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Introduction & Tower Theatre Technical Management 

These notes have been put together to help directors, especially new directors and those who have not also been designers or stage managers with the Tower Theatre.  For the benefit of those who do not have first hand experience in various technical areas, we have attempted to explain what is involved in each of the technical roles.  Musicals require additional considerations, so there is a section devoted to those issues.

There are more detailed notes available for technical staff on stage management, set design,  lighting design, lighting operation, and sound operation.  There is also a set of Fire and Safety notes and forms.   Master copies of all notes are on the Tower Theatre web site, and hard copies are available in the Tower office for you to photocopy if you wish.  Please do not remove the originals. 

The Tower Technical Group exists to crew the shows with technical staff, to provide any technical assistance possible and to deal with ongoing technical issues for the Company.  Normally you will have a co-ordinator for your show who will endeavour to provide you with a stage manager, designers and operators in a timely manner (see the section on crewing for more details).  Feel free to suggest people to your co-ordinator or when necessary talk people into helping you (just let your co-ordinator know).  The co-ordinator also has access to a lot of information: lists of riggers, builders, backstage crew, people who can come in weekdays to paint and do bits on the set.  The Technical Group can also provide training and advice based on our own knowledge or resources, or we can suggest people to ask advice from. 

A list of names and phone numbers of current Technical Team, Auditions Secretaries and other useful information should be provided with these notes.

Crewing the Production

When the season is announced, you should discuss with the Chairman of the Technical Group (Moira McSperrin) who might be asked to be Technical Co-Ordinator for your show.  As soon as the co-ordinator is in place you can start putting your crew together. Discuss with them all the requirements of your show. You may already have people in mind you wish to work with.  If not, the co-ordinator will provide suggestions for personnel based on your requirements and their knowledge of the availability and skills base of people at the Tower.  They will then approach people on your behalf as necessary.  Please be prepared to accept newer members in areas where your show is not especially complicated, so that we can train people up.  (Besides, newer people often work harder!) 

If it seems to take a long time to get a crew together, bear with your co-ordinator, the difficulties are usually in people saying “no” rather than them not contacting people.  You can help by encouraging anyone one you don’t cast to work on your show in another capacity, and reminding any other actors or directors that you know to volunteer for technical and design positions.

Once you have a stage manager, set designer, lighting designer, costume designer, sound designer, operators, crew, etc., please treat them with care and respect.  They are valuable and hard to come by.  If handled properly, they may last you for years.

Stage Manager

If you are lucky enough to have a stage manager in time, s/he will help at auditions if you wish.  The director or the stage manager should produce a cast/crew contact list (including everyone’s  e mail addresses)  and a rehearsal schedule and make sure everyone has one. 

It is the stage manager’s responsibility to get together a backstage crew for the running of the show, including a DSM if they wish one, ASMs and a show prompt if required. Stage managers will keep “the book”, keeping track of the blocking (though actors must be encouraged to write down their own moves).  It is very difficult to block and prompt at the same time, so you should have a rehearsal prompt  (usually the person who will be the show prompt as well if you are using one). 

Stage managers will provide rehearsal props as soon as required, and will by tech week have assembled the actual show props (perhaps in conjunction with the director and the designer who is responsible for the actual show furnishings). There may be someone specifically assigned to organise props.  

The stage manager can request a ‘float’ of up to £150 for out of pocket expenses for small props, food needed for props etc.  Any purchases that anyone wishes reimbursement for must be turned into the stage manager and must include the receipt.  If the float has been exhausted, the stage manager may put additional claims through with the show accounts but you cannot expect to be paid until the Stage Manager has been re-imbursed.  Otherwise you can submit your receipts directly to the Tower Office. Payment will follow after it has been checked that the expense was within the show budget.

The stage manager will make sure a van if needed to transport set or furniture.  It is generally the Stage Manager’s responsibility to arrange for a crew to come in to build the set, but the designer should help with this, so that the stage manager understands what sort of technical skills are needed to put up the set. If the set designer feels it necessary they must arrange a construction manager, in liaison with the Technical Co-Ordinator.

The stage manager or DSM will run the show and is responsible for ensuring the fire regulations are met.  Once the show has opened, the stage manager is responsible for it.  Many stage managers and casts prefer that the director not come backstage during the interval, though this can be discussed with your SM and cast.

The stage manager has a very heavy time commitment to a show, often arriving before rehearsals to set up and staying afterwards to clear up, and directors often expect them to be at every rehearsal.  If there is nothing for the SM to do at rehearsal please give them the night off. 

