable condition; unknown internal injuries can be 

seriously aggravated by moving. Within these limits, make subject as 

comfortable as possible. 

 

2.  If subject is conscious, determine location and type of pain. Identify all 

internal and external symptoms, and determine any potential treatment 

problems (such as allergic reactions to medication.) Determine cause(s) of 

injury if known. Offer to summon medical aid; if subject refuses but is in. 

obvious physical pain do so anyway. 

 

3.  If subject is unconscious, DO NOT ATTEMPT TO MOVE. Ascertain external 

symptoms (skin temperature, color, texture, bleeding, etc). and notify 

Emergency Medical Unit at once. If the situation appears critical, House 

Manager may attempt to find a physician. If doctors are in attendance they 

should be asked to leave seat locations and pagers at the Box Office. 

Requests may be made over the house sound system if necessary. 

 

4.  Notify "Person in Charge.' All injuries, whether sustained by cast, crew or 

audience, must be reported for the record. (For insurance purposes and 

your protection, injuries will be reported to the Theatre's management or 

Board of Directors as a matter of course.) 

 

5.  Make subject as comfortable as possible until aid arrives. 
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AUDIENCE SAFETY PROCEDURES...............................................FIRE 

 

The first step in dealing with fire involves every member of the Theatre, 

regardless of individual production responsibilities or assignments. Each must 

make it his/her business to know the location and operating theory of every fire 

prevention device in the building. Each must learn what types of extinguishers 

and other fire-fighting devices exist in the facility, and which types are to be used 

on specific types of fires. Do not use hoses or water-filled extinguishers on 

grease or electrical fires; they will spread the fire further! Everyone must know 

the location of all exits, and have assigned responsibilities in the event of fire. 

 

The theatre's management has a very important part to play in Fire 

Prevention. Regular inspection of facilities and fire-fighting equipment by proper 

local authorities must be encouraged and requested. An attitude of concern and 

desire to work within local codes and laws from the theatre's management is far 

more likely to gain help and cooperation from Fire Marshals than an adversarial 

relationship. Fire Drills must be scheduled for each production, so that cast and 

crew have assigned responsibilities. No Smoking regulations must be strictly 

enforced for company members as well as audiences. 
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IN THE EVENT OF FIRE 

 

1.  Identify the location and extent of the fire. Also identify the nature of what 

is burning. 

 

2.  Find the closest fire extinguishing device that is acceptable for the 

particular fire involved. Use it according to appropriate directions. 

 

3.  Summon assistance if necessary. Initial efforts should be directed towards 

extinguishing the fire without stopping the performance, but if the fire is on 

stage you will need to decide very quickly if it is extinguishable or not. 

Once flames become visible to the audience, panic will result. If there is 

doubt in your mind, notify the Stage Manager at once. 

 

4.  If an onstage fire should get beyond control, Stage Manager should contact 

House Manager by most efficient method. Ushers should be directed to 

assist in opening doors and directing audience to the closest lobby exit. 

Stage Manager should identify the type and location of the fire, and ask the 

House Manager to notify Fire Department and other appropriate Emergency 

Services. 

 

5.  Stage Manager should then go onstage and stop the performance. In a firm 

but calm manner, the audience should be notified that a "hazardous 

condition" exists, and that the audience should gather their belongings and 

leave the theatre by the closest exit. The audience should be instructed not 

to run, but to move quickly. Remember 2 things – to avoid using the word 

"Fire," and to remain calm. If the staff appears in control the audience will 

not panic. 

 

6.  Stage lights should be brought to a high level as Stage Manager goes 

onstage. After completion of the announcement, House Lights should be 

brought to full slowly on dimmer. Stage Lights should remain up until the 

theatre is cleared. At this time, the stage lighting system may be shut down 

(leaving Houselights ON), and the booth may be cleared.  

 

7.  Sound Engineer should patch a microphone into the House Speakers so 

that announcements may be made if necessary. 

 

8.  Booth crews need remain at their stations only until the theatre is cleared. 

If the fire happens to be in one of the control rooms, the crews should 
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leave as soon as it is obvious that the fire cannot be contained. Equipment 

should be shut down (lighting system only after House and/or Emergency 

Lights are energized), and all doors to booth closed. 

 

9.  It is assumed that in the case of a stage fire, the stage crew will be 

attempting to extinguish it. If the theatre possesses any permanent fire 

equipment (sprinklers, fire curtain, smoke doors, etc) they should be 

activated (when appropriate) if they have not activated automatically. 

 

10.  If continuing efforts to extinguish the fire prove unsuccessful, after the 

audience has cleared the theatre the crews should exit the stage area. 

Once a fire has reached the point where a sprinkler system would be 

activated, there is little anyone can do. 

 

 

 

IF FIRE DEVELOPS WITHIN AN ELECTRICAL DEVICE 

 

1.  The first step is to disconnect power to the device. If the device is the 

Lighting Console, Emergency circuits should be energized first; otherwise 

the theatre will become very dark very fast. C02 bottles should be used to 

extinguish the flames; if unsuccessful, get as far away from the device as 

quickly as possible. If feasible, find the main circuit breakers that supply 

electricity to the device and disconnect at that point. The disconnecting of 

electrical power to any device that is on fire greatly reduces potential 

dangers, and should be attempted whenever personal risk in doing so is 

minimal. 
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AUDIENCE SAFETY PROCEDURES.............................POWER FAILURE 

 

Power failures can be serious problems for most theatres, because with the 

loss of power goes loss of all lighting, public address capability and most 

intercommunication systems. One of the first and most important steps to take in 

this regard is to insure that there is adequate Emergency Lighting in all public 

and backstage areas which will activate automatically in the event of loss of 

power. Most state and local codes require such lighting, but it is wise for the 

theatre's management to reassure itself that neither its patrons nor its company 

will be forced to negotiate in darkness what are traditionally cluttered spaces  

 

1.  Momentary power lapses (1-3 seconds) are not uncommon in many 

communities. Lights may flicker or go out momentarily, but if emergency 

lighting does not come on there is nothing to worry about. 

 

2.  Should emergency lighting come on and remain on for longer than 10 - 20 

seconds, the following announcement should be made. (It is doubtful that 

there will be any panic since the audience should always be in light). The 

Stage Manager should come onstage and speak clearly and audibly: 

 

Ladies and gentlemen; we are experiencing a power failure. Please remain in your 

seats until we can determine the extent of the difficulty. There is no cause for 

alarm; these lights will remain on until power is restored. We will continue the 

performance when power is restored, so please remain in your seats. Thank you. 

 

3.  The Person in Charge and the House Manager will determine what 

procedures to follow if the power remains off for an extended period (more 

than 5 minutes). The Box Office should have a contingency plan relevant to 

refunds which can be instantly implemented if necessary. House Manager 

should report the power failure to the Power Company (if there is a local 

office), and to the Police Department. The Police should be notified that a 

public performance was in progress, and that either (a) assistance is 

required or (b) the situation is under control. 

 

4.  Light & Sound crews should remain at their stations. Working flashlights 

should be located at Lighting, Sound, and Stage Manager positions. Stage 

dimmers should be lowered to avoid an immediate surge when power is 

restored; but Houselights may be set in "on" position if possible. Any 

electrical machinery in proximity to actors or audience which was in 
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operation at the time of the failure should be shut off to prevent possible 

injury when power is restored. 

 

5.  If it is decided to cancel the performance, crews should remain at their 

positions until the auditorium is cleared. The Person in Charge or House 

Manager will either make the appropriate announcements, or instruct the 

Stage Manager in what procedures to follow. 

 

 

AUDIENCE SAFETY PROCEDURES...........................TORNADO WATCH 

During rainy weather in the months of April through July the Box Office 

should monitor either local radio stations or a "Weather Radio" if such 

broadcasts are available. 

 

IN THE EVENT OF A TORNADO WATCH (meaning that weather conditions 

are "right" for tornadoes, but that none has been sighted): 

 

1.  When a Tornado Watch is posted the Stage Manager, House Manager and 

Person in Charge should be notified immediately. An anticipated duration 

for the watch is usually part of the posting, and should also be 

communicated. 

 

2.  At the first convenient "break" in the performance (Intermission or Scene 

Change) the Stage Manager should cue houselights to the "Half" setting. 

 

3.  Stage Manger should then cue the Sound Engineer to make the "Tornado 

Watch Announcement" (later in chapter). 

 

4.  After the announcement is complete, Stage Manager should cue 

houselights out (or up) and continue with the normal production sequence. 

 

5.  If a posted watch is canceled prior to the making of the actual 

announcement, then no announcement need be made. 

 

6.  If a Watch announcement is made, and there is no change in status by the 

next intermission, Stage Manager should cue the Sound Engineer to make 

the "Watch Continuation Announcement" after houselights have been 

brought up. 
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AUDIENCE SAFETY PROCEDURES.......................TORNADO WARNING 

 

Tornado WARNINGS are usually posted for limited areas and amounts of 

time. In communities where warning sirens exist, it may be unlikely that they will 

be heard in an auditorium, especially if there are heavy rains. In fact, sirens may 

be barely audible inside the lobby. Should sirens be heard without other prior 

warning, House Manager of faculty member on duty should contact local Police 

before any decision is made as to action to be taken. 

 

The theatre management must obtain in advance expert guidance on 

whether or not evacuation of the facility ought to be attempted in the face of a 

tornado warning. In most instances evacuation may be desirable, but in some 

cases (such as a theatre with a lobby full of glass windows and sound 

architectural construction) experts might deem it safer for the audience to remain 

in the auditorium. In any event, a plan must be established so that at the time of a 

warning there will be no question as to what course of action to take. 

 

 

IN THE EVENT OF A TORNADO WARNING (meaning that a Funnel has been 

sighted): 

 

1.  On confirmation of a posted Warning, the following steps should be taken: 

 

2.  Person in Charge and House Manager must decide if the theatre should be 

evacuated. 

 

A: If a decision is made to evacuate, go to procedure (later in chapter). 

 

B: If audience is to remain in the auditorium, continue: 

 

3.  Stage Manager should cue houselights up to 1/2 level, stop the 

performance and cue Sound Engineer to make the "Tornado Warning 

Announcement." 

 

4.  While the announcement is being made Stage Manager should find a 

suitable place in the script to resume the play, and inform the cast. 
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5.  After announcement is complete, Stage Manager should wait for 

approximately 15 seconds, then cue houselights out and cue actors to 

begin. In most cases nearly everyone will remain in the auditorium. Should 

an unlikely "mass exodus" occur, houselights should remain up until those 

who want to leave have done so. If announcements are made calmly and 

the Staff seems in control, the audience will trust its judgment. 

 

6.  After announcement is complete, ushers should be posted inside each 

door to assist audience if necessary. House and Box Office Manager 

should remain where they have access to radio, telephone and headset 

communications. They may need to answer questions, assist those who 

decide to leave, or who arrive seeking assistance. 

 

7.  Every crew member should be assigned a backstage position in the event 

that evacuation becomes necessary. A person should be posted as each 

stage entrance and by each stairwell, as well as by any potentially 

dangerous areas. 

 

8.  If an Intermission is reached and the warning remains in effect, Stage 

Manager should cue houselights up to 1/2 level and the "TORNADO 

WARNING CONTINUATION" announcement made. If the Warning is lifted 

during the performance, the "ALL-CLEAR" announcement should be made 

at the first convenient opportunity (Intermission or scene change). 
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AUDIENCE SAFETY PROCEDURES.......TORNADO ANNOUNCEMENTS  

 

 

TORNADO WATCH 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, may we have your attention please. Attention 

Please. (Short Pause). The National Weather Service has announced a 

Tornado Watch for (Name) County and the (City Name) Area. Repeat - a 

Tornado Watch has been posted for (County Name) County and the (City 

Name) Area. A Watch means that weather conditions are right for 

tornadoes, but none have been sighted. (Add the following it known): 

 

The Warning is expected to remain in effect until_______. We will notify you 

immediately if there is any additional information or change of status. 

Thank you for your attention. 

 

 

 

TORNADO WARNING (NO EVACUATION PROPOSED): 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, may we have your attention please. Attention 

please. (Short Pause). The National Weather Service has posted a Tornado 

Warning for (County Name) County and the (City Name) Area. Repeat - a 

Tornado Warning has been posted for (County Name) County and the (City 

Name) Area. The warning sirens have sounded. (Add the following 

information if known): The Warning is in effect until______. 

 

 

A Funnel Cloud has been sighted at _____________________ Police and 

local Safety Officials have recommended that for your safety, you remain in 

the Auditorium. Our intent is to continue the performance, but we will 

interrupt as soon as we have any additional information or change of 

status. Please remain in your seats until we have additional information for 

you. Thank you. 
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CONTINUING TORNADO WATCH or WARNING: 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, may we have your attention please. Attention 

please (Short Pause). The Tornado Watch (Warning) remains in effect until 

______. (Has been extended until _______). No further information is known at 

this time. Our performance will continue as scheduled, and we will notify you 

immediately of any change of status. Thank you. 

 

LIFTED TORNADO WATCH or WARNING: 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, may we have your attention please. Attention, 

please. (Short Pause). The National Weather Service has lifted the Tornado Watch 

(Warning) posted earlier. (Add whichever of the following is applicable): 

 

A Tornado Watch remains in effect until____________. 

(OR) 

A Severe Storm Warning remains in effect until__________. 

 

Our performance will continue as scheduled, and we will notify you of 

any change in status. Thank you. 
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AUDIENCE SAFETY PROCEDURES..................THEATRE EVACUATION 
 

If it becomes necessary to evacuate the Theatre, the decision to do so will 

be made by the Person in Charge. No standard announcement exists for this 

procedure, because special details will be implemented as circumstances 

warrant. The Person in Charge will make whatever announcements are 

necessary, most likely from the stage; however, the Stage Manager should be 

prepared for any contingency. It is necessary that a theatre develop and have 

ready a contingency procedure for evacuation, and that all Stage and House 

Managers be familiar with the procedures involved. An Area of Safety must be 

designated as the destination for all evacuees, including company members. It 

should always be prepared with basic needs such as radio, first aid supplies, 

flashlights and emergency (battery-powered) lighting and a telephone. 

 

1.  When the decision is made to evacuate and details have been understood 

and communicated, Stage Manager will cue Houselights up to 1/2 level. 

 

2.  Person in Charge will make whatever announcements are necessary. As 

per the established procedures, Stage Manager. should assign crew and 

cast members to all doors, stairs and potentially-dangerous positions to 

assist audience members. 

 

3.  On completion of the announcement Stage Manager should cue 

Houselights to Full. Emergency circuits should be switched on; all stage 

worklights should be switched on. After this is done, Main Lighting 

Console should be shut down. If microphones are not in use, Sound 

System may be shut down as well. If they are, system should stay on until 

auditorium is clear. Once the theatre is empty, light & sound crews may 

leave. 

 

4.  Cast, crew, ushers and staff should all assist the audience out of the 

auditorium. Removing the audience from the theatre is First Priority; 

anything which affects the potential safety or quick completion of this 

operation may not interfere with this process. It must be assumed that 

those working on a show know where to go and how to get there, and that 

the audience does not. 

 

5.  After auditorium and stage have been cleared, theatre staff should close 

theatre and proceed to the designated Area of Safety. Flashlights, portable 

radios and First Aid supplies should be taken. Stage Manager should 

insure that everyone else has gone down before he/she leaves.  
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FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT FOR 

COMMUNITY THEATRE 

 
Monograph prepared by Catherine McVey, B.A., M .A. 

Department of Theatre, School of Fine Arts 

Miami University, Oxford, OH 4 5 0 5 6 - August 1 9 8 9 

  

 

Community theatres exist for a wide variety of reasons which usually 

revolve around the joy of producing live theatre. Tasks like writing financial 

reports, doing ticket sales audits and projecting next year's expenses are not 

among the glamour jobs that volunteers and board members are easily recruited 

to complete. However, without sound financial management the organization is 

risking its very existence.  

 

A commitment to better management of the theatre's financial operations 

does not have to mean drudgery. Once a system of policies and procedures is 

adopted, it can be maintained with a minimum of hassle and pain to anyone. It 

may even prove to be less painful than the awful reality of finding that you have 

no money for costumes for your last show because you spent too much on the 

first three! 

 

This monograph is an attempt to identify some of the issues and practices 

which lead to sound fiscal management. Theatres and theatre organizations vary 

widely and no one set of rules will apply to all. The sample budgets and forms are 

highly simplified and are not intended as comprehensive models. The goal is to 

provide your organization with a framework to consider how to improve its 

financial management. 
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BUILDING THE BASE 

 

One of the first steps to improved fiscal responsibility is developing formal 

board policies regarding the acquisition and disposition of resources - how you 

take in money and goods and how you use them. It is important to consider these 

issues as a formal governing body. Too often these decisions are left to 

individuals who make choices based on what seems expedient at the moment. 

 

Remember that the board is ultimately accountable for all decisions made 

by the organization. Clear policies that are made known to everyone in the 

organization allow the board to fulfill its responsibility while not requiring a 

quorum every time a decision is needed. 

 

 

Policies are statements of how an organization will respond to specific 

situations. The development of policy governance allows the board to avoid 

"reinventing the wheel" every time an issue comes up for discussion. Some 

examples of financial policies might include the specification of ticket prices and 

any discounts, rental rates for equipment, limits on expenditures without prior 

approval of the board and acceptance/use of donated items. 

 

Developing a set of basic operating policies requires an investment of time, 

like the development of good financial management tools. It is time wisely 

invested, however. If the board commits to a system of developing and revising 

policies it avoids endless repetition of small decisions and frees itself to consider 

the bigger issues.  
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THE BUDGET --- What is a budget? 

 

Budgets raise specters of little men with wire-rimmed spectacles and 

adding machines peering over an artist's shoulder, worrying over every penny 

spent. A budget is one of the most helpful tools ever developed for making fiscal 

management run smoothly. The important thing, as with any tool, is to use it 

correctly. 

 

A budget is an active document. It is not something to be written once a 

year then stuffed into your board book never to see the light of day. Simply put, a 

budget is an educated estimate of how much income you expect to take in and 

how you will expend that income. Because it is an estimate, the budget must be 

continually compared with reality--with the actual income and expenditures. 

 

No one has a crystal ball when they make budgets and they should not be 

expected to be followed to the penny. Rather they provide some guideposts along 

the way. If income or expenses are significantly different than expected, 

monitoring the budget allows you to make informed and rational adjustments in 

your activities to reflect those changes.  

 

Each organization's budget will be different. They are unique documents 

and reflect the very nature of the group. Depending on the organization, you may 

have several "audiences" for your budget.  

 

Do you apply for grants? Grant-making organizations need to know how 

you intend to spend the money they might give you. They may request just a 

project budget or they may require an annual budget for the organization. Are you 

part of a community arts council? That group may need your budget to help 

support your activities and its fund raising efforts. Do you have a membership 

and/or donors? Those individuals and corporations have an interest in seeing 

that the money they gave you is being spent responsibly. Don't panic, these 

multiple "audiences" don't necessarily require multiple budgets. A single budget 

can be modified for all uses, if it is prepared in a sensible way. 
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OK, NOW HOW DO WE BEGIN? 
 

First you need to decide what your budget will look like. The decisions you 

make will be based on how your theatre is organized, the size of the group and 

the nature of your season. 

 

There are two basic approaches to budgeting for community theatres 

which seem to be easiest to use. The first is a "season" budget which lists the 

budgetary categories such as "Costumes" or "Props" and indicates the total 

amount budgeted in that category for the season. This approach is most suitable 

for an organization which produces a very small number of shows each season 

and/or contracts with independent producers to bring in touring shows. 

 

The second approach is a show-by-show budget. In this style of estimating 

expenses each production is evaluated separately. If you have a large cast show, 

for example, you can probably count on higher costume expenses and your 

budget can reflect that. 

 

The show-by-show approach is generally the most useful. It allows more 

accurate projections of expenses based on the realities of the season you have 

chosen to produce. The following very simple example of a show-by show budget 

illustrates the type of unique situations which can be accommodated in 

generating estimates on a show-by-show basis. 

 

SHOW-BY-SHOW BUDGET SAMPLE 
 

Budget Amount 

SEASON TICKET CAMPAIGN 

 

Brochures         000.00 

Mailing          000.00 

Advertising         000.00 

Tickets          000.00 

Posters         000.00 

 

 

Show #1 

Royalties/Scripts        000.00 

Directors Fee        000.00 

Set          000.00 

Props          000.00 

Costumes         000.00 

Rehearsal Hall Rental        000.00 

Posters          000.00 

Programs        000.00 

Advertising         000.00 
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Show #2 

Royalties/Scripts        000.00 

Set          000.00 

Props          000.00 

Posters          000.00 

Programs         000.00 

Advertising         000.00 

 

Show # 3 

Scripts          000.00 

Set          000.00 

Costume Rental         000.00 

Costume Advisor        000.00 

Props          000.00 

Posters         000.00 

Programs         000.00 

Advertising         000.00 

 

 

Show #1 is a larger cast show. The group knows it will be hiring a guest 

director and that the normal rehearsal space will be inadequate. The directors fee 

and hall rental are special expenses for this show. 

 

Show #2 is a two-person show which can rehearse in the organization's 

usual rehearsal space for which they do not have to pay rent. This is a modem 

dress show, and the cast members will be wearing their own clothes. 

 

Show #3 is a classic work. As it is in the public domain, there are no 

royalties to be paid. Because they are doing the play in period, the organization 

has decided to pay a consultant from a local university to advise on the 

costumes. 

 

If you choose to use the show-by-show budget method, you must be aware 

that there will be some expenses which do not fit cleanly into any one show. 

These expenses are frequently referred to as "overhead." Some of these may be 

salaries paid to administrative and/or artistic personnel who are not hired on a 

by-show basis, rental of facilities, utility bills, board expenses, insurance, and any 

other expenses you have whether you have a show in production or not. You may 

choose to account for these in one of several ways. 

 

These "overhead" expenses can be apportioned to the various show 

budgets. For example, you might decide that Show #1 takes up 40% of the Artistic 

Director's time over the year and charge 40% of that person's salary to that show. 

If this method of accounting for these expenses is chosen it is important to be 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual  

 

Section II / Finance Division  Page 70 
 

sure that the portions charged add up to 100% of each expense, not more and not 

less. This method of budgeting allows you to examine how each of these 

overhead expense items impacts the cost of your productions. 

 

This method of dividing the overhead expenses into the individual shows is 

frequently used for grant application purposes. When a funding source requires a 

match, they will often allow you to include those "overhead" items appropriate to 

the project as "soft (noncash)" or "in-kind" match. If a paid employee spends a 

portion of his/her time on the grant project, a percentage of his/her salary can be 

shown as project expense and income (from your organization.) Rent expense for 

space used to run the project is another common overhead expense which can 

be used as "matching" income for a project. If there are any questions, refer to 

the grant officer from the granting organization. Most are more than happy to 

answer any questions. 

 

You may choose to budget for these expenses in a separate section which 

may be called "Overhead" or "Administration." This is a much simpler method of 

monitoring these budget items and may be more appropriate for a smaller 

organization.  
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WHAT ABOUT INCOME? 

 

Community-based arts organizations receive income in many different 

forms. You receive money from season ticket sales, single ticket sales, 

concessions, program ad sales, costume rentals and a variety of other sources. 

You may also receive grants. Those are all obviously forms of income which must 

be accounted for. But there are other types of income which many organizations 

neglect to count as income. These are donation or gifts of goods or services 

which are known as "in-kind" donations.  

 

Although you do not actually receive cash, the value of the organization is 

increased by those in-kind gifts. If you have a local accountant who prepares 

your 990 tax forms each year without charging, that is an in-kind donation of his 

services. If an individual donates a collection of hats, that is an in-kind donation 

of costumes. If a local printer prints the programs in return for an ad, that is an in-

kind donation of that printer's services. 

 

In-kind gifts are often unbudgeted income, but they will appear on your 

financial statements. Be very careful that this income is clearly identifies as in-

kind or is matched with an equal expense item, or you will be misled thinking you 

have cash to be spent! 

 

As with expenses, income may also be budgeted on a by-show or a season 

basis. If you chose the show-by-show basis, income from season tickets or 

program advertising can be divided proportionally between each of the shows 

like the overhead expenses. 

 

Projecting ticket sales is always a bit of a gamble. You should take the total 

seating capacity of your house-the number of seats times the number of 

performances-and use your organization's past experience to estimate 

attendance. Consider factors in your community which will effect how people 

choose to use their leisure time. Are there other activities planned for the dates 

you have chosen? What time of day are your performances scheduled? Are you 

performing comedies, musicals, drama? How will these factors effect the people 

who might come to your performances?  

 

Some sage advice from a long-time community theatre board member is 

"always estimate income conservatively and expenses generously." This advice 

has kept her organization in the black for a number of years.  
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SAMPLE INCOME BUDGET 
 

Season Tickets         $000.00 

Single Tickets         $300.00* 

Show #1         $100.00 

Show #2         $100.00 

Show #3         $100.00 

Concessions         $000.00 

Memberships         $000.00 

Donations         $000.00 

                      In-Kind Donations                                                $000.00* * 

 

* Total single ticket income. It is broken down in the following lines. 

* * These may be listed as a lump sum, but should be identified in budget notes. 

 

ESTIMATING EXPENSES AND INCOME 

 

Now that you have decided what your budget is going to look like, it is time 

to start estimating. Remember that a budget is defined as an educated guess, the 

more information you seek when putting your budget together the more 

"educated" your guess will be. There are a variety of sources which you should 

confer with when preparing your budget. 

 

Start with the people involved. Every person who will be spending or 

raising money should be asked for a "wish list." This should be in terms of 

activities and things as well as dollars. For example the marketing committee 

should indicate that they plan to produce 10,000 four-color brochures instead of 

saying "$1500 for brochures." Next you will begin to gather information which will 

tell you how likely it, is you will be able to provide their "wish." Look at factors 

within your organization. Experts call this an "internal analysis." What plays will 

you be doing? How many plays will you be doing? What has the past history 

been in fund raising and attendance? Who are the people on the Board? Who are 

your creative people? Have you hired any new staff?. Will you need to purchase 

new equipment or find new office or rehearsal space? Try to identify everything 

that has changed, or remained the same, with the potential to make a difference 

in your income or expenses. Next look at the factors outside your theatre. This is 

called an "external analysis." Are postal rates expected to change? Is there a new 

arts group in town competing for your fund raising money? Is your community 

growing? Will your share of withholding taxes increase this year? Will your 

insurance rates change? Is the way people in your town use their leisure time 

changing? Have there been plant layoffs or closings which will effect your 

potential audience and/or corporate donations? Has the newspaper changed its 
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ad rates? Check with the Chamber of Commerce, local business people, social 

leaders and other community leaders. This does not need to be a formal survey, 

and in most communities is best done in casual conversation. Think carefully 

about changes in your community and how those changes may effect you. 

 

Historical data is useful, but remember that it must be tempered with the 

information you get through your internal and external analyses. If your seasons 

are exactly alike and there are absolutely no changes in your group or your 

community, adding a small percent increase for inflation may suffice, but be sure 

you have not overlooked circumstances which will cause you grief later! 

 

Armed with your information about what has happened in the past and how 

the current world influences your operations, look again at the wish lists. The 

fund-raising committee may "wish" to raise a figure which the information you 

have gathered indicates is too high or too low. Perhaps there is a new major 

employer who has located in your community and you know, from your research, 

that the corporation will support your theatre, if asked. Or, on the other hand, the 

community orchestra may plan a major fund-raising campaign, which will 

increase the competition and your net results.  

 

Use the information you have gathered to assess the viability of the "wish 

lists" and use them as the basis for your budget negotiations. It is generally 

easier to get individuals and committees to agree to adhere to a budget which 

they helped set. 
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OK, WE HAVE A BUDGET--WHAT NOW? 

 

As mentioned earlier, a budget is an active document. You have decided 

how you are going to set up your budget. You've spent time with your directors 

and creative people, the marketing committee, and all other appropriate 

committees and individuals estimating your expenses and income and you've 

written the dreaded budget. Now, communicate that budget. Let each person 

responsible for spending funds or generating income know their limits and goals. 

 

Control of spending happens at three levels. At the topmost level, the 

Treasurer, or financial officer of the Board, maintains the financial reports, keeps 

the checkbook, and handles the disbursement of funds. It is a basic practice for 

any organization to require two signatures on its checks. It is also common 

practice for one of the signers to sign checks ahead for the treasurer to use as 

needed. While this may be more convenient, it eliminates the value of the double-

signature as a fiscal control. Try to limit, or even better, eliminate this habit. 

Regular financial statements should be prepared by the Treasurer and these 

should be carefully reviewed by the Board. These are prepared monthly for the 

regular meeting of the Board. If the Board meets less frequently, quarterly reports 

are a minimum.  

 

The next level of control is the monitoring of the producer/business 

manager. It is essential to have one person designated as the "approver of all 

expenditures." For production-related expenditures, this person is most often the 

producer or your organization's equivalent of a producer. Each theatre has its 

own unique way of motivating its volunteers or employees to stay within budget. 

(This takes us back to the BOARD POLICIES I alluded to earlier.) Some theatres 

require any over-budget expenditures to be approved by the Board and will hold a 

producer liable for any overages. Your producer needs to know exactly who has 

approval power and what consequences over-spending will bring. 

 

The final level of control is the monitoring of spending by individuals.  

Policies for reimbursement should indicate that receipts and prior approval are 

required and you should communicate these requirements. The policy should 

also address how you will handle requests for reimbursement not accompanied 

by receipt and/or approval. If the organization has charge accounts with local 

businesses, be sure there is a limit on the number of persons with access to the 

account. Make it easy on the businesses by clearly identifying persons with 

approved use of the account and promptly notify them of any changes.  
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FINANCIAL REPORTS 

 

There are two basic methods for keeping track of your income and 

expenditures. These are the accrual method and the cash method. Each method 

has good and bad points, but once you choose a system, it is important to 

understand how it works and use it consistently.  

 

In Accrual accounting, income (and expenses) are recorded as they are 

incurred, even if the money has not yet changed hands. One common example 

happens when the organization receives a grant. Frequently there is at least a 

portion of grant monies which are not paid until after a project is completed and a 

final report is submitted. In an accrual accounting situation, the money has been 

committed to the organization and is therefore shown on the books as income. 

 

In a Cash accounting system, income and expenses are recorded as they 

are actually received or spent. In the example above, the income from the grant 

would not be recorded until it was actually received. 

 

The accrual method provides a more accurate picture of the overall 

financial health of the organization. It records all of the financial commitments, 

both income and expense. 

 

It is very important to remember, if the organization chooses this system, 

that the budget balances will not match the bank balances. The organization's 

cash flow situation must also be monitored if it is using an accrual method. A 

cash flow budget shows exactly when the expected income and expenses occur 

and how they match up. This can help you be prepared to handle the 

organization's bills responsibly as they become due. 

 

The cash system does not record income before it is received, but it also 

does not show expenses you have incurred until they are actually paid. One 

example would be director's fees. If you have signed a contract with a director 

which obligates you to pay that person a set fee, that money is obligated and is 

not available to be spent in other ways. In a cash system, however, the financial 

records would not show that obligation until the check was actually written. 

 

With a cash system, it is necessary to keep track of all financial 

commitments not yet paid. These are often referred to as encumbrances. The 

funds are encumbered, or committed, to a specific purpose. Keeping track of 

these encumbrances will help avoid spending funds already committed. The 
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samples at the end of the monograph illustrate the difference between a cash and 

an accrual budget for the same organization. Notice the basic layout of the 

sample budgets. Set up in this columnar format the budget can become your 

monthly or quarterly financial report. Each expense and income category is listed 

separately followed by a series of figures. These figures represent A) activity in 

this reporting period (actual checks written in the cash budget and funds 

encumbered to date in the accrual budget); B) YTD or year-to-date column keeps 

a running total of funds received/expended since the beginning of the fiscal year; 

and C) the budget amount for the income or expense category. 

 

For the Cash budget all items in column A represent checks actually 

written or payments received during this budget period. In the accrual budget, 

however, the same column shows much more activity. The accrual budget shows 

that the guest director began work this month, costumes and props were ordered, 

and group sales agreements and advertising contracts were signed. Two grants 

have also been awarded to the organization, although they are to be paid at a 

later date. 

 

Some organizations will include other categories in their reports. A column 

indicating the actual expenditures/income from the most recently completed 

fiscal year may be useful as a monitoring tool. Another useful piece of 

information is a "Balance" column. This compares the amount spent/received to 

the total amount budgeted. If you choose to use a "Balance" column, be aware 

that not all budget lines will be spent/received evenly. While expenses like rent 

will most commonly be spent 1/12 each month, your season ticket campaign 

expense budget will likely be 100% gone by the end of the first quarter. 
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HOW DO WE USE THIS REPORT? 

 

Reports should be prepared for each regular meeting of the Board and 

ideally be sent to each Board member before the meeting. These are your 

guideposts to ensure that you keep on course. By monitoring your Year-to- Date 

expenditures compared to expected budget, the Board can make adjustments to 

reflect reality. Did the organization get an unexpected donation? If you are on top 

of your budget, you can know how best to use that new-found income to the 

advantage of the organization's goals. Conversely, financial disaster can often be 

averted simply by adjusting for changes in anticipated cash flow. 

 

The budget and the financial report become a kind of barometer of the 

organization. It is a monitoring and planning document which allows the Board to 

know with confidence the current financial health of the organization. As a Board 

member, it is your job to read and understand the financial report. Ask questions 

if there are items which are unclear. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual  

 

Section II / Finance Division  Page 78 
 

SOME FINAL COMMENTS 

 

There are several other issues which may or may not apply to your 

organization. One of these, currently under close scrutiny by Congress and the 

Internal Revenue Service, is unrelated business income. If your organization is a 

not-for-profit and has a large proportion of its income from advertising sales or 

other sales not immediately related to the purpose of your organization, that 

income may be taxable. If you are not reporting that income and paying 

appropriate tax, you may be jeopardizing you tax-exempt status. This would 

include sale of t-shirts, cookbooks and other items. As this area is changing, get 

the advice of an accountant familiar with nonprofit organizations. 

 

And speaking of the IRS, remember that just because your organization is 

tax exempt, that does not mean that you are not required to file tax forms. 

Depending on your income and expenses, you may be required to file a form 990. 

Again, the advice of an accountant should be sought. Remember that the 

investment in developing financial policies and good financial practices may 

mean time and effort, but in the long run the payoff comes in less hassles and 

headaches for everyone concerned. 
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PROMOTING THE COMMUNITY THEATRE 
 

Monograph prepared by 

Dennis Meeks, Regional Representative 

OCTA West Region, 4 5 3 Harrison Avenue 

Greenville OH 4 5 3 3 1 - December 1 9 8 9 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

As community theatre is not only a function of community members but 

also for them, it is essential that a good percentage of the population becomes 

aware of its existence, its offerings and its societal value. The latter is beyond 

this monograph, but participation and attendance are not. Community theatre 

cannot exist without both active participants and a paying audience. An 

entertaining play, or any cultural event is of little significance, aside for the cast 

and crew, if there is no audience. Therefore appropriate and adequate promotion 

of a theatrical season and its plays is as essential as the performances 

themselves. 

 

Each community is different-in some the local media are anxious to report 

on the arts, while in others reporters cannot seem to be bothered with "amateur" 

theatre. Whatever the situation, the following suggestions can aid in successfully 

promoting community theatre. 

 

GETTING STARTED 

 

THE SEASON'S PUBLICITY 

  

The first basic step is to build the season's publicity around one 

promotional theme which should be used on mailings, programs and publicity 

items. It may related to an overall characteristic of the season or of the theatre, 

but should not be complex. Examples are "A Season of Excellence." "Musicals, 

Mysteries and Manners," "New [or Old] Favorites in a New [or Old] Location," 

"Something Appealing,\ Something Appalling," etc. Development of such "catch 

phrases" can be greatly enhanced by an informal brainstorming session. 

Repetition of a thematic "catch phrase" and of wording of publicity releases can 

result in subliminal identification of the theatre and its season.  

 

The second step for developing the season's publicity is to decide upon 

the target audience of the theatre. While targeting an entire town is admirable, it 
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will likely spread the theatre’s resources too thin. Better to reach a small group 

with a message repeated several times than a large audience only once. A target 

audience can be developed by determining who has been coming to the previous 

seasons. How old are they? Where do they work? How did they learn about the 

show? Although there are some variations, the greatest potential audience is 

comprised of college educated women. (National Survey of Public Participation in 

the Arts, 1987). Thus, the belief that audiences are generally old and financially 

well off is not necessarily valid. Members of the 18-35 age group are quite willing 

to attend if they are aware of the show. 

 

Why do people attend any production? The first answer should be 

apparent--they attend to be entertained. There are, however, other reasons which 

publicity committees should be aware of: they attend because they know 

someone in the cast; they attend to "see and be seen"; they support activities 

which they consider to be important; and they attend to escape from the routine 

of life (Ted Bunn, Ohio State University). Knowing these motivations will help in 

meeting these needs when planning advertisements, and even when the theatre 

plans the performances. More details about what information to gather and how 

to do so can be found in Wallace Sterling's monograph on market (audience) 

analysis [Who is Out There--Why? Who's Not Out There?--Why?, 1984]. Involved 

may be questionnaires at performances or mailed surveys, random phone calls, 

or even street interviews. The more that is known about the target audience the 

more effective publicity will be. 

 

A publicity notebook can be a valuable guide for developing and 

maintaining effective promotion of a theatre and its activities. The first entry 

should be a calendar of the current season, with publicity deadlines for each 

production clearly indicated and even highlighted, such as lead times required by 

newspapers. Ideas should also be kept in the notebook--those that were used and 

those that were discarded. One never knows when a discarded idea will look like 

genius later on. 

 

The notebook should have a section for photo negatives, using plastic 3-

ring sheets for photographs which are available at photography stores. When 

publicity material is sent, whether letters or public service announcements 

(PSAs) copies should be placed in the notebook so that the format is retained and 

duplicates not sent to the same individuals. (Note: if the identical letter is sent to 

more than one person, only one copy need be kept, with a notation such as: "also 

sent to.........). These copies will be invaluable for the next publicity chairman. 
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THE INDIVIDUAL NEWS RELEASE 

 

A more focused approach is needed for writing each news release. Each 

release should have its own specific theme. High school teachers rave for weeks 

about its importance for writing papers. A single central ideas lends direction and 

coherence throughout the release. With it, information is included that might 

otherwise have been missed--and inappropriate material seen for what it is. The 

central idea need not be very complex. It may begin as "We want to inform the 

community that our theatre group exists," or "...that our theatre has moved," or, 

more commonly, "...that we have tickets for sale." The idea should be written 

down and looked at now and then. It will keep the news release focused on the 

point, serve as the stimulus and boundaries for publicity brainstorming sessions, 

and prevent undue and inappropriate expenditures for publicity. 

 

Of great benefit is that all publicity material, including news releases, 

playbills, and special promotion items can be related to the recognized as that of 

a specific theatre group without reading each word. Many theatre groups have 

taken the lead of corporate America and developed a "masthead"—the name of 

the group in a specialized print (the signature) along with the institutions logo. As 

an example, the cover of this OCTA manual has a masthead and a logo, as do its 

stationery, programs and other printed material. While it would be accurate to 

simply place the name of the group on such materials, a masthead and logo catch 

the eye more quickly. Any theatre group that does not use these should explore 

the available options with a printer, and make a point of using such identification 

everywhere possible. This will go far in building an image within the community, 

the news media and potential audiences. 
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USING THE MEDIA 

 

The media provide a service that they are not obligated to give. Therefore a 

cooperative attitude is essential, the needs and problems of media understood, 

and their involvement with theatre made as easy and as pleasant as possible. The 

best place to start is by talking with them directly. An appointment with the media 

person(s) who will be handling coverage of community theatre should be made in 

order to ask what they need to make that coverage of as high a quality as 

possible, and other requirements-such as length of news releases, formats and 

deadlines. Deadlines and appointments should be met on time. This conveys a 

message of organization and professionalism which will enhance the theatre's 

image. 

 

It is essential to establish who is the publicity person, and to make it 

known to everyone in the theatre so that they will know whom to call for 

newspaper or television publicity. Media people should not be bombarded by every 

member of the group who wants his or her name mentioned. They need to know 

who is the theatre's publicity person--who will call or write them and whom they 

can call for information. 

 

The theatre's publicity notebook should have a section for each medium 

used, with the respective contacts by name and affiliation, and any specific 

criteria for publicity releases. This will facilitate finding information quickly when 

preparing a news release. It also useful when a reporter phones and leaves his 

name but not for whom he works. 

 

Each medium is different. Television is capable of greater immediacy than 

print media, but print can deal with greater detail. While there are certainly 

differences, there are also similarities. One similarity, which must be kept in mind 

at all times, is that media people are professionals. For them theatre coverage is a 

job, not a hobby; which means that they have certain parameters within which 

they must work. Since the theatre needs their goodwill, it behooves publicists to 

discover these parameters and work within them. Each medium has deadlines. 

While it may be possible to miss a deadline and still make the final edition, it is 

uncertain and inconvenient for all concerned. 

 

Each medium has a specific format for submission of material. Most 

newspapers require black and white photos, and some require that these be 

taken by staff photographers. Television stations do not want to edit a 
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camcorder-shot video from last night's rehearsal. Many media will print or read 

press releases exactly as received, so they must be written professionally. If a 

piece sounds unprofessional, then the theatre group will be pre-judged as being 

unprofessional. 

 

It must be kept in mind that media are run by people who will react to 

unbridled criticism as do others. Don't expect to have a good relationship with 

the local paper if members of the theatre group constantly react that "the piece 

was too short and in the back of the paper," or "the picture didn't look anything 

like Gladys," or "they always misspell names." Let human errors be human errors 

and not territory for battle. A theatre group can lose the war through poor media 

relations. 
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NEWS RELEASES AND PUBLIC SERVICE 

ANNOUNCEMENTS (PSAs) 

 

Because newspapers receive hundreds of releases, they should be brief 

and accurate. Included must be the Who, What, Where, When and, when 

applicable, the Why and How, and How Many are expected to attend. A paragraph 

or two can be added on a specific point that may be of especial interest to 

readers of the newspaper. For example, if sending the same news release to 

newspapers that service different neighborhoods, vary the name or names of cast 

or crew members for each specific area. In general, place the basic, most 

important information (Who, What, Where, When) for the release in the first 

paragraph, because, if the release is too long for the space available, cuts are 

usually made from the end. Quotes, if concise and pertinent, can provide 

additional information, and hold the reader's interest. 

 

Radio, in general, has more time available for public service 

announcements (PSAs) than TV because of the greater program flexibility.  Radio 

stations accept PSAs 10, 20, 30 or 60 seconds in length. In general, a PSA of 25 

words will take 10 seconds, 50 words 20 seconds, and 75 words 30 seconds. 

Stations use more 10s and 20s than other lengths. There is a better chance of 

having a PSA aired if both 10 and 20 second versions are sent. Because there is 

only 10 or 20 seconds for the message, it must be kept clear, and include only 

important, key words. A PSA should be typed and then read aloud to time it. The 

typed PSA can then be submitted to radio stations in the theatre's target area. 

