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The Little Theatre Guild represents 
110 member theatres that control 
and manage their Theatre buildings. 
Our members are all amateur theatre 
companies with an annual audience of 
over 650,000 patrons, and a turnover 
of approximately £4 million. Visit us at  
www.littletheatreguild.org

LTG Diary of Events
13th February 2016
RELATIONSHIP MEETING
Stoke on Trent Rep Theatre

21st February 2016
NATIONAL COMMITTEE MEETING

8, 9, 10 April 2016
NATIONAL CONFERENCE & AGM
Crescent Theatre, Birmingham
70th Anniversary Conference

5, 6, 7 August 2016
NATIONAL COMMITTEE WEEKEND
Great Asby, Cumbria

LTG Reps – Changes

BOURNEMOUTH LITTLE THEATRE
Michael Bicknell
3 Fawley Green
Bournemouth
Dorset
BH8 0EU

Tel: 01202 516260
Mob: 07528 093908
Email:
michael@michaelbicknell.orangehome.co.uk

MILLER CENTRE THEATRE
Gail Bishop
92 Godstone Road
Caterham
Surrey
CR3 6RA
Tel: 07763 727263
Email: gail.e.bishop@gmail.com

STUDIO THEATRE SALISBURY
Tim Greathead
Thyme Cottage, 7 Newtown, 
Broadchalke, 
Salisbury, Wiltshire. 
SP5 5DS
Tel: 01722-780125 and 07968-129082. 
E-mail: timgreathead@aol.com.

(February 2002 – from the Guild 
Newsletter – 
   “Will Guild Reps please imprint upon their 
conscious and sub-conscious that as, if and 
when they relinquish their position as Rep, 
they really should notify the National 
Secretary, both of their retirement and 
with full details of their successor. The 
recent Year Book entries have contained 
information of new Reps that was totally 
new to her!”)
 
Change of Address
COMPANY OF PLAYERS, HERTFORD
Barry Lee

11 The Carriages
Station Road
WARE 
SG12 9PL
Tel:  01920 461715
New email:   baz.lee@btinternet.com

The New Year Book - Corrections

   Editor Tom Williams reports:
   As usual mistakes are found as soon as 
publication happens. Grange Playhouse 
details at the head of their entry should 
read - corrections in BOLD. I did not notice 
the changes in the copy sent to me. The 
header is so rarely changed!
THE GRANGE PLAYERS CENTRAL REGION
The Grange Players Ltd, Grange Playhouse, 
Broadway North, Walsall WS1 2QB, West 
Midlands
T. 01922 625100 (Theatre) 07909 036835 
(Box Office)
Email: enquiries@grangeplayers.co.uk 
Website: www.grangeplayers.co.uk 

   And the audience figures for the entry for 
Studio Theatre, Salisbury were missing; 
the correct entry is below – 
Productions  Seats sold %
And Then There
Were None A Christie 775 86
Is It On The Trolley? V Wood 180 100
The Biscuit Tin B Barrett 244 68
The Crucible A Miller 515 77
The 39 Steps P Barlow 540 100
Lark Rise K Dewhurst 476 89

The LTG Website:
   It seems that the most popular use of the web site is to hit the 
Productions Diary, which lists region by region the forthcoming 
productions across the Guild. This is compiled by Michael Shipley 
from the information sent to him by LTG Reps, and the website is 
updated on a monthly basis. There is no facility to log in with your 
information direct. So, please don’t complain to anyone except 
your Rep if your productions are NOT listed! 
   Of course, important news for the front page can be sent direct 
to Andrew Lowrie, but don’t forget to include Michael Shipley in 
your email, or your news won’t appear in the Newsletter!
   An important word about passwords: every LTG Rep is entitled 
to a password to access the backstage area of the site. If other 
departments of a member theatre want to access the site, they 
must firstly get clearance from their LTG Rep. It is not Guild policy 
to issue passwords to all and sundry!
   While on the topic of electronic media, the Guild Committee 
feels that it would be of general value if each theatre member, 
when compiling the next return for the Year Book, were to include 
its Face Book and Twitter links. If we want to engage with the 
present generation of digital people, we need to engage with their 
preferred media!