Backstage Crew

The backstage crew (DSM if desired, ASMs,) are organised by and are the responsibility of the stage manager.  It is up to the stage manager if they wish to consider “jobshare” ASMs.  This is particularly common on long runs.

Prompt

It is up to the director whether they wish to use a prompt during performances. You should  have a rehearsal prompt to leave the stage manager free to concentrate on other things even if you will not use a prompt in performance.  It is the stage manager’s responsibility to find a prompt, but the person approached should be approved by the director. If you have a prompt you usually work with, please let the SM know before they arrange someone else. 

Set Designer

The set designer is responsible for designing, building and dressing the set. You should have a preliminary meeting with the set designer to discuss the set.  The designer should be able to tell you what things are possible in the venue you are using.  Please, both of you, be realistic.  Remember that “less is more” (at least sometimes).  Once you have discussed the requirements, the set designer should give you and the LX designer  a ground plan ASAP to aid in the blocking of the action, and eventually a model.

He/she is responsible in conjunction with the stage manager and safety officer to ensure that the set meets the necessary safety standards.  

The designer and stage manager should sort out necessary transportation of any furniture.  The designer will order the necessary materials (wood, paint, nails etc.) and find somewhere to construct the set.  If the designer requires a construction manager s/he can arrange for one with help from the technical co-ordinator.  

Lighting Designer

The lighting designer will produce the design, rig the lights, focus them to the necessary area of the stage and then plot states for each scene. The following is an explanation of what goes on in the lighting process, but all designers work differently, so please, ask your designer how they are going to proceed and what help they would like.  There is no substitute for good communication.

Issues that will concern the lighting designer when discussing the design with the director and set designer may include practicals, windows, masking flats and drapes, use of gauzes, other curtains that may be rigged, what flying bars may be used by the set, and anything else that may affect or interfere with lighting positions.  If you have two back walls, i.e. a back wall of the set with doors/windows and a masking back wall behind this, there should be a minimum three foot gap between the set back wall and the masking wall (more is better). This is to allow the lighting designer enough space to put lights at the correct angles to produce the type of light needed.  

What does a lighting designer do?

The lighting designer will oversee the rig of the lanterns according to their design.  The next stage is to focus each of the lights individually, pointing the light in the right direction and controlling the exact spread of the light with shutters or “barn doors”.  It is not uncommon to have more than 60 lamps in a rig.   

Although it is a very boring job, if a few people can be present to stand in positions and be focused on, it helps the designer. It helps if the director, assistant director, stage manager or even any actors with extreme patience (anyone who knows the positions on stage) can be present, at the LX designer’s discretion. Bring a book to read.  The lighting operator should be here as well to help. If for any reason the operator is not present, it helps to have someone operating the board.  This involves putting up or down whatever number circuit the designer calls for (it can be someone who hasn’t been a lighting operator before), so the designer doesn’t have to keep running back and forth.

Plotting, the process of determining which lamps at what levels of intensity will be used for each separate lighting state, takes place after the focusing is complete.  Designers will obviously already have in their mind what the state should look like and what lamps it will use, but balancing all the lamps in each state can take some time.  The more lighting states you have, the longer you must allow for this process to be completed. Again, this is a boring process, but the cast should be present for the lighting states to be set accurately.  Some designers will, if there has been time, have tried to get some basic states pre-plotted into the lighting board in advance. Other designers may choose to build each state separately on the night because altering a complicated programmed state can take as much time as starting a new state from scratch.  More experienced LX operators who can program the board under the direction of the designer will speed up the process.

Costume Design/Wardrobe

Get your Costume Designer to read the play straight away and discuss your costume requirements as early as possible.  Invite them to watch early rehearsals and to take cast measurements so that they have enough time to acquire, make or modify the costumes.  A formal Costume Call should be scheduled two weeks before the get-in if possible.

Sound Design / Sound Recording & Editing

Your sound designer will attend the technical rehearsals to set the sound levels, and decide which loudspeakers are to be used etc.  The levels of sound appear different to any empty house and a house with an  audience.  Most sound designers are a very good judge of levels required for the auditorium when the audience is in.

A good sound designer is crucial in a musical as it will be his/her responsibility to arrange the amplification that may be necessary.  (See the section on musicals).

Lighting and Sound Operators

Operators will be needed from the get-in through to the strike. Additionally they should attend some rehearsals before that to become familiar with the play.  New lighting operators should be trained by the lighting designer, sound operators by the sound designer if there is one, otherwise arrangements must be made to have new sound operators trained by another experienced sound operator. 

Production Timetable

This section covers (loosely) what must be done, approximately in what order and who the contact people are.