 

PSAs for television follow the same guidelines as for radio. The most  

effective, and most often used, television PSAs are 10, 20 and 30 second 

messages. TV stations ordinarily accept 60 seconds only on videotape. Be certain 

that the PSA to the station is sent at least two weeks before the scheduled event. 

However, every PSA submitted is not aired. The theater message is in 

competition with other PSAs and commercials. The larger the potentially 

interested group, the more likely the PSA is to be aired. 

 

All releases, regardless of the type of medium, should be typed on the 

theatre's letterhead, containing its name, address and telephone number. Also 

included should be the same data on the theatre's publicist in the event that 

additional information is required. The message should be typed double spaced 

for printed media, and triple spaced for audio delivery. The symbol used to 

denote the end of a release is -30-. Of considerable help to the media is an 
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accompanying cover letter with each news release or PSA, explaining the 

purpose of the announcement, the dates for which the announcement is good, 

and any other pertinent information. 

 

 

Not used sufficiently by theatres is cable TV. These stations often are 

looking for programming to meet their public service commitments. Theatre 

groups can provide one time spots or a regular series Examples of content are 

discussions of theatre as an activity of, for, and by the community; an interview 

at the beginning of each season; and a discussion by the director of each play 

before its opening. One must be cautious, however, about televising an excerpt of 

a play without copyright permission. 

 

Another little used promotion is the news conference, with representatives 

of newspapers, radio and television invited. This should not be overdone, and 

usually limited to once a year, before the opening of a new season. In an area 

with more than one theatre, the news conference could be mounted by several 

theatres. An attractive printed agenda provides an aura of professionalism. One 

individual should act as the master of ceremonies, and call on others to make 

related presentations. All individuals present need to be introduced, with their 

credentials and affiliations stated. Visuals--such as handouts, projected slides, 

and charts--are of considerable help. Considered should be the display of any 

interesting or unusual costumes or props that are available. These, plus a free 

lunch, can go far in developing positive attitudes of media people towards 

community theatres. 

 

There are times when theatre is news, aside from announcements of a 

specific season or show. For example, a news release may be warranted by a 

special effort to recruit the handicapped to sing "The Temple" in Jesus Christ 

Superstar, by using an interpreter for the blind, by performing for a nursing 

home, or by moving to a new location. The worthiness of an item, however, 

should not be overrated--buying three new fresnels will probably not be of 

general interest. Calling too often with news items will reduce the chances of 

making the news with legitimate items. The selection of news releases must be 

limited to events that are of general interest to the community. If a theatre is to 

take advantage of such free publicity, its items are more likely to be read by the 

average citizen. 
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SELLING THE SEASON AND ITS COMPONENTS 

 

First, cover the local market, that is, the immediate area which is the 

theatre's biggest draw. Advertising material should be placed anywhere potential 

audiences are likely to go. Examples are restaurants, beauty parlors, grocery 

stores, libraries, gas stations, malls, work places. Second, there is bound to be a 

regional draw for any show. Just as some actors will travel many miles to perform 

in certain shows, some potential audience members will drive as much as an 

hour to see a favorite production. For that reason, advertising outside the 

theatre's immediate area is also warranted. This may be no more than a line in the 

"What's Happening" section of another newspaper, but it gets the word out. 

 

It is important to remember that the one group most likely to want to see 

your shows is another theatre group. Those who do theatre enjoy seeing theatre. 

For this reason, as many area-wide theatres should be notified as possible, and 

even sent posters. The season listing should be sent to the OCTA Newsletter 

Editor for inclusion in the Callboard, thus obtaining state wide publicity. Editors 

of other theatre newsletters may mention your shows in their columns if sent 

information. Offshoots of such promotion between theatres can include 

crossover of directors, casts, and crew--and even the selling of more tickets. 

 

According to the 1989 OCTA survey of theatres, most groups include at 

least three shows in their seasons. Some theatres, however, do not see the 

advantages of publicizing the season, and do not even sell season tickets. The 

season can be used as a major boost to ticket sales and a great help in promoting 

the theatre. The publicity budget for the year should include a line item for 

season promotion that is roughly equal to each of those for individual 

productions. It should be large enough to include posters, ads and other items 

that tell the public that there are several shows included in the season. Promoting 

a season provides the perception that the theatre is a continuing entity, rather 

than as a coming together to do a show now and again, and then fade away. It 

implies quality. 

 

Advertising a season can increase audience attendance. Community 

members may be stimulated to put performance dates on their calendar. The 

investment in buying season tickets will provide a guaranteed audience for each 

show, and usually a larger house than otherwise. In return, season ticket holders 

normally get a discount over individual admissions. Also important is that the 

theatre receives money in advance that can be used for the production costs of 
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the first show. A 'sure winner' as a first show can increase season ticket sales. 

Thus some groups place a musical as the season opener because they have 

found that a musical will sell more season tickets than a straight play. 

 

Many community theatres do not spend money on advertising. However, 

one medium sized, attractive, paid advertisement before the beginning of the 

season, and a smaller one for each production do not require a large sum of 

money They provide information for the public before the first performance, 

unlike reviews which sometimes appear after the last performance. Another 

advantage of paid ads is that media are more willing to "help those who also help 

themselves." 
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PROMOTION POSSIBILITIES 

POSTERS 

 

It is essential that all the artwork for each show in the season be completed 

before the season begins, so that the season publicity will carry the same artwork 

as do the individual shows. On particular, posters are used by almost every 

theatre group. In most instances these can be made more effective without 

raising the cost. For example, posters can be printed on both sides--which has 

only a small effect on expense because the major cost of the printing is the set-

up and paper, ink costing almost nothing. As most posters are placed in store 

windows, this additional printing allows them to be read from both sides. If the 

posters are placed on a bulletin board, losing the other side is of little financial 

consequence. 

 

To be appealing to the eye, posters should have a significant amount of 

"white space," and not be crammed with too much information. The purpose is to 

draw an audience into the theatre--not to stroke every ego in the group by listing 

the cast, crew, and/or board of directors on each poster. All the public needs to 

know from a poster is: (1) What show is being presented, (2) Who is presenting it, 

and (3) Where and When it is being presented. Be wary of the "star" system. In 

movies or professional theatre it helps to sell tickets if a big name is publicized; 

but in community theatre everyone is a star, so that publicizing one person at the 

expense of others can be a drawback. Sell the show--not a star. 

 

By all means have posters professionally printed whatever the cost. Many 

groups use local Vocational High Schools, most of which put out professional 

looking work. But posters must not be made by hand, either with felt pen or 

crayons. The result is almost always comparatively shoddy and amateurish in 

appearance, and will reflect badly on the theatre. Most theatre memberships 

include individuals who are expert at using computers. These can save money by 

obviating typesetting with the use of a variety of font sizes, styles and graphics. 

Posters for many plays can be purchased for a nominal fee from some theatrical 

houses. 
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TABLE TENTS 

 

Many restaurants use table tents to sell their specials because they are 

relatively inexpensive, easily changed, and every customer sees them several 

times during each visit. Some restaurants are willing to use tents for a theatre 

promo, and, occasionally, in conjunction with a meal discount for ticket holders 

for a specific performance. Most business are only too glad to help community 

organizations, especially if it does not result in inconvenience or expenditure. 

 

T-SHIRTS 

 

T-shirts offer features which other media cannot, in publicizing shows. 

Because cast members wear them for normal activities, they do not remain 

stationary. A potential audience member knows that he or she is in the presence 

of a person who is informed about the show and can obtain details not otherwise 

readily available. Another important factor is cost. Since cast or crew members 

usually buy their own shirts, this expense need not be borne by the theatre. 

Another possibility is to print the cast list on the back of the t-shirts, which 

increases their appeal for those who will be buying them. And since the front of 

the shirt carries a copy of the show poster, it will sell tickets. 

 

BUTTONS 

 

Most office supply stores carry button-making equipment. For about $150 

everything needed to make buttons can be purchased and endless buttons 

produced at minimal cost. A button, however, is far too small to be considered as 

a miniature poster, and can be expected to carry no more than a show logo, 

group logo and show dates. More personal is the character button, which allows 

each cast member to wear one signifying his or her role. This reduces the space 

available for other information, but will invite discussion about the show. 

 

READER BOARDS 

 

Many businesses have illuminated boards in front of their establishments which 

allow for easily changed messages. They are often used for advertising sales or 

promoting new items. Given enough lead time for clearance from the 

management, such businesses are often willing to lend their reader boards to 

community groups for the promotion of events. The theatre publicist must be 
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certain that every message is accurate. An error in such a place may not be the 

theatre's fault, but the theatre will get the backlash. 

 

PARADES 

 

The theatre should take advantage of any opportunity to appear in front of 

an audience in a setting outside of its own building. Parades are an excellent 

opportunity to do this, since they are generally attended by many people who are 

anxious to enjoy themselves. Showing them that the theatre is a source of 

entertainment can sell tickets and create an image which says that it is 

supportive of the community as a whole. Theatrical "risks" should not be taken at 

parades. An existential rendering of some hidden moralistic quality will be 

missed by viewers who see it for only a few seconds. A lively, comedic musical 

number is much more likely to attract positive attention and make people anxious 

to attend your performances. In addition, members of the theatre could distribute 

flyers among the parade watchers--with even a small admission discount. 

 

FESTIVALS 

 

Planners of community-wide festivals (July 4th, Memorial Day, Labor Day, 

Octoberfest, etc) should be contacted to find out how a theatre group can 

participate. It can gain exposure to an audience who may not be aware of such a 

facility. If the festival theme is historical, a major event which led to the settling of 

the area may be recreated--or a scene from a historical play from the theatre's 

season. Melodramas and musical reviews are quite popular and effective at these 

events. However, the payment of royalties is essential even for community 

events. 

 

MALLS 

 

Many theatres are relatively close to one or more malls, many of which 

have at least one empty storefront. The mall manager may be quite willing to have 

a community theatre use the empty window to advertise its season, and often 

without rent. It can be dressed with a selection of costumes and props and a 

blowup of the seasons poster. The theatre will thus obtain more exposure, and 

the mall will have an attractive display rather than an empty window. This is 

especially effective when the mall mounts a special event, such as car shows or 

flea markets. 
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COMPLIMENTARY TICKETS 

 

Many theatre groups refuse to offer free tickets to shows; they consider it 

unfair to allow some people to see the show for nothing when those same people 

would willingly pay to see it. There are, however, some points to consider. When 

a reviewer comes to a show he/she would otherwise be at home at that hour. 

Although this is the job of reporters, they do not necessarily enjoy giving up free 

time. Giving the reviewers two free tickets is an easy way to say, "Thank you for 

taking the time to review our show." As a rule the comp seats would not 

otherwise be sold. Those who receive comps may become more willing to work 

with the group in the future. 

 

Comps should also be given to those who go out of their way to help. 

Examples are the newspaper editor, the local weather man who mentions your 

show, the hair dresser who cuts the lead's hair for free, and the store manager 

who loaned the show props. When people help, say thanks. The gesture can lead 

not only to more cooperation in the future, but will also bring in a person who will 

tell friends what a wonderful show he or she saw. These friends will then buy 

tickets and generate a larger paying audience. 

 

Comps should also be available for the local high school drama director. 

The director may well send students and even graduates as audience, cast or 

crew; and it is in the best interest of the theatre that he or she has a positive 

outlook to the group. Of course, the effectiveness of comps is related in good 

part to the excellence of the production. Free seats in a house will not 

compensate for a poor show in respect to subsequent free, informal publicity. 

 

SPECIAL RATES 

 

The general catchment area of a theatre usually contains untapped specific 

groups such as college students, senior citizens and minority groups. Direct 

promotion needs to be made to these groups, stressing features of the 

production that are of particular interest to them. A special two-for-one offer can 

be made to senior citizens, especially for matinees which traditionally have a 

small house, and which are more desirable than evening performances for this 

group. 
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PROMOTION DURING THE SEASON 

 

THE LOBBY 

 

Opening night is not the time to stop promoting. There is still the remainder 

of the season as well as the next production People who have come to a play 

represent a much more select marketing group for theatre. Audience members 

usually do not have much to do while waiting for the curtain before the show or at 

intermission. This is the ideal time to take maximize the presence of a captive 

audience. 

  

The lobby can be decorated with theatre. Place posters of the season in 

strategic locations. Build a board to contain the production pictures which were 

taken. Display pictures and biographies of the cast and crew. These items make 

the audience more knowledgeable about the theatre and its activities, help create 

a feeling of being part of the theatre, and stimulate sales for the remainder of the 

season. The same tables that are used for cookies and refreshments during 

intermission can also be used to sell season tickets. Emphasize that there is a 

deduction of the price paid for the current show from the season ticket price, with 

a saving of the amount that the theatre board has decided upon. 

 

THE PROGRAM AS PROMOTION 

 

The play program has an advantage similar to that of the lobby-it reaches 

people who are already in the theatre. Use it to let the audience know more about 

the theatre and what is coming up in the rest of the season. Most audience 

members will scan the program before the show starts, look through it a few 

times during intermission, and then take it home. Let them know how, where and 

why to buy season tickets. Let them know that there is another production 

coming up and why they should plan to see it. 

 

DIRECT MAIL 

 

The recipients of direct mailing should be determined by an audience 

analysis--and not selection by a committee based upon whom they think might be 

persuaded to see the show. Information can be obtained from attendance records 

of previous seasons, from surveys, and from study of the area served by the 

theatre. If a play in the season has an orientation that is of interest for a special 

group, contact them and obtain a targeted mailing list. Mailings should also be 

sent to other theatre groups. They may be considering doing the same show; or 
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may want to relate to other theatre enthusiasts. Most of all, active members of 

any theatre like seeing as much live theatre as possible.  

 

All facts in any mailing must be double or triple checked for accuracy-- 

including show dates and times, reservation numbers, ticket prices, and the 

spelling of all names. A sloppy letter implies a sloppy show, which is not 

necessarily true, but can discourage attendance. 

 

Although direct mail is not the cheapest form of advertising, it can be 

effective if used properly. A first class letter costs $.25 (in 1989), while the same 

letter can go bulk mail for $.084 for nonprofit organizations. However, at least 200 

identical pieces are required in the mailing and it can take much longer to arrive. 

Therefore, allowing enough lead time is imperative. In addition an annual bulk 

mail permit must be obtained. Currently (1989) this costs $50, upon payment of 

which a bulk permit number will be issued. (Check with your local postal officials 

for current rates) 

 

Although the requirements sound complicated (and they are), a little 

practice will make it, if not perfect, at least bearable. Bear in mind that the 

personnel in the Bulk Mail Office are always willing to help if asked. 

 

See the Appendix for details. 

 

A FINAL WORD 

 

And one final caution. Disagreements which occur among theatre 

volunteers are not unknown, and can, at times, be rather deeply felt. For the sake 

of the theatre and its craft, these must not be aired publicly. The community may 

well look askance with decreased interest in its local theatre, and not support the 

season. The reputation of the theatre, and thereby its promotional efforts will 

become much less effective. Remember--a happy theatre is a successful theatre 

both artistically and financially. 

 

The effectiveness of promotion of a theatre is influenced by the 

community's perception of the theatre as an efficient, skilled and reliable entity. 

Promoting theatre requires a mind set of doing more than working hard. It 

requires working "smart." That requires knowing who the audience is and how to 

reach the greatest number of potential audience members frequently, with the 

amount of publicity dollars available. What works for a group in Wapakoneta may 

not work for a group in Newark. Remember, you have a great product to sell--live 

theatre. there is nothing else like it anywhere. 
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APPENDIX 

ABOUT BULK MAIL 

 

Requirements: Domestic Mail only. Minimum of 200 pieces or 50 pounds in each 

mailing, properly ZIP coded, packaged and sacked if necessary. 

 

Definition: Any person or organization that has paid the (calendar year) bulk fee 

and properly prepares their mail may mail at bulk postage rates. Non profit 

organizations must submit application and get post office approval to mail at non 

profit rates. Personal correspondence, bills, individually typewritten or 

handwritten letters are First-Class mail and may not be mailed at Bulk Mail (third-

class) rates. 

 

Payment: Permit Imprint - Yearly fee. Mailer files application and receives a 

number and deposits money to that account prior to presenting mailings. Each 

mailing piece must bear the notation: "Bulk Rate NonProfit Organization, U.S. 

Postage Paid, (city where permit was obtained), Permit #___. Mailing pieces must 

be identical in weight. 

 

A special form (Acceptance Form #3602) must be presented with each mailing 

and must be correctly filled out and signed. 

 

HOW TO SORT: 

 

STEP ONE 

 

1)  10 or more pieces going to the same 5-digit ZIP code: Package 

securely with rubber bands, place a red D sticker on top piece. 

 

2)  Remaining mail - 10 or more pieces going to the same 3-digit prefix 

ZIP code: Package securely with rubber bands, place a green 3 

sticker on top piece. 

 

3)  Remaining mail - 1O or more pieces going to the same state: 

Package securely with rubber bands, place orange S sticker on top 

piece. 
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4)  Anything left over: Package securely with rubber bands, place a slip 

of paper marked "Mixed States" on the top piece covering the 

address 

 

 

STEP TWO 

 

If you have at least 125 pieces or 15 pound packaged to the same 5 digit 

ZIP code, you must prepare a 5-digit sack. 

 

With the remaining mail: if you have at least 125 pieces or 15 pounds 

packaged for the same 3-digit prefix ZIP code, prepare a 3-digit sack. (This 

sack could contain 5-digit and 3-digit packages for the same 3 digit ZIP 

Code area). 

 

With the remaining mail: If you have 125 pieces or 15 pounds package to 

the same state, you must prepare a state sack. (This sack could contain 5-

digit, 3-digit and state packages for the same state). 

 

 

STEP THREE 

 

If you have less than 125 pieces or 15 pounds as noted above, the same 

procedure is followed, except that the groups are placed in special post 

office cardboard boxes (flats) and suitably labeled.  

 

 

Note:  Rubber Bands, Stickers, and Flats are furnished free by the Post Office. 

Just ask for them. 
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INCORPORATION AND TAX EXEMPTION OF 

COMMUNITY THEATRES IN OHIO 
 

Monograph prepared by Thomas E. Fox, Jr. 

Attorney at Law, 3532 Irwin-Simpson Road 

Suite 45, Mason, OH 45040 (513)398-9803 

December 1990 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Once upon a time, in Arena, Ohio, a group of townspeople got together and 

decided that they could put on a play. 

 

They had access to a rehearsal hall, a workshop to build scenery, the local 

high school stage for performances, and a barn to store scenery when the show 

was completed. Among their ranks, they found someone to direct, someone to 

design scenery, volunteers to build scenery, volunteers to work on costumes, 

volunteers to sell tickets, and someone with a truck to haul their scenery to the 

barn when the show closed. 

 

Excitement filled the room. As plans fell into place, the group's enthusiasm 

mounted. 

 

They thought they had it made until one skeptic asked, "How do we 

organize our theatre to set up a bank account? How do we become tax-exempt to 

guarantee our donors tax deductions for their contributions? How do we exempt 

our theatre from paying sales tax?" 

 

An optimistic voice responded, "Well, I guess we need to form a nonprofit 

company." 

 

Still, the skeptic persisted, questioning, "O.K., so how do we do that?" 

 

All of a sudden, they stared at one another in silence, with their enthusiasm 

squelched. 
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This hypothetical example, set in a fictional town, points to a dilemma that 

many new community theatres face as they try to launch their ventures. 

 

Intended as a model for Ohio's community theatres, this Monograph will 

demonstrate how our hypothetical community theatre, called the Possible 

Players, moved through the process of nonprofit incorporation and application 

for tax-exempt recognition. Also, this Monograph will look down the road to point 

out what the Possible Players must do in the future to protect their nonprofit 

corporation's status. 

 

New community theatres should incorporate (see Chapters One and Two), 

apply to the Internal Revenue Service for tax-exempt recognition (Chapter Three), 

establish procedures to exempt their purchases from sales tax (Chapter Four), 

and establish procedures to maintain their status in the future (Chapter Five). 

 

BEFORE THEY FILED ANYTHING: 

The Possible Players started by writing the Ohio Secretary of State, 30 East 

Broad Street, 14th floor, Columbus, OH 43215, to order a pamphlet, Corporation 

Check List, and request blank forms to begin a nonprofit corporation. Also, they 

telephoned the Internal Revenue Service at � (800) 424-FORM (or in Cincinnati at 

� (513) 621-6281) to order Form SS-4 (application for Employer Identification 

Number) with instructions, Form 1023 (Application for Recognition of Exemption) 

with instructions, Form 8718 (User Fee for Exempt Organization, Determination 

Letter Request) with instructions, and Publications 557, 578 and 598. 

 

WARNING: 

This Monograph includes copies of these forms, completed for our 

hypothetical theatre group. This Monograph is a guide for new theatres, which 

are going through this same process, and for established theatres, which need to 

evaluate their nonprofit status. Although this Monograph will help, readers 

should not use it for their exclusive source in preparing these forms, because 

laws-especially tax laws-change regularly. In the eleven years that this author has 

practiced law, filing fees have increased and tax forms and procedures have 

changed. This Monograph uses forms in use in 1990. By ordering current 

instruction manuals and forms--and reading them--you should be able to update 

yourself on these changes. For assistance, you may telephone the Secretary of 
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State at � (614) 466-3910 and the Internal Revenue Service either at its toll free 

line, � (800) 424-1040, or its Employee Plans/Exempt Organizations (EP/EO) 

Division Office, � (513) 684-3957. If the changes appear too confusing, contact an 

attorney or accountant who practices in this field. 

 

BEFORE THIS WARNING OVERLY INTIMIDATES YOU, CONSIDER THIS: 

In the last eleven years, the major changes in forms have involved the 

expansion of Form SS-4, from an 8½-by-5-inch card to an 8½-by-11-inch form, 

and the adoption of Form 8718, through which the IRS collects new fees, which 

the government previously did not assess against nonprofit corporations. I have 

met several lay volunteers who have done all of this successfully without the 

assistance of an experienced professional.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

����������������    

 

Incorporation in Ohio 

Filing Requirements 

 

A nonprofit corporation is not formed for the monetary profit of its 

members, trustees, officers or other private persons. It can distribute none of its 

net earnings to its members, trustees, officers or other private persons. Of 

course, a nonprofit corporation can, and must, make money. Still, the nonprofit 

corporation must use its net income from any project for its appropriate tax-

exempt, nonprofit purposes. 

 

Any new nonprofit corporation must be originated by at least three 

trustees. Our fictional theatre began with three fictional trustees, Tom Foolery, 

Mel O'Drama, and Burl Esque, whose names appear in the completed forms in 

this Monograph. As you will note in reviewing the sample forms, the Possible 

Players expanded their Board of Trustees following the formation of their 

corporation. 

 

A new theatre should begin by selecting a unique name. Ohio law exempts 

nonprofit corporations from the requirement of including in their names a 

corporate label (for example, "Inc.," "Co.," or "Company"). Despite that allowance 

in Ohio law, I advise my clients to include a corporate label in their names in 

order to make certain that they advise the public of their corporate status. 

 

If someone has a legal claim against an unincorporated organization, he or 

she would file any related law suit against the membership of that organization. 

Individual members are liable for damages caused by the organization, because 

they are the organization. 

 

On the other hand, a person who has a claim against a nonprofit 

corporation would file his or her suit against the corporation and any individuals 

who directly caused the alleged damages. The general membership of the 

nonprofit corporation is not liable. A corporation is an independent, legal entity. 

 

Our theatre troupe decided to use the name, Possible Players, Inc. The Players 

began by telephoning the Ohio Secretary of State at � (614) 466-0590 to inquire 
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whether this name would be available for their use. This particular telephone 

number is reserved for name availability requests. 

 

While on the telephone, a clerk with the Secretary's office performed a 

quick computer search of the names on file and told the Players that their name 

"appears available after a limited search." This statement did not guarantee the 

Players that "Possible Players, Inc." would receive final approval when they filed, 

but it warranted filing papers under this name. 

 

The Players prepared Articles of Incorporation for Possible Players, Inc. 

(see exhibit later in Monograph). You may use these Articles as a model for your 

corporation, even if you are typing in the blanks on the forms which you receive 

from the Secretary of State. Be mindful, however, that the Secretary's forms do 

not include the language which the IRS will require in order to grant tax-exempt 

status. This required language appears in Paragraph D of the Third Article of the 

same in this Monograph. 

 

The Articles of Incorporation must include (a) the unique name of the 

corporation, (b) the place where the principal office of the corporation is to be 

located, (c) the specific purposes for which the corporation is formed, and (d) the 

names and full addresses of not less than three "natural persons" who are to be 

initial trustees of the corporation. 

 

Consider "natural persons" to mean "adult human beings." I point out the 

distinction because some statutes in Ohio include corporations under the 

definition of "persons." Ohio law does not require specifically that all three 

trustees be residents of Ohio. 

 

Also, the Players prepared an Original Appointment of Statutory Agent (see 

exhibit later in Monograph). The Statutory agent is the person who is designated 

to receive formal notices on the corporation. The Statutory Agent then notifies 

the appropriate corporate officials. This does not make the Statutory Agent 

personally liable for obligations of the corporation.  

 

By law, the Statutory Agent for a corporation may be (a) a natural person 

who is a resident of Ohio, or (b) a for-profit corporation which has an Ohio 

business address and which is explicitly authorized by its Articles of 
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Incorporation to act as a Statutory Agent in Ohio. I recommend that you find "a 

natural person" who will volunteer and who lives in your theatre's county.  

 

The Statutory Agent must have a complete street address, not a post office 

box number. At least the majority of the trustees must sign the Original 

Appointment of Statutory Agent form. For the Possible Players, Inc., all three 

trustees signed the incorporation papers. 

 

Although Ohio no longer requires the Statutory Agent to sign an 

acceptance on the form, I consider it a good practice as it may assure that the 

Statutory Agent has discussed and understands the duties of the position. 

 

The Possible Players sent their Articles of Incorporation, the Original 

Appointment of Statutory Agent, and a filing fee of $25.00, payable to "Secretary 

of State," to the Ohio Secretary of State, 30 East Broad Street, 14th Floor, 

Columbus, OH 43215. A sample cover letter appears later in the monograph. 

 

When the Secretary of State received these forms, the staff conducted a 

more thorough search of the State's records to verify whether the name, Possible 

Players, Inc., was available for the troupe. When a requested name clears the 

search, the staff microfilms and files the documents with the corporate records of 

the State of Ohio, then returns the original documents, stamped with verification 

of recording, to the incorporators. If the staff finds that another company has 

reserved the name, the staff returns the entire mailing with an explanatory form 

letter. 

 

In our example, the Secretary of State returned to the Players the original 

documents, duly stamped and recorded, in about two weeks. Next, Possible 

Players, Inc., proceeded to adopt a Code of Regulations. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

����������������    

 

Incorporation in Ohio 

The Code of Regulations 

 

Possible Players, Inc. adopted Regulations which govern its operation of 

business. What an unincorporated association would call its Bylaws, a nonprofit 

corporation calls its Code of Regulations. The Players' Code of Regulations is 

included with this Monograph. 

 

[In preparing the forms, I abbreviated a Code which I had updated for a 

well-established, Ohio community theatre. That theatre's Code features more 

trustees, more officers and more governing provisions, than the draft you will 

read here. For educational value, I retained its language to define such similar 

terms as trustee and director, and Chairman of the Board and President. You may 

simplify your Code by eliminating the multiple terms. That particular theatre had 

used different terminology for these positions at different times during its history, 

requiring the definition of terms used in its Code.] 

 

Ohio law governing nonprofit corporations appears in Chapter 1702 of the 

Ohio Revised Code. Considering that Chapter, you should include in your Code 

of regulations provisions for the following:  

 

� The fiscal year of the corporation (calendar year is recommended). 

� The time and manner of calling an annual meeting of the membership or of 

the trustees 

� The manner of notifying members of these meetings and the manner 

members may waive notice of meetings. 

� The definition of a quorum for meetings of the members or the trustees. 

� The manner of taking action by unanimous consent, if allowed. 

� The model Order of Business for meetings. 

� The qualifications of members for voting in person, by mail or by proxy, if 

allowed. 

� The dues, if any, required of members.  

� The manner of setting the number of trustees, and the manner of election, 

removal, and replacement of trustees (by law, the corporation must have at 
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least three trustees, and the trustees have the power to fill vacancies, 

unless restricted by the Regulations). 

� The terms of office for, qualifications for, and the duties of the trustees. 

� The identification of, terms of office for, qualifications for, powers of, and 

duties of the officers. 

� The terms for indemnification of officers and trustees.  

(Section 1702.12 of the Ohio Revised Code permits the corporation to 

indemnify these volunteers from liability for their acts done officially on 

behalf of the corporation. Because most new community theatres have 

limited resources, I recommend you investigate insurance for this 

protection as well.) 

� The manner of amending the Articles of Incorporation and Code of 

Regulations. 

 

For reasons of space limitations, our sample Code of Regulations does not 

include Articles to govern script selection, producer and director selection, 

production staff requirements, and other functions which community theatres 

may wish to govern with Regulations. Of course, none of these necessarily must 

appear in the Code if the trustees are authorized to perform these functions in the 

manner they see fit. Formulating your unique Regulations may produce a 

marathon debate, but it is worth it in the long run. 

 

Remember that you may amend your Code of Regulations as needed, without 

notifying the State of Ohio or the Internal Revenue Service, provided you do not 

contradict your nonprofit, tax-exempt purposes. If you amend any part of your 

Articles of Incorporation or your Appointment of Statutory Agent, you must file 

the amendments with the Secretary of State. For this reason, the sample forms in 

Chapter One include only the minimum, necessary requirements. The Code of 

Regulations includes other, changeable Articles. 

  

In their first meeting, the new trustees chose a presiding chairperson and 

secretary, then voted to: 

 

� Ratify all acts of the incorporators. 

� Elect officers to serve until the manner of election, which the Code of 

Regulations requires, can be implemented. 

� Establish bank accounts for the corporation, identifying the officers who 

may sign checks. 

� Authorize the filing of forms with the IRS to secure tax-exempt recognition. 
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If you are incorporating a previously existing, unincorporated organization, 

your new trustees should vote to: 

 

� Admit as members the members of the previous organization. 

� Ratify all acts of the previous organization's trustees. 

 

Even though your corporation may operate as did the old organization, 

remember that the new corporation is an independent, legal entity. Close the 

books on the old organization and keep separate financial records. 

 

 

����������������    

CHAPTER THREE 

����������������    

 

Dealing with the IRS 

501(c)(3) Tax-Exempt Recognition 

 

Section 501(c) of the United States Internal Revenue Code lists more than 

20 types of organizations that are exempt from regular income taxation. Section 

501(c)(3) describes Charitable and Educational Organizations, which are publicly 

supported and receive preferential treatment under the law. Most community 

theatres should qualify under this section. 

 

In order to secure exemption from income and sales tax, to offer its donors 

a tax deduction, and to qualify for nonprofit bulk mailing privileges, Possible 

Players, Inc. prepared and filed with the IRS, EP/EO Division, a Form SS-4, Form 

1023 with attachments (including Form 872-C), and Form 8718 with an 

accompanying filing fee. 

[For an overview of bulk mailing requirements, see OCTA's December 1989 

Monograph, Promoting the Community Theatre in Section II] Technically, the IRS 

does not require community theatres, which expect to gross less than $5,000 

each year, to file these forms. These theatres may wish to apply anyway in order 

to qualify for full benefits which accompany tax exempt recognition. 

 

� Form SS-4 

Possible Players, Inc. used Form SS-4 to request an Employer 

Identification Number (EIN) for the corporation. Just as individuals have Social 

Security Numbers, corporations have EINs. Possible Players, Inc. reserved its 
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number in advance by telephone (see The Filing Process, to learn how, and the 

sample Form SS-4). 

 

� Form 1023: 

The IRS assumes a nonprofit organization is a private foundation, which 

must pay a nominal, federal excise tax, unless Form 1023 justifies its exemption 

from tax. A new community theatre will want to qualify as publicly supported 

under Section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code. 

 

Form 1023, Application for Recognition of Exemption, provides pertinent 

information and certain assurances about the corporation's manner of doing 

business. The sample forms with this Monograph include information about 

Possible Players, Inc. Your information may differ, but you will use the same 

forms in the same manner. 

 

Form 1023 and its instructions appear overwhelming at first glance. 

Fortunately, a new community theatre can discard many of the pages of this form, 

because the form applies to a wide range of organizations, including schools, 

hospitals, and churches. Possible Players, Inc. disregarded and threw away 

pages 10 through 29 of the Application (but the preparers still read the 

instructions). 

 

The IRS will review your Articles of Incorporation, Code of Regulations, and IRS 

forms in order to verify that you intend to operate your nonprofit corporation 

within proper guidelines. 

 

The IRS will try to determine whether the corporation profits, is primarily 

funded by, or is controlled by disqualified persons (see Notes on Form 1023). 

Check the list of disqualified persons closely, as their contributions may prevent 

your theatre from qualifying as publicly supported. Of course, a finding that your 

theatre is a private foundation is not the kiss of death. It just costs the theatre tax 

money. A number of private foundations support many worthwhile projects. 

 

Unless the corporation's financial support satisfies the requirements 

described in Part II of Form 1023, the corporation will pay excise tax as a private 

foundation. Possible Players, Inc. qualified as publicly supported under 

subparagraph (i) in Part III. I suspect most community theatres fit this category. If 

you simply can not decide which category applies to your organization, you may 

check subparagraph (j) and ask the IRS to choose.  
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The IRS will want to make sure that the corporation does not offer an unfair 

tax break to a substantial contributor who runs the corporation. In other words, if 

your Uncle Bob wants to finance and run his own theatre as a hobby, then use 

the theatre for his own tax deduction, the IRS will not let him. 

 

Please note that Possible Players, Inc. left some pages of this form partially 

incomplete, simply because it was a new corporation. Possible Players, Inc. 

submitted proposed budgets because it had no previous financial statements to 

report. 

 

If you are incorporating a previously unincorporated organization, you 

must disclose this fact to the IRS, even though the IRS will consider your newly 

incorporated theatre a separate entity. You should provide a record of financial 

statements of the previous organization, as well as proposed budgets for the new 

corporation. This disclosure will help demonstrate that you will operate for your 

nonprofit purposes. 

 

As a new corporation, Possible Players, Inc. filed Form 872-C with Form 

1023 because it could not request a definitive ruling from the IRS. [Form 872- C 

comes with the Form 1023 package.] Possible Players, Inc. could not file financial 

statements to prove it already had complied with IRS requirements. Therefore, it 

requested an advance ruling, which grants the theatre temporary or probationary 

501(c)(3) recognition. 

 

During the advance ruling period, Possible Players, Inc. may operate as a 

501(c)(3) organization, allowing its donors to deduct contributions to the theatre. 

At the close of the advance ruling period, the IRS will send the theatre Form 8734. 

Form 8734 solicits financial information which will enable the IRS to assess the 

theatre's compliance with 501(c)(3) requirements. The theatre completes the form 

and mails it back. 

 

Following a satisfactory review of Possible Players, Inc.'s Form 8734, the 

IRS would issue a definitive ruling determination letter. If the IRS decided the 

theatre failed to meet the 501(c)(3) requirements, the theatre would have to pay 

retroactively the excise tax which it would have owed as a private foundation. 
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� Form 8718: 

Efforts of some interest groups, which want the government to tax all 

nonprofit organizations, have resulted in the adoption of Form 8718. With this 

form, the IRS assesses fees, which new organizations must pay when they apply 

for 501(c)(3) tax-exempt recognition. Theatres with anticipated annual gross 

income of less than $10,000 must pay $150 with the filing of Form 8718. Theatres 

which expect more income than $10,000 annually must pay a $300 fee. [Rates 

applicable December 1990]. 

 

� The Filing Process: 

You should mail to the IRS, EP/EO Division, P.O. Box 3159, Cincinnati, OH 

45201 the following: 

 

�  Form SS-4, 

�  Form 1023 (including two signed copies of Form 872-C, if applicable), 

�  Copies of your original, signed and recorded Articles of Incorporation and 

Code of Regulations, 

�  Form 8718, and Your check, payable to "Internal Revenue Service". 

 

Always keep photocopies of the final drafts of everything. I have known the 

IRS to lose papers and telephone three months later to complain about missing 

forms. Because I had copies of my entire mailing, the IRS could not claim my 

client had missed a deadline. I simply mailed another copy, and the IRS approved 

the organization without additional complications. Although these mix-ups rarely 

happen, you do not want your theatre caught in the middle of one. 

 

If you wish to learn your EIN prior to filing these papers, you can obtain the 

number in advance by telephone. I recommend that you call, though it is not 

required. An authorized officer of your corporation, with a completed Form SS-4 

at hand, can telephone the IRS at F (606) 292-5472 to request the EIN.  

 

The IRS representative will ask for information from the Form SS-4 and 

verbally release the number to the officer. The officer must write the assigned 

number on the Form SS-4 and file the new corporations’ papers within five days 

to claim the number. 

 

After the IRS receives and reviews these papers, it issues a determination 

letter or writes for additional information, if needed. Usually the IRS will respond 

within six to ten weeks. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

����������������    

 

Ohio Sales Tax Exemption 

 

The State of Ohio will acknowledge the IRS's determination that a 

corporation is exempt from taxation. Despite that acknowledgement, the State 

has certain procedures which must be followed. 

 

Although consumers pay sales tax at the time of their purchase, the State 

of Ohio actually assesses businesses for the tax. If the State of Ohio audits the 

books of a merchant who has failed to collect sales tax for certain transactions, 

the State will require the merchant to produce records to prove that the sales 

were exempt from tax. If the records do not support the exemption, the merchant 

must pay the tax. 

 

A nonprofit community theatre should file a Blanket Certificate of 

Exemption with each vendor from whom the theatre will purchase products. The 

Certificate verifies that the theatre is exempt from taxation and that the purchases 

are for the charitable purposes of the theatre. The theatre should cooperate with 

the vendor to identify the theatre as tax exempt on the receipt for each, 

subsequent purchase made by the theatre. 

 

Although many vendors may have blank Certificates available for you to 

complete at the time of your first purchase (especially if they already have 

experienced an audit by the State), many smaller businesses may have no 

knowledge of the record keeping requirements. I recommend that theatres 

anticipate the needs of local merchants and work with them to assure that the 

businesses maintain appropriate records. I have seen an audit of a merchant's 

sales tax records create hostility toward nonprofit groups. No theatre needs bad 

will from area businesses. 

 

After Possible Players, Inc. received its determination letter from the IRS, it 

could make tax-exempt purchases. Possible Players, Inc. has typed a Certificate 

for the Arena Lumber Company (see exhibit later in monograph).  

 

This form is available from the Anderson Publishing Company, a law book 

publisher which has a toll free number F (800) 582-7295 [outside Ohio, � (800) 

543-0883], and a retail store at 344 South High Street, Columbus, OH. Some 

stationery and office supply stores stock these forms as well. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

����������������    

 

Looking Down the Road 

Keeping Your Nonprofit Status Valid 

 

Possible Players, Inc. established procedures to preserve its tax-exempt, 

nonprofit status. Both the State of Ohio and the IRS will require subsequent 

filings. 

 

� Ohio Requirements: 

The State of Ohio requires that nonprofit corporations file verification of 

their continued existence with the Secretary of State at least every five years. Any 

filing satisfies this requirement, including any amendment to the Articles of 

Incorporation or the Appointment of Statutory Agent. If the Possible Players, Inc. 

has no changes to report to the State of Ohio, it may file a Statement of 

Continued Existence with a file fee of $5.00. 

 

Because community theatres often change officers within any five-year 

period, I recommend that each Secretary of the corporation maintain a schedule 

of state filings, and review this filing requirement with his or her successor as 

Secretary. 

 

Sometimes the State of Ohio will write to nonprofit corporations which 

have failed to file anything for five years. Because the corporation, not the State, 

has the responsibility to file, I recommend that each theatre adopt its own 

safeguards to assure regular filings. Do not expect the State to remind you. 

 

Aside from complying with these filing requirements, every nonprofit 

corporation should conduct at least one membership meeting annually and keep 

minutes with its corporate records. 

 

� IRS Requirements: 

The IRS also requires periodic filings. If the gross receipts of a theatre 

exceed $25,000 annually, that theatre must file a Form 990 tax return each year. 

Because Possible Players, Inc. has gross receipts of less than $25,000 per year, it 

is relieved from this filing requirement. 
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If a nonprofit corporation fails to file a Form 990, the IRS may write that 

corporation, requesting an explanation for the failure to file. The IRS randomly 

conducts these audits, and your theatre's name may come up. If the IRS writes 

our hypothetical theatre, Possible Players, Inc. will respond by submitting 

financial statements to demonstrate that its gross receipts fell below the $25,000 

threshold. 

Also, theatres should notify the IRS's EP/EO Division office of any change 

of address, even if they need not file a Form 990 regularly. Be sure to include 

your employer Identification Number on all correspondence. 

 

Theatres with large budgets should be aware that only certain forms of 

income are exempt from tax. Theatres must watch for Unrelated Business 

Taxable Income (UBTI). Theatres, with gross receipts of more than $25,000 

annually, must pay an excise tax on UBTI, such as income from parking fees, 

sales of program advertising, and sales of gift shop merchandise such as T-

shirts. 

 

If your theatre's annual budget grows, you will need to remember that the 

sale of tickets for admission to your shows satisfies your nonprofit purposes, but 

sales of advertising and merchandise do not. If your theatre's annual, gross 

receipts reach $25,000, your theatre should consult with a competent tax advisor. 
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CONCLUSION 

����������������    

 

Despite the paper work and the time required to incorporate a community 

theatre and secure tax-exempt recognition, everyone who completes the process 

will see the benefits. Volunteers receive protection from liability, donors can 

deduct their contributions, and the theatres can save money in taxes and for bulk 

mailings. Also, theatres have a greater chance of success in applying for grants 

for special projects. 

 

����������������    

    

The citizens of Blocking County packed the high school auditorium to see 

their neighbors and friends make the Possible Players a reality. For one exciting 

weekend, a play came alive onstage and in the hearts of everyone involved. 

 

Not everyone realized how much work went into the production, but every 

exhausted volunteer considered the commitment worth it. 

 

The one-time skeptic beamed with pride as his son portrayed the butler in 

Act II. In fact, after the curtain call, he was overheard commenting, "I don't see 

why we couldn't do a musical. You know, I'll bet..."  

 

    

����������������    

    

 

About the author: Thomas E. Fox, Jr. earned a Bachelor of Arts degree with a double major in political science and speech 

and theatre from Wittenberg University in 1976. He earned his Juris Doctor degree from the University of Cincinnati 

College of Law in 1979 and continued his studies in the M.B.A. program at Xavier University. He has practiced law since 

1979. A past Southwest Regional Representative to OCTA, Tom also has served the governing boards of the Ohio Theatre 

Alliance, ACT-Cincinnati, Inc., and Mason Community Players, Inc., an OCTA-member theatre. He currently is serving on 

the Board of Directors of the ArtReach Touring Theatre of Cincinnati. 
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The Blanket Certificate of Exemption which appears in this Monograph is reprinted with permission of the Anderson 

Publishing Company, Cincinnati, OH solely for the support of this publication and OCTA. The tax forms which appear in 

this monograph are not copyrighted by the IRS, in order to encourage their free use by taxpayers. 