Relationship Meetings 2016
   It’s a long time since we held a sequence of Relationship Meetings 
around the regions, to get to know new personnel at theatres, to 
discuss common problems, and to find out what it is that members 
most want the Guild to help them achieve.
   The invitations are being sent out to Reps, Chairmen, Secretaries 
and Treasurers, and indeed any interested parties. Board members 
will be attending. Theatres to host these meetings are currently 
being canvassed by the regional secretaries. 
   The first of these ‘get-togethers’ is to be held at Stoke on Trent 
Rep Theatre on Saturday 13th February, organized by Jackie 
Blackwood. Delegates will assemble at 9:30 for 10:00am, and 
the meeting will end by 1:00pm, to enable the hosts to open the 
theatre for a matinee performance. More details are coming out 
shortly by email.
   As Stoke is on the border of Northern and Central Regions, it is 
hoped that theatres in the vicinity from both regions will be able 
to attend.

Stop Press - Globe Theatre Weekend for Youth
   The Guild is making plans for a Youth Weekend Course at 
Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre, Bankside, London.
   The dates will be 2nd to 4th September 2016, and the play to 
be studied and seen is Macbeth.
   Make a note of the date – further details will be sent out in due course.



Chairman’s Letter
   Christmas 2015 has come and gone and I 
know chatting to a few member theatres how 
busy a time it can be.  The Christmas production 
is a vital income source for many and over the 
years it is interesting to see how theatres have 
grown their audiences to tap into this market 
and change schedules to accommodate more 
daytime matinees for example and capture schools and families 
in December.  In the very competitive world of chasing box office 
income if we can be more flexible in terms of scheduling I am sure 
new opportunities exist. This would be a good conference topic.

   So what will 2016 bring ?  For the LTG this is a big birthday year 
– 70 years young. The information will soon be sent about the 
National Conference to be held 8th – 10th April at the Crescent 
Theatre, Birmingham.   It will be a great weekend not only to 
celebrate the wonderful history of the Guild but look forward to 
embrace the future.  At this early stage my thanks to those who 
are organising this event. 
 
   Of course some of our member theatres, particularly in the North, 
the new year was a devastating time as they suffered from the 
appalling wet weather with the subsequent flooding.  Hebden Bridge 
and Todmorden have been particularly badly affected and both have 
sustained water damage to their buildings and equipment. I have 
spoken directly to both theatres and expressed the support from 
everyone at the LTG and offer of help were we can.  Both theatres 
are working hard to get back to normal as soon as possible and 
with a gritty spirit to continue their planned seasons. This is quite 
remarkable when you see the pictures of the damage caused by 
the flooding but illustrates the sheer determination we all have that 
the show must go on!  

   So what’s happening at the LTG?  In my short time on the 
National Committee I have been amazed at the enormous amount 
of work that goes on in the background to serve the membership.  
It’s all too easy to forget that a lot needs to be done to keep the 
wheels turning and support the activities of the member theatres.  
We do of course need feedback from you and at the relationship 
meetings planned for the Spring this year I would hope that we 
can have a good exchange of ideas on what you would want to get 
out of your membership of the LTG going forward.  The Regional 
Reps are organising these events so keep an eye on your email 
inbox for details.

   The New Patron update is that we are still actively 
in discussions and I would hope to have some news to 
report soon – watch this space!

   One area which I am keen we should embrace is the 
digital age and we all know that our communication 
via the internet and social media is growing rapidly. If 
this is (and we know it is) the way forward to engage more and 
with our audiences and membership then we should not ignore it.  
I know from the various regional conferences I attended last year 
that we are all moving towards more and more digital marketing 
and online campaigns. I fully appreciate that the LTG profile and 
communication could be improved via our Twitter and Facebook 
pages and it would be good to have a dedicated person to assist 
boost our presence on these platforms – is that person you?  If so 
drop me an email and we can chat. The website is being used more, 
which is good, and we are building in a session at the national 
conference for feedback and ideas for improvement. Our statistics 
show the Northern Region use the website most – well done!  I was 
also interested to note that at Questors Theatre young members 
run computer knowledge courses for mature members!

   Engaging with Youth Groups/Leaders is still an area we are 
enthusiastic to explore.  Kevin Spence is actively pursuing this on 
our behalf and would hope to have some details to be circulated 
soon.  Kevin mentioned a few ideas at the last National Committee 
Meeting which he is investigating.

   Another area which I have had a few phone calls recently about 
was assessments for stage fight scenes.  Michael Shipley did a 
very good piece in a previous Newsletter about stage fighting, and 
Tom Williams contributes to this Newsletter. A few theatres were 
unaware that fight scenes do need to be risk assessed and should 
be rehearsed by the actors before every performance as it is likely 
that your insurance company will expect this. 