Auditions Process

Fix Audition Dates 

After the season is announced, audition dates must be booked by you well in advance.  Speak to the auditions secretaries (currently these are Peter Westbury and Jane Pallant) to schedule dates and to the Tower Office to book rehearsal rooms for auditions. Discuss with the auditions secretary any special requirements. For musicals, if you wish to have an accompanist, you must arrange this yourself.

Provide Audition Notices for Mailing and Web Site

Once the dates are booked you must provide an audition notice to be mailed to the acting membership and posted on the web site. Barbara Waddell or the Tower Office should be able to provide you with a list of mailing dates that you must meet so that the notices are out in time. Jane Pallant can prepare the printed document from text supplied by you, or you can organise the printing yourself.  Audition notices should contain character list/description, description of the play, when you expect to start rehearsals, your performance dates and any other information you determine.  Send a copy of the notice to Laurence Tuerk to post on the Tower web site.  You should place copies of the scripts in the Tower Office for people to read.

Auditions & Casting

Usually auditions take place over two days, with a possible third day for recalls. Auditions are open only to acting members whose subscriptions are up-to-date.  If you have a stage manager on board, or an assistant director, you should involve them in the auditions process.  Please discuss your cast selection with the Artistic Director before making the list known.  When you talk to the prospective cast, double-check their availability for rehearsals in case there are additional dates they cannot make beyond what they specified at auditions.

Rehearsal Period

Rehearsal Rooms Booked

Book your rehearsal rooms with the Tower Office as early as possible.  If you have a stage manager on board early on, you may pass this task on to him/her.  Agree a rehearsal schedule with the stage manager and issue this to the cast and crew.  Where possible let the cast know which rehearsal they will need to attend and which they will not be required for so their time can be put to best use.

Rehearsals Begin

In rehearsal, your stage manager can write down the blocking moves, and will set the furniture etc.  Rehearsal props can be arranged when needed, though these may be only stand-ins for the performance props. It is a good idea to have a rehearsal prompt when actors go off the book. Wherever possible this should be the show prompt if you will use one, and if possible should not be the stage manager. Try to give your stage manager nights off if they are not needed.  Otherwise, it’s all yours.

Rehearsal Photographs

Get someone with a digital camera to take some interesting rehearsal shots for publicity use.  These should generally be close-ups, preferably against a black (or at least dark) background.  Send up to six of the best shots to Laurence Tuerk for the web site.

Design Production Meetings

You should discuss your design concept with the design team and visit the venue with as many of the team as possible.  This must be done early to allow time for the design process  (you may wish to begin even before the play is cast), and to allow time to clarify ideas as the early rehearsals begin.  Please try to avoid burdening yourself with the additional pressure of late decisions regarding the design.  The designers will need to produce a design, to identify difficulties, safety issues or unusual expenses involved with your production. The design meetings need to be held far enough in advance of the budget production meeting that a designs/models/ideas etc. can be brought to budget meeting.  Also, the earlier you get a floor plan, the less reblocking you will need to do when you find out what it really looks like… Where the set is concerned, please, both of you try to be realistic, taking into account the budget, the time to build the set and the limitations of the venue. Don’t forget to provide time for costume fittings in your rehearsal period. If possible, get a sound tape made on cassette and use as early as possible in rehearsals.  

You may need other production meetings with your design team to keep things on track, so keep time available for this.  You will also need to discuss well in advance with your stage manager, set designer, lighting designer and sound just how the final rehearsals will run - in our hired venues time is very precious, so must not be wasted.  If you are directing a musical you will need additional time, resources and personnel.  Please see the section on musicals in this document.

The Budget Production Meeting

A budget production meeting to consider the show’s likely expenditure requirements should be called about 6 weeks before the get-in. The design process should be well underway by this point so that budget estimates can be made.  This meeting should include the director, stage manager, set designer, lighting designer, sound designer, costume designer/wardrobe, Richard Pedersen (the safety officer) and a representative of the Company Committee (normally the Artistic Director, one of the AADs or the Financial Director).  The director or stage manager should organise this meeting. 

Your designer should have a model and/or floor plan for this meeting.  The lighting designer should know if anything must be hired. By this point you should be far enough along to provide budget estimates, fire/safety issues, etc.  The safety officer must be invited to this meeting to receive up-to-date information regarding aspects of the show with regard to safety issues.  Advance notice is required to satisfy local authority regulations relating to theatrical licensing, even if all that is happening is the lighting of cigarettes.  Early involvement of the safety officer can avoid the possibility of having to make (possibly major) last minute changes.