 

 

Copyright 1990 - Thomas J. Fox, Jr. - Ohio Community Theatre Association 
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ACCESSIBILITY FOR COMMUNITY THEATRE 
 

Monograph prepared by Greg Larbes, Consultant 

G & L Consulting Services, 3924 St Johns Terrace 

 

Cincinnati OH 45236 - Phone (513) 891-1641 - December 1991 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Making Arts programs accessible may not require making all of a building 

accessible, but somewhere along the way you will have to answer the question, 

"can disabled people use this Arts facility so they have the same access to all of 

our programs as our non-disabled participants, employees, and volunteers?" 

 

If your program is located in a new or newly remodeled building it should, 

at the very least, comply with the ANSI specifications A117.1 included on the last 

four pages of this monograph. In addition, it must comply with state and/or local 

accessibility standards. Even if the building complies with the standards it is a 

good idea to personally survey the building for possible areas that may not work 

well for disabled people before you proceed with any invitation or program. Many 

Arts programs are housed in older buildings, or buildings that were originally 

designed for some other use, and these buildings may be inaccessible. 

 

In examining your facility for architectural accessibility, you must consider 

every person who is in any way connected with your program. Can your 

audience, visitors, performers, staff and volunteers all get to where they need to 

be? For example, can your program accommodate a deaf lighting designer, an 

actress with leg braces and crutches, a visually impaired box office manager, a 

lecturer in a wheelchair, or a drama critic with a broken leg? 

 

Please Note: if you are planning to build or remodel, this monograph will 

guide you to areas that need particular attention. However, the work should be 

done by an architect who is fully aware of all applicable accessibility standards 

and is truly sensitive to the environmental needs of disabled people. 
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MAKING YOUR THEATRE ACCESSIBLE 

 

As an initial step in opening your theatre to the disabled patrons and active 

participants, you need to initiate activities with the disabled members of your 

community. You can do this by inviting, to your theatre, disabled individuals 

and/or service groups in your area and tell them what your community theatre is 

all about. In other words, start a public relations program between your able-

bodied and disabled members. Remember, in order to interact with people with 

disabilities you need to focus on the abilities of a disabled person and not the 

disability. People with disabilities have the same interests, needs, desires and 

expectations with regards to recreation and leisure activities as people without 

disabilities. Give them a chance to be an active member of your community 

theatre. Being a spectator all of the time can be boring, it's especially hard from 

the lawn in front of the building where they will be situated if they can't enter your 

theatre. Be aware of limitations specifically linked to a disability, but don't be 

protective. 

 

Following is an example of what it's like for a disabled person in a 

wheelchair and what he/she needs in order to enjoy your production. I parked my 

van in your handicapped parking space which is 12 feet wide. After exiting the 

van and navigating the cut curb on to the sidewalk in order for me to roll up your 

ramp with a maximum slope of 8.3%, which is 1 foot rise for every 12 feet of 

horizontal run, then for a 4 foot rise it must be at least 48 feet long plus 5 more 

feet, the length of at least one level platform. So I may enter your theatre, the door 

should be at least 36 inches wide. 

 

My next step would be to purchase a ticket and enter your auditorium, then 

roll myself to your wheelchair section and sit back and enjoy the production. 

 

It's intermission time and I need to make a visit to your restroom with the 

36 inch wide door. Toilet stalls must have an out swinging door that, when open, 

provides a clear opening of 32 inches. This usually means the door itself will be 

at least 33 inches wide. The stall should be 36 inches wide inside and there 

should be two 54 inch long by 1½ inch diameter grab bars mounted horizontally 

on each side, 33 inches above the floor. The space between the grab bar and the 

wall should be no more than 1½ inches. After returning to my seat I would enjoy 

the rest of the production and exit your auditorium. 
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You need to consider, if a disabled person wanted to audition for your next 

production, would they be able to perform on your stage? Answering and solving 

this question is your next step in making your theatre more accessible.  

 

Don't neglect the blind and the deaf community because they need things 

like light and bell signals, TDD's (Telecommunications Device for the Deaf), 

interpreters, audio description and much more. As you can see, making your 

community theatre accessible for the elderly and disabled is not easy, but 

necessary if you want your organization open to everyone.  

 

In addition to physical access to your programs, you must consider access 

to the content of the production. Can everyone understand what is going on? Are 

materials presented for seeing, hearing and touching wherever appropriate? 

 

You also must consider program content. It includes the exhibitions, 

lectures, films, plays, concerts, etc., that you present, as well as materials about 

the programs, catalogues, scripts, brochures, maps, publicity, etc. The people 

who must have access to the program content include everyone: audience, 

performers, participants, staff, visitors and volunteers, any of whom may have a 

communication disability. 
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WORKING WITH A DISABLED PERFORMER 

 

Performances including actors with disabilities or which have subject 

matter about disability issues, provide positive role models for disabled audience 

members, while increasing visibility and awareness in the community. The best 

ones present to the public sensitive, talented performers who happen to have a 

disability. 

 

Directors and Producers, BEWARE! Conflicts arise between what is best 

for the actor and what is best for the production. In the enthusiasm to break down 

the barriers that have prevented participation of disabled actors in the theatre, 

some performances can be harmful or exploitative, if great caution is not used. 

 

Conflicts between what is most important for a successful production and 

what is most beneficial for the participants are sometimes inevitable. We have 

accepted standards of production and performance: consistent context, 

appropriate pace and rhythm, maintenance of character, memorization of lines, 

intelligible speech, physical behavior appropriate to the portrayed characters, 

and ability to understand and maneuver in the stage space. On the other hand, we 

have a new pool of potential actors who do not fit our traditional skills, but who 

nonetheless may be fine performers. Moreover, performance may be good for 

both their own growth and for the expanded vision they provide for audience and 

co-performers. At the same time, these actors have certain needs that may not be 

best served by public performance. Pressure and tension from approaching 

production deadlines, conforming to performance expectations, nervousness, 

and critical evaluations may interfere with the growth of self esteem and creative 

cooperation fostered earlier in the dramatic process. 

 

In balancing the standards of theatre practice with the needs, and 

limitations of new, inexperienced actors, we face both OPPORTUNITIES and 

PITFALLS. 

 

We need to realize not everyone can be an actor. Just as every nondisabled 

person cannot be an actor, neither can every disabled person. The disability 

itself, with some exceptions, is not necessarily limiting. A person in a wheelchair 

or someone deaf or blind can be a skilled performer, but deafness or blindness 

on its own is no reason to put a person on stage. 

 

Exploitation can occur when a director plays on the sympathy of the 

audience for the actor's benefit, rather than focusing on producing a genuine 
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piece of theatre. Although there is something very striking about seeing disability 

on the stage, we need to transcend the emotions and operate on involving the 

audience in the performance itself, instead of the lives of the actors involved. To 

have the audience merely feel sorry for us not only makes bad theater but is 

patronizing as well. 

 

Each theatre needs to find a performance style compatible both with their 

membership and the kind of theatre they want to make. Look at each person as a 

unique individual, focusing on their ABILITY, rather than their DISABILITY. 
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THE AUDITION 

   

The audition process should be non-threatening and as accessible as 

possible. A cold reading may be made easier and more productive if the 

performer has an opportunity to read the script/scene in advance. For blind or 

visually impaired actors, the use of braille, large print or tape recordings may be 

needed. You might be challenged to simplify a script for someone with a low 

reading level, but keep in mind that many poor readers perform well. Enough time 

given in advance can allow these persons to familiarize themselves with the 

material and better prepare for the audition. 

 

For mobility impaired performers, adaptable equipment may include the 

use of a wheelchair tray, lecterns, or having the script held by another person. 

The stage itself needs to be "barrier free", by insuring clear passageways for 

wheelchair users or through the use of raised edge or carpeting for a blind 

performer. 

 

The use of group activities and improvisation has been known to relieve 

some tension for new actors, as well as group related "warm ups". The less of a 

threatening environment you can create will produce a more relaxed experience 

for you and your potential theatre member.  
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REHEARSE, REHEARSE 

 

The rehearsal is key to insuring the best possible performance of all 

members involved in your production. Again, this is no time to try to 

overcompensate, feel sorry for or patronize a disabled performer. Rather, it is a 

golden opportunity to make the very best of their talents and abilities, while at the 

same time being aware of their unique limitations and adjusting accordingly. 

 

Again, be sure the stage is accessible by using ramps and handrails and 

keeping passageways obstacle free. In blocking wheelchairs, allow extra space 

for movement and turning radius. Block the movement of wheelchairs first, then 

add the able-bodied actor's movements. Take into consideration factors such as 

height of wheelchairs, "traffic jams" during movement, and possible breakdown 

of equipment, such as flat tires, dead batteries, etc. For general blocking strive 

toward providing disabled actors with movements that match those of able-

bodied performers whenever possible. 

 

Try to devise alternative means of using gestures. Learn to appreciate the 

unique rhythm and movement of wheelchairs and crutches. Encourage and direct 

able bodied actors to interact with the wheelchairs, crutches, etc., by leaning on, 

sitting on, hiding behind, running from, etc. Be creative! 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In order for community theatre to be truly one of "community", it should 

make every effort possible to be available and accessible to people with 

disabilities, both as performers and patrons. Without the inclusion of people with 

disabilities, the theatre may do itself a great disservice and miss great 

possibilities of human potential. 

 

This monograph is written in the hopes that community theatres will take 

the responsibility and meet the challenge of providing accessibility and 

opportunity to talented disabled performers, "waiting in the wings" to express 

their gifts through this art form. 
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RESOURCE SUMMARY 

 

Governor's Office of Advocacy for People with Disabilities is a liaison between 

the disabled consumers and the Ohio Legislators. 

 

American National Standards Institute (ANSI) are guidelines for builders to follow 

in building apartments, homes, offices and theatres, to make accessible 

according to the federal government. 

 

Ohio Arts Council is set up to help organizations dealing with the Arts in grants, 

workshops and consultation. 

 

Ohio Rehabilitation Services Commission is a state agency in training disabled 

individuals in becoming independent in working, education, etc. 

 

G & L Consulting Services offers direct consultation with businesses and 

organizations to insure compliance with laws affecting the rights of people with 

disabilities. 

 

Spectrum Theatre Co. is a community theatre group run by, for and with disabled 

individuals. 

 

Texas Education Agency provides accessible theatre art programs, books and 

plays. 

 

Rolling Stock Co. is a college group of disabled and non-disabled performers. 

Very Special Arts Ohio is a state and county organization for all disabled artists. 

 

Uniform Federal Accessibility Standards is another set of guidelines for builders. 
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RESOURCES 
 

Some plays with disabled characters: 

Butterflies Are Free, Leonard Gershe 

 Children of A Lesser God, Mark Medoff 

 A Christmas Carol, Charles Dickens 

 The Elephant Man, Bernard Pomerance 

 The Glass Menagerie, Tennessee Williams 

 

Section 504, Rehabilitation Act of 1973 

This regulation defines and forbids acts of discrimination against qualified 

handicapped persons in employment, and in the operation of programs and 

activities receiving assistance from the Department of Health, Education 

and Welfare. As employers, recipients must make reasonable 

accommodations that would not cause undue hardship. Recipients are 

required to make programs and existing facilities accessible to 

Handicapped persons, to ensure that new facilities are constructed so as to 

be readily accessible to handicapped persons and to operate in a non-

discriminatory manner. 

 

Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA)  

The ADA is a comprehensive civil rights law which prohibits discrimination 

on the basis of disability in: 

  Employment 

  State and Local Services 

  Public Accommodation 

  Transportation 

  Telecommunications 

 

Governor's Office of Advocacy for People with Disabilities 

8 East Long St. 7th Floor 

Columbus, Ohio 43266-0400 

 

American National Standards Institute (ANSI) 

1430 Broadway 

New York, NY 10018 

 

Ohio Arts Council 

727 East Main St. 

Columbus, Oh 43205-1796 

614-466-2613 

 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual  

 

SECTION II – Administrative Division Page 151 

  

 

Ohio Rehabilitation Services Commission 

400 East Campus View Blvd. 

Columbus, Ohio 43235 

 

Accessibility Consultant 

G & L Consulting Services 

Greg Larbes, President 

3924 St. Johns Terr. 

Cincinnati, Ohio 45236 

 

Spectrum Theatre Company 

Run by, for and with disabled members 

3924 St Johns Terrace 

Cincinnati, Ohio 45236 

 Greg Larbes, President 

 

Texas Education Agency 

201 E. llth St. 

Austin, Texas 78701 

"Accessible Theatre Arts Program" 

Rolling Stock Company 

 

Wright State University 

Communication Dept. 

Dayton, Ohio 45435 

"Resources in Theatre & Disability" By William Richert 

 

Very Special Arts Ohio 

228 Creative Arts Center 

Wright State University 

Dayton, Ohio 45435 

513-873-2299 

 

The Proposed Uniform Federal Accessibility Standards are available from: 

 

Public Building Service 

General Services Administration 

18th and F Streets, NW 

Washington, DC 20405 
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SOLVING THE MONEY MYSTERY 

A Beginner's Guide to Grantsmanship 
 

Monograph prepared by 

Pamela Scheer, 2 4 2 5 Bexley Park Rd. 

Columbus OH 4 3 2 0 9 - December 1 9 9 2 

 

Some time ago, a community theatre's primary concerns were finding 

enough people to cast a show and getting the set built on time. Actors honed 

their skills and techies went to workshops to learn the latest techniques. The 

Baby Boomers weren't parents yet, they had the time and the money to buy 

tickets to shows. Costs were rising but ticket sales seemed to be keeping pace. 

 

Today, audiences are getting harder to find. VCR's and babies are keeping 

our patrons at home while the cost of scenery has skyrocketed. Money is coming 

in more slowly and going out faster. Board members everywhere are asking the 

same question: How do we make up the difference? 

 

Sooner or later, these words will be heard at a board meeting, "we need a 

grant!" A chairperson is appointed and hopes are raised. Months later, only the 

frustrations are high, as board members realize that getting a grant isn't a matter 

of simply asking for a handout. And, the person in charge of looking for grant 

money feels like a failure when often they were just not given the proper tools. 

 

An actor's opening night jitters pale in comparison to the tension felt by a 

first-time grant writer getting ready to work on a grant application. There's a lot 

riding on that piece of paper - some equipment, a show, a whole season -and it all 

depends on the ability one person has to explain a need in just the right words. 

Few people write their first grant application by choice. It's usually forced upon 

them and the scenario is almost always the same. 

 

This monograph is directed toward fund raising chairs and board members 

who are trying to work their way through the funding puzzle. It will address some 

of the most frequently asked questions and some that are never asked but should 

be. 

 

 

 

 



Ohio Community Theatre Association ---Manual  

 

SECTION II – Finance Division Page 153 

 

WHAT IS GRANTSMANSHIP? 

 

It is the process of obtaining unearned income for your organization. This 

means acquiring income from something other than a ticket, program ad or soft 

drink during intermission. The word "unearned" means simply a service or 

product was not received in return for the money. For instance, a season 

subscription is "earned" income; the extra ten bucks a faithful subscriber might 

send along is "unearned" income. 

"Unearned" certainly does not mean any one did not work for the funds. 

You will put in many hours before your theatre sees any outside funding. The first 

grant is the hardest but, the process gets much easier as your organization 

establishes relationships with funders and as you grow more knowledgeable in 

the grantsmanship world. 

 

CAN WE GET A GRANT? 

 

Money is tight everywhere, including with funders. They do not have a 

bottomless pocket with dollars to hand out to everyone who asks for money. 

Therefore, each organization establishes its own priorities and guidelines and 

with rare exceptions, grants are awarded strictly within those criteria. Every 

funder is different, you may need to do some research to find a funding source 

interested in your particular needs. Before you get deeply involved in extensive 

research, the following are some bits of information about what is likely to be 

funded. 

 

Excellence - Funders support quality. Before someone puts their name on 

your program, they want to know their dollars are supporting good work. 

Some may send someone to visit a production, others will rely on what 

they hear from the community or information you provide. In any case, 

you'd better look good. 

 

Track record - Funders back success. A theatre that has a thirty year 

history of good productions, fiscal responsibility and community 

involvement, but is feeling the crunch of the recession, has a good chance 

with funders. 

 

Specific, one time needs - A good way to start with a funder is to approach 

them for a single need that won't require their ongoing support. Purchasing 
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new lighting equipment or hiring a consultant to revamp box office 

procedures are good examples. Once you've established a relationship, 

you can often go back for other types of funding. 

 

 

Uniqueness - A theatre with a special focus (minorities, experimental 

projects, new works) has a good story to tell a funder and may get 

attention. In some cases, being the only theatre within a fifty mile radius 

may be enough. 

 

WHERE CAN WE GET A GRANT? 

 

Basically, there are three types of funding sources: government grants, 

corporate and foundation support, and individual donations.  

 

Government Grants: Federal, state and city governments all have some 

programs for funding non-profit organizations within their domain. Ohio 

has an outstanding arts council with funds available to community theatres 

and many cities also have arts councils that gladly work with their local 

community theatre. With budget cuts, funds are more limited but, in certain 

cases community theatres are looked on very favorably. If a theatre is 

located in a county receiving little or no other Ohio Arts 

Council funding, the OAC would possibly be very interested in establishing 

a relationship with them. Having a particular focus on an underserved 

audience, such as a racial minority or the physically disabled, also merits 

special attention. 

  

The Ohio Legislature has empowered the OAC to spend the funds and has 

established some priorities. In essence, the OAC distributes public monies as 

directed by officials elected by the people of Ohio. Those officials want to be sure 

that the money benefits all Ohio citizens, not just those in the mainstream thus 

the guidelines are established. Don't stay away if you don't fit into a special 

category, if you do fit in and you aren't already receiving government funding, 

contact the Ohio Arts Council and your local arts council right away. 

 

Corporate and Foundation Support: Most large corporations have a 

program for giving to non-profit organizations. Some companies and even 

wealthy families have established foundations to handle their 
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contributions. These funders often name a few certain areas they like to 

support and there are published lists of whom they've funded in the past. 

Some research material is available at many large libraries. The most 

complete data may only be available at a special facility, and you may have 

to check with your local arts council regarding that location. Before you go 

to the library, open your eyes to your own community, read the newspaper 

faithfully to see who is funding and in what areas. Attend other arts events 

and read about other nonprofit activities in your area. The time spent 

digging out the appropriate information can result in some excellent 

opportunities.  

 

Get connected and stay connected. If any of your members work for a large 

business, ask them to get the inside information for you – who to contact, 

when to apply, etc. Community theatre's greatest asset is the fact its 

membership is employed in the community. 

 

Individual Donations: Utilize the talent and facilities you already have to 

bring in a few extra bucks. Make friends with the well-heeled residents in 

your area. You don't have to start with the folks who live in the mansions; 

look for the families who could give $500 - $1000 comfortably. Contacts are 

the key. If you can find one accessible soul, that person can lead you to 

others. 

 

Government and Corporate/Foundation grants usually require a formal 

application process and have strict deadlines. They're less flexible about setting 

new precedents for what they'll fund. On the other side of the coin, they're also 

obligated to give out a certain amount of money each year and have staff 

members who are hired to help you understand their funding process. 

 

WHEN CAN WE GET A GRANT? 

 

Rarely can you get a grant to solve an immediate problem. You have to 

accept the fact you are not seeking funding for the current year. If you're not 

willing to look ahead give up the idea of government, corporate or foundation 

funding. To work with them you will have to plan your budget a year ahead, 

preferably two. 
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Be aware funds are often not actually received until after the project is 

completed and a final report is filed. The time from application to receipt of a 

check can be well over a year. 

 

HOW DO WE GO ABOUT GETTING A GRANT? 

 

This part sounds easy at first. Someone researches the funding sources 

and they come back with names and addresses and even some application forms. 

So, just sit down, fill out the forms and send them in, no problem. Now if it were 

that easy you wouldn't be reading this monograph, would you? 

 

While someone researches the potential funders in your area and learns 

about the application processes for each, another group must do a job that is 

vital to successful grantsmanship - they are planning. 

 

If the planning process were easy, consultants across the country wouldn't 

be making small fortunes from arts organizations who are trying to qualify for 

outside funding. It is still possible without outside help, provided that board 

members are willing to work together. The discussion of planning in this section 

is a gross oversimplification of a complex process that is absolutely essential to 

successful grantsmanship. Without careful long-range planning, you will fail. 

 

There are some pieces of information that you must have in order before 

you write any proposals. This is a good time for some organizational 

housekeeping. Are you incorporated? If not, you should be. Have you obtained 

501(c)3 status? If not, do so. Are your books being audited annually? If not, start 

doing at least an internal audit once a year. 

 

The next step is to develop a Statement of Purpose. State who you are, 

what you do, whom you do it for and where you do it. Consider your community, 

your audience, the types of plays you perform and who is involved in the 

performances. Describe your reason for being as clearly, completely and 

succinctly as possible. Don't pad or throw in lots of extra words just to be fancy. 

This statement will probably appear on every grant application you'll ever make. 

It's your face to the funding world and it's going to be seen by people who are 

tired of seeing too much makeup. They like the fresh, clean look. 
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As you develop your Statement of Purpose, look to the future and decide 

where you want to be one, three and five years from now and make some plans 

for how you will get to each level. From this you should flow into making a 

calendar for the organization and doing some initial budget planning. 

 

Next, take a good look at your organization. What do you need money for? 

What are the specific areas in your budget suitable for outside funding? Some 

funders only offer money for specific types of projects or items. Clearly 

identifying your financial needs is a major step towards fulfilling those needs. 

Some possible categories are: 

 

Capital Expenditure - installing a new lighting or sound system, 

refurbishing the lobby or backstage areas, building a whole new facility. 

Don't ask the Ohio Arts Council for anything in this category - the OAC 

simply does not provide funds for capital expenditures. However, some 

corporations and foundations do. 

 

General Operating Support - covering the expenses encountered in the 

course of presenting your season. You draw up your budget for the season 

and ask for support in several areas at the same time. This is a popular 

category, but it requires careful planning and bookkeeping. 

 

Project support - aiding in a specific area such as the production costs of 

one particular play. 

 

Technical Assistance - providing someone to help you solve a specific 

problem, such as making your facility more functional or sorting out your 

financial woes. 

 

Artistic Support - paying a professional artist to direct, design or otherwise 

provide some additional expertise that may be lacking for you. 

 

Remember when you receive money for a specific purpose, you must 

spend it that way. While it may seem practical to use outside funding allocated for 

a guest artist to repair the heating system, it is nonetheless fraudulent. 
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HOW DO WE APPLY? 

 

If you've already made an initial contact and have an application form 

and/or instructions in hand, answer the questions you're asked and send it in as 

instructed. While that's what it boils down to, here is some useful information to 

keep in mind along the way: 

 

You are telling the funder a story about your organization. You should tell 

them where you've been, where you want to be and how you plan to accomplish 

your goals. Tell this story as simply and as honestly as possible, always focus on 

the positive aspects of your group. 

 

State the same story in two different ways - in words and in numbers. Make 

sure your budget reiterates your prose, for example; if you're taking a show on 

tour don't forget transportation costs, if you're doing Shakespeare don't include 

royalties as a budget item. 

 

Follow the format on each application. The people reading your form may 

read 50 others in the same day. They don't like to dig for information. If you have 

length limitations, stay within them but, if you can state your case in fewer words, 

do it. 

 

Think very hard before you use the words "see attached". If you have a 

great brochure you want seen, send it along, but don't force the funder to read it. 

When asked to provide information relative to your history and fit it into a certain 

space, do as instructed. Don't tell a grand tale of woe, and don't try to sound 

overly important. Be honest. Little white lies can come back to haunt you later. 

 

Meet the deadline. If you're a day late, you lose. If you're on time and are 

missing information, you lose. If possible, you should try to get your application 

in early so the staff can review it for problems. The Ohio Arts Council staff is 

especially good in this situation. If they have an early application that's missing 

something or is unclear in some area, they'll notify the applicant and suggest a 

revision. 
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HOW ABOUT THAT BUDGET ANYWAY? 

 

Depending upon your attitude towards budgeting, this is either the hardest 

or easiest part of the application process. This is where you must lay out your 

financial plan for the project or period for which you are applying. Use whatever 

format is required and triple check your math. The amount of detail requested will 

vary by funder, but they will probably want to know the cost of the project, how 

much of it you will cover, and how much you want from them. 

 

When you get to the bottom line you'll have three totals: how much the 

whole project costs, how much you can pay and how much you're asking for in 

unearned moneys. The part you're paying is what's known as "matching funds", 

the amount coming out of your pocket to "match" what the funder is donating. 

Most funders will not cover an entire project but, might cover some aspect of the 

project. If, for instance, you want to bring in an outside director, the funder might 

pay all of the artist's salary but you would have to pay all travel and living 

expenses.  

 

It's not always an even match. Sometimes, "in-kind services" are accepted 

as a match. "In-kind services" are things that have a cash value but do not 

actually cost you anything. They can be volunteer hours (no problem for a 

community theatre), contributed materials, donated space, etc. In-kind services 

can be especially useful if an applicant shows exceptional promise and is offering 

something innovative. An established group asking for general support won't get 

very far using only "in-kind" as a match and should show a healthy cash match 

as well. 

 

NOW WHAT? 

 

You've done the necessary planning, written a clear grant application with 

a sound budget, prepared support materials and delivered the package in a timely 

fashion. Now you wait while the funder's review process takes place. As an 

example, here's how the Ohio Arts Council's review (perhaps the most rigorous of 

all) process works:  

 

Employees of the Arts Council review your application, along with many 

others received at the same time. They will read your plan to see if it fits within 

their guidelines, check your budget for accuracy, and check for discrepancies 
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between your plan and your budget. If there are any problems, they will call you 

and ask for a clarification or revision. OAC staff members are your best friends in 

the funding process. Smart first-time applicants make sure the application arrives 

at the Arts Council ahead of the rush so the staff has time to study it in depth. 

 

Next, copies of your application are forwarded to members of a panel 

selected from all areas of theatre. This group's correct title is the "Theatre 

Advisory Panel", they make recommendations on funding but do not actually 

grant the funds. There will be artistic and administrative people from 

professional, university, and community theatres on the panel. In just a couple of 

weeks they must read and understand all of the applications.  

Then, over a two-day period, the panel members will meet to discuss all of 

the applications, vote whether or not to fund and at what level. Ohio law requires 

this be a public meeting and you are encouraged to attend. You will not be 

permitted to address the panel unless they wish to have a specific question 

answered. You may be disappointed, since after all your hours of work, they will 

only discuss your application for a few minutes. Nonetheless, attend as much of 

the panel meeting as your schedule allows. By listening to the comments on 

other applications, you'll learn more about grant writing than you will anywhere 

else. This open meeting is unique to the OAC, corporate funders don't proceed in 

the same manner. 

 

After the panels for every arts area (e.g., dance, visual arts, etc.) meet, all of 

the recommendations are presented to the Ohio Arts Council, whose members 

are appointed by the Governor. Since the panel was carefully selected by OAC 

staff, the Council usually accepts their recommendations without question. 

 

This lengthy description is presented to make several points: 

 

Someone really does read your application carefully. It's not an eenie-

meenie-miney-moe process. Trying to understand a number of applications 

in a short period of time is difficult, and nothing is more frustrating than 

trying to find the point behind flowery verbiage. An application written in a 

clear, concise manner hits the reader like a welcome breath of fresh air. 
  

While you may get funded, you rarely get as much as you ask for and you'll 

need to structure your application so you can operate on several budget 

levels. 
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The process takes a long time. A first-time application by a theatre should 

be delivered to the Arts Council office in early February and the final 

Council vote is in June. The cash can't be collected until the project is 

completed and a final report is filed, possibly more than a year down the 

road. 

 

Every funding agency is different and even the Ohio Arts Council offers 

grant monies that don't require this process, but there is always a procedure to 

follow, and your success may depend on how well you can read an instruction 

book. 

 

IS THAT ALL? 

 

Not by a long shot. 

 

First you have to accomplish what you told the funder you were going to 

do on your application. While this seems obvious, it's not always simple. If your 

project covers a long period of time and has several components, something may 

fall through the cracks. Let's say you received a grant for a guest director who 

would also do some workshops. Some scheduling conflicts arise and the 

workshops cannot be held. As long as you let the funder know you've run into a 

problem you'll probably be okay, but this is the sort of glitch that can get you into 

trouble. You also must follow your funder's requirements regarding crediting 

them in your printed materials and publicity. It may be necessary for you to 

include a line that says "with the support of . . .” so someone needs to ride herd 

on the project with the grant proposal in mind.  

 

After everything's over, most funders will expect you to prepare a final 

report to show you spent their money as promised. Even if they don't require it, 

you should offer some informal summation of the project as a demonstration of 

your accountability and worthiness of future funding. Even a private donor merits 

a report beyond a thank you note, so they know how valuable their contribution 

was to your organization. 

 

To prepare a final report, have the original application in hand so you can 

easily refer to your promises made long ago. If the funder provides you with a 

form, it may be structured similarly to the application, asking the same questions 

but in past tense. Again, answer honestly and concisely and again, file the report 

in a timely manner. 
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 IT WORTH IT? 

 

The extra money is the most obvious advantage to obtaining outside 

funding. There are, however, other less tangible but equally valuable benefits:  

 

Credibility - once someone has given you their stamp of approval by giving 

you funding, they have said to the world they recognize your worth and 

imply that everyone else should too. This is particularly true with the Ohio 

Arts Council and major corporate funders who have a reputation for 

supporting high quality arts organizations. When you can show "with the 

support of....." logo on your printed materials you tell the world you're 

playing with the big boys. 

 

Contacts - Grant recipients often get better acquainted with other arts 

organizations in their area. These contacts can often help some fresh blood 

flow into your organization and get some new ideas going. These 

relationships can often enhance your reputation within the community and 

lead to other funding sources. 

 

What are to some the most attractive benefits of obtaining grants may be to 

others enormous disadvantages. Most of all, when somebody funds your project, 

you have to answer to them, at least regarding the aspects they funded. You must 

be accountable for your actions and live within their guidelines. If that's too much 

to ask of your group, you might want to forget about grants, or you may have to 

look for a funder more suited to your mode of operation. Many suitable funders 

like to foster development of new and creative ideas while others want to support 

the arts but avoid controversy. Getting to know the possibilities can often prevent 

wasted time and future problems. 

 

SHOULD WE DO IT? 

 

That's up to you. It's possible to start small and slowly develop your 

outside funding. You may find your theatre can easily fit into the grantsmanship 

world. Even if you decide to not pursue it any further, you've made some new 

contacts and learned a little more about your organization and that could make it 

worth the trouble. 
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Keys to success: 

   

1.  Access, your needs, the community you wish to serve, research 

is the key. 

2.  Plan 

3.  Follow instructions, as outlined on each individual form, be 

accurate. 

4.  Submit on time 

5.  Wait 

6.  Summation and thank you. 

 

It's a long road to successful granting but, with proper and accurate 

procedures can be well worth the pain. By sticking to the above steps and details 

in this monograph, keeping in mind every item is important, your organization 

can be on it's way to successful granting. GOOD LUCK! 
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STARTING A CHILDREN'S THEATRE 
 

Prepared by Dorothy A. Goodw in 

9808 North Co Rd 2 5 E 

Seymour, IN 4 7 2 7 4 - September 1 9 9 4 

 

Did you say you think there needs to be a children's theatre in your area? 

And you want to do it? Then you need to ask (and answer) the same questions 

most journalists and advertisers use when writing news articles and ads: When? 

What? Who? Where? Then add How? To explain those questions and to give a 

little help with the answers we will look at the establishment of a real children's 

theatre as we go along. For brevity and convenience, we will identify that theatre 

as "Y-Theatre." 

 

First, ask WHEN? Is a Children's Theatre program needed now? Is the time 

right? Is there enough demand? And, WHEN will this experience take place? 

During the Spring? Fall? After school? Weekends? In our example a local arts 

council sponsored a Spring series of four Saturday morning creative drama 

classes for children and, when parents and participants were surveyed, they 

responded positively to the proposal of another series of classes and, possibly, a 

production. One of the three volunteers had dreamed of organizing a children's 

theatre and the survey response was the encouragement needed. A proposal was 

made to the local arts council, it was accepted and during late October and early 

November a series of four creative drama and theatre classes was offered 

followed by a staged production. There was a demand; the time was right. 

 

But WHAT kind of theatre is needed? WHAT kind of theatre will be 

supported? WHAT will be the focus. Is there a need for a process theatre 

experience with classes and full participation by everyone involved? Or it there a 

need for a production-oriented theatre experience with the focus on a quality 

performance? Do you want to sponsor or actually produce that performance? 

WHAT kind of classes: acting, singing, dancing, make-up, playwriting, 

stagecrafts? WHAT kind of productions: musicals, drama, classic fairy tales, new 

works? And WHAT kind of structure will be needed for the new organization? Will 

it be a committee of an existing organization or will it be incorporated under a 

separate name? In the Y-Theatre, classes and productions were operated as a 

committee of the local arts council for the first three years. Then, a consultant 

was called in to appraise the situation and, upon his advice, a separate nonprofit 

organization was incorporated. 
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To become incorporated there are several steps to take. But, WHO will do 

it? For Y-Theatre an ad hoc committee was formed, consisting of interested key 

members of the community. There were five members: a vice president of a local 

corporation, a lawyer, a director of a local communication firm, the wife of a 

former legislator and, of course, the instigator of the whole operation, the 

inspired woman-with-the-dream. All were avid supporters of the community 

theatre and were genuinely interested in the welfare of the young people in the 

area. During several months of meetings, which proved to be difficult due to the 

full schedules of the participants, several areas were researched. Among those 

topics were: structures of existing children's theatre organizations, state 

mandates for incorporation, tax regulations, possible financial assistance, forms 

for constitutions and bylaws. After the research came the action. WHO was going 

to do the work? The Y-Theatre was given favorable recommendations by the local 

arts council and was listed as one of the council member organizations. The ad 

hoc committee established a nine member board of trustees and appointed the 

inspired woman-with-the-dream as the Artistic Director, with the idea that sooner 

or later a Managing Director would be hired or appointed. With incorporation 

completed and the Board of Trustees in place, the ad hoc committee had 

completed their task. From then on the Board and Artistic Director (AD) carried 

on. After those first three years as a committee of the arts council, the AD of the 

new corporation had good ideas how to manage the tasks at hand, who to ask for 

help, where to go for money, and what audience to target. After competing with 

sports programs for time and space during the autumn, the season was moved to 

winter with classes on the four Saturday mornings in January. Auditions were 

held on the following Saturday and a production was ready at the end of a six-

week rehearsal period. Students in grades one through nine were divided into 

three age groupings. Those classes were eventually increased to four and, after 

six years of operation, five classes were offered, divided according to grades in 

school. Senior-high school students were allowed to work as aides in the 

younger classes. Auditions for the staged productions were opened to all 

children who had completed fourth grade. Children younger than fifth grade 

tended to lose interest during the extended rehearsal period and did not benefit 

from the experience as much as the older students. By fifth grade, students  

could concentrate on a role and, after participating for two more years, the 

seventh and eighth grade students seemed to have overcome the  

embarrassment experienced by most junior-high students when working before 

an audience of their peers. 
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Instructors for the classes were trained classroom teacher/artists from 

elementary, high school, and college: teachers of drama and art, producing 

playwrights and authors, directors and actors. Handling a classroom of young 

people is a talent and not all artists are able to teach. Therefore, finding qualified 

instructors for the children's theatre classes can become difficult. The person 

who admits to not knowing about theatre but wants to teach it is not the best 

instructor; having an interest does not substitute for knowing. High school 

students are often used as teacher aides but never as the instructor. 

 

Now, ask yourself: Do I want all of this in my living room? WHERE, then, 

does all the above happen? Classes need to be conducted where there are as few 

disturbances as possible (no aerobic classes in the next room) and a place where 

students will be safe. Basic needs: electricity, heat, bathrooms, and a method for 

separating the classes. In the example of Y-Theatre, the local college offered 

space that met those needs. As the program expanded, they were gracious 

enough to allow the use of more rooms for the classes and the auditions. Fall 

acting classes which were added later were held to begin with in meeting rooms 

at the local ice rink then were moved to the college. Rehearsals for Y-Theatre 

productions were a different matter. They were held in schools, churches, empty 

storefronts, legion halls, nursing homes, city recreation buildings, picnic 

shelters, basements and living rooms. The local community theatre began to 

allow the new theatre to use performance space during the dark time between 

their productions. The actual theatre stage was open sometimes for only one 

week prior to the performance weekend, sometimes as long as three weeks prior 

to opening. Although the length of time in the actual performance space varies, 

the time slot is usually in the spring, which works well for the Y-Theatre even 

though set building time is often very short and students are sometimes 

rehearsed on the actual stage only a few times before performances begin. 

 

When the program of Y-Theatre expanded to include a new component, a 

summer experience called Kids' Summer Stock (KSS) the local fair board allowed 

use of one of the exhibit buildings and, eventually, the use of the stock auction 

arena. The space is not heated but heat is not needed during the summer. All the 

doors can be made secure so that all tools and supplies can be locked during the 

three-week period and the gate to the entire grounds is locked at night. It is an 

isolated, protected and safe area for the students which gives ease of mind to the 

instructors and to the parents. Grounds keepers pull in bleacher seats for the 

performance and a large dumpster is supplied for a small additional fee. With 

water and restrooms available and much space available outside of the building 

for classes and movement, it is an excellent location for the summer experience. 
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And the Fair Board is pleased to have an arts group making use of the area, 

exposing the community to the possibilities of the use of the fairgrounds. 

 

HOW will all or any of the theatre activities be accomplished without 

money? In the case of the example theatre, the first three years were financed by 

the local arts council and, during the third year, a small grant from the state arts 

council as well. After incorporation the new organization wrote grant applications 

to and received funding from the local and state arts councils. In addition, Y-

Theatre developed a patron list, soliciting contributions from individuals and 

businesses at the beginning of each fiscal year. A simple brochure was printed 

and circulated in the schools and community at large. Tuition for the classes 

remained minimal but increased through the years. Tickets for performances 

were also not as expensive as those for adult performances or even other child-

centered entertainment. The lower fees were intended to make the experiences 

available to as many as possible. From the beginning the AD insisted that all 

artists/teachers be paid, even though the amount was not commiserate with their 

expertise or time. This fee payment also increased over the years. When applying 

for a grant, paying the artists is an important factor. Fees for rental or space have 

varied from the generous free use at the college to the regular per hour fee 

charged by the city school system. The local community theatre does not charge 

for the use of their building or the use of equipment during the occupation, and 

the Fair Board charges a minimal amount. Care was taken to plan each year's 

program components based on the budgeted amount and actual income of the 

previous year. Some accumulation of funds from year-to-year occurred, making it 

possible to invest in a few pieces of quality equipment; storage facilities were 

rented to house selected set items and supplies for building sets and costumes; 

a cyclorama leg was purchased to match one in the local community theatre and 

is stored there, used by them when needed; and a few construction tools were 

purchased each year. 

 

When the summer program, KSS, was planned a grant application was 

written and sent to a regional funding foundation and start-up grant money was 

received over a three-year period. The KSS eventually expanded and became self-

supporting. Y-Theatre also offered a short lived KIDS' PLAYWRITING FESTIVAL 

(KPF) for students in grades one through twelve. KPF was first financed by the 

local community theatre and later by the Y Theatre itself. The competition folded 

after a few years, due to lack of participation. Students found it too much like 

school work and it was not offered at the best time of year. Another year and it 

could be offered again in a different time-slot. 

 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual  

 

SECTION II – Administrative Division Page 166 

 

 

Observations in the research of other children’s theatre organizations 

revealed dissimilar organizational structures as well as a disregard for budgets 

and the lack of an obvious CHAIN-OF-COMMAND. Who is responsible for what? 

Who answers to whom? Those observations led to some of the solutions 

employed by Y-Theatre. To help others coming after the original founders, 

MANUALS were written for each of the theatre experiences offered by the Y-

Theatre. The manuals have proved helpful when bringing in new directors for 

each of the organization's components, and when the founding AD moved on, the 

new AD and board members were left with adequate guidance to operate and 

expand the various programs. The manuals include job descriptions, time lines, 

budget guidelines, resources, suggestions for continuance and expansion, and, 

one of the most important items: the focus for each component. 

 

Each portion or component of the total program has a different focus. 

WINTER WORKSHOP focus is education, including preparation for the 

production, either as a participant or as an audience member. SPRING 

PRODUCTION focus is Excellence in Performance/Production, with auditions for 

the best possible talent for each role and use of adults as artists for the 

production work. KIDS' SUMMER STOCK focus is on education and full 

production participation/experience by the students. Students do everything: 

attend classes, act, advertise, design, build, usher, cleanup. Everyone is involved. 

It is a process-oriented production experience. ACT I & ACT II are two series of 

three Saturday morning acting classes in the autumn. These classes are serious 

acting classes of minimal size. 

 

As each component of the total program is added, notes are made and 

accurate financial records kept. After experience with the program, the manual is 

developed. Each year a copy of the budget and a copy of the written report to the 

board are added to the manual folder. When a new director takes over each 

component, the manuals provide guidelines with each director encouraged to 

make written comments giving any additions, changes, and/or recommendations 

for the activity. But, the focus remains the same and, when a question of policy is 

raised, that focus is the basis for solving a problem: WHO is the component 

designed for and WHAT is it intended to accomplish? Once those two questions 

are answered, the answers for WHERE, WHEN, and HOW are much easier to 

supply. 

 

 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual  

 

SECTION II – Administrative Division Page 167 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

Belville, Cheryl Walsh. Theatre Magic: Behind the Scenes at a Children's Theatre.  

 Minneapolis: Carolrhoda Books, Inc., 1986. 

 

Black, Ralph. The Best of Black Notes. Washington, D.C.: American  

Symphony Orchestra League, 1983. 

 

Cavanaugh, Jim. The Theatre Student: Organization and Management of the  

 Nonprofessional Theatre, New York, N.Y.: Richards Rosen Press, Inc.,  

1973 

 

Goodwin, Dorothy A., A Survey of the Ohio Children's Theatres and Their  

 Organizational Structures. Thesis, Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green  

 State University, 1981. 

 

Malkin, Michael R. Training the Young Actor. N.Y.: A. S. Barns & Co., Inc., 1979. 

 

McCaslin, Nellie. Theatre For Young Audiences. New York: Longman, 1978. 

 

Rosenberg, Helane S. and Christine Prendergast. Theatre For Young People:   

A Sense of Occasion. N.Y.: Holt, Rinehard, and Winston, 1983. 

 

Tenbrunsel, Thomas W., The Fund Raising Resource Manual. Austin, Texas:  

 Wellspring, Inc., 1982. 

 

Wagner, Jearnine and Kitty Baker. A Place for Ideas: Our Theatre. New Orleans:  

 The Anchorage Press, 1977. 

 

Wolf, Thomas. Presenting Performances: A Handbook for Sponsors. New York:  

 American Council for the Arts, 1977. 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual  

 

SECTION II – MM/PR Division Page 172 

 

DIVERSITY IN COMMUNITY THEATRE 

- DOES IT EXIST? 
Monograph written by Luther Gibson, 330 Glenwood Ave, 

Cincinnati, OH 45217 -A theatre director who belongs to Amethyst Ensemble, an African American Theatre 

Company. Luther has a B.F.A. in theatre from Ohio State University in Directing and has produced and directed 

over thirty productions. -- July 1998 

 

When I was approached about writing an article about diversity in 

community theatre, I first asked the question does it exist? I then proceeded to 

try and understand at what level it existed and why. Taking into account that most 

community theatres are struggling to develop their audiences, maintain their 

audiences, and juggle funding in order to present quality productions, the area of 

diversity probably doesn’t enter into the equation unless someone within the 

organization focuses on it. 

 

Reading the definition of diversity from Webster’s II New Riverside 

Dictionary (for office use - because I’m writing this on my various lunch hours), it 

reads: 1) Difference. 2. Variety. Based on this short and succinct definition, one 

has to say that most community theatres have diversity in their programming. By 

this I mean, most theatres strive to present a mixture of original plays, musicals, 

comedies, and drama. 

 

In the broad context of American society, the definitions from various 

corporations and with the decline of affirmative action, the definition of diversity 

takes on a fuller meaning. Diversity is meant to be inclusive of various cultures, 

lifestyles, and ethnic realities. Once this is applied to community theatres, then I 

must say that most do not utilize diversity in their programming. 

 

Without trying to lay blame or indict anyone, the reality of the situation is 

also the nature of the beast. Most community theatres are made up of a group of 

people who have a common interest in theatre productions. It is the nature of this 

group to usually be selective as to who is “in” and who is “not in”. The group is 

self promoting and understandably has a core of folks who do most of the work. 

  

Unless a community theatre has a significant number of minorities, there is 

usually one or two who “hang” with a theatre group. In turn, depending on the 

talents of these minorities, there usually is one production (over a period of a 

year) in which they can be spotlighted. These productions are usually 

Shakespearean in nature or non-threatening to the members of a majority group’s 

audience, in other words nothing which will shake their viewpoint of how they 

view minorities. 
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Most theatre groups who provide these kinds of productions also feel they 

are doing the public a “BIG” favor by spotlighting a minority. Most might feel that 

this is their contribution to diversity, without hurting their pocket books. In 

addition, their expectation is that the black community, for example should attend 

these performances in large numbers. 

 

Members of the black theatre community would shake their heads and say 

that once again whites are only providing token productions which feature more 

majority actors than minorities. In addition, more militant black theatre folks 

would state that majority theatre groups have no business doing black theatre on 

any level because they don’t understand it.  

 

Taking into account the above, diversity in community theatre has a hard 

road to travel. Understandably, some theatre groups would feel they are damned 

if they do or damned if they don’t. So, what are the solutions, if any, for a theatre 

group truly interested in diversity to do.  

 

I can think of two major solutions. One is non-traditional casting and the 

other is combining ones efforts with a minority theatre group.  

 

Non-traditional casting has been around for some years. One of the most 

famous is probably Louis Gossett Jr.’s portrayal in the film “An Officer and A 

Gentleman”. Before casting, Gossett fought and convinced the producers he 

could do the role and that it did not need to be only cast with a majority actor. The 

result was a marvelous performance which brought an Academy Award for 

Gossett. 

 

In the theatre circles, around Cincinnati, the Playhouse in the Park has 

been big in non-traditional casting, especially in large casts. They have had 

actors of minority persuasion play both lead and minor roles in various 

productions. One can say that these two examples do not apply to community 

theatres because the above groups both are financially sound, have a captive 

audience, and can afford to take a risk. I say this is not so. 

 

I have had conversations with other artists in the theatre community who 

have stated they want to take risks. They state that they want to give their 

audiences interesting new perspectives and uplift their thinking. With non-

traditional casting, a group can inject a portion of a minority’s viewpoint through 

the character the minority is playing. Additionally, if the minority chooses to play 

the character as a neutral human being then this should be okay too. One reason 

for this is the simple fact that no matter how the character is played by the 

minority, the audience will identify that minority visually. 
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The other solution, I suggest, is to combine the efforts of a majority theatre 

group with that of a minority theatre group. This solution is usually not looked at 

because most groups want to control their product. On the other hand, when 

doing a minority production, majority groups usually fall short or don’t fit the 

definition of a minority production via a minority.  

 

Now we can argue, fuss and discuss, on what makes a minority production 

ethnic, but the overall view should be — it is a production which projects, as 

close as possible, the realities of minority life. With this in mind, a majority group 

can hook up with a minority group and both can benefit from this union. 

 

Depending on resources, the two groups can compliment each other with 

roles being filled by both groups. The decision to produce a particular script 

should probably be made by the minority with the majority group understanding 

why. If the majority group cannot take the risk to produce because of the rhetoric, 

within the script, then they should make it known immediately instead of trying to 

kill the project while it is being rolled out.  

 

Another “watch out” is the expectations of a large response from the 

minority’s community. It is unrealistic to think that a community, which majority 

groups have ignored, will suddenly come running to attend a performance. The 

majority group is unknown to the community plus their will be caution as to 

whether a majority group will present an accurate picture of minority life. Finally, 

minority theatre (especially black theatre) is no longer a “novel” idea. There are 

many films directed towards minorities and touring companies available. 

 

One more important “watch out” is having the expectation that a minority 

production will be an automatic success artistically. It really burns my innards 

when a so called majority group fails in this arena, then states it will not produce 

any other minority productions. If this mind set is used throughout, then when 

they fail artistically with a majority production, then those should not be 

produced also. Equal treatment should be applied and minority productions like 

any other should be allowed to fail. 

 

This discussion is meant to answer the questions, is there diversity in 

community theatre? The actual answer is yes and no. There is diversity in the 

sense that community theatre covers the various ethnic groups within the 

majority of society. Italians, Jewish, Irish, and English productions are the staple 

of community theatres, while productions of darker ethnic groups are either 

overlooked or weakly attempted. 
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The purpose of theatre is to provide a “voice” for an ethnic group so we 

can better understand their human behavior. For community theatres to include 

minority voices, they must be sincere, honest with themselves, and totally 

realistic with the hardships a minority production brings to them. They must 

endure possible failures and probably critics who may not see the benefits of 

such productions. 

 

It is my hope that majority groups look into producing and/or coproducing 

minority productions no matter what ethnic background it is. Since funding is 

short and sometimes minorities fall short in obtaining funding, a majority group 

could be very helpful in providing a “voice” for minority groups and/or 

individuals. 

 

Finally, as one of the missions of great theatre, maybe the infusing of 

minority groups with majority groups in producing productions can move people 

to act in uniting as human beings and making this small planet a better place. 
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BASIC FIRE SAFETY 

FOR COMMUNITY THEATER 
    

Monograph written by Christi Thomas, 439 Apollo Street, Sidney, OH 45365                                                                                    
She is a 28-year community theater veteran who is employed by the Sidney Dept of Fire & Emergency Services                      

January 1999 - revised January 2008 

Fire and electrical safety for community theater is not much different than 

for your home, except it comes on a grander scale. Over the past century, 

tremendous advances have been made in fire protection, resulting in a steady 

decline in serious fires and fire-related deaths. New knowledge, technology and 

techniques have been developed. And behind it all, fire codes and life safety 

standards have been at work to ensure reasonable and acceptable levels of fire 

safety. The National Fire Protection Association’s National Fire Codes® include 

over 270 codes and standards that affect virtually every building process, design 

and installation in use today. 

HOUSEKEEPING 
 

Even the little things such as emptying wastebaskets regularly can make 

you safety conscious.  Do you keep your exit ways, backstage and storage areas 

clear of rags, papers, and other combustible materials?  If you store paint, 

varnish and other items, do you keep the containers tightly closed?  Never store 

flammable liquids in glass containers, which can break easily.  Aerosol cans such 

as hair spray are highly flammable, not because of the products themselves but 

because of the flammable propellant gas, and should be stored in a cool, well-

ventilated place away from power tools or sources of heat, including direct 

sunlight.  Nail polish, nail polish remover, contact adhesives, wood stains, and 

other fluids that give off strong vapors are also flammable as are mothballs and 

will burn easily if exposed to flame.  If you are unsure if a product is flammable, 

read the label.  Labels are required to state if the product is a fire hazard. You 

should store your paint cleaning rags in an approved container.  Some paint 

thinners can cause spontaneous combustion. 

Many communities hold a Hazardous Waste Disposal Day each year for 

citizens to dispose of old paints/hobby products; automotive (oil, antifreeze, etc.); 

cleaning products; and health care items (nail polish, etc.). Check with your local 

municipality for more information. 
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SET/STAGE/PROPS 
 

In decorating your set, don’t sacrifice safety in the name of decorations.  

Make sure your furniture is placed away from heat sources. If you are using 

decorative “holiday lights" for accents or for Christmas shows such as 

Inspecting Carol or Mr. Scrooge, make sure they bear the “UL” label from 

Underwriter Laboratories and show no signs of damage.  Keep bulbs away from 

curtains and other flammable materials and never use them on a metallic surface.   

When using styrofoam for set pieces, keep in mind that it is highly 

flammable and the smoke gives off deadly fumes. Exposed foamed plastic used 

for stage scenery should be tested for a maximum heat release rate of 100kW. 

However, where the total area of such material is less than 10 percent of the 

individual floor or wall area (stage), such materials shall be permitted to be used 

subject to the approval of the local fire department. (NFPA 101:13.7.4.3) 

Decorative material including, but not limited to, cotton, hay, paper, straw, 

moss, split bamboo, and wood chips shall be flame-retardant treated to the 

satisfaction of the local fire department. Materials that cannot be treated for flame 

retardancy shall not be used. (NFPA 101:13.7.4.3) 

NFPA Standard 101:13.4.5.11.3 states “...all draperies and curtains, and 

similar furnishings shall be flame resistant...”  N.Y. Fire-Shield, Inc. in Auburn, 

New York, offers a specialized service for facilities with areas of public assembly 

which includes “on-site” cleaning and flame retarding of stage area soft goods, 

theatrical props, and other decorative materials that need to meet fire codes. 

Chapter 20 of NFPA 80 deals entirely with Fabric Fire Safety Curtains. 

 

USE OF FLAMES/SPECIAL EFFECTS 
 

NFPA 101:13.7.3 states “open flame devices shall be permitted ... on stages 

and platforms as a necessary part of a performance.”  If you are doing a 

production of Fiddler on the Roof and the Sabbath Prayer scene calls for using 

candles on stage, it is a good idea to use extreme caution.  Keep them away from 

flammable materials and sit them where they can’t be knocked over.  Also make 

sure they do not get too close to an actor’s head or clothing which may contain 

hairspray. You should also be very cautious when wearing flowing clothing. 

 

There is an entire NFPA Standard (1126) on the Use of Pyrotechnics Before 

a Proximate Audience which was first published in 1992 when a need was 

recognized to provide guidance to public safety officials for the safe use of 

pyrotechnic special effects at both indoor and outdoor locations. It is best when 

using any of this type of special effects, to have it done by a professional 

pyrotechnic operator. 
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NFPA Standard 160, Use of Flame Effects Before an Audience, was 

developed in 1994 in response to a recognized need for a document to provide 

guidance to ....operators of flame effects. The purpose was to provide 

requirements for reasonable protection for viewing audiences and performers of 

flame effects. 

 

In Agnes of God or when Oscar and the boys play poker in Odd Couple, 

you may note that smoking in a non-smoking building is also “...allowed on stage 

only where it is a necessary and rehearsed part of a performance and only where 

the smoker is a regular performing member of the cast” as allowed by the local 

fire department. (NFPA 101:13.7.8.3)  However, you need to make sure the butts 

are out (a small amount of water in the ashtray will help insure this).  Remember, 

a stage hand could be removing a smoldering butt in the dark and put it in the 

trash unaware of what could happen.  

 

Although this is a national fire standard, the “no smoking” law in Ohio has 

seemed to curtail the use of cigarettes in theater performances. At this writing, 

there are many appeals to change this, so it would be best to watch for updates 

on this aspect of theater performance. 

 

Note: The National Fire Protection Association Standards are meant to 

provide minimum requirements for safety to life from fire and similar 

emergencies.  However, your local fire department has jurisdiction over the 

theaters in your area.  

 

 

ELECTRICAL 
 

Replace any cords that have cracked or frayed insulation or broken 

connectors. Duct tape and even electrical tape are not “quick fixes.” Never run 

extension cords under carpets or over doorways or anywhere they can be 

stepped on or chafed and do not pinch cords under or behind furniture or set 

pieces. Don’t overload extension cords and follow the ratings on the cord.  Don’t 

pull on the cord to unplug. Grab the end and pull directly from the socket. 

Choose the correct wattage for all bulbs in light fixtures and lamps.  

Remember, Halogen bulbs get VERY HOT!  Also, unplug any appliance that 

repeatedly blows a fuse, trips a circuit breaker or has given a shock.  Have it 

repaired or replaced.  Check to see if outlets and switches are unusually warm or 

hot to the touch, a frequent indicator of unsafe wiring. 
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FIRE EXTINGUISHERS 
 

Everyone from your theater should be trained to use a fire extinguisher.  

During the run of a production, each cast/crew member should be shown where 

the extinguishers are located and told what type of fire they are designed to 

extinguish. NFPA Standard 10 (Portable Fire Extinguishers) asks that fire 

extinguishers be conspicuously located and that they shall not be more than 75 

feet travel distance from the hazard. A portable fire extinguisher can put out a 

small fire or contain it until the Fire Department arrives. They are not designed to 

fight a large or spreading fire. If you need to use an extinguisher, just think of the 

word P.A.S.S. Pull the safety pin at the top of the extinguisher, Aim the nozzle or 

hose at the base of the flames and stay 6-8 feet away from the flames, Squeeze or 

press the handle, and Sweep from side to side at the base of the fire until it goes 

out. 

While one person is using an extinguisher, another person should be 

calling 9-1-1 and making sure that everyone else has left the fire area. The 

extinguisher you have must fit the fire. Extinguishers are labeled according to the 

type of fires they can be used to fight. Class A fires are ordinary combustible 

materials such as wood, cloth, paper, rubber and many plastics. Class B fires are 

in flammable liquids, oils, greases, tars, oil base paints, and flammable gases. 

Class C fires involve energized electrical equipment. It is important that the 

extinguishing agent be nonconductive. Some fires involve more than one class, 

so it is important when purchasing a fire extinguisher for your theater to get one 

that meets your needs.  

 

AISLEWAYS AND SEATING 
 

No one ever wants to imagine a fire starting in their theater. If you have a 

SRO audience, please remember to keep those aisle ways open and exits 

unblocked and clearly marked. Always obey maximum occupancy limits. This 

includes the lobby waiting area where people are admitted to the building prior to 

being permitted into the theater seating area. (NFPA 5000:12.6.2.6 and 

5000:16.1.6.1) The number of seats shall also be in accordance with NFPA 

5000:16.2.3.2. 

Your local fire departments are always ready and willing to help you be fire 

safe. All you have to do is ask! 

Now— ON WITH THE SHOW! 
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List for Safety 

 Exits/aisle ways 

 Storage items – paint, varnish, etc 

 Flammable items – aerosol cans, nail polish, hair spray 

 Electrical wiring 

 Appliances – heaters, etc 

 Extension cords 

 Fire extinguishers 

 Props/set 

 Special effects 
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THE FACES OF A THEATRE BOARD 
Monograph written by Susan Rapier, 3 2 4 7 Longspur Drive, Columbus, OH 4 3 2 2 8 

August 2 0 02 

 

As with any volunteer organization, community theatre groups need a 

strong group of people at the helm. And, considering the wide range of issues 

that community theatres must deal with, it needs to be a diverse group as well. 

This monograph focuses on seven must haves in terms of personalities that 

should be on a community theatre’s board of directors. In many cases, multiple 

personalities will be rolled up into one person. But for the group to be effective, it 

has to have at least one person adept in the following personas. 

 

THE HISTORIAN 

 

Every board needs one or two people with historical knowledge of the 

organization. For starters, these people have the understanding of why certain 

policies are now in place. Often newcomers to the group may wonder why 

director selection or the awards structure is set up the way it is. The historian 

remembers the director who changed his concept of the show during rehearsals 

and went way over budget or the fiasco over a previous “best set design” award. 

A good historian, however, needs to remain open to new ideas and changes, even 

when it comes to changing a policy that has been around for a long time. But, 

their longevity helps to provide a stabilizing influence on the board. 

 

THE PROMOTER 

 

The promoter is someone with strengths in publicity, marketing, 

advertising and public relations who knows how to push the product – in this 

case, the production – to the general public. Advertising for a theatre group 

needs to be more than simply posting flyers in business windows around the 

community. A key element is a good working relationship with the local media 

and the area Chamber of Commerce. Publicizing upcoming productions through 

newspaper articles, photos, interviews and sound bites brings a more personal 

touch to the organization. Contacts within the Chamber of Commerce can help 

the group find unique ways of getting their name out in the community. 
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THE POLITICIAN 

 

One of the key components in operating a community organization is a 

good working relationship with the community. That could include the area 

Chamber of Commerce, Visitor’s Bureau, and city government, all of which can 

be tremendous assets for a community theatre group. But because these 

organizations are made up of business persons and politicians whose primary 

goal is the financial growth of the community, non-profit organizations need to 

have a politician of their own. This person should have a working knowledge of 

local government and the laws on the books for the community that could affect 

the organization. Above all, this person should become acquainted with the 

members of the City Council and the business community so that the 

organization’s name and mission become familiar to these civic leaders. And a bit 

of political savvy about the agendas and interests of council and chamber 

members will help when it comes time to put in for assistance from the 

community. 

 

THE LAWYER 

 

Having a practicing lawyer on a community theatre board may be difficult. 

But it is important that a theatre’s board have someone who can become fairly 

well versed in the legalities involved in producing community theatre. While 

obtaining production rights and paying royalties may be a given, production 

managers and directors don’t often think about the subtle aspects of the 

production that can get their organization into legal trouble. For example, many 

directors will use pre-show music to set the tone for the audience, but they don’t 

often think about the music’s copyright. Videotaping a performance is also a 

common occurrence, but there are legal ramifications in doing that. Boards 

should consider having one of their members sit down with a lawyer and gain 

familiarity with how to avoid potential legal problems. 

 

THE SALESMAN 

 

Non-profit does not mean no profit, and for a community theatre to put on 

productions it has to make money. For many community theatre groups, ticket 

sales alone will not cover all the expenses incurred during the production of a 

season. The salesman is a key asset to a theatre board in helping to find other 

ways to bring in money and should be a visionary in finding additional fund-



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual  

 

SECTION II – Administrative Division  Page 185 

 

raising activities. This person also needs to be familiar with the community and 

have a relationship with the Chamber of Commerce in an effort to find business 

willing to support the organization. This relationship can be valuable when it is 

time to sell program ads or when a unique prop or set piece might be needed. 

 

THE HANDYMAN 

 

The handyman is a vital member of your board, especially if you own your 

own building but even if you don’t. If you rent your theatre space, you still need 

someone on the board who is familiar with the facility and who can be called 

upon to “fix” things. This person is part plumber, part carpenter, who can also 

see the big picture of how long something can be expected to continue working. 

While this could be a non-board member, the value of having this person sit on 

the board comes when long-range planning decisions need to be made. 

 

THE DIPLOMAT 
  

Since every member of the board will, at some point, deal with the public, 

all board members must maintain a sense of diplomacy. But the key diplomat 

needs to be the President of the organization. This person is usually the first 

person called when something does not go smoothly. This is a person who needs 

to be able to handle the call from the patron who was upset over the content of a 

recent production while maintaining the integrity of the group to bring quality 

theatre to the area. The diplomat needs to understand the rules of rental facilities 

and then explain to a director why the actors can’t smoke on stage. The diplomat 

is not always the most popular person in the organization. His/Her first 

responsibility is to the group, and decisions that benefit the group may not 

always be popular with the membership. Therefore, the diplomat cannot let 

personal differences get in the way of running the organization. 

 

The roles that board members play can mean the success or failure of the 

organization. Having board members with the personalities addressed here will 

help lead to a more successful board as well as a more successful organization. 

Boards that are missing some of these personalities need to look to their 

membership to fill some of these positions or work to develop the personalities 

themselves. Doing so will lead to a stronger organization.  
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PLAY SELECTION 

 

The methods of play selection of Ohio's community theatres are similar, yet 

variations can be noted. In some cases, the director is solely responsible for the 

selection of plays; in other theatres, a play-reading committee submits possible 

plays to the governing board, who, in turn make the final selection; a few allow 

the committee to make final choice of the plays. 

 

Most of such committees include the directors, with or without a vote as to 

final decision. Generally a portion of the "at large" members of the committee are 

retained for a second year of service so that at least half of the readers will be 

familiar with the policy and workings of the committee. Some groups require each 

reader to leave a written comment with the script as it is passed and if a specified 

number make a negative recommendation the remainder of the committee are not 

required to read it. Other theatres require that all plays which have been 

suggested be read by every member. Plays may be suggested by audience 

members as well as active participants. 

 

Once a list is compiled by whatever means, the final choice is handled in a 

variety of ways. Some theatres submit the list to the audience and select a 

balanced season based on their response. In some cases the director alone 

determines the final selection after the audience tabulation. Audience polling is 

obviously more meaningful to a theatre that works on a subscription basis. Most 

of the OCTA groups do not consult their viewers although those who do consider 

the practice of value in maintaining good public relations. 

 

Groups who perform-in-the round frequently have requirements for their 

staging that need to be considered before selection is final. 

 

Many of the groups have guidelines for arranging the season once 

selection has been made. It is helpful to do this early in the reading process; 

there is little but ill will to be gained by allowing the committee to wade through 

Greek tragedy or a medieval allegory if you have no intention of doing them. With 

variations as to particular community needs, the following might be a beginning 

goal for a typical season's schedule. 
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1.  Open with a light comedy or farce. 

 

2.  Follow with a serious show of a commercial nature. 

 

3.  Do a big show as the midwinter show - preferably a show with 

literary merit. 

 

4.  Do a fourth show that is somewhat offbeat or slightly 

experimental - not way out." 

 

5.  End the season with a musical or another comedy – not 

necessarily a farce. 

 

Regardless of method, however, it is vital that the over-ambitiousness be 

tempered with sound judgment and common sense in choosing the play. In this 

choice lies the key to real success. A play must have broad appeal to the 

potential audience if it is to enjoy a successful production. Unrealistic standards 

in play selection will result either in unpopularity or compromise. A group cannot 

hope to educate its audience overnight, nor can it hope to find an audience which 

is tailor-made to fit the personal tastes of the members of the group. 

 

As a general rule, the beginning community theatre group should start with 

works which combine popularity and simplicity in production requirements. 

There are hundreds of plays which fulfill both of these qualifications, and which 

are also challenging and exciting theatre. 
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SELECTING A DIRECTOR 
 

A theatre cannot attach to much importance to the selection of its director. 

In many well established theatres there is a trained, paid managing director who 

either directs all the major productions or delineates the position to those whom 

he knows to be qualified. Some theatres have a roster of qualified directors who 

are willing to direct occasionally. In that situation the entire burden falls on no 

one person. 

 

The major difficulties lie with the smaller, newer, or less experienced 

groups who have limited sources of trained personnel. Directing should not be an 

ego trip or an experiment for someone who would like to try. A paying audience 

deserves better than that. Unfortunately, it may be one or both of these unhappy 

instances for a struggling young theatre. One can better appreciate the 

importance of how much a director brings, or fails to bring, to a production by 

seeing the same material produced by various groups. It is truly said that we do 

not know what a play says until the audience tells us; it is the director's job to 

have the know-how to control what it says. Some directors do a yeoman job 

mounting a play, beautifully staged and totally misinterpreted. You must consider 

your director's artistic knowledge and integrity. 

 

There are many, many more good productions performed by inexperienced 

people with a strong, capable director than by a talented, experienced cast with a 

non-director or a poor director. A true director can many times shape devoted 

novices into believability; he knows what to look for; he knows how to instruct; 

he can see the overview. An actor cannot get an objective viewpoint from within 

the show. Even professionals have discovered this fact to their sorrow. 

 

Nor does one successful or even artistic production make a director. It is 

possible one may brilliantly direct one or several shows by instinct, intuition, a 

particular feel for the subject matter, or sheer luck. Hopefully, he will learn from 

these happy experiences; but this does not mean that he will be equally 

successful with the next play or with another type of play. If your director does 

not technically understand comedy, don't try Neil Simon. If he knows nothing of 

Greek tragedy why choose MEDEA? If he can't handle style, why attack Moliere -- 

or Shakespeare, or Ibsen -- or CHARLIE'S AUNT? 

 

If you are dependent upon untrained directors try to arrange for them to 

watch some experts. Ask university directors if you might send a prospective 

director to observe. Learn by asking for critiques of your productions, not only 
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from newspaper reviews, but from knowledgeable members of your community. 

Many college classes require critical analysis of play productions as part of their 

curriculum; a director can be helped by any constructive criticism if he cares to 

listen. 

A director needs to learn the basics of all phases of theatre; he is 

responsible for the whole picture, not just the performance of the actors. He 

needs to know the principles of blocking (manipulating the actors around the 

stage meaningfully) and how to establish believable relationships and interaction 

among his performers. Regardless of training or talent, a director can reasonably 

be expected to:  

  

1.  Be organized in time: make realistic rehearsal and work 

schedules and meet with the necessary personnel to see that 

they are adhered to. 

 

2.  Be organized in direction: have studied the script, make clear  

from the onset his overall point of view and the treatment of 

the theme as he interprets it. 

 

3.  Be organized in the handling of materials: be sure the building 

is open prior to call, rehearsal space is available, his tech 

people have the paint mixed if people have been asked to 

come and paint, that materials have been purchased and are at 

hand for whatever is to be done. 

 

4.  Have respect for others; be able to handle people; be tactful, 

courteous, communicative, disciplined and have a sense of 

humor. He is responsible for the morale and energy of the 

whole undertaking and it is imperative that he be able to 

generate both. 

 

Some of OCTA's member groups have wisely made provision for new 

directors in their rules of procedure by offering guidelines to assist in the 

selection process. One such theatre requires each novice to have worked on five 

productions and directed two workshop presentations before he can be 

considered for an assignment as director in the regular season. Another group 

requires that an untried, but aspiring director have worked in different capacities 

on three major productions of that organization, including stage manager or the 

equivalent, and directed a one-act play. Such stipulations are advantageous in 

encouraging experience and quality. 
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CASTING 

 

Casting plays in the community theatres of Ohio is handled in a generally 

similar manner; most groups leave the final casting to the director. Try-outs are 

open to the public and the director is in complete charge of the casting 

procedures. In most situations, when casting is open to the public, 

announcements are made in newspapers, play programs, mailing lists, 

newsletters and on the radio to attract the attention of those interested in 

auditioning. 

 

Several theatres have casting committees. They are composed of various 

mixtures of previous directors, officers of the group and representatives from the 

general membership. A few groups have closed tryouts; some limit the number of 

roles one given person may play during the season. If a director cannot 

satisfactorily cast a role from the people present at readings, some groups allow 

him to invite people to compete for that part.  

 

The pros and cons of employing a casting committee could fill pages and 

those who champion both sides are adamant. Some committees operate in name 

only; they merely sit-in on auditions and lend moral support. Others take an 

active role. They remove the onus of making a decision from the director, placate 

his relationship with those who are not cast and keep known unreliable and non-

productive people from being selected. According to the reverse thinking, the 

director is totally responsible for the entire production and casting is an integral 

part of his job. Further, someone who is unreliable for one director may be totally 

reliable and productive for another. In most theatres, however, the director does 

have the power to make the final decision as to who is cast. 
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TRYOUTS 
 

The criteria which every tryout should satisfy are frequently more 

important than the specific procedure. The tryout is probably the most touchy 

moment of the entire play production process. It is the first meeting of the 

director and his "would be" players. The ultimate success of the entire 

production depends upon this meeting being a pleasant one. 

 

1.  The Tryout Procedure Should be EFFICIENT - No matter how the 

tryout is conducted, it is exceedingly time consuming for both the 

director and the players. A satisfactory tryout system reduces the 

expenditure of time to a minimum. More important, the actor must be 

made to feel that a minimum of his time is being wasted. 

 

2.  The Tryout Procedure Should be Clearly EXPLAINED - The actor, 

particularly the newcomer, has a great many questions when he 

appears at tryouts. He wants to know the specific steps in the tryout. 

He wants to know exactly what is expected of him. Therefore, it is 

essential that the actor be told explicitly all of the rules of the game. 

 

3.  The Tryout Should Provide Maximum Opportunity - Some times more 

promising aspirants read again and again, and the less promising 

actors are not given an adequate opportunity to show their talents. A 

superior tryout system must include a time allowance that permits 

every actor to read as much as he desires. Moreover, the actor 

should be encouraged to read for any role he may choose. 

 

4.  The Tryout Should be Completely Fair - Each actor must leave the 

tryout feeling that he has been treated fairly. The director must be 

extremely careful to treat every aspirant with the same friendliness 

and courtesy. 

 

5.  The Tryout Should Encourage Each Actor To Try Again - No play will 

have roles for all available acting talent. Rejection creates a problem. 

Humans do not like to risk repetitions of failure; therefore, the 

director must continually encourage actors to try again. One of the 

most helpful procedures in this respect is to explain carefully at the 

outset that good people will be rejected and that rejection does not 

represent a judgment against an actor's ability. 
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PRE-TRYOUT ORGANIZATION 

 

Script and Cuttings - scripts of the play should be made available prior to 

the tryout period. Most actors who are sincere in their interest wish to read the 

play before they tryout. The tryout cuttings should be selected with care. The 

selections should cover key dramatic moments, reflecting the general tone of the 

play and showing the characters in typical situations. 

 

TRYOUT PROCEDURES 

 

Most theaters follow the same basic tryout procedures. At the first tryout a 

general elimination is made of the aspirants, and a smaller more workable group 

is asked to come back for a second tryout. At the final tryouts, actors read in all 

combinations.  

 

GENERAL OPEN TRYOUTS 

 

Any interested person may come and tryout for a part when this procedure 

is followed. The actors read singly or in pairs before the entire group. Thus, there 

is open competition. 

 

SCREENING TRYOUT 

 

This is perhaps is one of the more efficient methods of tryouts. Two actors 

read together. All aspirants read the same selection which is usually around one 

and one-half minutes long. The next couple, meanwhile, are waiting their turn to 

read. This method saves time, but care must be taken to select a good flexible 

tryout cutting. 

 

THE CLOSED OR PERSONAL INTERVIEW TRYOUT 

 

The readings or the tryout interviews are held in private. The tryout 

selections are usually made available beforehand. The aspirants make 

arrangements to tryout at their convenience. 
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CONSIDERATIONS 

 

1.  Physical characteristics must be considered. For certain characters 

they may be exact and precise, for others they may be very general 

and provide a generous range for casting. 

 

2.  Vocal characteristics are considered. This range usually is broader 

than the physical range; however, characters who have dialects or 

speech defects may be limited somewhat. Light thin voices express 

lack of vitality. Coarse, rough qualities are associated with uncouth 

or violent characters. 

 

3.  Emotional characteristics and their range are also considered. Some 

roles have a wide range of emotions; others have little emotional 

depth and require little flexibility from the actor.  

 

4.  Last of all the tonality (the quality, feeling-tone, or timbre) of the 

roles is judged. This is the overall impression supposed to be 

created by the role. All the previous given characteristics can add up 

to a dynamic person, a pallid person, a coarse person.  

 

JUDGING THE ACTOR 

 

Now when the roles are analyzed the actor must be judged. His 

potentialities can be determined by four qualities: 

 

1.  A dramatic personality is basic. The actor must make himself felt. He 

should approach the reading with imagination and sensitivity. 

 

2.  The ability to project is important. The actor must get across his 

ideas and emotions to the audience. 

 

3.  Previous experience for leading roles is of some importance. 

 

4.  Cooperation is a necessity. 
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REHEARSALS 

 

It is impossible to prepare a rehearsal schedule which would be suitable for 

every play or every director. The following could, perhaps, with a few changes, be 

tailored to fit most needs. 

 

This sample schedule breaks the acts into two major working units. It 

saves time in the long run to review each section while it is fresh, rather than to 

cover a maximum of ground which may not be remembered at the next meeting. 

Some of the weekly demands of this schedule pre-suppose extra-long rehearsals 

or meetings on weekends. Some groups find double rehearsals on Sunday, for 

example, with dinner provided between the two, a very effective system. If a 

group operates on a six-week rehearsal time slot, adjustments to that schedule 

could easily be made. 

 

Some directors have no reading rehearsals, preferring to plunge 

immediately into action and let the interpretation evolve from that. If any kind of 

accent or dialect is necessary, however, it can be disastrous if this is not 

established at the outset. No one plan works in totality for every play or every 

director. Each individual director must experiment until he finds what works best 

for him. A novice would be unwise to omit any of the steps until he has gained 

the experience to make them unnecessary and found his own technique for 

replacing them. 
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REHEARSAL SCHEDULE 
Taken from John E. Dietrich 

 

FIRST WEEK   READING REHEARSALS 

 

1.  Read the entire play. Discuss meanings and production problems. 

 

2.  Read Act I twice. Study interpretation and characterization. 

 

3.  Read Act II twice. Study interpretation and characterization. 

 

4.  Read Act III twice. Study interpretation and characterization. 

 

5.  Read entire play. Run play for total interpretation. 

 

 

SECOND WEEK    BLOCKING REHEARSALS 

 

 

6.  Block first half of Act I, set the action, rerun and review it. 

 

7.  Block second half of Act I, set action, review first half of Act I. 

 

8.  Block first half of Act II, set action, review second half Act I. 

 

9.  Block second half Act II, set action, review first half Act II. 

 

10. Run Acts I & II, review all blocking. 

 

11.  Block first half of Act III, set action and review blocking. 

 

12.  Block second half of Act III, set action, review Act III. 

 

THIRD WEEK 

 

13.  Run Acts I, II, & III, review all blocking. 

 

14.  Open period. 

 

POLISHING REHEARSALS 

 

15.  Polish first half of Act I by motivational units, lines learned, review. 

 

16.  Polish second half of Act I by units, lines learned, review Act I. 

 

17.  Run Acts II & III. 
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18.  Polish first half of Act II by units, lines learned, review. 

 

19.  Polish second half of Act II by units, lines learned, review Act II. 

 

 

FOURTH WEEK 

 

20.  Run Acts I & II, review all polishing. 

 

21. Polish first half of Act III by units, lines learned, review. 

 

22.  Polish second half of Act III by units, lines learned, review Act III. 

 

23.  Run entire play, review all polishing. 

 

24.  Open period, polish weak spots Acts I & II. 

 

25.  Run Acts II & III. 

 

26.  Open period, polish weak spots Act III. 

 

FIFTH WEEK 

 

27.  Run entire play. 

 

MOUNTING REHEARSALS 

 

28.  Technical rehearsal, add lights, costumes, props, etc. 

 

29.  Technical rehearsal, continuity for total effects. 

 

30.  Technical rehearsal, continuity. 

 

31.  Dress rehearsal. 

 

32.  Dress rehearsal. 

 

33.  Dress rehearsal. 
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THE PERFORMANCE 
 

"All theories of w hat a good play is, 

or how a good play should be written, are futile. 

A good play is a play which w hen acted upon the boards 

makes an audience interested and pleased. 

A play that fails in this is a bad play." 

Maurice Baring 

 

All the contributing factors, from the script itself to the smallest detail of its 

execution, determine the audience response. The morale of the cast and control 

of their excitement is the last responsibility of the director on opening night. 

Some tension adds a spark to the performance but excessive emotional 

stimulation can be disastrous. The director should avoid the pep talk and calmly 

review the tack to be taken in dealing with the audience. After all, it is the 

audience with whom the production must communicate or there is no theatre. We 

cannot know what the play says until the audience tells us; here the learning 

process begins, not ends. 

 

The cast should retain the patterns set at rehearsal. Sometimes audiences 

do not respond as performers expect and they are upset; occasionally, the 

response may be greater than they anticipated, which can be even more 

detrimental. They, in turn, may broaden rehearsals and allowing the audience 

reaction to control them. The cast must play the play, not the audience; in other 

words, they must be aware of the audience but not led by it. It is the actor's job to 

remember and retain the precision of rehearsals rather than allow a sudden 

inspiration to alter what has been so carefully set. 

 

When performances start the director's job is finished and it is time for the 

stage manager to take charge. The director cannot properly view the play from 

backstage. He should be out front where he can evaluate the performance and the 

audience reaction. His presence backstage calls attention to himself and breaks 

the concentration on the job at hand, which is running a smooth show. Nor 

should the director give suggestions, changes or criticisms to the cast during the 

run of any performance. Excessive speed, under or over-protection which deviate 

from rehearsal patterns may be communicated to the stage manager, who may 

then remind the actor to slow down or whatever is required. Detailed corrections 

are foolhardy under the pressure of performance before an audience. 

 

It is advisable to dispense with prompting prior to the opening so that the 

actors have learned to rely on each other. When the run is underway the director 
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may find it necessary to have brush-up rehearsals to remove the "improvements" 

the cast have added. That is the time to take care of minor problems. If the run is 

to be a long one the wise director will have planned some provision for 

understudies and, at least in his own mind, considered what solution he would 

employ in case of accident or illness.   

 

Whether to have a curtain call can evince hours of argument with points on 

both sides. It is a decision each theatre or its director must make. It does, 

somehow, seem contrary to our "willing suspension of disbelief" when Medea's 

recently slaughtered and bloody children walk onstage for a bow. However these 

problems are resolved, if there is to be a curtain call it should be carefully 

rehearsed and move rapidly so that the audience is not "forced" to applaud. Do 

not allow that last moment to be anticlimactic, and never, never allow flowers to 

be presented (to anyone) during a curtain call. All floral tributes should be 

delivered to the dressing room where they can not diminish the production. 

 

Many seemingly small details such as these can go a long way toward 

enhancing a production. A few theatres excuse sloppy work by saying, "We just 

don't have the talent." The following tips were given by C.C. Fracker, a speaker at 

the thirteenth annual OCTA Conference: 

 

When you take people's money they have a right to expect: 

 

1.  That you start on time. It takes no talent to start on time. 

 

2.  That the entire cast knows its lines. It takes no talent to learn lines. 

 

3.  That they can hear every word you say. It does not take talent to be 

heard. 

 

4.  A workmanlike job. It takes no talent to operate lights, sound and 

curtain on cue and run a show smoothly.  

 

If you have talent as well, you have a forward moving force. The duties that 

do not require talent are the ones that can show you as an amateur in the true 

meaning of the word (one who works for love), not amateurish. 
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EVALUATION 

 

Some theatres follow each run with an evaluation session discussing the 

strengths and weaknesses of the production and the material. Some have a 

committee or assigned people to write critiques; some rely on an audience poll at 

the end of the season; others have rating charts of either specific or general 

nature, which they distribute. Whatever method is used, constructive criticism is 

a healthy indication that the product has merit; one does not criticize something 

which is worthless. Disproving the "audience didn't notice" cliché helps keep 

actors alert and aware.  

 

Without attempting to propose any "best" way to handle evaluation, the 

following is offered as a suggested guideline to channel critical analysis 

constructively. 

 

WHAT TO WRITE ABOUT IN A PLAY EVALUATION 

 

1.  Do not waste your creative energy writing about the plot, but do write 

about the MEANING, THEME, or SIGNIFICANCE of the play. What is 

the author trying to say? Does it have significance for you? the 

audience? society in general? Was this an appropriate play for this 

producing organization? 

 

2.  Write about the ACTING, and write in specific terms about specific 

actors. Generalize from specific examples. Discuss the lead actors 

and the supporting actors. You may group together actors who 

function as a group, or you may make general comments about 

supernumeraries as a group. In critiquing the individual actors, look 

for the following items: 

 

a.  BELIEVABILITY. Did you believe the actor? Did his 

actions seem believable and real? Was the action of the 

actor related to reality as you see it? How do YOU FEEL 

actor? Why? Was the actor adequately motivated? 

 

b.  CHARACTERIZATION. Did he have a character? Was it 

appropriate to the written words? Could it have been 

improved? Did you always understand the character? 
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Was the actor consistent? Did he listen well? Did he 

react to and relate to other characters well? 

 

c.  PROJECTION AND DICTION. Could you hear the actor? 

Could you understand his words? 

 

d.  MOVEMENT AND GESTURE. Was his movement and 

gesture appropriate to the character and did it add to the 

characterization? 

 

e.  OVERALL EFFECT. How would you evaluate the actor? 

Could you offer some specific, constructive criticism? 

Were you in awe of his performance? 

 

3.  Write about the PRODUCTION. 

 

a.  GENERAL. Was the play given a presentational or 

representational production? Was it appropriate to the 

play? Did it enhance the play? 

 

b.  SETTING (SCENERY AND STAGE PROPERTIES). Was it 

appropriate for the play? Was it workable? Imaginative? 

Did it contribute to, or subtract from the play? Did the 

actors utilize the stage properly? Could you suggest 

some specific improvements?  

 

c.  COSTUMES, LIGHTING, SOUND EFFECTS. Were they 

appropriate? Did they make a definite contribution? 

 

4.  Write about the AUDIENCE. Were they a positive or negative factor in 

the production? Did their attention wane? Did they cough and shift in 

their seats? At what points in the play did they show the greatest 

focus? Was there a sense of sharing and community? 

 

5.  Write about the DIRECTION OF THE PLAY. 

 

6.  Give an OVERALL EVALUATION of the play. Would you recommend 

it to your friends? Why or why not? 
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THE PRODUCTION STAFF 

 

A production staff consists of those individuals directly responsible for 

what the audience will see presented on the stage. Although the production 

process is a complicated one, extending over a period of time, it needs to 

proceed efficiently and effectively, through the harmonious interaction of the 

members assembled as the production staff. The following discussion outlines 

one approach to the organization of production staff, 

 

1.  Many organizations find it advantageous to use a PRODUCER for 

each production. He represents the governing board and protects its 

interests while coordinating the entire production process. The 

producer must not only be a good organizer and leader, but he must 

also have a good business sense as well as a thorough 

understanding of drama and the theatre. He assures the deadlines 

and schedules are adhered to, that everyone does his job thoroughly 

and that the entire production meets the standards of the parent 

organization. The producer is often called upon to arbitrate 

differences arising between other members of the production staff. 

He is especially valuable in an organization which makes extensive 

use of "visiting" or "guest" directors. 

 

2.  The DIRECTOR is the creative and artistic hub of any theatre group. 

In many organizations he assumes both the functions of producer 

and director. He should have a thorough knowledge of all phases of 

dramatic production: acting, music, dance, design, theatre 

architecture, costume, make-up, etc. This is particularly true if he is a 

Producer-Director. While he is chiefly concerned with staging the 

production, the director must work harmoniously with all members 

of the production staff. If he is a "guest" director --- that is, not a 

regular member of the organization, but someone who has been 

called in to direct one show -- he must be particularly mindful of the 

policies, practices and limitations of the organization. He may find it 

helpful to enlist the aid of a casting committee, made up of regular 

members of the organization. Thus, he can avoid the pitfalls often 

encountered through not knowing members of the organization 

personally. Many are the guest directors who have cast someone 

that has a "memory problem" in a leading role, or have cast a 
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talented but irresponsible actor who simply doesn't show up for 

rehearsals. 