Each show has a nominal total budget of £450 unless otherwise advised, which must cover the set, furniture, costumes, props, lighting, transport etc.  Some shows come in a considerably less than this amount, some are more expensive. At the budget production meeting your specific budget will be fixed based on your requirements. The budget must be signed off by the committee representative who attends the production meeting.  This budget should be adhered to (so get your estimates right!) [Shows that run for two weeks or more are generally allocated a higher budget.  Some shows may have additional money from sponsorship.] 

Don’t forget that it can take up to two weeks to raise a cheque because two signatures are required, so if we need to pay up-front (e.g. for furniture/property hire) please request cheques  well in advance.

Costume Fittings

Usually costume fittings are done on a Sunday two weeks before the get-in.  This leaves time to hire or find alternative options if there are problems with what has been found from stock.

Moving into the Venue 

Generally with hired venues, we only have a couple of days to put the show together, so every minute counts.  Make sure you know what is in the contract with the venue - particularly the  access times.

Get-In

The cast and full stage management team should be in to help with the set, unless the designer tells the stage manager that the cast is not needed. Operators should also be in for the get-in but will generally be helping with lights and sound.

It is Tower policy that the cast must help with their set build, and any rehearsal whilst this is taking place is with the approval of both Set Designer and Stage Manager only.  Usually, some rehearsal time can be found, but the timing of this rehearsal should be at the stage manager’s discretion after consulting with the designer.

If furniture needs to be picked up, it is useful for the director to accompany the van make sure the correct items are retrieved, leaving the set designer free to get on with the set.

Please make sure your cast know they are expected to provide much of the labour to build & paint the set.  

Technical Rehearsals

This time is the only chance for your design team has to implement their creative work.  Please don’t tell them that it needs to be merely functional, or try to get them to take too many short cuts. You certainly want your actors to do their best; please understand that the rest of your creative team (this includes stage management) also want to do their best, and unlike the actors they have only a day or two in which to get everything together.  If their needs are understood and accommodated as much as possible they are more likely to work on future productions. Remember it can be a stressful time for everyone.  Please be flexible and appreciate your technical team’s needs. Don’t forget that publicity photos need to be scheduled during one of the rehearsals.

Transportation for hired/borrowed furniture

If you have furniture to be picked up from hire places that are not open on Sunday (i.e probably all of them) and no one in the production can pick the items up, transportation should be arranged by the designer or stage manager.  Someone from your show must be available at the venue to take delivery when it arrives.  Don’t forget to include this cost in your budget.  (Remember that arrangements must be made for return of all items.  The return of all scenery, props & furniture is the responsibility of your show).

Clearing up

When you have finished the set build, it is the designer and stage manager’s responsibility to make sure that the stage and auditorium is clear and all construction material are removed from the venue and returned to store
Opening!!!

GOOD LUCK

Bear in mind that you cast may prefer that you do not come back stage during the interval.  Some stage managers are quite territorial over this to protect actors from anything that might upset things.  Please check with your cast and stage manager about this.

The Strike

The Strike usually happens directly after the last performance, but may be the following day (depending on the venue).  The cast and crew should all be present to provide the workforce.  Typically the cast go through to the bar for 30 minutes or so, then the director or SM should make sure they come through to help.  This should include the director.

The overall clearing up of the stage, lighting box, backstage areas, & dressing rooms is the responsibility of the stage manager.  Tasks will be delegated by him/her accordingly. The striking of the set itself should be under the control of the set designer (or construction manager if there is one) for the purposes of safety. The lighting designer is responsible for de-rigging any lights that have to be taken down. The operators are responsible for leaving the box as they would wish to find it. The stage manager should have checked with the venue whether any of their equipment needs to be taken down, and whether this then needs to be stored away.

Musicals

Areas relating to musicals are covered briefly here for your information, but will probably be incomplete.  These areas are the responsibility of your artistic team.  Thanks to Colin Guthrie for providing a quick primer on musicals for these notes.

When designing your set, give consideration to the location of the band, and what impact that will have on the sound balance of the show.  A band of 2 or more is likely to be louder than a singer, in particular wind instruments and drums will be louder than voices.  You will need to consider ways of altering the relative levels of the band and the singers. The band can be placed behind the set to decrease their volume or the singers can be miked.  Involve your Sound Designer in this process - good planning at an early stage can produce a better end result and save money being wasted.

Cabled microphones and Radio Mics are available (Phillip Ley or Stephen Ley).

When blocking a musical consider that all parts of the stage are not equal.  Singers downstage will be heard better than singers upstage.  

Decisions regarding the amplification should be made before the get-in! 

It is a good idea to get the band in for some rehearsals with the actors before the tech week.  Don’t panic if all seems to go badly at first. 