 

The director should assume ultimate responsibility for 

everything that happens on-stage in a production. In much the same 

way that a producer represents the interests of the governing board, 

the director represents the playwright. His first responsibility is to 

the playwright and the play. If this responsibility is well disposed of, 

he will be serving the organization to the best of his ability. 

 

While it is impossible to list all of the qualifications of a good 

director, the one which cannot be over-emphasized is the necessity 

that he be a strong leader. These are implicit in strong leadership; 

the ability to get along with people while firmly guiding them, the 

knack of retaining high ethical and artistic standards within the 

limitations of the organizations, and the responsibility for channeling 

all efforts toward the ultimate goal of a good production. The director 

must be able to compromise without seeming weak. He must be able 

to give and take suggestions in a spirit of fair play and cooperation. 

And he must resolve all questions in terms of what is best for the 

particular producing situation. In a word, he must be adaptable. 

 

3.  THE BUSINESS MANAGER has, in many ways the most important 

job in any community theatre organization. Without sound financial 

management the organization is doomed. It is in many ways ironic 

that an artistic enterprise must be so dependent upon sound fiscal 

practices. Yet, it goes without saying; a theatre cannot exist on art 

alone. In some organizations the only full time, salaried staff member 

is the business manager. This is the only place where the "amateur' 

cannot be tolerated. In the community theatre, he might well have 

experience in purchasing, publicity, and management. He should 

also have a knowledge of theatre practice in order that he may make 

wise decisions in the purchase of equipment, rental of costumes, 

planning and supervision of publicity, etc. 

 

The business manager usually has five general functions: the 

keeping of accurate financial and inventory records, and approval of 

all expenditures based upon available or estimated funds and other 

demands on financial resources; supervision of promotion and 
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publicity activities, including press and public relations; handling of 

tickets, including season subscriptions and door sales (a good 

business manager should know how to "sell the house," that is, 

know how to make an auditorium seem full even though it is not); 

supervision of front-of-house operations, including usher service, 

concessions, displays; and preparation of the program, with special 

attention to accuracy and acknowledgement of all services supplied 

gratis by local business firms, and individuals.  

 

Good business management can mean more money, more 

equipment, more tickets sold, and greater peace of mind that 

accompanies financial self-respect. "Angels" in the community 

theatre are few and far between. A good business manager is the 

best "angel" a community theatre can have. 

 

4.  THE TECHNICAL DIRECTOR'S role is extremely important. Whether 

he is a part of the staff or an interested member of the organization, 

he must be above all an improviser and an innovator. The clever, 

skillful, artistic and effective use of limited amount of equipment with 

a limited budget is the key to good technical direction. Since he is 

usually the scenic designer as well, his ability to create interesting 

and effective sets within the limitations of budget and equipment will 

often be tested. The technical director must know all aspects of 

theatrical production from the most abstract of elements such as the 

use of line, mass and color in design, right down to the care and 

maintenance of tools and equipment. He must be an artist and a 

carpenter, and electrician and a mechanic. He must be able to take 

and give orders, and must be able to conduct the technical aspects 

of production with skill and precision. 

 

Often the unsung hero of the theatre, the technical director is 

generally responsible for all things visual in a production. He must 

constantly work with the director to assure that the production will 

be visually unified; he must be able to analyze the scenic 

requirements of a script and interpret them in board, canvas, paint, 

and light; and he should constantly be aware of the financial 

limitations within which he must work. In artistic matters he is 

accountable to the director; in financial matters, to the business 

manager. 
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During the days and weeks prior to performance, he is in 

direct control of all carpentry and painting on scenery. He must 

supervise (often with the assistant director) the procurement of 

appropriate props. He designs the lighting and supervises the 

installation and setting of instruments. The responsibility for setting 

up sound equipment is also his. The technical director is responsible 

for establishing backstage routine which affects the changing or 

movement of scenery, lights, etc. During preproduction preparation, 

his most valuable associate will be the assistant director or stage 

manager, with whom many of the above functions are shared. 

 

5.  THE ASSISTANT DIRECTOR AND/OR STAGE MANAGER (many 

organizations combine these positions) is particularly important 

because his major function is to "run the show" during 

performances. The producer, director, and technical director have no 

place backstage after the final rehearsal. It is generally advisable that 

the person who works with the director during the rehearsals as his 

assistant should become the stage manager during performances. 

Of all those connected with the show, he must have the fullest 

knowledge of what is expected of crews and performers alike. 

 

During performances he must be able to give all light, sound, 

and actor's entrance cues, to supervise the shifting of scenery and 

the handling of props backstage. If there is a problem in 

performance, he must be able to cope with it. 

 

His pre-performance duties, in addition to assisting the 

director -- i.e. - holding the book, recording blocking and business, 

calling rehearsals and preparing the stage, etc. - may include 

overseeing the procurement of properties, supervising the costume 

and make-up crews, and obtaining or supervising the recording of all 

sound cues and music which are not done "live" on stage. 

 

When a "guest" director is brought in by an organization, the 

assistant director should be one who can advise the director on 

practices and policies of the group which may be unknown to a 

newcomer. 
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SAMPLE DUTY LISTS 
 

Included here are samples of explicit regulations and responsibilities of a 

few key positions, as spelled out by some of the member theatres. They are 

selected from various groups throughout the state. It is not suggested that these 

will fill the needs of every group. If it is more efficient to divide the 

responsibilities differently, certainly each group should make the adaptations 

most effective for its operation. A few theatres have yearly committees that 

function in conjunction with production crews. 

 

PRODUCER 

 

1.  Select an assistant to producer if desired. 

 

2.  Appoint a chairman for the following committees and check on the 

functioning of the duties of each chairman:  

 

Make-up   Publicity 

Program   Stage Furnishing 

Properties   Tickets 

Set Director   Ushers 

 

3.  Make sure that all rental fees are paid. 

 

4.  Issue all complimentary tickets. 

 

5.  Write thank you notes to all chairmen who worked on the production. 

 

6.  Complete financial report to board as soon as possible after 

production completed. 

 

7.  Should submit a budget for the production.  

 

8.  Producer will have final authority on any questions the committee 

chairmen may encounter for the play's production. 
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THE ASSISTANT DIRECTOR (Rehearsal/Pre-Production Period) 

 

The Assistant Director is second in command to the Director. He works 

with the crews as well as with the cast, and should be familiar with all phases of 

the production. His duties are as follows: 

 

1.  Handle casting sheets. File them when they are completed. 

 

2.  Make a cast list in duplicate with name, address and phone number 

for each role cast. One copy is for the director, one for the prompt 

book. 

 

3.  Make all cast calls; keep rehearsal schedule of date, time, place of 

rehearsal and act and scenes to be worked. 

 

4.  Coordinate crew heads, and appoint them if necessary. 

 

5.  Keep complete floor plan and furniture plot for each change of 

scene. Mark floor plan on stage with chalk or tape. 

 

6.  Keep prompt book and hold during rehearsals:  

 

a.  Keep a careful record of all moves made by actors, 

written in pencil until moves are set. Record stage 

business. 

 

b.  Note props needed for each scene, and their placement. 

 

c.  Keep note of tempo patterns. 

 

7.  Set up stage and clear afterward, caring for substitute props. 

 

8.  Take over rehearsal in Director's absence. 

 

9.  Notify Costumer of any change in cast. 

 

10.  Check progress of crews: set, costumes, props, etc. See that the 

technical crews post their own cue sheets and changes backstage, 

so that the show can go on in case of an emergency. 

 

11.  Make out the program, check spelling of names, list any credits and 

acknowledgements necessary. 
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12.  Prepare final version of prompt book to be used during production: 

 

a.  Mark beginning positions of all actors for each scene. 

Mark all entrances of actors for warning cues. 

b.  Mark warnings, placement and timing of all light, sound 

and technical cues. Use various colors and notation to 

differentiate. 

 

13.  Time the show at dress rehearsal. 

 

THE STAGE MANAGER (Production Period) 

 

The Stage Manager is in charge of all operations during the run of the 

show. 

 

1 .  Check with all division heads to see that all is in readiness before 

show begins. Divisions to be checked are: 

 

a.  Chief Electrical (lights)   d.  Cast 

b.  Costume     e.  Other crew heads 

c.  Properties     f.  House Manager 

 

2.  Keep in touch with House Manager as to exact time of start of show. 

 

3.  See that all divisions are informed as to how much time remains to 

start of show. 30-minute, 15-minute, 5-minute and 2-minute warnings 

should be given. 

 

4.  After satisfactory reports from all divisions are received, and after all 

actors are in their places, give the cue to begin the show. The Stage 

Manager is the only person to make this decision and give the cue. 

 

5.  See that order is maintained backstage. 

 

6.  Be familiar with the duties of each of the divisions, and check on 

their operation during the run of the show. 

 

7.  Serve as the Director's personal representative during the strike.  
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PRODUCTION COMMITTEES 
 

Many larger, well-organized theatres have established production 

committees to handle some of the administrative and production tasks on a 

season-long basis. The following committee structure was established by 

Trumbull New Theatre (Warren, Ohio) 

 

DUTIES OF PERMANENT COMMITTEES 
 

I Business Manager 

 

1.  Responsible to the Board for clearing all purchases made by 

members for TNT with the objective of establishing credit and  

discounts wherever extensive purchasing is done and in order to 

promote consistent purchasing policies. 

 

2.  Responsible for providing the Board with a budget for each 

production after consultation with the director at least one month 

prior to the production. Business Manager has the responsibility 

also of holding budget expenses in line after they are set with the 

director and the Board. 

 

3.  Responsible for statement of income and expense to be submitted 

within two weeks following each production after consultation with 

Treasurer. 

 

II House Committee 

  

Duties in connection with production will be as follows: 

 

1.  Cleaning entrance and seating area. 

 

2.  Following seating plan as arranged by the Ticket Committee. 

  

3.  Providing ushers for performances. 

 

4.  Buying, handling and selling concessions during intermission. 

 

5.  Checking wraps. 

 

6.  Parking cars. 

 

7.  General maintenance of building and grounds. 
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III Make-up Committee 

 

1.  Responsible for keeping all make-up supplies (including lighted 

mirrors) orderly, complete and ready for use. 

 

2.  Should promote improved make-up practices by providing 

demonstrations in proper make-up techniques, and by securing 

literature on the subject. 

 

IV Membership Committee 

 

1.  Receive, indoctrinate, and present apprentices for active 

membership at the committee's discretion. The basis upon which the 

membership committee makes its decision for the presentation of 

apprentices for membership is subject to the approval of the Board. 

 

2.  Record activities of apprentices and members with a view toward 

keeping all members active and all projects well manned.  

 

3.  Make recommendations regarding methods for acquiring and 

retaining new members. 

 

V Minor Productions 

 

1.  Select and organize material for one-acts, skits, etc., and have 

repertoire prepared for presentations on short notice whenever 

possible. 

 

2.  Attempt to provide a short program once a month at a regular 

meeting, using apprentices whenever possible. 

 

3.  Promote minor productions as an added source of income in every 

way possible. 

 

4.  May schedule shows at minimum standard prices of $1.00 per minute 

plus royalties but must check with group for reduced rates. 
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VI Publicity Committee 

 

1.  Write (or edit) and release all information concerning activities with 

the object of advancing our name and cause as frequently and as 

favorably as possible. 
  

 

2.  Work in cooperation with the publicity appointee for each play to 

insure that a thorough publicity program is planned and executed. 

 

3.  Establish and maintain contact with all newspaper, radio and 

television representatives whose aid can be used in planning, 

improving, or dispersing publicity releases. 

 

VII Social Committee 

 

1.  Organize and carry out details for all social events as directed by 

membership vote or by the president. 

 

2.  Operate on committee funds. 

 

3.  Make recommendations to the membership for improving and 

extending social program. 

 

4.  Plan periodic excursions to nearby legitimate and little theatre 

productions. 

 

VIII Ticket Committee 

 

1.  Responsible to the Board for organizing and promoting ticket sales, 

having tickets printed, handling play reservations, and handling of 

tickets at box office. 

 

2.  Responsible for custody and maintenance of Patron's List. 

 

IX Wardrobe Committee 

 

1.  Responsible for keeping all costumes inventoried, orderly and 

available for use. 

 

2.  Have costume racks, ironing board, clothes brush, etc., ready for use 

in each play. 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual 

 

SECTION III – Programming Division  Page 26 

 

3.  Cooperate with costume committee for each play. 

 

4.  Handle all requests for rental of costumes. 

 

X Program Advertising Committee 

 

1.  Organize the design and sale of program advertising, and secure the 

printing of the programs. 

 

2.  Prepare program layout including the placement of ads, program text 

and editorial matter. The material for the editorial matter and 

program text shall be supplied by the publicity committee. Program 

advertising chairman may make minor modifications in keeping with 

space requirements. 

 

XI Meeting Activities Committee 

 

1.  Organize and schedule varied program of activities. 
  

 

XII Historian 

 

1.  Responsible for custody and maintenance of scrapbook. 

 

2.  The Board recommends that the scrapbook contains all programs, 

news releases, the annual report of the President and Treasurer and 

any other appropriate material. 

 

XIII Set Committee 

 

1.  Responsible for maintenance and acquisition of set material. 

 

2.  Responsible for encouragement and development of potential set 

designers. 

 

XIV Librarian 

 

1.  Responsible for cataloguing, maintaining and lending all playbooks, 

scripts and other written material. 

 

2.  Will maintain and make available to members a playlist containing 

four categories as directed by the Board: 
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a.  Produced - those presented by the group. 

 

b.  Recommended - those suggested by the Board for 

production,  

 

c.  Current - those under consideration. 

 

d.  Rejected - those removed from consideration. 

 

3.  A reading copy of each play on the Current Playlist must be available 

to members. Reading copies will be loaned for a period not 

exceeding two weeks after which the purchase price of the book 

becomes payable until the book is returned. Playbooks on the 

Produced or Rejected lists may be sold at 50% of the purchase price. 

Working copies of plays in production are due two weeks after 

closing night. Additional reading copies may not be loaned to 

anyone having overdue books unless a deposit equal to the selling 

price is received by the Librarian. Such deposit will be turned over to 

the Treasurer after two weeks. 

 

4.  It is recommended that reading copies of plays be obtained from 

O.C.T.A., Public Library, or individuals whenever possible. 

 

XV Play Reading 

 

1.  Each member will submit in writing to the Board of Trustees a 

personal opinion of each play on the current playlist. Any suspected 

problems associated with the production of a play such as casting, 

set, special effects, etc., should also be included. 

 

2.  A play will be placed on the current playlist upon receipt of a  written 

evaluation by anyone, as above (1) subject to limitations imposed by 

the Board. 
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NON-TRADITIONAL CASTING - OUTSIDE IN 
 

Harry Newman 

The follow ing address w as delivered 

by Harry Newman of the NonTraditional Casting Project, Inc. 

to the 1 9 8 7 OCTA Conference in Columbus, Ohio. 

 

NON-TRADITIONAL CASTING: 

 

The casting of ethnic minority, female, or disabled artists in roles where 

race, ethnicity, gender, or physical capability are not germane to the character's 

or play's development. 

 

LIFE OUTSIDE 

 

I'd like to share with you two seemingly unremarkable occurrences that 

took place on my way here to Columbus, which I believe shed a great deal of light 

on the importance of non-traditional casting.  

 

Before going to the airport to fly out to this conference, I went to the gym 

for my morning workout. At the gym, as usual, there was every conceivable kind 

of person---Black, Hispanic, Middle Eastern, Asian, Anglo, young, old, male, 

female---all united with the single purpose of challenging themselves, of 

improving their physical health. The staff is of a variety of ethnic and cultural 

backgrounds as well. Taking a short break from moving heavy objects up and 

down, it struck me how natural it seemed to be in this room with all these 

different people, observing the same rules, and just working hard. I could not 

imagine exercising surrounded by a different mixture of people. More than 

seeming unnatural, it would be senseless. Being in good physical condition (or, 

as in my case, trying to be) has nothing to do with one's gender, age, or ethnic 

background. It doesn't even depend on one's physical capabilities; working out is 

only about trying to develop to the fullest within your limitations. 

 

After a quick shower, I rushed to the airport and made it to the gate just 

minutes before the final boarding call. As I entered the plane, I was once again 

exposed to a complete mix of people - Black, Asian, Hispanic, old, young – all 

heading to the Midwest. Observing the passengers, I felt again that nothing 

seemed unusual about this varied assortment. In fact, only if the people in the 

cabin had been homogeneous in some way would it have seemed strange. If they 

all had blue eyes, for instance, or if all the women wore chartreuse beehive 

hairdos. The ability to take a trip by air simply has nothing to do with ethnicity, 
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gender, age, or physical disability. I wondered how many of my fellow passengers 

even noticed the variety of people on board. Or found it noteworthy if they had. 

 

I believe that these two experiences reveal a basic contradiction that all of 

us who are involved with the theatre face. If in the course of a couple hours, I 

could again and again (through rather commonplace circumstances) find myself 

a part of ethnically and culturally mixed groups, without thinking anything of it, 

then why is that experience so far from the usual in the theatre, where I spend the 

majority of my time? Why do we in the theatre persist in allowing the least 

commonplace and most unnatural of situations to exist? We no longer live in the 

times of segregation when fear made a virtue of separation. What is to be gained 

by tolerating the continued lack of participation of so many members of our 

otherwise free (or reasonably free) society? Artistic freedom? How much freedom 

can be gained at someone else's continued exclusion? Economic security? Does 

that truly exist for anyone in our business? 

 

Strange as this may seem, in their social features, a group of people at the 

gym, those traveling to Ohio, and the theatre community at large have much in 

common. In each case, these groups are made up mostly of strangers coming 

together voluntarily for a common purpose. Over the course of time months of 

regular exercise, the few hours of a flight, the weeks put into a show goals are 

achieved in each, relationships develop, other goals are established. It is not 

necessary to belabor this analogy, but as social units they are much the same. 

Certainly differences exist - bodies develop differently, everyone has separate 

reasons for coming to Ohio - but the differences are not central to the purpose 

that formed the groups to begin with. And that is the most important point in 

understanding non-traditional casting in all that it implies. Why should the theatre 

let the easily perceived differences of ethnicity, age, gender, or physical 

capability overshadow its main purpose - revealing the inner workings of the 

human animal, the art of behavior in time and space. 

 

LOOKING IN 

 

In order to resolve the basic contradiction between the society of our 

experience and society we experience on stage, we must try to understand what 

has brought it about. What causes the resistance to the full and equal 

participation of disenfranchised groups in our arts as we enter the 1990's? What 

rationales are given to maintain the status quo on and behind our stages? 
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I am sure, we are all painfully aware that so much of the history of our 

country is a history of discrimination. And much of that discrimination was (and 

is) reflected in the performing areas--not just in the gross misrepresentation and 

stereotypes found on minstrel shows, say, but also in many subtle and far more 

pervasive ways. Just to present an example of the latter, one never sees a black 

cowboy in any westerns that proliferated in the 1950's. Yet black cowboys were 

not uncommon in the West of the late 1800's, many of them trained in riding and 

shooting when they were part of all black units of the Union Army. There were 

even black Indians. Yet, because of the climate of the times, a historically faithful 

presentation of such an ethnically diverse West would not have been accepted (if 

it would ever have been conceived). Curiously, with the exception of Mel Brooks' 

BLAZING SADDLES, such a faithful rendering is still to be undertaken. 

 

It is interesting to note from this example how our fictional representation 

of a segment of the past, for instance, can gain an objective credibility, apart from 

any historical or personal validity, and how easily that can form the frame of 

reference for other depictions of the same time. It is not so hard to see how the 

same set of cultural assumptions which informed the choice just mentioned 

could infuse the majority of choices made in the performing arts and lead to a 

performing arts virtually deplete of a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural presence. This is 

the performing arts, which we have nurtured and lived with until recently. A 

performing arts where all too often our customary prejudices and attitudes have 

unquestioningly been adopted as artistic ideals. 

 

Since the 1950's our society has witnessed the beginnings of some almost 

miraculous changes. Groups which had long been disenfranchised from 

participating in the society as a whole, demanded their just due and to great 

measure received it. Although tremendous inequities still remain, there is 

indisputably a more active involvement of people of varied cultural and ethnic 

backgrounds at most strata of our society. This is so readily accepted that we 

hardly give thought to it. Women police officers are found in the smallest towns; 

black, hispanic, asian broadcasters and reporters appear on the nightly news; 

hispanic mayors and black mayors are helping to determine the future of our 

greatest cities, and so on. The Civil Rights Movement of the 50's and 60's and the 

Women's Movement of the 60's and 70's are among the greatest modern triumphs 

of democracy, whose full benefits we have yet to reap. 

 

Still, as we enter the concluding decade of the 20th Century, it is   

disheartening to realize that the ideals and opportunities that these two 
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movements, these breaks with our decades of discrimination, have begun to 

provide our society as a whole have barely found their way into the performing 

arts. Despite the unimagined possibilities that a full and varied participation of 

our hitherto disenfranchised artists could bring about, the performing arts, by 

and large, continue to reflect a world that never existed in the first place. With our 

society's unprecedented broad application of democratic ideals over the past 

twenty-five years, isn’t it high time that we in the theatre put our democracy 

where our minds are? 

 

The arts are not a sideshow. Theatre, film, television, opera, dance are not 

simply entertaining pit stops, no matter how entertaining they can be. They are 

the foundations of our culture; they are what will be remembered and relived 

when all else is lost to the amnesia of time. Participation in the performing arts, 

then, brings with it a great responsibility. We know how influential these arts can 

be to the way we view our history, our world, the people with whom we share our 

world. Think, once again, of the absence of black cowboys, of how our so-called 

entertainments have formulated the entire way we conceive of a "Wild West." 

 

The arts don't have to reflect our assumptions, they don't have to reinforce 

our assumptions, they can be suggestive of a life without assumptions. They can 

stimulate us - be provocative in the best sense of that word - to see the intricate 

beauty of our complex existences, where all people regardless of the categories 

into which they could be fit, are revealed to be people first and foremost. But we 

have to make that choice. Such a change will not happen in our performing arts 

of its own accord; we have to happen it ourselves. And there is no better place to 

choose to be provocative, to present a world without assumptions than in the 

theatre. We can no longer pretend that the theatre is excluded from the same 

forces that have shaped the rest of our society. Nontraditional casting can be a 

first step to making such a theatre happen. 

  

As I see it, there are four primary causes of why the theatre has not 

embraced the cultural and ethnic complexity of our society, despite our country's 

recent social changes: these are habit, the threat of change, the pull of the literal, 

and the fear of mortality. Non-traditional casting was conceived of as a means for 

overcoming these sources of resistance, by creating a straightforward approach 

to stimulating the imaginations of all theatre decision makers.  
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But before non-traditional casting can be adopted effectively it is important 

to objectively examine the causes of our present situation in the theatre and fully 

clarify the need to change it.  

 

Cause 1:  Habit 

 

An unfortunate fact of our industry is that there are so few artists in it. 

Many artists do exist, of course, but they are outnumbered by the artistic 

bureaucrats, people with a knack for the theatre, who having reached a certain 

level of achievement are content remain there doing whatever it was which  

brought them to that position in the first place. An artist, on the other hand, is 

someone who is constantly assimilating change and urging him or herself to 

deeper and more personal explorations of the intellect and emotions. Being an 

artist denotes having a creative approach to the world; a managing director can 

be an artist as well as an actor as well as a stage manager as well as a designer. 

 

The widespread artistic bureaucratism is perhaps an inevitable result of the 

flowering of institutionalized non-profit theatres over the past few years, but it is 

an onerous tradeoff. It brings to the theatre all the disadvantages of bureaucracy 

in any business. (And in spite of hard times, the theatre, taken as a whole, is still 

a multi-million dollar business.) More and more people find more and more ways 

to do less and less, productivity declines, everything takes much longer to be 

achieved, no one takes responsibility, everyone feels out of control. 

In such a climate of bureaucracy, it is difficult to introduce change of any 

kind. The best way of doing something, of approaching a problem, is the "way we 

have been doing it." This approach threatens no one's position, it calls no one's 

judgment into question. A bureaucracy is such a fragile construction everyone's 

position in it must be fixed and checked at all times. Any alteration in routine is 

bound to upset a group of people who will make a point of disturbing another 

group's routine and so on until the whole organization is turned on its head or 

has ground to a halt. 

 

What happens, then, when the artistic process itself is bureaucratized? 

When the ways of undertaking a project are subject to the scrutiny of so many 

people, each one striving to support his or her personal contribution (often only 

to indicate to some higher up how involved they are), that the anarchic creative 

impulse itself gets covered over and ignored. What happens is we all suffer. All 

plays begin to sound alike. All productions look alike. We all become too 

concerned with perpetuating our place in the bureaucracy, rather than with 
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perpetuating the theatre. We become demoralized. We become petty 

functionaries. 

 

While this description is something of an exaggeration, it is not that far 

removed from our current situation in the theatre. We have moved away from 

accepting change. Fewer new plays are being done. Fewer young writers can get 

productions. There are fewer and fewer jobs for everyone. And opening our 

imaginations and our theatres to the full participation of ethnic, female, and 

disabled artists - treating all artists solely on the basis of the value of their  

contributions - has the greatest trouble of arising of its own accord, because it is 

such a break with the 'way we have been doing things.' We even have to invent a 

name like non-traditional casting in order for it to begin to gain acceptance. Yet, 

non-traditional casting provides the possibility of something so new and exciting 

there is really no way to fit it into the bureaucratic framework. 

 

We all know how hard it is to break our habits, especially habits that have 

seemed to have been so rewarding. Still, we must strive to eliminate any habitual 

way of thinking, way of doing things that serves to further curtail our creativity, 

no matter how comfortable those habits may be. And we must embrace ways 

which promise increased creativity, is spite of any uncertainty they may bring. A 

theatre is not a bank, a theatre is not an insurance company, a theatre is not a 

grocery store. What we are selling, if we sell anything, is our abilities to be 

creative. If we let that disappear, whether through indifference or the fallacy of 

security, it won’t be long before the theatre disappears as a whole. 

 

Cause 2:  The Threat of Change 

 

An even greater impediment than the coziness of habit to the acceptance of 

non-traditional casting is the mistaken assumption that the increased 

participation of the disenfranchised will imperil those who already have jobs or 

will make it harder for everyone to get jobs. Or that the way decision-makers have 

been conducting their business will be threatened. These concerns are voiced 

privately by the artistic directors of some theatres (including those of some 

ethnic theatres, who feel a potential siphoning into the mainstream of the talent 

they rely on), by actors and actresses, by playwrights and directors.  

 

It is interesting to note that many of the same arguments used against 

nontraditional casting were used to exclude Jewish actors from participating in 

the theatre in the first half of this century. Only those who would change their 
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names, who could pass as non-Jewish were able to participate in the mainstream. 

The rest were relegated to the Yiddish theatre, which was the ethnic theatre of its 

day.  

 

Far from causing even more demand for few jobs, if non-traditional casting 

were to catch on, it would help stimulate the theatre as a whole. There would be 

more opportunity. The employment opportunities for the previously 

disenfranchised would increase many fold (to nearly equal those previously 

unaffected) and for the rest it would remain unchanged. In fact, more jobs could 

very well be created as producers, directors, and writers became excited by the 

broader range of artistic possibilities. As importantly, it has been clearly shown 

that there is a sizable theatre-going audience in the ethnic communities, which by 

and large avoids the mainstream theatre, usually only attending when a play like 

FENCES manages to get produced. If the theatre were to make a long-term 

commitment to non-traditional casting, and by this I mean the increased 

involvement of writers, directors, designers, as well as actors, it would ultimately 

be reflected in an increased audience base from the ethnic communities. This 

would only serve to bring about even more work.  

 

There is really no reason to be threatened by the changes that 

nontraditional casting can bring about. We have been creating theatre under 

conditions which exclude a wealth of talent, talent that is equally deserving of 

achieving its full expression. You could say that with non-traditional casting we 

are just on the verge of creating an American theatre.  

 

Cause 3:  The Pull of the Literal 

 

In addition to the social arguments used to check the growth of 

nontraditional casting, there is often repeated artistic argument. The use of an 

ethnic actor in such-and-such a play would not be realistic, it is said, it would call 

too much attention to itself, it would violate the world of the play, and so on. This 

is what I call the Pull of the Literal and I can't always tell when it is sincerely 

meant or when it is being used as a convenient excuse. 

 

It is undeniable that realism is the core of theatre in this country. American 

theatre is a realistic theatre, whatever that may mean. As I'm fond of saying, one 

man's realism is another man's ritual. But what is most often meant by American 

Realism as far as I can tell, is an almost obsessive emphasis in verisimilitude. A 

play set in a kitchen has a working stove and sink, curtained windows that open 
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and close, a coffee machine making fresh coffee, salt and pepper in the shakers, 

sugar in the bowl. These props can be used frequently or not at all. It almost 

doesn't matter. What matters is that the trappings of reality are in place. The play 

itself, the honest revelation of an internal reality, which is essential for all theatre 

to work regardless of style, is more or less secondary. In other words, the literal 

rendering of "reality" tries to pass for reality itself. 

 

Yet, no amount of stage decoration, no amount of finely tuned 

internalizations by the most skilled actors, any amount of period clothing or 

effective lighting can convert the stage of any theatre to the Brooklyn tenement of 

AWAKE AND SING!, for instance. No matter how perfect the production, it is still 

an illusion. In fact, the tenement itself is an illusion, the product of a writer's 

imagination. The play is an ideal which every element of the production tries to 

realize, but inevitably fails. The way any aspect of reality can never live up to our 

fantasies of it. And that is why the "literal realism' of American Theatre is also an 

illusion. Theatre can never be truly realistic; it is always an imitation of reality, 

which requires a leap of an Audience's imagination to make it complete. 

 

So, when the literal argument, the realistic argument is raised as a way of 

denying the effectiveness of the possibility of non-traditional casting in a play, I 

am forced to wonder who decides what are the elements of reality? Why are one 

set of details realistic and another set a violation of reality? If any actor can 

successfully bring a particular character to life does it matter whether that actor 

is black, hispanic, asian, or native american? If the theme of the play is not 

compromised, it shouldn’t. If the actor can give flight to my imagination and take 

me into his or her world, it doesn't matter in the least.  

 

Cause 4:  The Fear of Mortality 

 

Lastly, the final source of resistance to non-traditional casting is of a more 

philosophical nature. In the same way that prophets and pseudo prophets for 

centuries have been predicting the end of the world, large numbers of people in 

our industry are bemoaning the death of the theatre. 

  

 

With dwindling audiences, increased rents and other costs, smaller and 

smaller box office returns, an exodus of talent to other media, it is not hard to see 

their point of view. Unlike twenty, fifteen, or even ten years ago, it is a daily 

struggle for theatres to survive. Whether these are the first symptoms of a fatal 

affliction or simply indications of a major transition, the focus of day-today 
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existence has caused many theatre decision-makers to not want to be bothered 

with the whole idea of nontraditional casting. "We're just trying to get by. This is 

the last thing we have time to deal with." 

 

Ironically, for all of the reasons I have already stated, non-traditional 

casting should be made a priority of artistic directors and producers, and actually 

of all of us in the theatre. Rather than being a liberal's wish-fulfillment fantasy, 

non-traditional casting could be one of the key factors in helping to revitalize our 

theatre. Opening up the imagination benefits us all. It would provide new vistas, 

new possibilities, both artistically and economically. If all our disenfranchised 

artists (black, asian, hispanic, native american, female, disabled, or anyone else) 

were to become more fully involved in the theatre, the theatre would become a 

more exciting place to work in again, a place to let your imagination fly. If the 

work in the theatre were more diverse and exciting, this would attract a more 

diverse audience, making theatre more profitable again. If we were to make a 

concerted effort to re-invest our performing arts with creativity, through 

nontraditional casting, educational efforts about the theatre as a whole, and plans 

to provide more economic security for all artists, I don't think it would be very 

long before we had turned our theatre from moribund to more abundant. 
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OUTSIDE IN 

 

The full participation of disenfranchised artists at all levels of the 

performing arts should not be seen as an attempt to deny the differences that 

exist between people. Instead it should be viewed as a means of fully embracing 

the differences - of celebrating the differences - by making them a complete part 

of the culture. If we can work within ourselves and as a group to remove the 

barriers to having a representative participation in the theatre, there is no telling 

to what heights that could lead. It would undoubtedly transform the performing 

arts and it is hard to conceive of how it wouldn't make them better. 

 

As modern humans we seem to spend far too much of our time making 

things unnecessarily harder for ourselves, then straining to get up the energy 

needed to overcome the added difficulties we have created. We fret all day about 

whether our landlord has received this month's rent check and what we'll have to 

do if he didn't, instead of simply calling him that morning to find out. We worry 

about driving downtown to go shopping because we may not find a parking 

space. We have perfected the uncanny ability of creating mountains when there 

aren't even any molehills. 

  

In the same way, we have turned ourselves inside out about nontraditional 

casting. Will it work? When does it work? How do we do it? Giving the 

opportunity for all Americans to participate fully in the arts strictly on the basis of 

their abilities is not a radical break with our history, but an application of one of 

our nation's most basic principles. 

 

Non-traditional casting is as simple as casting the best actor for the role. 

We waste far too much of our energy and time agonizing over the theoretical 

combinations of why an asian actor couldn't play this or a native american is 

wrong for that, without ever letting those actors get a chance to audition. It would 

be far easier to actively apply non-traditional casting and let the casting speak for 

itself. Then think of how much more time we would have to devote ourselves to 

what we do best - making good theatre. 

 

In this brief discourse on non-traditional casting, I have made reference to 

many subjects supposedly outside of the theatre: lifting weights, flying to Ohio, 

the Civil Rights Movement, the Women's Movement, black cowboys, paying rent, 

and so on. I have done so purposely to emphasize that the basic contradiction I 

first mentioned between the society of our experience and society of stage is one of 
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our own making. All too often, we act as though the theatre existed in a vacuum, 

affecting only itself and affected by only itself. Thankfully, this is untrue. We live 

and work in a marvelously layered, complicated world, of which the theatre is a 

small, but (to my mind) essential part. Why then can't we put aside our rationales 

and excuses, our agonizing and fretting in order to benefit from our society's 

richness? Instead of being turned inside out by non-traditional casting, why don't 

we simply let what's outside in? 
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A SCRIPT ANALYSIS OUTLINE 
 

The purpose of analysis is to create a dramatic production through 

interpretation of the script. It should accomplish five things: (1) revelation of the 

purposes of the play, (2) understanding of the author's intent, (3) clarification of 

the emotional and intellectual meanings, (4) decision of the kind of production 

desired, (5) detailed consideration of the method of staging. 

 

THE ANALYSIS 

 

A.  Meaning can be gained from preliminary analysis. 

 

1.  Decide the general type of play under consideration. Ask, "Is it 

a comedy or serious drama?" 

 

2.  Decide whether the purpose is general, as being a piece for 

mere entertainment to provoke laughter or tears, or whether 

the intent is more specific, as presenting a social message or 

evaluation of an important character. 

 

B. Meaning can be gained from a study of the play's background. 

 

1.  Check into the history of the play. A play is a product of its 

contemporary environment. It reflects the manners, customs, 

ideas, and mores of its time. Historical plays can be best 

understood in the light of the social and cultural events of the 

time. Contemporary plays also reflect their culture, as a play 

from the 1930's shows the philosophical environment of that 

decade. 

 

2.  Be familiar with the author's background. Try to determine 

what provoked him to write the play. 

 

3.  Study the critical comment that has been written about the 

play. 

 

a.  This may reveal strength and weakness in the play. 

 

b.  The director can get another person's views by studying 

these critical comments. 
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C.  Meaning can be gained from a study of the play itself. 

 

1.  Look at the play as a whole to get a general impression. 

 

a.  This should give the general mood and general 

meaning. 

 

b.  This should be equivalent of seeing the play once and 

should give the director an idea of the expected 

audience response. 

 

2.  Reread the play. This time with a careful tracing of the story 

line, development of theme, subject, or proposition, and the 

growth and use of the situation. Additional research may be 

needed here if the subject or setting is unfamiliar to the 

director. 

 

3.  A third look at the play must be made to analyze the 

development of the conflict. 

 

a.  Dissection of the play's structure is advantageous to 

understand the sections of (1) exposition (2) inciting 

moment (3) climax (4) resolution (5) conclusion. 

 

b.  The director should make a record of every time the 

motivation of a scene changes to help him understand 

the pattern of the play. 

 

4.  The bases of character lie in the story and situation, and 

conflict and crisis. So once the story and conflict is 

understood, the director should reread the play to interpret 

how the playwright wants the characters portrayed to convey 

his meaning. 

 

a.  Consider what the author has said about the character 

outside of the script, in the character description for 

instance. 

 

b.  Determine the character's relationship to other 

characters by what they say about him and how they 

respond to him. 

 

c.  Another clue to characterization lies in the character's 

attitudes and actions towards others. 
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d.  Finally, the director must ask what's the character's 

reason for being. 

 

PLANNING THE PRODUCTION 

 

A.  Determine the style of the production. 

 

1.  Shall it be realistic or non-realistic? This depends upon 

what has been decided as the type and purpose of the 

play. 

 

2.  Stylization for the sake of stylization is not justifiable in 

itself; the production must lend itself to stylization. 

 

B.  Consider the manner of staging. The manner of staging 

should be determined by the style of the production. 

  

C.  Block the action. 

 

D.  Decide what's wanted from the technical aspects of the 

production. 

 

1.  What should be the purpose of the costumes as far as 

color, style, texture, and facility for playing in them are 

concerned to reflect the quality and mood of the 

characters? 

 

2.  What size, shape, style of furniture and hand props will 

be best for this production? 

 

3.  What purpose should the lighting serve? 

 

4.  Are there any special technical effects that can improve 

the show? 
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BUILDING THE THEATRICAL EXPERIENCE 

MOOD, TEMPO AND CLIMAX 

 
Many factors influence success or failure of a production. Directors in 

many instances fail to analyze their plays carefully enough to treat the following 

problems: mood, timing, tempo and the building of climaxes. 

 

MOOD 

 

Mood is theatrically defined as the "dominant emotional spirit or quality of 

a play." In the theatre, as in life, there are many different moods and shadings of 

moods. The two basic moods, however, are happiness and sadness. The stage 

conveys these two moods through comedies and tragedies. 

 

A French philosopher, Henri Bergson, analyzed the ways in which the 

comic element is injected into a play. One or more of the following methods is 

used: mechanical movement -- the character moves in a mechanical, stilted, 

artificial way. Affectation in hand and arm movements, and in walking is 

sometimes used to some measure of success in provoking laughter; mechanical 

repetition -- a certain theme, phrase, or verbal expression is repeated over and 

over until the audience begins to find a type of humor and absurdity in its 

constant repetition; mechanical inversion -- the unexpected happens -- "girl 

chases man," "a virtuous old woman runs a bar," etc; mechanical exaggeration -- 

extreme and absurd exaggerations, making "mountains out of molehills" and 

emphasizing unimportant incidents or happenings in a play. 

 

There are various types of comedies: comedy of manners, romantic 

comedy, sentimental comedy, and farce. All of these utilize some of the elements 

Bergson defined. 

 

Aristotle called tragedy, "The purgation of emotions through pity and fear." 

The audience pities the serious plight of the main character or characters in the 

play. At the same time, the audience fears that it might become involved in a 

similar plight. A lasting emotional response is created by a successful tragedy. 

The modern theatre creates mood by using devices such as music, clever 

dialogue, lighting and unusual sound effect. Music before a performance helps 

set the mood of the production to follow; during the production it intensifies and 

highlights the conflict being witnessed. Dialogue used as a means of establishing 

mood can be thought of as rapid, crisp, and light in comedies; slow and more 

serious in tragedies. Lighting plays a very important role in creating mood by its 

use of color; i.e. for comedies, bright reds, ambers, soft greens, etc. are used 

predominately; tragedies use colors that are cold such as dim whites and odd 
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mixtures of colors that result in a dull light. Sound effects can create howling 

winds, whining dogs, rustling of trees, etc. which help create atmosphere. 

 

TIMING 

 

The mood of a production can easily be destroyed by poor timing on the 

part of the actors. Timing is the precise use of time to gain the greatest theatrical 

effect from a line or piece of business. Or it can be thought of as the process of 

determining the time pattern for lines on business. Two things to remember when 

thinking in terms of timing are: (1) If the movement of the actor precedes the line, 

the line will be emphasized. (2) If the line precedes the movement, the movement 

will be emphasized. Timing lines and movement can emphasize or intensify mood 

or destroy it. 

 

The timing of stage business is really a method of intensifying stage 

business. Just as in movement, business may also precede, coincide, or follow a 

line. Usually business coincides with the lines it illustrates. The two things to 

remember in timing stage business are the same as those for movement. 

 

 

TEMPO 

 

Tempo is akin to timing in the sense that both terms are approached in 

terms of speed. Tempo, however, is a concept of rhythm in that it is specific 

whereas rhythm is general. The tempo of a scene is its "beat" that paces the 

production. It can be changed from a pace of slowness to one of speed. Tempo 

usually follows a definite pattern. There are three techniques that help establish 

and control tempo; (1) Topping - to speed up the tempo of a scene, the actors 

pick up their cues immediately and follow through with their dialogue without any 

unnecessary pauses; (2) Dropping - slow down the tempo of a scene, the actors 

pick up their cues immediately but pause occasionally in the dialogue that 

follows; (3) Sustaining - to maintain the tempo already established in the scene, 

the actors continue to follow the same pattern of cue pick-up and dialogue 

delivery. 

 

When mood, timing, and tempo are under control, the director can proceed 

to the difficult task of building climaxes which incorporate these three phases of 

production. 
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CLIMAX 

 

The climax in a play is the point from which the complication can go no 

further. The play is usually a series of minor crises and climaxes with intervening 

moments of lessened tension. By studying the play's structure, a director can 

determine at which points in the play the different climaxes occur and he can 

build the scenes to a main climax. 

 

The motivational unit is the most effective method the director can use to 

build climaxes in a play. The motivational unit is the smallest integral scene in the 

play. Usually, the basic scenic components (character, situation, and theme) are 

unchanged throughout the unit. When a change in character, situation, or theme 

occurs, a new motivational unit begins. 

 

After the director has the units he should analyze the purpose and meaning 

of each. This may be accomplished in eight steps:  

 

1.  Discovering the relationship of the unit to surrounding units 

 

2.  Judging the relationship of the individual unit to the whole 

play 

  

3.  Assessing the significance of the theme or subject 

 

4.  Tracing the motivational forces arising from the situation 

 

5.  Analyzing the drives motivating the individual characters 

 

6.  Tracing the interaction between characters 

 

7.  Discovering the mood of the unit and the effect the unit should 

have upon the audience. 

 

 

After the director has analyzed the units, he is ready to proceed to the 

technical task of projecting the results of his analysis and interpretation to the 

audience. Using composition, movement, business, mood and tempo, the 

director will select, order, and intensify the visual and vocal elements that best 

project the particular meaning of the unit. By working from unit to unit, the 

director can intensify the minor crises and climaxes that lead to the main climax 

of the play. 
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MOVEMENT AND BUSINESS 

 

Movement and business are both essential components of dramatic 

presentation. Movement has been defined as "the process of shifting a character 

or characters through space on a stage", whereas stage business is "all visual 

activity not involving movement from one place to another." Both are used to 

convey the expressions of the playwright's idea without the use of words. Drama 

has been called "human conflict expressed in action." Movement and business 

are the heart of this action. 

 

Because random movement adds nothing to the dramatic action of a play 

and may confuse and distract the spectator, certain principles must be followed 

in the employment of movement. The six following principles are a guide to the 

beginning director: 

 

1.  Movement must have purpose. Aimless movement distracts; 

unexplained movement is confusing. 

 

2.  Movement can capture attention. 

 

3.  Movement can tell a story. Often the meaning of a particular 

scene can be clearly shown only in movement. 

 

4.  Movement can delineate character. Many persons in a play 

speak little, but we know them from their actions. For example, 

a forceful character might move swiftly and surely, while a 

timid person might take mincing, careful steps. 

 

5.  Movement can show character relations. All movement is 

characterized by its direction, strength or weakness, speed, 

duration, timing, and amount depending upon the play, the 

actors, and the stage. 

 

Stage business also is used, as is movement, to establish character and 

give emphasis to the play. Also a bit of business may be an essential part of the 

story as the stabbing of Caesar in JULIUS CAESAR, or the killing of Jud to 

resolve the triangle in OKLAHOMA! In characterization, business may show a 

peculiar habit of the person as Uncle Willie's pinching in THE PHILADELPHIA 

STORY. Some business is used as a filler. It rounds out the normal activities of 

the character, the everyday business of eating, smoking, etc. Technical business 

is done by one character to allow other action to occur on the stage.  An actor 

may be warming his hands at the fire while something is said which he is not 

supposed to hear. 
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As in movement, stage business must have motivation or purpose. It must 

be necessary, selective, and add to the production as a whole. It must be distinct 

so that its purpose can be recognized by the audience.  

 

By the size of the activity, by increasing the vigor of the action, or by 

focusing attention on the action, stage business may be intensified. Timing also 

focuses attention on the action and intensifies it. Stage business must not be 

overdone. If not balanced, one actor may gain all attention of the audience and 

detract from the other performers. 
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A DIRECTOR'S ROUND TABLE 

FOUR DIRECTORS ON DIRECTING 
 

The following tips came out of a Directing Session 

held in Warren, Ohio on September 1 7, 19 6 0. 

G. Harry W right - Director of Dramatic Activities 

School of Speech, Kent State University, Kent, Ohio 

 

CASTING 

 

Open tryouts are the only fair and effective methods. The director has the 

dual problem of keeping the tryout interesting by keeping it moving and of 

encouraging frightened souls to read. Concentrate on new faces. Be  articularly 

attentive and patient with those who are there for the first time. 

 

It is too bad when a person finally works up his courage to attend tryouts 

only to be so frightened and bowled over by the situation that he sneaks out 

without reading. The theater loses some potentially good performers this way. 

 

If concentrating on the new ones causes tryouts to bog down and become 

painful, throw in one or two of your good actors to read, but don't get carried  

away and let them monopolize tryouts. This can be frightening to the new ones 

too. 

 

 

 

SCHEDULE OF REHEARSALS 

 

Make a complete schedule of rehearsals with time, place, and work to be 

done, at each rehearsal. Bring it to the first meeting. Go over it with the cast and 

note individual necessary absences because of previous commitments. Then 

give each member the schedule and insist upon faithful attendance. It is easier to 

work around absences if they are arranged in advance. Make your schedule full 

and complete so that you may possibly delete one later rather than have to add 

one. Of course, all rehearsals start on time even if you have to read some of the 

parts yourself. 
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BLOCKING 

 

Block early and continuously. Don't waste time unnecessarily at rehearsals 

for this. Block in the privacy of your study, but always realize that original 

blocking may not, in some cases, work out on the stage. Keep it fluid, grow with 

the play, and tell the actor the reason for a movement if he doesn't understand. 

However, don't debate with him, you are the director. 

 

 

REHEARSAL 

 

When possible I cover the entire play at each rehearsal, varying the order 

of the acts so that each gets its fair share of each level of the actor's energy. 

 

This brings the whole cast to the threshold of comprehension of all parts of 

the play at the same time. It avoids a fine first act, a limping second, and a third 

act that falls flat on its face. 

 

 

 

RELATIONS WITH ACTORS 

 

Remember that your performers are human beings, ladies and gentlemen. 

Respect them and they will respect you. Keep your voice down, except on those 

rare occasions when you must let the boom fall. Then be able to do it so 

effectively that it will get results. When in doubt as to whether to explode or not -- 

don't. 
 

Arthur Lithgow, Director, 

Stan Hywet Shakespeare Festival, Akron, OH 

 

 

Block exactly as early as possible. Gives confidence. Consider casting as 

80% of directing. Cast only for the good of the play. Few other considerations. 

 

 

Get a good Stage Manager who is all on your side. Let him or her fight with 

the actors -- not you. 

 

Directing is delegation with clarity. Tell actor, designer, props, costumes, 

what you want; then let him go do it.  

 

Watch your energy level. I've noticed that good directors have fierce 

energy. This pays off. 
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Robert Richey, Director, 

Players Club, Columbus, OH 

 

I find it easier to proceed after a complete understanding has been reached 

between the technical committees and the director. Smoother and more efficient 

rehearsals and performances will be the result. Prepare in detail a character 

analysis so that all members of your organization have information on the various 

roles that are available prior to tryouts. 

 

Every director should train and depend on experienced workers to serve in 

the stage manager position. Many needless mistakes are made by careless and 

inexperienced stage managers. 

 

Every cast member should be encouraged to create a distinct and 

clear-cut characterization. The director should offer suggestions (as a 

guide) If needed. 

 

Our actors respect firmness. Diplomacy seems to come second. 

 

A rehearsal schedule from 20 to 25 evenings in close succession is more 

effective than a long schedule with rehearsals held three nights a week. 

 

A quick reprimand and/or dismissal of delinquent cast and crew members 

will heighten the morale of the entire company. When a director is told he knows 

more about putting on a show than any other participant, the director's morale is 

given a substantial boost. 

 

Every director soon learns that when he tries to please everyone, he ends 

up pleasing no one. 
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Donald A. Bianchi, Director, 

Dobama Players, Lyndhurst, OH 

 

Different directors work differently; indeed, the same director might 

sometimes vary his working procedures slightly, to fit each particular production 

situation. Therefore, in fairness to the actors and in order to gain maximum 

benefits from rehearsal time, make clear, at the beginning of the rehearsal period, 

the working procedures which will be followed during that period. Let those 

concerned know the "hows" and the "whys" of that procedure, and then make 

certain they are adhered to. In other words, let people know "What's going on",. . 

and then see that it does. 

 

A successful rehearsal period (i.e., one preceding a good production) 

usually has a discernable rhythm to it; as important as any other single factor in 

achieving this rhythm, is careful preplanning by the director. The heart of this 

preplanning is setting up a rehearsal schedule which makes precise and fruitful 

use of the amount of rehearsal time allotted to the production - and this is no 

casual task. If it has not taken you several hours of "pencil scratching" and "time 

juggling" to prepare your rehearsal schedule, you are either extremely efficient, 

or -- more probable -- dangerously careless. 

 

Know your script! Actors ask questions. Although there is neither shame 

or loss in not being immediately aware of the solution to a particular problem 

which might arise during rehearsal - you’re dead if you are equally oblivious to 

the fact that a problem does exist. 

 

Know your script as thoroughly as possible going into the rehearsal 

period, but on the other hand, don't be surprised if - like your actors - you are 

continually discovering new facts about it as rehearsals progress. Be aware of 

what is happening in your rehearsals, and be flexible enough in your thinking to 

make necessary changes and adjustments in the progression of an intense, 

conscientious, rehearsal period! 

 

Be "old fashioned enough" to BLOCK YOUR SHOW - with conscious care 

for what it looks like!! With full consideration, of course, for the problems of your 

actors, and with constant awareness of the necessity for allowing them a 

maximum of legitimate freedom in achieving their characterizations, never for one 

moment forget that the visual aspect of theatre is a prime, distinguishing, fact of 

the medium! DON'T stage mere "pretty pictures," but do take pains to order the 

action of the play so as to implement and emphasize that action in dramatically 

appropriate visual terms. 
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PRINCIPLES OF ACTING 
 

 

"When a role has been capably acted, what principles of acting have 

probably been followed by the actor, either consciously or unconsciously?"  

  

The GOOD (capable) actor: 

 

1.  Creates the appropriate, believable character. 

 

a.  He considers the PHYSICAL characteristics. 

 

b.  He considers the VOCAL characteristics. 

 

c.  He considers the EMOTIONAL behavior. 

 

d.  He considers the relationship of the character to the 

plot. 

 

e.  He considers the relationship of the character to every 

other member of the cast. 

 

f.  He considers the feeling which the audience should 

have toward the character. 

 

2.  Selects traits and does not clutter the character. 

 

3.  Finds motivation for every movement, every facial and vocal 

expression, every feeling, in other words, he ANALYZES. 

 

4.  Creates meaningful business. 

 

5.  Coordinates voice and actions. 

 

6.  Appears natural. 

 

7.  Lets us see him thinking; get the thoughts. 

 

8.  Shows mental alertness and concentration. 

 

9.  Listens. 

 

10.  Plays with the others on stage, has contact with them. 
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11.  Develops an awareness of the audience and of others on the 

stage. 

 

12.  Sustains the character. 

 

13.  Enunciates clearly and projects properly and does not drop 

the ends of sentences. 

 

14.  Speaks in a conversational tone, not a memorized one. 

 

15.  Points feelings, words, and actions by proper timing, vocal 

emphasis, movement and play on words. 

 

16.  Builds to climaxes; he tops; his speeches grow out of 

preceding speeches. 

 

17.  Shows an inner energy. 

 

18.  Moves and speaks with assurance as an actor. 

 

19.  Plays the role with sincerity. 

 

20.  Reveals an enjoyment of the show. 
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THOUGHT QUESTIONS 
 

From Dolman's THE ART OF ACTING 

 

1.  What is meant by "illusion of the first time"? 

If an actor attains this illusion, he: 

 

a.  Makes the lines seem as if he is saying them for the first 

time. 

 

b.  Eliminates the memorized tone. 

 

c.  Adds naturalness to the part. 

 

d.  Makes words seem spontaneous. 

 

e.  Appears that he is thinking on his feet. 

 

f.  Gives the impression that he is experiencing the 

situations for the first time. 

 

g.  Keeps performances from going stale from repetition. 

 

2.  What suggestion can a director give to the actor who wants to 

improve his technique in "reading lines"? 

 

a.  Strive for a controversial quality. 

 

b.  Speak the lines with clarity, meaning and carrying 

power. 

 

c.  Avoid artificiality or affectation. 

 

d.  Strive for a subtle, unobtrusive heightening of the 

natural rhythms of conversation. 

 

e.  Accurately select and emphasize key words or syllables. 

 

1.  The importance of any syllable as a key syllable depends not 

necessarily on its logical significance, but on the relation 

between its meaning and the context, especially the sentence 

rhythm. 
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2.  There are three common reasons for emphasizing a word or 

phrase: 

 

a.  Its logical importance; 

 

b.  Attention to some contrast or parallelism; 

 

c.  The newness of the idea which it injects into the current 

of discourse. 

 

d.  Read together as a team -- bring out the 

interrelationship of meaning as the actors speak to, and 

answer, each other. 

 

3.  What is meant by a good "comedy sense"? 

 

a.  A confident, easy ability to function both as artist (the 

actor) and as instrument (the character). 

 

b.  A strong, but subtle, feeling for thought-sharing as 

opposed to exhibitionism. 

 

c.  A keen sense of humor. 

 

d.  A lively sense of projection. 

 

e.  A delicate sense of timing. 

 

f.  A sharp sense of contrast. 

 

g.  A reasonable amount of restraint. 

 

4.  When a critic says that an actor has good "timing", what does 

he probably mean? The actor probably: 

 

a.  Takes enough time to clarify meanings, to point up 

imagination, and to allow for the full impact of wit and 

humor. 

 

b.  Varies timing -- sustains interest and brings out 

contrast. 

 

c.  Is able to coordinate voice, gesture, facial expression, 

pantomimic action, movement, and every other 

conceivable element of expression. 
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d.  Does not take time to drag the action or bore the 

audience. 

  

e.  Avoids timing that cuts off a laugh, unless a better laugh 

is right on its heels. 

   

f.  Does not obviously wait for a laugh. 

 

g.  Gives the observer time to use his own intelligence in 

seeing the point. 

 

h.  Takes time to think the character’s thoughts, and follow 

them through. 

 

i.  Does not take time to falter over the character's 

thoughts of his own. 

 

j.  Realizes that all timing is relative. 

 

k.  Says the right word at the right second. 

 

5.  What is the relationship between the actor's ability to "listen" 

and his ability to act? 

 

a.  If he knows how to listen, he probably 

 

1.  Will remain in character - thus giving a consistent 

illusion. 

 

2.  Will have good CONCENTRATION. 

 

3.  Will have good CONTACT. 

 

4.  Will be able to work as a team, thus helping to 

create the proper mood, tempo and rhythm. 

 

b.  To "listen" does not mean listening mechanically, but 

imaginatively to the meaning -- thus the actor probably 

knows how to use his imagination. 

 

c.  When an actor "listens" well, we can see him "thinking" 

-- a necessity for all good acting. 
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PREPARING TO ACT 
 

By Jack V. Booch 

 

RELAXATION 

 

1.  Opening of the mind 

2.  Release of self 

3.  Object oriented 

4.  Release of physical tension 

5.  Acceptance of your own body 

6.  Acceptance of other people's bodies 

7.  Readiness to relate and readiness to receive 

 

READING CONCENTRATION (alone with script) 

 

1.  Who am I? 

 

2.  Who are they? 

 

3.  How do I relate to the them? 

 

4.  How do I relate to the place? 

 

5.  Why am I here? 

 

6.  What things do I want? 

 

7.  How does what I want change in relationship to what happens to me, 

or what other people want? 

 

8.  What do I look like? 

 

9.  How old am I? 

 

10.  What do I wear? 

 

11.  What is the period and time of the play? What is it like then and 

there? (research) 

 

12.  Key motivational units and transitions 

 

13.  Preparation of a personality profile 

 

14.  Preparation of a milieu profile 
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CHARACTER ANALYSIS AND PERSONALITY PROFILE (homework for the 

actor) 

 

PHYSICAL AWARENESS 

 

Who am I? 

 

Weight: 

 

Height: 

 

Age: 

 

Physical agility: 

 

Excellent 

 

Coordinated 

 

Well preserved 

 

Healthy 

 

Fairly Healthy 

 

In poor health 

 

Physically distinctive personal habits: 

(twitch, nervous laugh, crooked smile etc.) 

 

How do I, as this character, differ from all other people similarly put 

together and in the same physical condition in which I find myself? 

 

PSYCHOLOGICAL AWARENESS 

 

What do I want? 

 

What is my object? (my action) 

 

What activities do I engage in? (onstage) 

 

What activities does the script lead me to believe I might engage in? (off 

stage) 
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How does what I want change in relationship to what others around me 

want, or what happens to me in the course of the activity on the stage? 

 

How do I feel about people (collectively and individually) with whom I 

have contact during the course of the play? 

 

When do I lose (or regain) my composure? 

 

When do I revert or change my emotional attitudes completely? 

 

What is my point of highest peak? 

 

At what moment do I become clearly aware that I will get, or not get, 

what I want? 

 

How does this moment of realization affect me? 

 

What is my reaction? 

 

Does my action change? 

 

Does my activity change? 

 

Am I changed? 

 

Do I revert? 

 

This preparation is intended to aid the actor in submerging himself into the 

part, as opposed to "performing" (letting his personality carry him). Other 

specific, simple suggestions for actors, to facilitate both rehearsals and 

performance, were: 

 

1.  Mark your script. 

 

2.  Listen to other actors. 

 

3.  Listen to the director. (If you disagree, refrain from saying so during 

the rehearsal period where time is for everyone.) 

 

4.  Practice everything you must do. (Spontaneity is achieved through 

repetition.) 

 

5.  Memorize lines and business. (Avoid stage directions printed in the 

script.) 
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6.  Polish nightly. (Concentrate on a different detail each night to keep it 

fresh.) 

 

7.  Find three things your character could do to make him an individual. 

(The director may decide one of them is usable.) 

8.  Relate to one another. 

 

9.  Don't fake; empty yourself into the product. 

 

It is truly said that acting is BELIEVING. You must believe what you are 

doing or you cannot expect an audience to believe you. Acting is also REACTING. 

Be aware of what is happening on stage. If the hostess drops your cup of tea in 

your lap, you cannot believably proceed as though it had not happened. If you 

have thoroughly studied your character, your theatrical imagination will 

immediately supply you with the proper behavior. 

 

The only tools the actor has are his body, his voice, and his mind 

(imagination and concentration). Make good use of them. 
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PREPARING AN EXCERPT FOR 

PRESENTATION 
 

Monograph written by Bonnie Collins 

Director and member of Fort Findlay Playhouse 

9085 TR 32, Jenera, OH 45841 -- September 1993 

 

One of the best-known functions of the Ohio Community Theatre 

Association is the excerpt festival. Held every year by the various regions of 

OCTA, with invitees selected to showcase at the annual State Festival, it affords 

member theatres an opportunity to display their theatre's best efforts, to view the 

work of other theatres, to hear the adjudication of knowledgeable responders, 

and to see excerpts of plays that may form the basis of their next season. 

 

Participants at the festivals may wonder what makes the difference 

between a good excerpt and a superior one. Why do certain theatres seem to 

have good excerpts year after year? Is there a formula for a "winning" excerpt? 

 

There is no formula, but there are certain tried-and-true tips and methods 

of preparation, and pitfalls to avoid, that may help a theatre to improve the 

excerpts that they exhibit at festivals. 

 

METHODS OF SELECTION 

 

The first and most basic area to consider is what play from your season to 

excerpt for the festival. 

 

There are as many selection methods as there are theatres in OCTA. Some 

of them are effective, some are not. Whatever works for your theatre is right for 

you. However, there are certain things to consider when selecting which play 

from your season you should excerpt: 

 

Find out before any selection process takes place which of your plays are 

able to be excerpted. Contact the publisher and request permission to excerpt. 

(Be sure to tell them it is for a "competition" as this seems to make a difference to 

some of the publishing houses.) This may narrow down your field of choices, as 

not all of your plays may be available. (Neil Simon and Tennessee Williams plays 

usually present this problem.) If, however, you are determined that one of your 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual  

 

SECTION IV – Programming Division   Page 23 

 

ineligible shows is what you really want to take, don't give up hope. If the 

publishing house refuses permission, they may just be acting on the orders of 

the playwright or his/her agent. Contact the playwright or agent directly and plead 

your case. He/She may be willing to make an exception. 

 

The group or committee that selects the excerpt should be an impartial 

one. Committees made up of cast and crew members of the various shows can't 

help but be biased, and you may wind up with the most popular choice, which is 

not necessarily the best choice. Some theatres have panels of season 

adjudicators unrelated to the theatre who view each show, then make a 

recommendation at the end of the season. Some theatres have their audiences or 

patrons/benefactors/angels vote on an excerpt. Whatever method is used, it 

needs to be an impartial one in order to select the BEST (not most popular or 

largest cast) excerpt. 

 

It is also important to consider which show is the most easily excerpted. 

Some shows are made up of short scenes or "playlets" that play well in isolation; 

some shows involve flashbacks, or are nonsequential, which may present 

comprehension problems for the audience if isolated scenes are presented. Look 

for a cutting that has a good beginning, middle, and end that forms a short play 

or logical scene in itself. 

 

If you have a choice between two well-done cuttings, one simplistic and 

well-known and one that's new and more challenging, choose the less known 

one. Responders always like to see what can be done with new and interesting 

material. Tried and true warhorses are pleasant, but it's hard to be innovative with 

old and familiar material. Responders and audience members may find 

themselves comparing your version of the much-done oldie with the many other 

versions they have seen, and that may not be to your advantage! 

 

After selecting the play that will represent your theatre at the regional 

OCTAfest, you must deal with an even tougher question - which half hour cutting 

to take? 

 

First of all, don’t get locked into the notion that it has to be a full half hour. 

Some of the best excerpts have been 15 to 20 minute cuttings, short but 

presenting a full 15 to 20 minutes of quality theatre. This proves the old theatre 

adage of "give 'em your best 8 bars" and "leave 'em wanting more". A cutting 
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shorter than 15 minutes, however, doesn't really give the audience or performers 

a chance to establish character, interrelationships, etc. 

 

It is always better to take a cutting that shows off the ensemble work of 

your cast. If there is a scene in which all the actors work particularly well 

together, and the whole seems to be greater than the sum of its parts, it would be 

preferable to take that scene over one showcasing a particular actor. In fact, this 

"showcase" approach should be avoided, as the one strong actor puts the 

weakness of the other performers into focus. 

 

And, as mentioned earlier, it is important to select a scene that is a 

"playlet" in itself, with a beginning, middle, and end. It should be able to stand by 

itself as a mini-play, and be understandable to the audience outside of the 

context of the rest of the play. There are some scripts that seem ready-made for 

excerpting, being a series of individual scenes ("Last of the Red Hot Lovers", 

"Working", "Spoon River Anthology", "Plaza Suite", "California Suite", 

"Assassins", "Tintypes"), but don't be afraid to take a cutting from within a longer 

scene or act. Just be sure the cutting you select has a definite starting point, a 

middle, and an ending point. 

 

THE REHEARSAL PROCEDURE 

 

After the cutting has been selected, most theatres will have several weeks 

to prepare their excerpt for the festival. During this time it is important to clear 

your rights and make payment to the publishing house, set up a rehearsal 

schedule, plan which set pieces to take or design a new portable set, register with 

your regional OCTA reps, find out and adhere to all the guidelines and rules for 

the OCTAfest, and REHEARSE! 

 

Depending upon when the original production was performed, you may 

have major relearning or just brush up rehearsing to do. Regardless, you should 

not fall into the trap of just running your cutting over and over. The only end this 

will achieve is to remove the feeling of spontaneity, the "illusion of the first time" 

from your actors. Yes, DO run the cutting, but throw in a few twists: 

 

Ask the actors to switch roles and run the scene with scripts. This is 

particularly helpful in a scene involving antagonists, in which the antagonistic 

parties would switch roles. This allows the actors to "walk in the other person's 
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shoes" for a few minutes and to really experience what that actor/character is 

feeling within the scene. For instance, in "The Octette Bridge Club", have Betsy 

and Martha switch roles. It is amazing how empowered Betsy suddenly feels and 

how attacked and weak Martha becomes. (When I tried this exercise with my cast, 

the actress that played Martha felt awful that she had been treating Betsy so 

harshly, and developed a real appreciation of her effect on Betsy. It didn't cause 

her to change her performance, just gave her insight into what effect her 

character had on Betsy.) 

 

If your cutting involves a set in which each character has a seat or place 

that "belongs" to him/her, ("The Octette Bridge Club", "The Odd Couple", "Crimes 

of the Heart", "The Gin Game", "A Streetcar Named Desire"), have the actors 

change seats and run the scene a few times. This produces a very uncomfortable, 

uneasy response in your actors, plus a new perspective on the scene. It also 

incites feeling of territorialism in them, and can make them feel as if they are 

struggling to maintain or protect their "place". It puts them on their toes, and 

adds a fresh, spontaneous feeling to the scene that the actors will keep when you 

allow them to return to their original places. It is also useful to warn your cast that 

changes in blocking, interpretation, character choices, etc., may occur and to 

play along with and respond to whatever happens. Then, secretly instruct one of 

the actors to sit in someone else's place, alter a tactic, or change an emotional 

response. The other actors must dig within themselves to deal with whatever 

comes along, keep on their toes, really listen, and respond spontaneously and 

realistically. They will carry this fresh feeling with them back into the scene as 

originally rehearsed. 

 

Try any other improvisations or games that you think will spark up a slow 

moving or dull scene, or if you find your actors becoming over rehearsed to the 

point of "slickness", try anything that will MAKE them listen, listen, listen, that 

will preserve the illusion of the first time. 

 

How much rehearsal time is enough? That's an individual decision, relating 

to how recently the original production was performed, skill and experience of the 

actors, and availability of a rehearsal space. Ideally, you won't want to leave 

rehearsals until the last few days before the festival. Two weeks of creative 

rehearsal time (NOT just repetition of the scene!) involving 8 rehearsals would 

seem to be ideal, but, again, you must tailor that to your individual requirements. 
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Give the cast enough time to become comfortable with their characters and 

relationships again, but not so much time that they become bored with them. 

 

One element of preparation that is often overlooked is detail. Since your 

excerpt is limited to 30 minutes, you should have plenty of time in rehearsal to 

focus on little bits of character business, of costumes, of blocking, of nuance that 

enrich the overall texture of your piece. The responders will notice this work, or 

lack of it, and it will establish the difference between a good excerpt and a really 

fine one. You as director need to keep an objective perspective. You need to 

constantly look at the cutting with a fresh eye, as if you have never seen it before. 

If you find this impossible, get an impartial observer to come to rehearsal and be 

your eyes. Try to view your excerpt through the eyes of the responders. Anything 

you notice that bothers you will likely bother them, so fix it; don't just hope they 

won't notice, because they will. Don't fall into the trap of thinking that "good 

enough is good enough". Responders and OCTAfest audience for the most part 

will be much more discerning and demanding than your home audiences. 

 

Preparing an excerpt for presentation at a Festival presents many logistical 

problems. You will probably be working in a different sized space than that in 

which you first presented the play. It becomes necessary, therefore, for you to 

tailor your rehearsal area to the OCTA-allotted space (check OCTA rules) so that 

your actors can get used to the new dimensions before actually performing at the 

Festival. As mentioned earlier, you will need to plan your set carefully, using a 

minimalist approach. Take only the set pieces that are actually needed and that 

will actually be used. The space you will be working in is limited, and the 

responders won't know that the actors are tripping over the hassock because you 

originally performed in a 40' by 20' space. These new dimensions may also make 

some of your original staging impossible. If so, this rehearsal period is the time to 

change the blocking to conform to your new available space and floor plan. Don't 

just leave clumsy, or unclear blocking unchanged and hope that "no one will 

notice", or that people will understand that you're working in a different space. As 

mentioned earlier, the audience and responders can only react to what they are 

seeing on the day of the Festival. 

 

And speaking of simplifying and clarifying, don't forget to pare your sound 

and light cues down to the basics. Your equipment and available lighting on the 

day of the Festival will not be what you are used to, and planning ahead so that 
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you only require what is absolutely necessary will save you a lot of problems 

when your excerpt is presented. 

 

After your replanning and redesigning is done, your actors are rehearsed, 

and all the paperwork is completed, you may think that you are ready to "take it 

on the road". Not so fast - you have forgotten to rehearse an equally important 

segment of your personnel - your set-up crew! It is vital to choreograph the set-

up and strike since you are only allowed 5 minutes for each. Every person should 

know what he/she is responsible for and should be prepared for any eventuality - 

missing tools or hardware, set pieces that don't fit, location of electrical outlets, 

etc. It should be obvious that the set crew as well as the actors need to be at the 

time allotted to "walk the stage" the morning of the excerpt, as it will allow them 

to pre-plan their set-up. Not necessary, but desirable, is that everyone in the crew 

be dressed uniformly, either in black or in a T-shirt or sweat shirt from your 

theatre or the show. It presents a very professional picture, and makes the crew 

appear more efficient. (I have seen Responders present awards for exceptional 

set-ups!)  

 

One final word on set-up and strike: If at all possible, don't use your actors 

to perform these duties. They have enough to think about. They need to be 

preparing themselves and concentrating at that time, and it's better for the 

audience not to see an actor before his/her entrance. 

 

And for heaven's sake, please make sure that you have acquainted yourself 

with the rules in the OCTA excerpt guidelines. Don't allow for the possibility that 

your excerpt, possibly the best one presented that day, may be disqualified 

because you didn't "follow the rules". 
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PREPARING THE CAST 

 

Depending on the experience level of your cast, your actors and actresses 

may or may not have participated in an excerpt festival before. You most likely 

will have some of each in your cast. Therefore, you should explain exactly what 

will be happening. Leave nothing to chance or to the over-active imagination of a 

nervous actor. Have someone that has lived through the experience before come 

to a rehearsal and explain the procedures or answer questions. It's better to go 

into the Festival with actors that are not worried about unnecessary or unknown 

details. 

 

Your cast should also be prepared for the adjudication procedure. They 

should be made aware that: 

 

A critique is one person's opinion based only on what he/she observed on 

that given day. 

 

Responders are not there to tell you what you did wrong. They are there to 

give you a fair and impartial opinion of your work and to help you learn for the 

future. 

 

Remarks that you don't agree with should not just be ignored or dismissed. 

They should be listened to and considered as possibilities. Even if you don't 

agree with them, you might learn something from them. Even if you don't think 

they're valid about the present show, you might be able to use them on some 

future production.  

 

Responders, for the most part, are knowledgeable, experienced theatre 

people who are anxious to help you learn, and in so doing improve the quality of 

Community Theatre in Ohio.  
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ON THE DAY OF THE FESTIVAL 

 

In the preparation of their excerpts, directors should be sure that their 

casts are mentally ready for the day of the Festival. Some things that should be 

covered ahead of time, and that the cast and crew should be reminded of at the 

Festival, are listed below: 

 

Get plenty of rest the night before. 

 

Don't party heavily until after the excerpt is over. 

 

Don't change anything once you get on stage; don't "let it rip". Just do it 

the way you did it at your best rehearsal. 

 

Spend some time getting into character and finding your center. Focus just 

before going on (that's why the cast should not have to move set pieces. There's 

no need to get even more frazzled. 

 

Be sure to attend the "walk the stage" session the morning of your excerpt. 

Look for possible pitfalls (misplaced entrances and exits, slippery floors, where 

to put the orchestra, outlets, etc.) so you won't have to deal with them for the first 

time during your performance. Solve all problems before performance time. 

 

Tell the stage manager of any unusual procedures or requirements (spots, 

sound cues, pre-show music). Be sure to determine whether lights will be cued 

by the director or the stage manager. 

 

Set a time for the cast and crew to be at the Festival location. Determine a 

time and place for a final cast and crew meeting so that strategy for the day can 

be finalized. At that time compare notes on things learned since the last rehearsal 

- things gleaned from walking the stage, changes in procedure, etc. 

 

Leave plenty of time for make-up and dressing, and for quiet preparation. 

 

Don't let a mistake at the beginning of the excerpt throw you off for the rest 

of it. A problem dealt with well and not allowed to interfere with the action on 

stage is impressive. 
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WHAT RESPONDERS LOOK FOR 

 

In addition to all the preparation procedures mentioned previously, you 

should try to obtain an OCTA Response Sheet. Look over the categories listed 

and consider what the responders will be rating you on.  

 

In addition to these areas, the responders will also be looking for polish 

and detail; for a beginning, a middle, and an end to your cutting; a cutting that is 

easy to understand within the context of the half hour, strong ensemble work 

within the cast, wherein all the cast members are involved in the action at all 

times that they are on stage. 

 

It is also important to make sure that your set and all your actions are 

within the lighted boundaries of the playing area. It won't be counted against you 

if you play outside these boundaries, but any action outside these boundaries 

won't be lighted. 

 

THE CRITIQUES 

 

Critiques or responses need to be taken for what they are: one person's 

opinion of what he/she observes at a given performance. They need to be listened 

to and read with an open mind. In the "instant critique" session, cast and crew 

should be instructed not to respond to or argue with the responders unless they 

are asked a direct question. In a closed critique session, a more open atmosphere 

exists, and generally responders are willing to discuss and debate the comments 

they make. 

 

It is likely that you will not agree with everything that an individual 

responder says, but it is important to listen to all three of the responders for a 

concurrence of opinion. Points that all three agree upon should be looked upon 

as being especially significant. 

 

Remember, you did not bring your excerpt to the Festival to hear 

unconditional praise - if you want that, invite your mother to a special 

performance just for her. You brought your excerpt to the Festival for the purpose 

of learning - learning what you did well as well as what you could improve upon. 

You may not agree with everything the responders say, but can learn from all of 

their comments. 
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THE AFTERMATH - GOING ON FROM THERE 

 

If you are one of the fortunate theatres and your excerpt is invited to 

showcase at the State Festival over Labor Day weekend, you will need to go 

through the whole preparation procedure again. Much of the work has already 

been done, but you will need to look at the cutting from a new perspective, 

guided by the critiques that you have received from the responders. Read over 

the written critiques very carefully, using what you think is valid. Be very careful, 

however, not to discard everything that you don't agree with because you think it 

is baloney. Think about it ALL; pick and choose items from the critique that you 

think may be valid - remember you will be dealing with a different set of 

responders at State OCTAfest, but they will be looking for the same types of 

things as the regional responders, but on a much higher level.  

 

After all, if you were good enough to reach the State level, that much more 

can be expected of you. 

 

If you have reached the State level, you can assume that your product is 

fairly solid. Now is the time to polish, polish, polish! Look at those details and 

work them till they are perfect. Granted, the State level of OCTAfest is just a 

showcase and no "competition" is involved, but you still want to represent your 

theatre and region with the best excerpt possible. The audience will naturally be 

comparing your cutting to the others there that weekend, and to past excerpts 

that your theatre has presented.  

 

Most of all, showcasing at State OCTAfest should be considered just that - 

a showcase. Work with your cast to view the State level as strictly gravy, a time to 

enjoy and celebrate their achievements. It takes the pressure off the actors and 

crew to view it in this way. Any awards received should be viewed as an extra 

blessing, not as a goal to shoot for. 
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FINAL SUGGESTIONS 

 

View as many other excerpts as you can. Note what makes them 

successful -- or not -- in your eyes, and in the eyes of the responders, and the 

audience. Discuss the cuttings viewed among yourselves and with people whom 

you consider as knowledgeable in theatre. Don't just look for the weaknesses of 

the excerpts, look also for their strengths. 

 

Listen to the responders as they critique the other excerpts. Don't use the 

responder's time as a "potty break". Listen to what responders look for. This will 

vary among responders, but there will be some recurring themes. 

 

Above all, have an open mind and be willing to learn. None of us, even the 

most experienced, knows it all. We can improve only if we leave ourselves open 

to new information and ideas. There is no end to the learning process.  

 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual 

 

SECTION V - INDEX    

 

  

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

SECTION V:  TECHNICAL NOTES 
 

       SECT          PG 

 

To The Novice Community Theatre Set Designer .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . V .  .  .  .  .   1 

 
Stage Lighting for The Community Theatre .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . V .  .  .  .  .   5 

 

Costume .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .   V .  .  .  .  . 21 

 

Make-up .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . V .  .  .  .  . 31 

 

Properties .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .V .  .  .  .  . 36 

 

Food for the Stage--The Actor's Gourmet .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . V .  .  .  .  . 39 

 

Pyrotech in Community Theatre .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  V .  .  .  .  . 42 

 

Costuming on a Shoestring Budget .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  V .  .  .  .  . 57 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual 

 

SECTION V – Programming Division  Page 1 

 

TO THE NOVICE COMMUNITY THEATRE 

SET DESIGNER 
 

By Briant Hamor Lee 

 

While sitting there wondering why you volunteered to be responsible for 

the setting of your group's show, let me assure you that the setting should be one 

of the lesser worries of the novice community theatre group. The live 

performance of the play is of prime importance. The setting should support that 

performance. Any setting which you provide should be as non-distracting and 

hassle-free as possible. If the setting gets in the way of the performance, then the 

setting problems will be remembered and not the performance. The question is: 

"What do you do to provide that hassle-free setting?' 

 

First, let us assume absolute minimum beginning resources. That is: 

Nothing! You will need a place, a room, gymnasium, hall, some sort of space in 

which to present the play. It needs to be large enough for approximately one 

hundred people in the audience and have space for the stage as well. There must 

be some sort of lighting for the stage as well. There must be some sort of lighting 

for the audience, which can be turned on and off easily. There is need for access 

from a backstage area to the stage. That backstage area however minimal, is 

needed for dressing room space and for those actors who are offstage during 

part of the performance. 

 

The size and shape of the space available for your theatre will dictate the 

type of staging to be used for the plays. If you are in a gymnasium/auditorium 

combination ... then use it. However, if you are in a simple room without an   

identified stage, then you have a more flexible situation available. As you will see 

below, staging for the novice community theatre group is simpler if there isn't a 

regular stage available. 

 

Whatever the space, you will need to establish and identify a relationship 

between the stage and audience. The simplest ARENA STAGE can be provided by 

two or three rows of borrowed chairs surrounding a borrowed rug (at least 12 x 

15'). The chairs from a school or funeral home identify the audience space and 

the rug identifies the stage space. On the rug should be just enough furniture to 

provide space for those actors who must sit down. Additional furniture can be 

there to identify the locale of the play. The furniture must be low. 
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Given the least complex proscenium stage, you can imagine the following 

scenario: a room with chairs and a stage (and maybe a curtain, though that is not 

necessary). The audience comes into the lighted auditorium (that part of the room 

which isn't the stage), they are given a program (a ditto will produce between one 

and two hundred copies) the lights in the auditorium go out (switch), the actors 

enter the stage (with a minimum of stumbling, muttering, bruised shins, etc.), and 

the lights come up on the stage (another switch), action. 

 

The stage is dressed with a rug, furniture, and all the necessary hand 

properties for the action of the play (all borrowed, with credits to the lenders in 

the program). At the end of the act, reverse the process, get the actors off stage 

(don't leave the audience in the dark for more than thirty seconds, they become 

nervous), and turn on the audience lights. Repeat the process for the second and 

third acts, as well as for the curtain calls. 

 

Do have curtain calls; community theatre is a volunteer operation, the 

people involved deserve credit. Many community theatres include the technical 

crews in the curtain calls, at least on the last night of the performance run. This 

gives credit to ALL of the people involved in the show, and guarantees a large 

number of people to help STRIKE the show. 

 

The STRIKE of a show, that is putting all of the separate parts away, is best 

done on the last night of performance. Enthusiasm for the show is still  high and 

a great deal of putting away and cleaning up can be gotten done then. If you wait 

till the next day, much of the group spirit will have flagged already, and many of 

your best volunteers will be "busy" with their next effort. Nothing will alienate 

people who loan you things more quickly than NOT returning those items for 

quite some time after they know that the show is over. Should anything happen to 

an item, pay the price, whatever it is, for repair or replacement; the public 

relations of such a gesture will come back to you many times over. The best rule 

of thumb to follow in borrowing items is to return the item in BETTER condition 

than borrowed, if possible.  

 

An interesting combination of proscenium stage and arena theatre is the 

"thrust stage". For this kind of staging, the audience sits on three sides of the 

stage area and a minimum stage setting is on the fourth side. The actors can 

work against the setting and also out into the thrust stage in the midst of the 

audience. The fourth wall setting will allow for simple scenic effects, necessary 

for some shows, but will keep scenic demands at a minimum. With this form of 
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theatre there is need for differentiation between the stage and the audience, again 

accomplished by lighting, however simple. 

 

Furniture alone will create the illusion of a realistic interior setting for a 

play. If you are doing a non-realistic play, or a play which needs a "different" kind 

of setting, consider the kinds of materials which can be found. Collage, that is art 

composed of found materials stuck together artistically, is a readily recognized 

art form. The same technique can be used for creating a stage setting for a play. 

Styrofoam packaging, cardboard boxes, wooden or plywood packing crates, 

shipping skids, burlap bags, slatted snow fence, anything which is found, free, or 

borrowed, which has visual interest, either separately or in combination with 

other objects can be used in such a setting. Any object when sat upon becomes a 

chair. Climb, swing, slide, move, throw or do anything with it and each of these 

actions give meaning to it. If the object has some meaningful relationship to the 

play, even better. If not, then the audience will supply their own meanings, and 

they will have a richer play going experience as a result. In creating a "strange" 

setting, remember, the audience will accept it and the performance, if it is used 

consistently.  

 

However you do a setting, in whatever form of theatre, you will need some 

basic organization and help. First, put down on paper what kind of setting you are 

going to do, at least a written description, not necessarily a drawing. With such a 

setting description the director can begin to interpret the script and rehearse a 

play. The setting description will assist you in determining jobs to be assigned to 

your helpers. Next, you will need the following people: someone to organize the 

auditorium, borrowing and arranging the seating (making sure there are clear 

aisles to the fire exits) and arranging lighting. You will need someone to beg and 

borrow large properties (furniture). 

 

This person will be responsible for getting those items to your theatre 

before the technical rehearsal. They may need additional transportation help. 

Someone should be responsible for hand properties. These might be needed for 

earlier rehearsals, but surely for the technical rehearsal. You will need someone 

to record sound effects, and pre-show and intermission music (chosen by the 

director). This person should be responsible for sound effects operation in 

technical rehearsal and performance. There should be someone to do the 

lighting. Even if it is as simple as turning on and off switches, have someone take 

that responsibility. 
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Having given away all the jobs, what do you do? Coordinate, help, support 

your technical staff, organize, rehearse, set up, and most importantly you are the 

liaison between the director (and casts) and the technical crew. You make sure 

that the director (and cast) are not surprised by something strange or different at 

that all important technical rehearsal. You are the technical quality control expert 

for each performance. 

 

In the technical rehearsal, you make sure that everything "technical" 

works. Call for repeats of cues. Take notes of missing or needed items. 

Coordinate scene changes (if any). Most importantly, maintain communication at 

all times with the director. During performances, make sure that everything is 

ready for the show before the audience is allowed into the auditorium. Be sure 

that all crews are present and ready and have checked any equipment. Make sure 

that the show starts on time. 

 

At "strike", organize the orderly taking apart of the show. Strike is not a 

wrecking party, nor is it a souvenir party. Make sure that all items are at least 

started toward their proper homes. Leave the space cleaner than when you found 

it. Later, a week perhaps, check to see that all borrowed items have really been 

returned. Last, and most important, write notes to all people involved (crews, 

crew heads, patrons, loaners, supporters, director, anyone who helped) to thank 

them for their support of your production effort. Assuming you have enjoyed the 

experience, and wish to repeat it, giving credit to your co-workers will make them 

interested and willing to work with you again. 
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STAGE LIGHTING FOR THE COMMUNITY 

THEATRE 
 

By Geoffrey D. Fishburn 

 

"We can't be involved with complicated lighting-it requires someone with 

extensive training and experience." 

 

"I know our lighting isn't the greatest - but we don't have any money to 

spend in that area." 

 

"We don't have the right kind of equipment to do sophisticated lighting that 

requires a lot of sophisticated equipment." 

  

"What do we need to know about lighting - all you have to do is flick on a 

few switches so the audience can see..." 