Choreography may need a large rehearsal space; if so this will need to be hired (and the cost included in your budget).  For this reason, please book your rehearsals early and specify if they are dance rehearsals needing extra space.  

Musicals will need a longer rehearsal period than other shows.

Musical Directors, Choreographers & Musicians

A director should approach their preferred musical director and choreographer; this is not an area that the Technical Group covers.  Your MD should arrange his/her own musicians.  Please note that expenses for musicians can be the biggest single cost in a musical, so the MD must be involved in all budget planning for the show, and the budget for musicians must be agreed at an early stage.
Tower Resources

The Tower has a large stock of resources available for productions.  Your design team will know more details about these if you do not.  Briefly: we have flats, rostra, wood, paint and other building materials at Hardy’s.  We have a large stock of furniture, an extensive wardrobe, and lots of props., drapes and rugs, all stored in the “City Lit” building. We have lighting and sound equipment stored at the Bridewell.  Things we don’t have can often be hired.

Areas of Responsibility  (“Who does what?”)

Some aspects of the production may be ambiguous in terms of who is ultimately responsible for them, or they may legitimately be the concern of more than one person.  Who does what obviously depends on the show and the people involved; there is not a defined set of rules.   However, we have attempted to identify some areas where people have been unclear in the past, to provide some suggestions, and to bring these grey areas to everyone’s attention so that they do not get overlooked or done twice unnecessarily.  Again, there is no substitute for good communication.
Props

By convention, props are anything handled by actors.  These are primarily the responsibility of stage management in consultation with the director. The stage manager may wish to have working props and show props. The designer may wish to take an interest in the show props as they form part of the visual impact of the design. The stage manager may arrange to have some one else specifically in charge of props.

Set Dressing

Set dressing is anything on the set for decoration but not handled by actors.  These are primarily the responsibility of the set designer in conjunction with the director.  It should be noted that set dressing will need to be fireproofed.

Furniture

Furniture is the responsibility of the designer in conjunction with the director.  You should try to go with the designer to choose furniture.  It should be noted that members sometimes bring items of furniture from home and that while this may be very helpful, it may prove to be a problem if such furniture needs to be fireproofed.  Additionally, furniture is often treated fairly roughly on stage and may be returned damaged.

Practical lights

LX practicals are any set dressing lamps that must work.  These are the responsibility of the set designer and lighting designer in conjunction with the director. Generally, the set designer supplies the lamp and the lighting designer makes it work.  Some lamps may not be suitable if it is not possible to provide an adequate earth connection.

Recorded Show Music

Recorded music played in the show may require that the rights to use it are obtained. The Tower Office sends out a music questionnaire that must be returned at least 28 days before your show opens. It is the responsibility of the director to list all the music that will be used and get this list to the office as soon as possible so that she may make the necessary arrangements.

The Programme

The stage manager will receive a form from Roger Green for programme details.  This is generally filled in by the stage manager and the director.  The director may wish to add additional acknowledgements as required.  The proof copy is returned to the stage manager who will check it over and add in any new names such as set-builders and riggers.

Safety Notes

Fire & Safety Regulations

The current Fire & Safety Officer is Richard Pedersen.  Please address any questions regarding safety issues directly to him and make sure that he is informed when the production meeting for the show will take place, in plenty of time for the resolution of problems or obtaining licenses for particular aspects of the set that may need it.  There is a copy of the Fire & Safety Regulations in the Tower Office. 

A Pre-Show Safety Report will need to be filled out, usually by the Stage Manager at the  production meeting. The Pyrotechnics/Explosives form should it be necessary for your show must also be filled out.  Again, this will be the Stage Manager’s responsibility. 

Strobe Lights and Pyrotechnics

If you will use strobe a notice must be posted in the foyer informing the audience.  (A standard notice is available for this purpose.)

Any naked flame onstage requires approval from the council, so the safety officer must be informed. 

Weapons Regulations

The use of weaponry on stage is another safety issue. If you plan to use weapons, the safety officer must be informed.  We have some guns and gravity knives for use as props/dressing. Some of the guns will fire blanks.  Other weaponry can be hired. Weapons must be locked up every night. The use of weapons is, understandably, subject to very tight control and regulation.  Any show requiring the use of a large gun  (i.e. rifle or musket) will pose a particular problem with respect to safe storage and suitable arrangements must be agreed with the safety officer.  Another issue is that the Tower does not own any such large guns and suitable transportation arrangements for collection and return to the hires will need to be considered in conjunction with the safety officer.

Flick knives cannot be used under any circumstances, no matter how vital to the plot as they are illegal.  Gravity knives can be used instead, but they themselves can be dangerous and are held in the weapons store.
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