 

And so it goes. There are probably more misconceptions about Stage 

Lighting than about any other phase of Technical Theatre. Many of them are 

understandable, to be sure. Lighting is the youngest of all the Technical Areas, 

and has grown the fastest during its brief period of existence. Much of its recent 

growth has been due to the tremendous advances made in modern electronics 

and computer technology - areas which boggle the mind of the average individual 

as they conjure images of vast complexes crammed with humming machinery, 

spinning reels of tape and mountains of computer punched cards. Those 

technicians bold enough to fill out the Reader's Service cards in THEATRE 

CRAFTS have been inundated with mountains of flyers, brochures and catalogs 

describing the brand-new Super-Board which will remember 4,897 cues, execute 

5 pages in your cue book (which you really don't need any more anyway) and 

keep your coffee warm (or beer cold) all at the same time. Or perhaps this week 

it's the new Colossal-Dynamic Followspot with a length of throw (manufacturer's 

estimate) of 12,000 yards and 36,000 candlepower (or is it the other way 

around…?) 

 

There is no doubt about it. As with any other business today, the emphasis 

is on "hardware." Fortunately, this type of hardware is the least necessary 

element for good lighting. What is MOST essential is to approach Lighting from 

the theoretical point of view rather than the mechanical. All the newest spotlights 

and control systems are useless if the Lighting Designer has spent more time 
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with his Factory Spec Sheet than he has with his script. A lighting design is 

effective because the designer has planned the result with the same care that a 

Scenic Designer uses in creating the physical environment.  

 

This is in no way meant to "put down" new equipment or those who 

manufacture it--far from it. Once an individual has the understanding of how to 

use Lighting to reinforce theme, mood, tempo, etc. the new developments in 

hardware will certainly help the designer to achieve his result with less effort and 

greater sophistication. But the equipment itself is of no value without the ability 

to use it. Which brings us to the purpose of this section.  

 

At the end of this section there is a bibliography which lists some of the 

most-used textbooks on Stage Lighting. Anyone seriously interested in Lighting 

should read up on the subject, for they discuss Lighting in far more detail than 

this unit will. But the basics of Stage Lighting are very simple-- Lighting, by its 

existence, serves a number of Functions which can be of tremendous value to a 

Designer or Director. These functions are:  

 

1. SELECTIVE VISIBILITY: The Prime Function of Lighting is to 

let the audience SEE what is happening on stage. If this were 

all that were necessary, the Electrician could flip a few 

switches 'on' and go away. But ideally, this Visibility is 

SELECTIVE as well; a Designer can use Visibility to focus the 

attention of the audience on the important parts of the stage 

by being selective in terms of where Light IS or IS NOT. The 

human eye is always drawn to the area of the most 

illumination; thus, by keeping light off the set and on the 

actors, focus is established and the eye doesn't wander. 

 

2.  REVELATION OF FORM: Practically all plays are about 

PEOPLE involved in some sort of CONFLICT. In order to 

convey the play's "Message" (which can be as simple as 

"Entertainment" or as complex as you wish) the people want 

to be clearly recognizable as being REAL. The same is true for 

the environment (scenery). Lighting should emphasize the 

DIMENSIONALITY of actors and scenery as much as possible. 

This provides a more pleasing picture to the eye, and helps the 

audience to identify more readily with the action. 

 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual 

 

SECTION V – Programming Division  Page 7 

 

3.  ILLUSION OF NATURE: Often a playwright will dictate a 

particular place, time, season, or other natural phenomenon. In 

this sense, Illusion of Nature is self-explanatory. But many 

plays deal with the improbable or stretch credibility in terms of 

"real life". "Nature" can mean any degree of reality which the 

playwright (or Director) wish to establish for the action of the 

play. 

 

4.  COMPOSITION: A term which has real meaning for the Scenic 

Designer in terms of the arrangement of the "picture" he 

creates. Directors understand this term as well. But the 

Lighting Designer can alter the Composition of the stage 

picture at any given moment in terms of the way Visual Focus 

is established through light. Often the lighting instruments 

themselves, and/or the shafts of light they produce, become 

integral elements in the total design and stage picture. 

 

5.  MOOD: Listed last, but by no means least important. Most 

Professional designers will begin with Mood in planning a 

show, because of the importance of this element to the total 

process.  A Director will rehearse a scene over and over to get 

the right "feel" of a particular moment. A Scenic Designer will 

try to establish an environment with the right "tone" or 

"atmosphere" for the play. Mood is most important because it 

works subconsciously for the audience. It would be difficult 

for the audience to relate Macbeth's problems if his castle 

were painted bright, primary colors, or to accept Snoopy's 

doghouse in CHARLIE BROWN if it resembled cold, grey 

stonework. Lighting's real advantage over all the other 

production areas is its flexibility, for the Mood of a scene can 

change as quickly as the Electrician can move dimmers. 

 

It must be noted that these Functions will exist anytime a light is turned on 

or off, regardless of whether or not it has been thought of in advance. For 

example, when work lights are turned on for a rehearsal, there will be Selective 

Visibility, Revelation of Form, etc. It therefore behooves the Lighting Designer to 

think about using these functions to best advantage, rather than ignoring them. 
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CONTROLLABLE PROPERTIES OF LIGHT: 

 

To achieve the Functions of Lighting, the Designer should be aware that he 

has four variables at his disposal. Any or all of these can be altered to produce a 

given result. They are: 

 

1.  INTENSITY: degree of brightness. Dimmers will provide more 

flexible control of intensity than "on-off" switches. Necessary 

for Visibility. 

 

2.  COLOR: Like Mood (and closely related to it), Color works with 

the subconscious mind. For most individuals, color is highly - 

symbolic; it can suggest many things without verbal 

assistance. Care must be used here, however, to see that 

Color is used to suggest rather than be the sole form of 

communication. Of all the variable properties, the most over-

used and the most likely to be noticed if it is blatant or 

obvious. 

 

3.  DISTRIBUTION: Refers to the source of light (or apparent 

source) in relationship to the actor and environment. It is this 

Property which can help the most in creating Illusion of 

Nature. 

 

4.  MOVEMENT: Can mean two things. At the most basic, a 

moving light source (like a follow spot in a musical). But also 

refers to changes in any of the above Properties; for example, 

raising a dimmer from "7" to "l O" or fading it to black is 

Movement. 

 

Note that we have now discussed both what Lighting can do and how to 

achieve it, and have made almost no references to "hardware." This is because 

the Designer's job is twofold: Initially, the responsibility is to analyze the play in 

terms of Function (what the Lighting can do to help communicate) and planning 

how to execute those Functions through the Controllable Properties. After this is 

accomplished, the Designer shifts gears and becomes an Electrician, concerned 

now with the practicalities of hardware and the means of executing the design. 

Often this means working within the limitations of the existing equipment owned 

by the theatre. Amazing things can be done with limited or "home-brew" 

equipment if the analysis process above has been followed, and the Designer has 

the potential for being innovative and creative. 
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PLACEMENT OF INSTRUMENTS: 

 

The initial step in a Light Plot is to divide the stage into Lighting Areas, 

which for the most part should correspond to playing areas (usually determined 

by where the furniture is located). With Selective Visibility as a guideline, the idea 

is to light the entire set evenly, with areas placed to emphasize blocking and 

focus. 

   

The number of areas is based entirely on set arrangement. The average 

area should be between 6-10 feet in diameter, dependent on stage size. Areas 

must overlap each other for even distribution. 

 

PROSCENIUM: For each area, (2) spotlights should be used for visibility, 

focused so they hit the area at equal but opposite Horizontal angles from the 

audience perspective. The angle between the 2 lights should be no less than 60° 

and no more than 90°. The Vertical angle (from instrument to stage floor) is 

ideally 45°, but no less than 30° nor more than 60°. These Horizontal and Vertical 

angles provide the most natural positions for visibility lighting, providing 

shadows for molding and depth on the actor's face without grotesque distortion. 

Using additional instruments on each area from the side (high or low) and/or from 

the rear or above can do much to provide Revelation of Form and create Mood. 

 

The Visibility lights should be gelled with one a warm color (pink, amber, 

straw, gold, etc.) and one a cool (blue, lavender). Which instrument gets warm 

and which cool is determined by deciding on the dominant source of "motivated" 

light in the set-sun, moon, chandelier, lamps, etc. If there is more than one 

source, select one as dominant and plot colors accordingly. The warm-cool 

combination works to provide a visual indication of light source (warm) and a 

contrasting "shadow" (cool). 

 

Striplights can be used to light a cyc or drops, and to "tone" the set walls, 

furniture, etc. Since these are not visibility lights, they are usually gelled with the 

primaries (red, blue, green) to provide maximum flexibility. 

 

THRUST/ARENA: Lighting these two types of stages is essentially the 

same process as for Proscenium, only with additional visibility light for the 

additional audience members. Both Arena & Thrust will ideally double up for 

visibility light, using (4) lights instead of (2). Obviously, the angle of separation 

(Horizontal) will be 90°. Vertical angle will be the same (45°). For colors, (2) warms 
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and (2) cools will be used, alternating so that each audience section will get a 

warm/cool combination. Remember that what is front light for one side of the 

theatre becomes backlight (or sidelight) for another! In arena, it is possible to use 

only 3 lights per area instead of 4, with an Angle of Separation of 120°, but 

intensity is not even for all sides. In both Arena and Thrust lighting, it is desirable 

to place the lights so they do not shine directly towards a seating section, but 

rather at a 45° Horizontal Angle to it. This is because seats are often much closer 

to stage in these forms than in Proscenium, and it is hard to keep light out of the 

audience's eyes. Increasing the Vertical angle will also solve this problem, but it 

creates another--grotesque facial shadows.  
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EQUIPMENT 

 

A discussion of equipment could begin at many places. The most practical, 

however, is control equipment. All the instruments in the world are of no use if 

there is no way to control them. The theatre with some money to spend on 

Lighting would do well to start here. The control system is the single most 

expensive piece of equipment a theatre can purchase, and it makes sense not to 

skimp in this area. Some systems are capable of being expanded after the initial 

purchase, and theatres with very limited funds can use this to their advantage. It 

is also possible for individuals with knowledge of electricity, Electrical & Safety 

Codes (check library!) and some fundamental wiring practice to construct a 

control board out of hardware-store components; such a system however will 

never approach a good professionally-built unit. 

 

DIMMERS: 

 

The type of dimmer unit is the beginning point. The most common types 

and their characteristics are: 

 

1.  RESISTANCE PLATE: The oldest and simplest dimmer. Still 

used by New York shows and Professional Tours because of 

Union Regulations. The ONLY dimmer which will work on 

Direct Current! Large, bulky, heavy-usually permanent 

installation necessary. Often found in old Movie Houses being 

torn down. (Good source for "Freebies"!) Limited in that they 

MUST be loaded to within 3-5% of rated capacity, or lamps will 

not dim all the way out. They produce a great deal of heat, and 

are always "on" unless Main Switchboard power is off. For this 

reason, they are more expensive to operate, as they pull much 

power at "1" as they do at "10". 

 

2.  AUTOTRANSFORMER: also called "Variac." Found in many 

High School theatres, many older portable switchboards. Very 

reliable, easy to fix and maintain. No minimum load like 

resistance plates. Produce little heat, but need some 

ventilation. Heavy but reliable. Maximum capacity available--

6600 watts. Larger autotransformer capacity achieved by 

ganging 2 or more units and using motors to drive them. 
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The above 2 types are examples of "direct" control dimmers, where the 

handles are mechanically attached to the dimmer unit itself. Thus the bulk. Direct 

units can be. 'Mechanically" mastered, where several individual handles 

mechanically interlock with a Master handle. Thus one person can fade out many 

dimmers, but not proportionally (they must all go up and down to and from the 

same readings). Color balances cannot be maintained during Mastered fades. 

 

Remote Dimmers (where dimmer can be separated physically from 

controller) provide for Electrical Mastering, where proportional fades are 

possible. Remote dimmers also allow for 'presetting"; having more than one 

controller for each dimmer, and thus being able to set up actual dimmer levels in 

advance of the cue. Preset systems are usually identified by the number of cues 

which can be set up at one time; for examples, a 3-scene preset would let you set 

up levels for Cues 1, 2, and 3 at the same time, and to go from one cue to the next 

by moving a Scene Master or a Fader. There is no theoretical limit to the potential 

number of presets that are possible; though 2, 3, and 5- scene boards are most 

common. 

 

The new Computer-controlled boards are simply variations of the Preset 

theme. Usually only one set of controllers is provided, with the electronic memory 

serving the function of multiple presets. Some computer boards use a digital 

keyboard (similar to a calculator's) instead of controllers. All computer systems 

have a limit as to how many cues can be stored in the memory at any one time, 

but it is usually more than most community theatres would ever need. 

 

All Remote Systems today use the same type of dimmer unit--the SCR 

(Silicon-Controlled Rectifier). Many other variations have been tried, but with little 

success. The greatest advantage of the SCR is size--all are approximately the 

same cubic volume as a shoebox, regardless of capacity. 12,000 watts per unit is 

normally the largest available size. SCR's require some ventilation, but produce 

no heat to speak of and are very economical to operate. They make excellent 

portable units because of size and weight. Some SCR's can produce a great deal 

of noise during operation, however--the dimmers themselves can "hum," they can 

make spotlight lamps "sing,' and some can raise all kinds of havoc with Sound 

Systems. Generally, though, you pay for what you get; it is the cheaper unit which 

is most likely to cause the above problems.  
 

Portable SCR systems are usually modular and expandable. Permanent 

systems are usually neither of the above--most are more or less "custom" to you 

specs. For the community group with limited funds, purchase of as many 

modules (usually multiples of 6 dimmers) as are affordable is recommended, 
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expanding system as funds become available. A second set of controllers can be 

added (along with a fader) to provide 2-preset capability. Some portable systems 

are capable of being installed permanently at a later date. The portability provides 

the group who use hotels and similar location with a solution to their particular 

problem. They also allow for touring shows, and for the potential of returning 

some of the initial investment by renting the system out when not in use! 

 

The dimmers available at hardware stores to replace light switches in the 

home are SCR units - but very basic ones. It is these units which can be built into 

a "home-brew" switch-board at very minimal cost. BUT: Capacity is limited (600 

watts each; some are only 300 watts). They have no noise filtering. The dimming 

curves are not smooth--often the light will just "pop off' below a given point. They 

cannot be mastered without a large-capacity Autotransformer. The knobs are 

small, awkward and not calibrated. They make a fine temporary, cheap system; 

but will not hold up under much use. 

 

Ideally a dimming system (whatever type) will provide as much flexibility 

for the Designer as possible--this means a lot of low-capacity (1000w - 2000w for 

spotlights) dimmers rather than a few large-capacity units. It costs a bit more this 

way, but is well worth it in the long run. Select dimmer capacity according to the 

kinds of instruments you will use EVENTUALLY – not necessarily what is owned 

now. 

 

One last word - be sure there is enough electrical service to handle your 

potential load! This can be a real problem in old, converted buildings. If in doubt, 

have it checked by the Power Company or an Electrician. 

 

INSTRUMENTATION: 

 

There are basically two categories of lighting instruments--those which 

produce "specific" illumination (spotlights) and those which produce "general" 

illumination (floodlights). The Function of Selective Visibility dictates that the 

majority of lighting instruments be of the former category; unfortunately, many 

theatres have more of the latter. The first order of business for theatres in this 

situation is to get from the latter category into the former; unfortunately, this will 

require the expenditure of some sort of coin of the realm. For the low budget 

theatre this expenditure need not be extensive, but it DOES need to be 

accomplished if good lighting is to be achieved! 
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SPECIFIC ILLUMINATION: 

 

1.  BOX SPOT (PLANO-CONVEX SPOT): The oldest spotlight 

design. Relatively inefficient instrument. Difficult to focus. OK 

if you find them lying around but don't go out and buy any! 500 

watt (4"), 1000 watt (6"). 

 

2.  FRESNEL: Good for short throws (15' - 30'). Fresnel lens 

produces soft-edged beam with hot center. Good for blending 

250/500 watt (6"), 1000 watt (8"). 

 

3.  LEIKO: (ELLIPSOIDAL REFLECTOR SPOT - LIGHT): Hard-

edged beam, relatively even intensity across field. Has framing 

shutters to shape beam on any or all sides with straight cutoff. 

Iris optional. 6" leiko best all-around for medium throws (30 - 

50'), lenses which will give a 7 - 10' diameter circle of light at 

your throw distance. Lenses may be either Piano-Convex (1 or 

2) or stepped. Stepped lenses are cheaper, but optically not as 

smooth a beam. 3-1/2" leikos good for small arena and thrust 

theatres with show throws (15' - 20'). 250/400 watt (3 - 1/2"); 

250/500/750 watt (6"); 1000/1 500 watt (8"). 

 

4.  BEAM PROJECTOR: High-intensity effects light. No lens. Very 

narrow beam. Good for side and back lighting, sunlight and 

moonlight shafts of bright light. Limited uses for community 

groups. 750 watt - 10"; 1000 & 1500 watt 16". 

 

5.  FOLLOW SPOT: High-intensity, long throws. Carbon-arc or 

incandescent light sources. Most have both shutters AND iris 

for shaping beam and varying size. All have a color 

boomerang with (6) color frames so colors can be changed 

quickly. Designed to follow actors around the stage--thus 

limited use, primarily in musicals. Most incandescent take 

1000/1500 watt lamps, cost around $600.00. Arcs cost $2300.00 

and up. Arcs produce Carbon Monoxide during operation--

must be used in vented spaces only! As follow spots have 

such limited use, rental instead of purchase is often desirable. 
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GENERAL ILLUMINATION: 

 

1.  STRIPLIGHT: Also called borderlight or X-Rays. Before the 

Spotlight was developed, these were the only source of 

illumination. Can be hung from overhead, or placed on floor as 

footlights or illumination for backdrops or cyclorama. Used 

today primarily for TONING scenery and lighting drop--NOT for 

Visibility! Most useful strips are wired in 3 or 4 circuits, and 

are usually colored with the Primary Colors of light--Red, Blue, 

Green (Amber optional for 4th circuit, or White). Standard 6-

foot sections provide greatest flexibility. Striplights are of 

minimal use for Arena and many Thrust Stages. If funds are 

tight, the money is better spent on 3 - 1/2" Leikos or 6" 

Fresnels. 

 

2.  SCOOPLIGHT: An efficient floodlight with ellipsoidal reflector, 

no lens. Somewhat better for drop and cyc lighting Strips, but 

more expensive. This is about the only real use Scoops have 

in Theatre, though they are used extensively in TV lighting. 

 

"HOME-BREW" INSTRUMENTATION 

 

The small theatre facility with little funds may find even the cheapest 

Fresnel Spot too expensive. Happily, there is a very workable solution to this 

problem, provided that the theatre facility is intimate, with a very short throw (10-

15 feet) from lamp to stage. This solution is not very efficient for Proscenium 

Theatres, or large thrust or arena setups, but in a small house the results can be 

amazing. 

 

The basic element in the instrument design is the cheap and ubiquitous 

R40 lamp (PAR-38 lamps will work as well). These are the lamps you find 

outdoors at Christmastime for lawn displays, or under the eaves on many homes 

for driveway and patio lighting. The lamp is actually a miniature spotlight with 

filament, lens and reflector all built into the light bulb. They are available in either 

a "spot" or "flood" type. The spot variety produces a beam much like that of a 

Fresnel; the flood lame is used in most Striplights, but can work just as well by 

itself. They are available in both 150-watt and 300-watt sizes, though the 300-watt 

lamps can only be found at an electrical supply house. 
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To build a "Toy Fresnel' (I prefer this term to the rather ugly "Tin Can 

Spotlight" which most people use), all that is required is: 

 

1.  An R-40 or PAR-38 lamp, spot or flood 

 

2.  A No. 10 tin can; the kind restaurants use 

 

3.  About 2 feet of strap iron; 1/8" x l' (the stuff you make sill irons 

for flats with) 

  

4.  Scrap 3/4" plywood 

 

5.  No. 14 wire, preferably NOT Zip Cord 

 

6.  A connector which mates with your dimmer system 

 

7.  A C-Clamp (pipe clamp) 

 

8.  A standard screw base porcelain or bakelite socket 

 

9.  Misc. screws, bolts, nuts 

 

Cut both top and bottom out of the can. Cut a disc of 3/4" ply which will fit 

inside the can. In the center of the disc, drill a hole large enough for the wire to 

pass thorough, then attach wires to the cleat socket terminals (only one 

conductor to each terminal, please!) and mount socket in center of disc. Attach 

connector to other end of wire. Bend strap iron into a "U' shape that will fit 

outside dimension of the can. Drill hole in center of "U" for pipe clamp, and drill 

holes in ends of "U' and in sides of can so the strap iron "yoke" can be bolted to 

can housing. Paint inside and outside of can, disc and yoke with FLAT black heat-

resistant enamel, being careful to put masking tape over socket so paint doesn't 

get inside and secure at one end with nails through can into plywood edge. Install 

lamp, and Presto! One Toy Fresnel.  

 

Gels can be taped over the open end, but if you really want to be fancy, cut 

3 small clips out of some aluminum sheet and secure them with bolts or 

"poprivets" to the front of the can. These clips will hold a standard 7-1/2" x 7-1/2" 

gel frame. 
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COLOR MEDIA: 

 

The term "gel' began as an abbreviated form of "gelatin" - the only color 

media available 40 years ago. Today the word "gel" has become synonymous for 

any sort of color media used to change the natural white color of stage lights. 

Most of today's 'gel" is really plastic, and is far superior to the gelatin sheets of 

color which are still available. The advantage of gelatin over plastic is its cost. 

Also the widest range of colors is available in gelatin. But – you pay for this in 

terms of storage problems (it must be kept dry), and a short life span in use. 

Plastic is easier to store, but is more expensive and has fewer color choices than 

gel. To make the problem worse, there are several different grades of plastic color 

available. The more expensive ones are designed for high-heat sources (such as 

quartz lamps) which would bleach out gelatin in about 2 minutes; and standard 

plastic in about 30. You pay for what you get, but the small theatre which does 2 

or 3 shows a year is better off buying gel for each show and tossing it when the 

show is over rather than trying to store it under the usual adverse conditions. The 

Rosco Corporation, largest manufacturer of color media in the U.S., has a 'Color 

Selection Guide' which is free for the asking, and is a good place for the 

uninitiated to begin when buying color. 

 

SPECIAL EFFECT EQUIPMENT: This category is almost limitless. Many of 

the most often-used devices are: 

 

1. BLACKLIGHT (ULTRAVIOLET LIGHT): for ghosts, apparitions, 

and glow-in-the-dark" effects. Blacklight will work ONLY when 

there is no other light onstage. Glass filters which produce UV 

effects are available for regular spotlights, but only work well 

with wattages of 750 watts and up. Fluorescent tubes are the 

best all-around source because of their wide distribution, but 

mercuryvapor floods are better if you can afford them, 2.  

 

2. STROBELIGHT: a "flashing" light, often used to produce the 

oldtime movie "flicker." You need a strobe with much more 

intensity than the readily-available "cheapies" will produce, 

and strobes designed for stage use are expensive ($150.00 

and up). Effect can be produced mechanically by putting a 

rotating disc with a small straight slit in it in front of a leiko or 

followspot. This is a "Lobsterscope" - can be motordriven or 

run by hand. 
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3.  SCIOPTICON: Motor-driven device which fits into color frame 

slot on a spotlight. It consists of motor, effects disc and 

lenses, and allows the projection of moving images (like rain, 

snow clouds, fire, etc.) Hard to find. 

 

4. FOG: Fog machines (like in the movies) are available, which 

produce smoke by heating a petroleum derivative. Smell is 

somewhat distasteful, but for a lot of smoke they can't be beat. 

This smoke will rise. Smoke produced by placing Dry Ice into a 

pail of hot water will hug the floor. Depends on which kind of 

smoke you want. Be extremely cautious of the air currents in 

the theatre, particularly with Dry Ice - as it is heavier than air, it 

can run right off the stage into the audience area if it's blown 

that direction. 

 

5.  FLASHPOT: Produces a puff of smoke and a small momentary 

flame, with a loud "pop.' Great for appearances, distractions, 

etc. Flash Powder (like photographers used before flashbulbs) 

is still available, and is used for this purpose. Powder is 

ignited electrically in a specially-built metal box. Don't try to 

build your own, unless you know what you're doing - they 

aren't that expensive to buy. 

 

The majority of special effects equipment has very limited usage, and 

usually is quite expensive to purchase. Unless such items will be used fairly 

frequently, it is probably more advantageous to rent than buy. Most of the above 

(and others) are available from almost any Lighting Rental firm. Check Yellow 

Pages under "Theatrical-Rental." 
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CONCLUSION: 

 

Just because a theatre happens to have limited facilities and even more 

limited budgets, does not mean that lighting cannot be done effectively. Often 

this type of group is much better off using lighting and related areas (like 

projections) because they are cheaper and more flexible than painted scenery! 

Some of the most imaginative lighting in theatre today is being turned out by 

dedicated Community Theatres who have opted to explore the potential in this 

area. If your theatre is Proscenium or Thrust, a white cyclorama and some good 

strips or scoops can be your most worthwhile investment, for you have an almost 

limitless potential for different color backgrounds with these two items. It is a bit 

harder (but by no means impossible) to light effectively in Arena, because you 

must always be concerned with visibility from 4 sides. Whatever your stage 

shape, Imagination is the key! 

 

If your group has no one with any sort of lighting experience, this manual 

provides a starting point. Find some of the books listed below (most should be in 

libraries--all are texts for University courses in Lighting.) If you are into the 

purchase of lighting equipment (instrumentation or control) it is recommended 

that you not try to go it alone, but that you enlist the aid of a consultant who 

specializes in this field. You cannot always trust equipment salesmen to be 

knowledgeable in the PRACTICE of lighting--their job is to sell equipment. Many 

in Equipment Sales are reputable and knowledgeable individuals who can help 

you a lot, but some are not. With the vast amount of hardware on the market 

today, it is often difficult to discern the difference. Most Consultants are impartial; 

they are not ' lied" to one particular manufacturer or brand of equipment and are 

more likely to look at your particular problems from an objective point of view. 
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SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY        (*) Highly Recommended 
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COSTUME 

 

Costumes may help provide focus, set atmosphere and mood, establish 

time, place, and sometimes weather, but their initial purpose is to reinforce the 

character created by the actor and strengthen audience belief in that character. 

They must be functional so that they will allow the actor to do whatever it is 

necessary for him to do within the play. Costumes should be treated 

subordinately as a part of the total production, not as an entity in themselves. 

There is no such thing as a good costume which does not fit the play and 

character who wears it and blend unobtrusively into the overall stage picture in 

harmony with the other costumes and illuminated setting. 

 

SOURCES 

 

Costumes may be rented, borrowed, bought, constructed, adapted from 

other costumes or solicited donations. Obviously, a producing group in continual 

operation will save both money and time in the long run if they build and preserve 

their own costume inventory. If, in period plays, there is a need for unusual 

costumes unlikely to be used again, it may be more economical to rent them. 

Storage of items which are not used can be expensive in manpower and space 

loss. Garments rented from a costume establishment, however, are expensive, 

are generally rented by the day or week and do not allow much time for rehearsal 

in them. If you wish to build a wardrobe you must construct your garments as 

costumes, build them to withstand the strain of quick changes, occasional harsh 

treatment and nervous actors. An actual 1920's beaded chiffon will not take the 

abuse required onstage for any length of time. Many actual garments may be 

altered within their own period of time or to conform to the style of an alternate 

era. Men's clothing, particularly, is adaptable because their basic garments have 

shown less drastic changes in a given period of time and because they are more 

durably constructed. Adapting women's clothing for stage use may require 

additional reinforcement to give it the strength necessary to last through a "run". 

  

If costumes are to be constructed or adapted, research and design should 

be completed well in advance so that seamstresses have ample time for sewing 

and fitting prior to dress rehearsal. Special devices with which the wearer is 

unfamiliar, such as corsets, hoops, long skirts with trains for ladies and short 

tunics or tail coats for gentlemen, should be supplied well in advance so the actor 

can learn to move with them. It is disillusioning to watch a youth who is 
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accustomed to trousers swagger into an early Grecian battle revealing jockey 

shorts as he faces combat, of suffer the embarrassment of the heroine whose 

hoop skirt flies over her head when she sits down. (Hopefully, it is unnecessary 

to urge communication with the set designer so that your leading lady in the 

farthingale will not get stuck and be unable to get through the doorway.) Actors 

are not expected to master the niceties of utilizing period garments unless they 

have the costume or a reasonable substitute well in advance of dress rehearsal. 

 

RESEARCH AND DESIGN 

 

So you are to be the designer and you don't know where to begin! Start 

with the play - read it. Make notes of any ideas that come to you but don't dwell 

on costumes. Re-read it. What is it about? Where? When? What are the 

characters like? Make a chart for each act indicating all the characters that 

appear and any costume change within the act or scenes. Indicate for each 

act/scene the time of day, season, locale - everything that will give you a hint as 

to wearing apparel. 

 

Then go to costume books. They can give you an over-view of the period 

and its basic silhouette. But don't copy the costume book. Do your own research 

after you look at someone else’s? Look at museum pictures or at actual clothing 

if any is available. Look at the works of artists of the period, consult history 

books, periodicals, literary descriptions (old diaries are excellent sources), 

sketches, statuary, old photograph albums - anything that will show you what 

people wore. Discover what materials were in use at the time and what colors 

were available. (What dyes were then in use.) After this you are ready to plan what 

your production needs. What was striking onstage in New York may look out of 

place in your arena production; costumes should be appropriate for your setting. 

When you have developed an idea, check for fast changes before you start to 

sew. Hooks and eyes may be authentic but the actress with the three-second 

change will not likely keep her costume intact. Check for special movement; is 

any activity performed which would require extra reinforcement to withstand the 

strain? Some costumes may have to be built to appear to tear or come apart 

onstage. Although it must look accidental it requires careful planning. 

 

Special consideration should be given as to where the production is to be 

staged. Is it to be outdoors, on a platform in a room, on a proscenium stage and 

apron, in arena style with audience close or far from the playing area? The 

distance between the player and the audience will prescribe limitations for the 
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costumer. A close audience allows the designer to choose smaller detail; when 

the area is large or distance from the audience is increased, larger, more bold 

design is needed to carry. A costume may be beautiful to a close vantage point, 

but appear drab and ugly as the detail fades in the distance, thereby destroying 

the illusion the designer hoped to create. 

 

When planning the color plot, consider the background color of the setting. 

The actors should stand out. Generally, lighter or brighter colors catch the eye 

more readily; the actor in the different color will take attention from those clothed 

similarly. The viewers should be able to find your "lead" in a crowd scene. Older 

people may wear darker colors than young people. While this generalization is 

untrue in reality, it is a stage convention which audiences more readily accept. 

 

Be sure the material you purchase will do what you require of it. If it is 

meant to cling to the figure investigate soft materials, silks, batistes, jerseys; if it 

is meant to be stiff and stand by itself other materials will be required. Corduroy 

will pass for velvet from a distance; polished cottons look like silks. If you 

suspect that material is heavily sized (treated with a starch to give it temporary 

extra body) rub a small corner vigorously between your fingers. If it does not 

retain its crispness, it probably is sized and will not retain its stiffness during the 

run or hold up in laundering. This can be a positive factor if you need a soft, limp 

fabric; launder it and then proceed with the costume. 

 

Once you have your costume plot you need patterns. If your experience 

does not permit drafting your own, many modern patterns can be adapted to 

period styles. Wedding dresses, especially, are a good example, yet many less 

expensive combinations of bodice, sleeve, skirt and neckline can provide a 

variety. Men's pajama patterns, with alteration, can be adapted to a multitude of 

male attire. There are books of period patterns drawn to scale which can be 

enlarged. Old costumes can be cut apart and used as patterns. If you are unsure 

how your design will work, try making it from an old sheet before cutting into 

your good fabric. 

 

If you are expending time and care on your costumes it is worth the slight 

additional effort of "sacking" portions that receive the strain. Sacking is a lining 

which produces extra strength and more substantial appearance. It does not 

require the patience or expertise of a conventional lining. The sacking fabric 

(muslin, sateen, any light cotton) is cut at the same time as the garment pieces 

and are sewed at the same time as though they were attached to the wrong side 
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of the fabric. Some costumers actually attach it to the wrong side with "stitch 

witchery" or some other adhesive method. Many are on the market under various 

brand names. Sacking is advantageous in bodices and coats, where it may act as 

an inner lining when one is needed. 

 

When all of the costumes have been constructed, some of them may look 

too new for their purpose. Laundering, with or without bleach, may provide 

enough aging for some; a rinse in strong coffee or tea may dull the new look; a 

dye bath may be what is needed. Spray dye may be applied to the finished 

costume to provide highlights and shadows or to simulate soil and dirt. The 

garment should be on a model during spraying, so that it will hang as it will on 

the actor. Ashes, moistened and rubbed into a garment, will give the illusion of 

soil and be easy to remove later. Mineral oil, applied sparingly to specific areas, 

will give the appearance of perspiration spots. It is, however, difficult to remove 

in regular laundry. 

 

Modern plays, though not as demanding in research, still offer a challenge; 

they, too, require careful planning to make a character statement. Sewing is 

reduced for garments that are easier to find. Thrift shops and garage sales may 

have just what you need for a setting of ten to fifteen years ago. Modern does not, 

in any way, mean accidental, slip-shod or the style of the actor's personal taste. 

The primary reasons for costuming still apply. 

 

1.  There should be a color scheme in relation to character, 

setting, play and lighting. 

 

2.  Dresses, suits, and hats should be chosen for their shape 

(silhouette) and outline in helping to create character. 

 

3.  The eye level of the audience is usually below that of the 

auditorium; therefore 

 

a.  Hems in skirts should be slightly longer than 

those normally worn. 

 

b.  It is essential that hems be straight. 

 

c.  If seamed hose are required, seams must be 

straight. 
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d.  Shoes should be carefully chosen for style and 

condition. 

 

4.  Skirts and trousers should be of a reasonable width - as a 

general rule, avoid tightness. 

 

5.  Men's trousers should be neat, of a proper length, and width.  

 

6.  Socks and shoes should be considered and chosen to fit the 

particular characters and are as important as the shirts, 

jackets, collars and hats. 

 

7.  Fussy and distracting accessories (when not in character) 

should be avoided. 

 

8.  All accessories to a proper outfit for certain occasions should 

be remembered - gloves, hat, purse, etc. 

 

9.  The social position of people in the play should be subtly 

indicated by the type of clothes worn - also their age, the 

period, the location, etc. 

10.  For such characters as manual workers, various types of 

craftsmen, country workers, and scores of others, the clothes 

shouldn't look too new or clean. 

 

11.  The weather outside the set should be kept in mind -- 

mackintoshes, and overcoats, scarves and furs, gloves and 

possibly overshoes worn by characters coming in from 

outside in stormy or wet weather all help to set the 

atmosphere and to help the audience to believe in the situation 

being acted out before them. Damp shoulders and a 

windswept head should obviously go with the offstage noises 

of rain and wind.  

 

12.  When it comes to details and decorations, even such things as 

nail polish are important. It strikes a false note if an actress 

playing a simple and unsophisticated girl appears with bright 

red nails, even though the actress herself normally wears them 

polished. 
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WARDROBE CREW 

 

This group (which occasionally is comprised of one person) is responsible 

for all costumes during the run of the show. They should be familiar with all the 

costumes worn; they should: 

 

1.  Devise a check system for each character's costume (every 

single piece) for each dress rehearsal and performance, 

making each actor responsible for keeping track of his own 

costume, 

 

2.  Provide ironing, pressing, repairing and assisting services 

throughout the run 

 

3.  Be in charge of a place to hang the costumes while not on 

stage, 

 

4.  Fit and adjust costumes before dress rehearsal, 

 

5.  Maintain a sewing kit with buttons, hooks, thread, needles, 

scissors, pins, etc. in an accessible spot during the 

performances, 

 

6.  See that deodorant is worn and proper care given for 

maintenance of garments, 

 

7.  Keep spot remover and damp sponge handy to cope with 

accidents, 

 

8.  Have someone on hand to help anyone who needs to make a 

quick costume change, and  

 

9.  See that all costumes are cleaned at the end of the run and 

returned to their owners or costume storage. 
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COSTUME STORAGE 

 

If your storage area is well organized the pleasure of working is greatly 

enhanced. It is desirable to be able to see each piece and locate similar items 

readily; yet each needs to be covered and clean. Garments that hang are easily 

organized in see-through bags from the dry cleaner if they are to be stored 

individually or in larger zip storage bags as a group. Grouping women's garments 

in decades is a relatively satisfactory way to store them unless there was a 

radical change in style during a particular year. An example would be the "new 

look" of 1947, which would be a natural dividing line. Men's styles remain usable 

for longer segments of time. Drawers (clearly labeled, of course) will hold foldable 

items such as nightwear, undergarments, tights, hose, ties, sweaters, shawls; 

drawers or boxes might handle accessories - gloves, fans, canes, parasols, 

jewelry, purses, scarves, jabots and dickies, collars, etc.; boxes for shoes and 

boots, labeled as to size and period range, as well as similarly marked hat boxes 

will be handy on shelves. Bins may be a simple solution for odd shaped items: 

padding, masks, and specialties; hoops and bustles require particular handling. 

 

WORK AREA 

 

In the work area, organization is even more important. Boxes, small 

drawers or some sort of separating cubbyholes are needed for the findings and 

incidentals necessary for efficient operation. Buttons, laces, beads, braid, 

sequins, trim, needles, pins, tape, thread, boning, millinery wire, zippers, snaps 

all need to be easily accessible. Besides the sewing machines, have a GOOD 

cutting table. If you use an old dining room table get someone from the stage 

crew to elevate it. It is not difficult and saves many back aches. An ironing board 

that has a pressing hem and sleeve board nearby, as well as a sturdy steam iron, 

assures a professional look to the pressing.  

 

Hang a roll of muslin or some less expensive material for linings and 

general use; hang a roll of paper for cutting patterns. If you have many garments 

to cut, good electric scissors are a luxury that may prevent blisters. 
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TEN TIPS TOWARD TRACTABILITY 

 

1.  Patterns, once used, do not easily fit their original envelope. 

The plastic bags advertisers hang on your doorknob will hold 

the pattern easily and the envelope cover will show the picture 

of the finished garment. 

 

2.  If you cut your own pattern, store it in the same way with a 

snapshot of the finished costume. 

 

3.  "Ply-on-felt," "stitch-witchery," "poly-web" are trade names for 

various adherent products. You can meld or fuse two fabrics 

together using plastic dry-cleaner bags. Be sure your iron is 

warm (not hot) and your materials unwrinkled when pressing. 

Do not let the iron touch the bare plastic. 

 

4.  Glue from a hot glue gun can be applied to fabric in a pattern 

of design. When painted with metallic paint it will appear as 

embossed gold or silver. 

 

5.  Velcro is not only a quick change substitute for buttons and 

zippers, but can transform one outfit to another as a means of 

adding pieces, sections or accessories. 

 

6.  Baby food jars provide excellent storage for small findings 

(needles, sequins, snaps, etc.) and egg cartons make good 

separators for extremely small items in constant use. 

 

7.  A broomstick mounted and hung as a roller will hold tape, 

laces, elastic, ribbons and trims that come on rolls, and keep 

them always where they belong. 

 

8.  Many inexpensive fabrics have a pattern that can be cut out 

and used as trim. Stripes which are printed to look like 

embroidery from a distance can be cut in strips and applied as 

tape at a fraction of the cost of commercial trim; specific 

designs may be glued or sewed as appliqué. 
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9.  Be original in shopping for fabric bargains. Attend upholstery 

manufacturers' warehouse sales; dime store basements; 

factory outlets for mattress cover remnants; discount houses, 

department store clearances, surplus stores, linen and 

bedding sales. After all, remember what Scarlett O'Hara did 

with the living room drapes. 

 

10.  Save sizable pieces of fabric left from costume construction. 

Store them together where they are available if you wish to 

alter a garment or rebuild it for a different period or show. 
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MAKE-UP 

 

Make-up for the theatre serves two purposes: to highlight the features so 

that expressions can be projected much as voice is projected, and to aid in 

establishing age and character for the actor. With the availability of many new 

products it is possible to achieve almost any effect a role demands. We will 

devote our discussion to hints for making the make-up chairman's job easier and 

more efficient. 

 

 

MAKE-UP AREA 

 

If you are in a theatre that has a room specifically for make-up you are 

indeed fortunate. Some have a make-up room ideally located between the men 

and women's dressing room. Other than convenience, there are three advantages 

to be derived from such an arrangement: (1) make-up is less likely to be smeared 

on a costume when it is kept out of the dressing room -- costumes look fresh 

longer and require cleaning less often, (2) only one supply of make-up need be 

purchased and inventoried, which saves both time and expense, and (3) men and 

women making up together make it much easier to check and control relative 

color relationships and balance between players as to over-all design. 

 

If no one theatrically knowledgeable was at hand when the theatre was built 

you may have a combination make-up and dressing room for each sex. If this is 

the case, one of two possibilities may be open to you. One is to set aside a 

portion of one dressing room as a make-up area; the other is to find a space 

where portable make-up tables may be improvised from saw horses and plywood 

if you have someone who can wire a row of light bulbs. It can easily be 

dissembled for easy moving and storage. 

 

Two or three stage lights mounted somewhere in the area and covered with 

color media can approximate what is used in the show and give the actors a 

clearer view of how their make-up will appear under the stage lights.  

 

Although most make-up should be stored in a relatively cool place, the 

working area needs to be warm enough that any wax or grease make-up will 

spread. Many actors find it necessary to heat their lining pencils on a light bulb, 
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which not only creates a mess but wastes the pencil as well. If the room is 

inordinately chilly, a small heat lamp will soften the grease paint and wax. 

 

As to the best type of make-up to buy, there are as many answers as 

manufacturers. It is generally better to stick with one brand or type unless you 

are sure the two are compatible, or unless you are planning a total switch. For 

instance, Stein's grease stick requires creaming the face before application; Max 

Factor, on the other hand, puts cold cream in the grease paint and the 

precreaming step is unnecessary. Mehron, Bob Kelly and Kyrolan each blend 

slightly differently from either of these. Grease and dry make-up (pancake) may 

be used together if your people know what they are doing. Grease may be applied 

over dry make-up; dry make-up is difficult to apply over grease. Some liners are 

softer than others; it can be frustrating to have a variety of textures to blend. The 

best make-up for your theatre is what your experts can work with best. 

 

Some actors are allergic to make-up. It is frightening to see a thin face 

swell to rotund, eyes water, or a pallid complexion turn poppy red. There are 

various protective coatings, under various trade names, that may be applied 

before the make-up. These will alleviate the problem and it is well always to have 

one or two on hand. There may also be some who are allergic to various metallic 

hair sprays. If the hair turns green when you'd planned for a distinguished silver, 

your actor is allergic. Choose another type of product.  

 

To remove any make-up, urge your cast to coat their faces lightly with 

remover and wipe immediately. Apply a second coat to rub in. Otherwise, they 

will be rubbing old make-up into their pores. 

 

 

MAKE-UP PLOT 

 

Some theatres have a person or crew to apply make-up for each 

performance. Some delegate this duty to the actor after he is properly instructed; 

others allow the actor complete leeway. The second alternative is recommended. 

Someone needs to supervise the entire process, but each actor should know best 

the details of character to be etched upon his own face. Some directors consider 

this imperative. Many actors, however, may know little of application techniques 

and require complete help from the designer. 
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Regardless of which method is used, there needs to be careful plotting as 

to what goes on each character. Base colors must relate and all must be relative 

in style. Although plausible in actual life, it would be unbelievable onstage for a 

character to return victorious from a golf tournament on Florida wearing a paler 

face than his brother who is a stock broker of Wall Street. Over-all design should 

be carefully plotted for each character. 

 

A very helpful device after the designer has worked out the entire plot is to 

provide each character with a card, 5x7 is ideal, listing all make-up to be used and 

a face mask where lines, highlights and shadows may be drawn in. The card may 

be stuck in the mirror frame or taped to the inside of his box (No. 12 below) as a 

permanent reference aid. The card will have greater meaning if the actor, himself, 

draws the facial map on the card after the first make-up is successfully 

completed. Special hair treatment and any other unusual factors should be noted. 

The designer should see to it that make-up is checked before each performance 

so that deviations do not occur as the run progresses. 

In closing, don't forget hands, necks, ears and any other exposed areas. 

Contrary to what Ivory Liquid may declare, eighty year old ladies do not have the 

hands of a teenager. 

 

 

A DOZEN MONEY SAVERS 

 

1.  Mineral oil and vegetable shortening (such as Crisco) make 

excellent make-up removers and are less expensive than cold 

cream. They, unlike most cleansing creams, have no scent and 

will not sting if they get into the eyes. 

 

2.  Water soluble clown white (in a tube) mixed with water makes 

an excellent hair whitener. It may be applied with a tooth brush 

on temples, in streaks or over an entire head. What is not used 

remains in the tube and does not dry out. If too much is mixed 

and it does not totally dry, it can be revived by adding more 

water and remixing when needed again. 

 

3.  Pure talcum powder applied over a grease make-up will not 

affect the hue of the base. It has no color and will give a much 

brighter appearance than so-called neutral or transparent 

powders. It may be purchased by the pound from a pharmacy. 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual 

 

SECTION V – Programming Division  Page 34 

 

4.  Having rolls of paper towels near where make-up is removed 

can substantially reduce the amount of cleansing tissues 

used. Men, particularly seem to like the larger size and greater 

strength. (Soft towels, please, not those from the rest room 

dispenser.) 

 

5.  See that your cast knows how to sharpen eyebrow and lining 

pencils with a (single edge) razor blade. They should be 

whittled to a wedge shape with a flat bottom (tip) - not a sharp 

point which breaks easily. Thus the narrow edge of the wedge 

may be used for fine lines and the wider side when a broader 

area needs to be covered. These pencils are made of wax and 

a pencil sharpener tends to break them. If a pencil sharpener 

must be used, provide a small pocket sharpener which exerts 

less stress on the wax center. 

 

6.  Provide adequate waste baskets and urge immediate disposal 

of tissues as they are used. Multitudes of small items can be 

tossed and lost when large quantities of tissues are allowed to 

accumulate before being cleaned away. 

 

7.  Wastebaskets are for tissues and trash, NOT a repository for 

cigarette butts or ash trays. Fires are costly and grease 

saturated tissues burn well. 

 

8.  Do NOT smoke near crepe hair, spirit gum, acetone (nail polish 

remover), and collodion. Actors can burn, too. 

 

9.  If you are in charge for the show, remove all caps, lids, tips 

and covers from make-up supplies, other than adhesives and 

water soluble items that would not be damaged by drying out. 

Grease and wax items will not be harmed by being left open. 

Store these covers until the end of the performance or run and 

none will be missing when it is time to return the stock to 

storage. 

 

10.  If a number of players are to use the same grease foundation, 

liners or items that come in large containers, small tins of 

various sizes may be purchased (from a pharmacy) and small 
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portions doled out for individual use. This is especially 

advantageous during sieges of plague or contagious virus. 

Trays from TV dinners make excellent palettes. Each actor can 

then have before him his own assortment of make-up, all 

together and intact from performance to performance. A mixed 

color can easily be duplicated by matching what remains on 

the palette. 

 

11.  Make-up should go on before the costume, for convenience as 

well as the protection of the clothing. A costume that must be 

put on over the head may be protected from make-up by 

providing the actor with a shower cap large enough to cover 

the whole head as he slides into the garment. This will also 

protect the make-up and hair style from damage. 

 

12.  Each actor has personal belongings that he may not carry 

onstage with him. A cigar box or shoe box for each will 

provide a single receptacle for keys, billfolds, change, 

watches, jewelry and other valuables during the performance. 

This is little effort and costs nothing, yet it will keep each 

person's possessions and supplies conveniently together and 

it lessens the chance of having small items inadvertently 

tossed into waste cans by the clean-up crew. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Ohio Community Theatre Association --- Manual 

 

SECTION V – Programming Division  Page 36 

 

PROPERTIES 
 

By Doris T. Clark 

 

There should be in all theatre groups, a Property Chairman. This person 

has complete control of all the theatre's accumulated properties. These 

properties should be catalogued, kept stored in one place, under lock and key. 

Properties are valuable, and often irreplaceable, especially those that have been 

created for the theatre. There should be a periodic inventory, both top update and 

verify the inventory and to clean, repair, or discard, any item requiring such 

action. Actually, any props being returned to stock should have been cleaned 

and/or repaired beforehand. However, people will continue to be people, and to 

quote a favorite maxim of my mother: "SHOULD BE" hain’t "IS." 

 

Properties must be checked out and in, not just handed out. A Property 

Chairman should try to be aware of opportunities to augment the list of props at 

no cost to the theatre: people moving, people giving up housekeeping ... or 

cleaning out the attic, etc. 

 

So you have volunteered to "do" Props of the next production. Hooray for 

you. You have just undertaken an extremely important, though frequently 

underrated task. Correct props can do much in establishing a play; wrong ones 

can (and often do) help botch it. 

 

You, as Property Head, are responsible for obtaining and caring for all properties 

used during the run of the performance, and for returning them to their proper 

places at the close of the run. 

 

Get yourself a really reliable go-getting crew and get on with the show. 

 

A.  The first thing to do is READ THE PLAY! Then make yourself a 

complete list of props from the script. This list includes all 

hand props, decorative props, and furniture as separate and 

apart from those things which are fixtures of the set. Next: 

review the list with the director. Is it complete? Are there any 

priorities? What is your budget? 

 

B.  Gather props. Please to remember that there are three P's to 

properties: Period, People, and Place ... and, I think, in that 
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order. What is the time of the play? Who are these people? 

What are they like? What is their financial status? What are 

their tastes? Where are they and the play located? Give it all 

some thought. Props must be consistent with these three P's, 

and they must be consistent with themselves: the rabbit in 

"Marigolds" must weigh as much when it comes back on stage 

dead, as it did when it left the stage alive. A lengthy tome must 

be just that, not a skinny little book. Check the Properties 

catalog with the Chairman to ascertain what already is 

available in stock. Inspect these items to see if they require 

any maintenance, refurbishing, or just plain old cleaning 

before they can be used. Perhaps some will require some 

modifications. If work is required, why, that's one of the 

reasons you have a crew. Set them at it. When you can, 

borrow, borrow, borrow. Be prepared to plead, beg, and cajole 

to get what you need. Be willing to pledge an arm or leg if 

necessary. Promise acknowledgement in the program. Ask 

about rental. When all other resources have failed, resort to 

manufacture or purchase. There are many people within your 

group who have very talented hands. 

 

C.  Have the director approve each prop as it is brought in. You 

may have to try, try again. 

 

D.  List your props (in duplicate) as you acquire them, giving 

source (owner's name and address where applicable) and 

condition of the prop. When the list is completed retain one, 

and file the other with the Stage Manager. 

 

E.  Line up props, act by act, scene by scene. With one act or 

scene to a page, LIST IN ORDER: 

 

1.  Props on stage at beginning of act or scene. 

 

2.  Props carried on or off stage during the scene, 

and by whom. (Be sure that each actor knows that 

he or she is responsible for obtaining these 

personal props from the prop table and carrying 
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them on stage, and for returning to the prop table 

any props carried off stage.) 

 

3.  Items to be struck at the end of the act or scene.  

 

4.  At the end of an act or scene, be sure that doors, 

drapes, etc., are in proper position for the next act 

or scene. TYPE THREE COPIES OF THIS LIST. 

Keep one. Post one on wall by Prop Table, and 

one on file with the Stage Manager. 

 

F.  Be sure the entire cast and crew understand that props are to 

be handled very carefully. 

 

G.  Make a schedule of the run of the show; specify times and 

dates for each member of your crew. Each member of the prop 

crew should know how the show is to be run, step by step. 

Time the running of the props to ensure that everything is 

going smoothly prior to Technical Rehearsal. 

 

H.  If your crew is generously staffed, arrange for one member to 

man the prop table every night, beginning as early as possible 

during rehearsals. 

 

I.  Sweeping the "on-stage" area is the responsibility of the prop 

crew. This should begin by Technical Rehearsal and continue 

every night of performance to the close of the show. 

 

J.  You shall see that properties are safely stored away every 

night...you are responsible for them.  

 

K.  As soon as possible after the close of the show, return 

borrowed props in GOOD condition to their respective owners, 

crossing items off original prop acquisition list as they are 

returned. Clean and repair any prop being returned to your 

own property stock. 

 

L.  SUGGESTION: Sign for borrowed props and have the owners 

sign for them when they are returned. Graciously THANK each 

person who has assisted on the show or contributed props. 
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FOOD FOR THE STAGE - THE ACTOR'S GOURMET 

 
Tom Lyle 

 

The following article describes how to feed an actor if he must eat on stage 

and/or how to serve realistic looking food. While combinations may be strange to 

the palate, the bona fide gourmet will eat almost anything - ask any actor! 

 

THE BREAKFAST consists of bacon, eggs, toast and coffee. 

 

The eggs: 

 

Take two slices of white bread and tear off the crusts, leaving pieces 

irregularly round; roll each with a rolling pin until it becomes flat; place one half 

an apricot (canned variety) on each slice of bread. These can be prepared an hour 

or two before show time. Just before they go on the stage, pour a spoonful of 

apricot juice over them and spread it around. Thus they become fresh looking 

fried eggs. 

 

The bacon: 

 

Take thin strips of whole wheat bread; roll them with the rolling pin so that 

they become flat; put ribs of apple butter down them to make them look like 

bacon; then ripple them slightly on the plate. Leave these dry; do not put apricot 

juice over them unless you want them to look greasy. 

 

The toast: 

 

Use plain toast without butter. If the actor objects to the lack of taste, put a 

very light sprinkling of salt on it, rather than buttering it. This will give the feeling 

of salt without the oil of butter. If the script demands that they butter onstage, see 

that the butter is soft when it goes on. 

 

The coffee: 

 

Coffee can be warm, served in a cup from backstage, or from a coffee pot 

served onstage. Never serve truly hot coffee; it is unpleasant to handle and could 

easily burn the actor. 
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THE DINNER  consists of green beans, steak, mashed potatoes and gravy, 

and wine. 

 

The steak: 

 

Take brown bread that has been buttered on both sides with apple butter, 

an amount sufficient to make it look as though it has been fried. The same brown 

bread could also be cut to look like pork chops or lamb chops. You would then go 

put a lighter or darker coating of apple butter over them. This will give them 

enough flavor that any actor can eat them without displeasure. 

 

The potatoes: 

 

Use unseasoned mashed potatoes with no butter, milk, or salt in them, so 

that they have no flavor whatsoever. For gravy, put apple butter over them, This 

will give them enough flavor that any actor can eat them without displeasure. 

 

The beans: 

 

I use green beans (canned) because they are the easiest vegetable to serve 

and are more convenient for the actor to pick up and eat than peas, for example, 

which fall off the fork. If the script specifies something else, a canned variety is 

usually most convenient and inexpensive. 

 

Embellishments: 

 

The wine is any cola drink. Water, of course, accompanies a meal. A bit of 

parsley on the plate gives it a fresh look. On a proscenium stage, you could use 

bits of sponge dyed green with food coloring. Parsley will wilt backstage if 

prepared in advance, and must, therefore, be placed on the plate just before it 

goes onstage. The remainder of the meal on the plate could sit backstage for 

more than an hour and still not look too dry. If it should begin to look dry, a fruit 

juice or syrup could be brushed over it to make it look bright and fresh again. 

However, it is best to leave the apple butter off the mashed potatoes until just 

before serving; then it will glisten and look like real, hot gravy. 

 

If a napkin is used on table, be sure that a folded point is toward the diner, 

so that when he removes the fork, the napkin can be pulled by one corner and will 

unfold automatically into his lap. 
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IDEAS FOR AFTER DINNER: 

 

The brandy snifter has tea in it; the wine glass contains a cola drink. 

Carbonated fruit beverages, kool aid or food color and water could easily make 

any liqueur you would like. If a meal has already been eaten at the table, spread 

some crumbs around to make it appear a meal has been eaten. If a meal has not 

been eaten, place a few small pieces of the broken bread in the saucer or service 

plate to give the actor something to eat from. Serve a piece of fresh fruit with this. 

Grapes (seedless) are the easiest for an actor to peel. Cutting other fruits can be 

time consuming as well as awkward. Grapes are suitable for any continental or 

light lunch type meal. 
 

Ice Cream Desserts: 
 

Use mashed potatoes for the ice cream, marshmallow fluff for the whipped 

cream (which will hold its shape much better than whipped cream or prepared 

whips) and strawberry preserves for the topping. The potatoes are again 

unseasoned, made with water and potatoes, no salt, no butter, no milk. This will 

allow them to assume the flavor of the marshmallow fluff, strawberries or 

whatever is used as topping. The red of the strawberries makes a more colorful 

dessert to serve, but apple butter, blueberry syrup, or even chocolate syrup could 

be used. 
 

The cookies: 
 

Use soft cookies without nuts, fruits or other tidbits in them. Many actors 

breathe through their mouths, particularly when they are trying to talk and eat 

onstage, and a hard crumbly cookie can throw crumbs into the windpipe and 

cause choking. Soft plain cookies will not do this. 
 

The soda: 
 

Put an ounce of cream in the bottom of the glass. Open a carbonated 

beverage, hold your thumb over the opening and shake it. Invert it over the glass 

and squirt it into the cream; this will fill the glass with foam. Next put in the two 

straws, followed by one or two scoops of mashed potatoes. Thus the straws will 

bypass the potatoes, the actor can drink the concoction in the glass and the 

potatoes will not interfere. If he must eat some, the potatoes are unflavored and 

will taste like strawberry, grape, root beer, or whatever flavor was used. 
 

The sundae: 

 

Put a bit of the preserves in the very bottom of the glass, then a scoop of 

potatoes, more preserves and another scoop of potatoes. Top with more 

preserves and the marshmallow fluff. 
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PYROTECH IN COMMUNITY THEATRE 
 

Monograph prepared by Charles W. Wise, Bright Ideas, 

Specialists in Theatrical Supply, Lighting & Sound 

P.O. Box 37, Lima, OH 45802 - September 1985 

 

PREFACE 

 

Pyrotech is perhaps the least used area of special effects in Community 

Theatre. This monograph addresses the basics of pyrotech with the emphasis on 

safety. The home built devices described within are for low power effects only! 

Pyrotech is only effective and safe when its components are completely 

understood and appropriately utilized. Consider this monograph a BASIC 

PRIMER OF PYROTECH and nothing more. As with any special effect, pyrotech 

should only be used to enhance the production of which it is a part and should be 

applied with strict standards of control and safety. 

 

DEFINITIONS 

 

Perhaps the best starting point is a definition of pyrotech as it is related to 

pyrotechnics. PYROTECHNICS is the art of making fireworks; the art of 

displaying them. PYROTECH in the theatre deals with smoke effects, intense 

flashes of light, and various concussion effects. 

 

The most important thing to remember is that fireworks have nothing to do 

with pyrotech in the theatre. Even though they are related, don't confuse the 

materials used for theatrical effect with the powerful materials used in massive 

airburst effects. Spectacular effects can be achieved indoors on stage without the 

use of powerful explosives. Remember that a wide variety of pyrotech materials 

and control devices are readily available for use in the theatre. 
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SAFETY 

 

When handling a volatile material, remember that the best safety device is 

the use of good old common sense! 

 

REMEMBER:   

 

1.       Consider any pyrotech material an explosive and treat it as 

such! 

 

2.  Work with small quantities at a time (1/2 teaspoon MAXIMUM)! 

Develop the effect, THEN increase the amount of material 

required for each particular application 

 

3.  WEAR EYE PROTECTION (SAFETY GOGGLES or SAFETY 

GLASSES)! 

 

4.  Don't work alone or in a confined area! Be sure the area is 

clear of any combustible materials.  

 

5.  Keep a first-aid kit handy. 

 

6.  NEVER stand over the material! 

 

7.  NEVER look directly into a pyrotech device! 

 

 

Store pyrotech materials and devices in a cool, dry place. Be sure that all 

containers used for storage are well marked and labeled with descriptions of the 

materials stored. Keep pyrotech materials in a secure area with a good lock on 

the door! Assign a limited number of people to the care and use of pyrotech 

materials. No more than 3 to 4 people should have access to them. Remember, 

strict control of pyrotech material is essential for safety. Always remember that 

too many cooks . . . . 
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APPLICATION 

 

Planning and designing pyrotech effects follow the same course as other 

areas of technical design (scenic, lighting, costuming, etc.). Read the script 

thoroughly for any specific technical directions. Discuss all plans and 

specifications with the director and scenic and lighting designers. This is 

extremely important as the placement of pyrotech devices is crucial! It is 

essential to know: 

 

1.  What scenic materials will be used? (Are any scenic materials 

combustible? What is the stage flooring made of? Wood? 

Concrete? Carpeting? Plywood platforms?) 

 

2.  What kind of lighting will be used? (High visibility? Low 

visibility? mood?) 

 

3.  What is required? (Smoke, flash, sparkle, burst, concussion, 

or air burst?). 

 

4.  What kind of effect is needed? Pyrotech can indicate magic, 

electrical shorts, explosions, lightening, and fire.  

 

 

Remember that the use of pyrotech contains the element of surprise over 

the audience. AVOID OVER-KILL! Pyrotech, as well as other special effects 

should only enhance the action of the scene in which it is used. Pyrotech should 

never "steal" the show. When pyrotech effects are used sparingly and 

conservatively, they have greater impact on the audience. OVERKILL becomes 

boring, and the element of surprise is lost. 
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FLASH MATERIALS 

 

Different materials create different effects. The basic ingredients in flash 

powders and condensed smoke include: 

 

Strontium Nitrate; Magnesium Powder; Potassium Nitrate 

 

When the above ingredients are stored separately, they remain inert.*  

Once mixed in various combinations and quantities they become volatile. 

CAUTION! DO NOT ATTEMPT TO MAKE ANY TYPE OF PYROTECH MATERIAL! 

There are several commercially manufactured materials that are easily obtained 

for theatrical use which are tested and safe. Homemade pyrotech materials will 

not save money, and they will create problems and injuries. 

 

The advantages of commercially manufactured pyrotech materials are: 

 

1.  Commercial pyrotech materials are easy to use when 

instructions are followed and proper safety precautions are 

used. 

 

2.  Because most commercial materials are packaged in two 

separate, inert states, storage is simple and safe. Remember, 

they remain inert until mixed. 

 

3.  They give exactly the same effect use after use. 

 

4.  Most important, they are specifically designed for theatrical 

applications. 

 

Photographic flash powders, gun powders, and homemade chemical 

concoctions should be avoided.* * They can be extremely unstable and too 

explosive for properly controlled theatrical effects. 

 

The speed of the flash, the amount of smoke, and the amount of 

concussion is controlled by the selection of material to be used for the effect 

desired. Flash powders are manufactured in the following basic categories: 

 

FAST - LOW SMOKE   REGULAR FLASH POWDER 

 

SLOW - LOW SMOKE   RED FLASH POWDER 

 

FAST - HIGH SMOKE   GOLD FLASH POWDER 
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SLOW - HIGH SMOKE   AIRBURST FLASH POWDER 

 

FAST SPARKLE HIGH   ALTITUDE AIRBURST 

FLASH POWDER 

 

SLOW SPARKLE    CONCUSSION FLASH POWDER 

 

Each of the above materials requires a different type of containment 

device for safe and effective use. If sparkle fountains, airbursts, or concussion 

effects are required, consult a qualified pyrotech and special effects company 

and use only commercially manufactured containment devices. 

 

 

 

*  Keep in mind that these materials are flammable solids even when 

they are separated. Once mixed, they become explosive. 

 

* *  If commercially manufactured pyrotech substances are not available, 

obtain the substance required and run tests on very small quantities 

until it is totally understood and becomes consistent. 
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FLASH POT 

 

 
 

 

Illustration #1 

 
 

 

The "FLASH POT' is perhaps the most common type of pyrotech device 

used in the theatre. This device is normally made of heavy gauge steel with a 

tight-fitting wire screen over it. The bottom is covered by a piece of asbestos or 

other fire-proof material, to which two electrical terminals are fastened. It is used 

to detonate the more powerful materials used in community theatres (Black 

Gunpowder or Photographic Flash Powder). These materials normally generate a 

brilliant flash of light, a moderate amount of smoke, and, depending upon the 

amount of material used, a substantial concussion. 

 

Always remember to experiment with very small quantities; start with half a 

teaspoon and keep experimenting until the substance is totally understood and 

becomes consistent. 
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MATERIAL CONTAINER or "POD" 

 

To make a very simple "Flash Pod", use a plastic coffee creamer. Most 

restaurants have hundreds of empties which are free by asking for them. A 

simple igniter can be found at most hobby shops. "Este Solar Igniters" are the 

best devices for detonating small "Flash Pods". 

 

To install the igniter in the "Pod" (Illustration #2), poke two small holes in 

the bottom of the empty coffee creamer, approximately 1/8 inch apart. Make sure 

the holes are large enough to allow the prongs of the igniter to pass through 

freely and without force. Carefully bend the igniter to make a ninety degree angle 

to lie flat on the bottom of the coffee creamer. Do not spread the prongs or break 

the igniter substance at the ends of the prongs. 

 

Once the igniter is properly bent, feed the prongs through the holes in the 

bottom of the coffee creamer. Mount the "Pod" in its container or position on the 

set. once it is in position, pour the desired amount of flash powder into the "Pod". 

Be sure that the tip of the igniter is completely covered, in order to prevent a 

misfire. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Illustration #2 

 

 

This type of "Pod" is easily mounted in wood platforms, window sills, 

fireplaces, or nearly anywhere the effect is desired. The "Pods" can be premade 

and loaded. When this method is used, double-check the load at the bottom of the 

"Pod" once it is in position. 
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PLACEMENT 

 

As stated earlier, planning and designing special effects follow the same 

course as other areas of technical design. It is essential to be completely familiar 

with the script, know and understand the scenic design, know the lighting design, 

and know the performers' blocking as well as they do in the scenes where the 

pyrotech effects are used. This is accomplished only after meeting with the 

director and technical crews and watching blocking rehearsals and run-throughs. 

once the effects are placed on stage, be sure that ALL performers and crew 

members know the exact location of each effect. 

 

Setting the cues for pyrotech effects is perhaps the most important part of 

pyrotech. MAKE SURE THERE ARE NO SURPRISES! The timing of a pyrotech 

effect should be within one second of the cue. Directors should make certain that 

performers know that a cue for pyrotech is one that must be clearly audible to the 

entire cast and crew. This maintains the element of surprise over the audience 

and not the performers and crews. 

 

Work closely with the scenic designer on the placement of the effects on 

the set. Do the effects have to be mounted on the floor? Is there an effect needed 

in a fireplace? Is there an exterior burst? Does lightning strike? Are there any 

combustible materials on the set? The list is limitless.  

 

Cooperation between the directing staff, technical crews, cast, and 

pyrotech designer make the use of pyrotech effects safe and effective. 

 

If the "Flash Pods" described earlier are being used, there are several 

safety procedures to follow. 

 

1.  There must be a containment device of some type to catch the 

melted and burning debris created when the coffee creamer 

ignites. 

  

2.  Whether commercially manufactured devices or homemade 

devices are being used, KEEP SEVERAL FIRE 

EXTINGUISHERS IN THE GENERAL VICINITY OF THE 

PYROTECH EFFECTS. MAKE SURE THAT ALL TECHNICAL 

CREWS KNOW THEIR LOCATIONS. 
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3.  If the floor-mounted "Flash Pods" are being used, or if 

combustible materials are close by, put a steel safety screen 

of some type over the "Pod'. This will prevent debris from 

being thrown from the "Pod" when detonation occurs. 

 

Always remember that there is no such thing as OVER-KILL when it comes 

to safety! When in doubt about any effect, consult a professional pyrotech 

company. It is also a good idea to invite the local Fire Marshal or Fire Department 

officials to inspect and make safety recommendations during the design and 

rehearsal stage of the production. Keep it simple, observe all safety procedures, 

and pyrotech will be an effective device to enhance any theatrical production. 

 

ARMING AND DETONATING THE "POD" 

 

To arm and detonate the "Pod"(s) from off stage, on cue, the following 

system is most dependable and safe. 

 

The controller can be easily built to fit any budget. Use the following parts: 

 

1.  A small hobby box, plastic or metal. 

 

2.  Toggle switches (momentary switches preferred). 

 

3.  Male and female quarter inch phono jacks and plugs. 

  

4.  An appropriate quantity of 18 gauge lamp cord or "Zip Cord". 

 

5.  A large lantern battery or step-down transformer (latter 

preferred). 

 

6.  A package of small alligator clips. 

 

 

The above list of parts can be obtained from most electronic specialty 

stores. Be sure to design and build the controller with an adequate capacity to 

meet all pyrotech applications. 
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Illustration #3 

 

 

 

Cut the lamp cord or "Zip Cord" to uniform lengths, (10', 20', 30', etc.). On 

one end connect a male 1/4 inch phono plug. On the opposite end, connect a pair 

of alligator clips. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Illustration #4 
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To arm and detonate the "Pod"(s), connect the alligator clips to the prongs 

at the bottom of the "Pod"(s). It may be necessary to bend the ends of the prongs 

to prevent the alligator clips from slipping off, causing misfire.  

 

Remember to be careful not to break or uncover the igniter at the bottom of 

the "Pod". 

 

DO NOT CONNECT THE ALLIGATOR CLIPS TO THE PRONGS IF THE  

LINE IS CONNECTED TO THE CONTROLLER. ALWAYS MAKE SURE  

THAT THE LINE IS DEAD BEFORE ANY CONNECTIONS ARE MADE! 

 

 
 

 

Illustration #5 

 

 

If pyrotech is used often in the course of a season, a commercially 

manufactured controller may be advantageous. These controllers generally have 

several safety devices built into them (key locks, warning lights, and circuit 

indicators). They are designed to control the most complex pyrotech effects, from 

simple "Flash Pods" to fireballs and heavy concussion. 

 

Commercially manufactured controllers operate on very low power 

(approximately 24 volts). If a home-built unit is desirable, illustration #6 may be 

helpful. The advantage of low power controllers is the fact that they will allow the 

flash material to detonate properly (120 volts AC may cause the material to 

explode)*. Remember that flash effects can be too fast. 
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Experiment with different materials for a desired effect (slow, medium, or 

fast flash powders or photographic powders). 

 

 

 

* Flash materials should not explode. They are designed to ignite at a 

predetermined rate. Too much voltage can cause this to change. 

 

 

 

 

"Squibs" or "solar igniters" operate efficiently at low power and they can 

be detonated with a lantern battery, thus offering great portability. 

 

SAFETY is the key word! Keep pyrotech simple! If large, complex effects 

are needed, consult a professional special effects company. In the long run, a 

heavy pyrotech production will be safer and more spectacular if a commercially 

manufactured system is used and supported by experienced, professional 

advice. 

CONTROLLER DESIGN 

 

 
 

 

ILLUSTRATION #6 
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This is a simple design for a safe and dependable control box. A step-down 

transformer is preferred to battery power because a constant AC power source is 

more dependable. Weak batteries can cause misfire. Remember that detonation 

requires little power (maximum of 24 volts). The igniter package will specify 

minimum power requirements. 

 

OTHER EFFECTS 

 

Chemical foggers offer an effective way to produce large quantities of 

smoke quickly while allowing easy direction. Advantages offered by chemical 

foggers are: 

 

1.  Chemical foggers are small, lightweight, and operate on 110 

volts AC. 

 

2.  They are relatively inexpensive. 

 

3.  Chemical fog juice is easy to store and simple to use. 

 

4.  Most fog juices for chemical foggers do not irritate the eyes or 

lungs. The "fog" they create dissipates in approximately ten 

minutes. 

 

5.  Because the newest foggers leave no residue which can 

become slippery and dangerous. They have an extremely wide 

range of application. 

 

The new chemical foggers on today's market can greatly enhance any 

special effects department. Dry ice foggers are large, bulky monsters which 

normally require large amounts of power. Even though dry ice fog is self 

dissipating, it leaves the floor wet and slippery. This limits use. 

 

Condensed smoke costs very little, and is obtainable from almost any 

theatrical catalogue. However it will not dissipate and must be vented from the 

area in which it is used. Also, condensed smoke has an unpleasant odor and 

irritates the eyes and lungs. 

 

CAUTION: Chemical foggers create smoke by boiling the juice and become 

extremely hot. To prevent burns, read all instructions carefully to understand the 

use of any device which creates smoke. 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

 

AC      Alternating Current. 

 

AIRBURST                          Simulates exterior fireworks. An airburst 

can be created by wrapping airburst flash 

powder in flash paper. Insert the igniter into 

the powder within the flash paper. Suspend 

the flash paper and powder where the effect 

is desired. When detonation occurs the 

effect is similar to outdoor aerial fireworks. 

 

CHEMICAL FOGGER  A device which creates smoke by boiling a                      

chemical. See FOG JUICE. 

 

CONDENSED SMOKE  Normally obtained from most theatrical 

catalogues. CONDENSED SMOKE is a white 

powder which resembles powdered sugar. 

It can be lit with a match or electric igniter. 

CONDENSED SMOKE requires ventilation. 

 

ESTE SOLAR IGNITER (Trade Name)  A device manufactured by the Este Model 

Rocket Company. This device is used to 

ignite the "engines" in model rockets. 

Easily obtained from hobby and toy shops. 

 

ELECTRIC MATCH  A term used by most pyrotech companies 

to describe electric detonators used in the 

area of pyrotech. See ESTE SOLAR 

IGNITER. 

 

EXPLOSIVE  Section 841 (d) of Title 18, United States 

Department of the Treasury, Bureau of 

Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms defines the 

term "explosives" (after first setting aside 

the term as it applies to criminal misuse in 

section 844) as any chemical compound, 

mixture, or device, the primary or common 

purpose of which is to function by 

explosion. 

FLAMMABLE SOLIDS     Solid substances which will ignite. 

 

 

FLASH POD   A small container which holds flash powder 

and igniter. See Illustration #2. 
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FLASH POT  A device designed to contain and ignite 

flash powder, gun powder, etc. See 

Illustration #1. 

 

FOG JUICE  A commercially manufactured liquid which 

creates smoke when boiled in a chemical 

fogger. 

 

HOBBY BOX   A small plastic or metal box normally found 

in hobby shops. The purpose of a HOBBY 

BOX is to provide a chassis or container for 

electronic components. 

 

HOME BUILT  Any device which is not commercially 

manufactured. 

 

MOMENTARY SWITCH  A toggle switch which will not remain in the 

"ON" position. It will, only complete a 

circuit when held in the "ON" position. 

 

QUARTER-INCH PHONO JACK   Connectors used for audio hook-ups. Easily 

obtained from most electronic specialty 

stores. 

 

SQUIBS   Electric igniter manufactured by LUNA 

TECH INC. See ELECTRIC MATCH and 

ESTE SOLAR IGNITER. 

 

STEPDOWN TRANSFORMER   A device which changes (or "transforms") 

standard 120 volt house current to lower 

voltages. 

 

VOLATILE MATERIAL   Any material which is capable of igniting or 

exploding. 

 

ZIP CORD   Light gauge wire which can be used to 

detonate pyrotech materials. 
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SOURCES OF EQUIPMENT AND SUPPLY 

 

 

LUNA TECH INC. 

P.O. Box 2495 

Huntsville, Alabama 35804 

(consult area dealers) 

 

METEOR LIGHT & SOUND CO. 

8000 Madison Pike 

Madison, Alabama 35758 

(consult area dealers) 

 

ROSCO PRODUCTS 

36 Bush Ave. 

Port Chester 

New York 10573 

(consult area dealers) 

 

Photography Specialty Shops 

 

Electronic Specialty Shops 

 

BRIGHT IDEAS 

P.O. Box 83 

Lima, Ohio 45802 
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SUGGESTED READING 

 

 

 

Images, Images, Images - M.F. Kenny and R.F. Schmitt 

3rd edition, Eastman Kodak, 1983. 

 

Scene Design and Stage Lighting - W.O. Parker and H.K. Smith 

4th edition, H.R. & W., 1979. 

 

Stage Design - H. Bay 

V.10, Garland Publishers. 

 

Theatre - R. Cohen 

Mayfield Publishers, 1981. 

 

"Lighting Dimensions" (bimonthly magazine) 

P.O. Box 471, South Laguna, California 92677 

 

"Theatre Crafts" (monthly magazine) 

P.O. Box 630, Holmes, Pennsylvania 19843 
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COSTUMING ON A SHOESTRING 

BUDGET 
Monograph written by Elaine Michael, 3445 Observatory Ave, 

Cincinnati, OH 45208 - owner of PeriwinkleLaine - Cat Stuff. She creates clothing items 

(for humans) from cat printed fabrics which are sold via mail order, Arts & Crafts Shows, 

and local & regional Cat Shows. Sewing and fabrics have been a part of Elaine's life 

for a number of years. She is an actress as well as a costumer for various theatres in 

the Cincinnati area. -- April 1997 

 

Big tip #1 - If the people involved in the production say to you "Hey! Let's 

costume "Hello Dolly" on a $50.00 budget!!! Tell them you don't think so and 

RUN! (the opposite direction and real fast!) 

 

Seriously though, costuming a community theatre production can be such 

a fun and exciting event if the components work together. Even though this is 

titled "Costuming on a Shoestring Budget", not all of the tips and resources 

mentioned in the article are necessarily "Budget". But hopefully they will give 

good assistance, and therefore make your job and life a little easier. 

 

Before agreeing to costume a production, ask to see a script. Then you can 

get an idea of how much work will be involved. Ask if there is a budget for 

costumes. Then you can see how to proceed with costume choices. First step – 

research the time period. The library will have various costume and clothing 

books and publications. The Cincinnati library has files with clippings from the 

different time periods. These have been extremely handy. Pictures are great; it is 

so much easier to look at examples than to read paragraph after paragraph of 

descriptions. At the end of this article are listings of some good publications. 

Once you have done your research, and talked with your director about ideas and 

color schemes, it is time to begin. 

 

1.  Ask cast members if they have anything that might work for the show. 

Hand out a sheet giving them information about your costuming "scheme" 

(i.e. information about the period styles - pictures are always great!) Give a 

general description of the time period with some specific clothing details. 

Also, are you working with certain colors? Let them know upfront that 

everything will not work, so no one will become offended. Give them your 

phone number, so they can call you with questions.  

 

2.  Ask if any cast members are willing to sew or if they know anyone who 

would be willing.  
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3.  Later along, see if any cast members want to buy any costumes that were 

made for them. Charging cost of fabric and notions seems to work well. 

 

4.  Find those thrift stores! It's amazing what can be found in a thrift store. 

Many items can be bought for minimal $$$, and embellished. Other tips - 

long dresses can be cut off and hemmed - short dresses can have long 

skirts added - you can buy a separate vest for a man's 2 piece suit - men's 

suits can have a 3rd and 4th button added for a period look. Garments can 

be cut up and reconstructed. Large buttons can be cut off and used for 

other garments. Clothing items can easily be made from old bedspreads, 

curtains, and draperies at a fraction of the cost of new fabrics. Just some 

ideas to get those creative juices flowing! 

  

5.  A big tip that applies to #6 - #9. Dry cleaning can be a huge chunk of your 

budget. There are dry cleaners that are willing to work on a per pound 

basis. This pricing for dry cleaning was the least expensive found. The best 

thing to do is get on the telephone and call around to see who will give you 

a deal. Then, after you use them and are happy with their services, be sure 

to go back again AND recommend them to others. If you have cleaning that 

has sequins, etc. or true vintage clothing, be sure to mention that to the 

cleaners as you call. There are some cleaners who will not take these type 

of items or will charge big bucks. There may be some items that say dry 

clean, but could be hand laundered. Just be careful here, especially if those 

garments belong to others. 

 

6.  Ask other theatre groups if you may borrow or rent from them. 

IMPORTANT!!!! Keep good records of what items you have taken and be 

sure to return all items in good condition and CLEAN!!! Other groups can 

be valuable resources, but you MUST treat them as you would like to be 

treated. 

 

7.  Any local colleges or universities - see above. 

 

8.  Check local costume rental places - there are some that are reasonable and 

willing to work with community theatres. Some places may rent run of 

show for $15 - $35. These prices are reasonable, but you must decide if the 

pricing works for you depending on the cleaning situation. 
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9.  Formal Wear Companies - if you need any tuxedos, there may be someone 

who will work with you. Check with your group about free advertising in 

return for good pricing.  

 

10.  Vintage Clothing Shops - Sometimes these places are too expensive, but it 

never hurts to ask if they will work with you. They may be looking to 

expand their business and be willing to rent instead of sell, or give you a 

better price in return for advertising. You never know until you ask! 

 

11.  Antique Malls, shops, shows, or auctions - Remember to bargain! 

 

12.  Be sure to get your group's tax exempt number and use it! This will save 

you the tax amount every time. Thrift stores may not take it, but fabric 

stores will. They may ask for a copy of your certificate. 

 

13.  Fabric stores - Don't overlook less expensive fabrics that will fit the bill. 

Felt will work for various garments, as will the basic inexpensive taffetas 

and satins. Buy the bulk trims and the pre-packaged non brand velcro and 

elastic, not the "wall" notions. If you can afford to wait, do so. Some stores 

will have 40% off entire stock occasionally. NEVER buy patterns full price - 

if you live anywhere near one of the major fabric chains, they seem to 

always be 50% off. Always look at the sale fabrics and trims - you might be 

pleasantly surprised. Sign up for all fabric store mailing lists so you will 

receive notice of sales. It is also amazing how much sparkle a single row of 

inexpensive sequins will create. Buy enough yardage to sew on a few rows 

- at $.29 to $.39 a yard, it is much less expensive than wider sequins. Note 

of caution - Watch out for glued sequin fabric. It is less expensive than 

sewn sequin fabric, but in this case, less is not better. Trying to sew on this 

stuff will make you crazy! 

 

14.  Mail order fabric companies - There are some that specialize in "fancy 

fabrics" or many colors and prints of lycra for dance costumes. These are 

not necessarily less expensive, but you may find that one item you just 

have to have. (See end of article for some good sources). 

 

15.  Look for street clothes on sale and check out places like Value City, 

Walmart, or outlet stores for good $$ values. Example: We once got 6 little 

knit black skirts for $3.99 each. We then sewed on large round sparkle 

sequins that cost something like $.05 each. Then, those skirts were reused 

later for another show - without the sequins.  
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As a final note, if there is that one outfit(s) that you just have to have in 

your show - DO IT!! - just be sure you've saved elsewhere so you won't feel guilty. 

Plus, if that garment(s) can be used for future shows, then you've not spent too 

much. Two examples of "Creative Costuming" - both from a recent production of 

"A Little Night Music". If you don't know the show, it is set around the turn of the 

century, so these are not articles of clothing most people have hanging in their 

closets.  

 

One of Desiree's traveling suits had a previous life as a pair of draperies. 

When discovered in the thrift store, they had a price tag of $3.00. How could one 

pass up this bargain? While there was a lot of fabric in these draperies, there was 

not quite enough for a period suit. So, it was off to a fabric store sale. Purchases 

included bengaline (2 yards @ $5.00 per yard) for alternating skirt panels; and 

inexpensive polyester (1 yard @ $3.00 per yard) for blouse front. So far, this 

costume had only cost $16.00, so based on a costume rental of $30.00, there was 

still $14.00 to embellish this costume. That was spent on fancier gold and stone 

buttons to add sparkle to the blouse front and jacket sleeves, and braid trim 

(around $1.29 per yard) for the skirt bottom and jacket edges. 

 

The other costume was an evening gown for Anne. This satin taffeta 

lavender off the shoulder gown was also a thrift store find for around $3.00. 

Inexpensive pearl strands ($.39 per yard) and glittery lace (40% off) added sparkle 

to the dress. But, 

it needed a belt, small bustle, and a train, so out came some darker lavender 

chiffon that the person who undertook this project had at her home. All in all, this 

creation cost no more than $20.00! 

SO GOOD LUCK AND HAVE FUN!!!! 
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SOURCES: 
 

A.  MAIL ORDER FABRIC SOURCES 

 

1.  Jehlor Fantasy Fabrics 

730 Andover Park West 

Seattle WA 98188 

Specialty Fabrics & Trim 

 

2.  Murielle Roy & Co 

67 Platts Mill Road 

Naugatuck CT 06770 

(203) 729-0480 

 

3.  Sew Easy Fabrics USA, Inc 

107 New York Avenue 

Jersey City NJ 07307 

Phone: 800-542-2277 

Printed and plain lycra 

 

B.  VINTAGE PATTERN COMPANIES 

 

1.  AlterYears 

3749 E Colorado Blvd 

Pasadena CA 91107 

Phone: 818-585-2994 

Fax: 818-432-4530 

AlterYears offers books, supplies, underpinnings, 

accessories and patterns for many costuming periods. 

 

2.  Amazon 

2218 E 11th Street 

Davenport IA 52803-3760 

Phone: 800-798-7979 

Fax: 319-322-4003 

Authentic patterns from the past 

 

3.  Harper House 

PO Box 39 

Williamstown PA 17098 

717-647-7807 

 

C.  BOOKS AND PUBLICATIONS 
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1.  Dover books has many publications about period clothing and 

period paper doll books which are a great visual guide. Below are 

listed some of the titles Dover offers. 

 

Everyday Fashions 1909 - 1920 as pictured in the Sears Catalog. 

Edited and with Introduction by JoAnne Olian. 

 

Everyday Fashions of the 20's as pictured in Sears and other 

catalogs.  Edited by Stella Blum. 
  

Everyday Fashions of the 30's as pictured in the Sears Catalog. 

Edited by Stella Blum. 

 

Everyday Fashions from the Forties as pictured in the Sears Catalog. 

Edited and with Introduction by JoAnne Olian. 

 

American Dress Pattern Catalogs 1873 - 1909  

Edited by Nancy Villa Bryk. 

 

Butterick's 1892 Metropolitan Fashions The Butterick Pattern Co. 

  

Women's Fashions of the Early 1900's National Cloak and Suit 

Company 

 

Men's Fashion Illustrations from the Turn of the Century Jon J 

Mitchell Company 

 

2.  The next two titles are by John Peacock. The illustrations in these 

books are great! 

 

20th Century Fashion with 1100 color illustrations. This 

book covers women's fashions from 1900 to 1990. 

 

Men's Fashions - The Complete Sourcebook with over 

1000 color illustrations. This book covers the years from 

1789 to 1995. 

 

3.  Vintage Clothing 1880 - 1980 by Maryanne Dolan 