   Our hope is that we can organise another event at The Globe.  
As soon as the 2016 programmes are out Sandra Simpson will be 
looking at this for us.  

   Thinking ahead I am looking forward to welcoming everyone 
at the Crescent and the National Conference in April.  70 
years and still going strong, quite an achievement and I am sure 
there will be lots of memories to share and lots to discuss about the 
future as we meet in Birmingham.  

   Andrew Lowrie
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The 70th Anniversary Conference
Crescent Theatre, Birmingham - 8, 9, 10 April 2016

A Brief History, 1946 to 2016

   To commemorate the anniversary, Michael Shipley has trawled the archives, and written a brief history 
of the Guild for the edification and delight of members old and new. Copies are enclosed with this 
newsletter – read, enjoy and distribute!

Are you planning to commemorate the 400th
anniversary of Shakespeare’s death?
   I have not read in your newsletters very much about this year’s 
important anniversary. Yes, there is news of planned Shakespeare 
productions ahead, but of associated readings, films, talks and 
commemorations it all seems strangely silent at the moment. Let 
us hope that the keen buffs are currently working on projects large 
and small that will mark the anniversary appropriately.
   If you plan to be in London over the 23rd and 24th April, 
you won’t want to miss The Complete Walk from Westminster 
Bridge to Tower Bridge along the South Bank; the Globe, the British 
Council and the Mayor of London are making this the centre-piece 
of London’s celebrations, and it will consist of 37 short 10 minute 
films running on continuous loop at different locations on the 2½ 
mile walk. You will be able to get more information from the Globe 
website, together with a map.

Accidents and Insurance Claims
   As LTG representative on the Theatre Safety Committee I see 
how infrequent accidents happen on stage, which is a tribute to the 
rehearsal process. However, they do occur and a recent incident 

leads me to give a reminder not only of the importance of rehearsal 
but also of record keeping. 
   In the unlikely event of having to make a claim against your 
insurance following an incident causing personal injury, your 
insurance company might place an onus on you to show that you 
have not been negligent and have taken all precautions to minimise 
risk. This applies in particular to stage fighting where there is the 
greatest risk of injury…. And remember that even a single slap can 
be regarded as a ‘fight’ and carries a risk of injury.
   All productions should as a matter of course be risk assessed 
at the outset so that any particular risks can be considered and 
appropriate mitigating action taken. If any form of fight is involved, 
you should:
* Ensure that the fight is supervised and choreographed by a 
competent fight director, whose experience is recorded.
* Ensure that a specific risk assessment for the fight sequence is 
prepared and recorded.
* The fight sequence should be fully rehearsed and a record kept 
of the rehearsal schedule specific to the sequence.
* Any departures from the rehearsed sequence should be recorded 
and extra rehearsals held either to bring the sequence back to that 
rehearsed or to ensure that additional dangers are eliminated.
   Tom Williams

Delegates to the LTG 
Conference in 1950 
at Cresecent Theatre, 
Birmingham
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The December Floods
  Most of us in the North are surely very lucky that our theatres were unscathed by the recent torrential rains and consequent flooding 
that devastated towns especially in the Pennines. LTG theatres in both Todmorden and Hebden Bridge were caught by the overflowing 
of the Calder River.   
   The Todmorden Hippodrome endured its second flooding in four years – the basement areas and dressing rooms are particularly prone, 
and this year the call to members went out on Boxing Day at 8:00am to get down to the theatre to move everything possible upstairs onto 
the stage, and so the pantomime costumes at least were saved.
   The Hebden Bridge Theatre is actually situated next to the canal and river, and has been absolutely devastated.

Gilly Walker Reports:

Our beautifully situated 
patio on the tow path of 
the Rochdale canal was 
only one of the reasons 
our theatre was flooded. 
The excessive rainfall 
rushing down the valley 

sides meant that the River Calder burst its banks and became one 
with the canal in places. Every low point in the centre of town was 
flooded. Water rushed into the theatre through the patio doors and 
the front doors making our main corridor a stream. At its height 
the water reached 15” but thankfully one quick thinking member 
waded through the streets to open doors and let the water escape. 
His quick thinking saved a lot 
of the wood and plasterwork as 
the water did not have time to 
soak in.

The bottom of the auditorium 
and the ground floor dressing 
rooms were flooded but 
fortunately our costume store is 
on the first floor.

Our new flats were saved as 
they were on the stage but all 
the old ones (the ones you keep 
in case they come in handy) 
were ruined, along with a large 
number of props.  

Many, many members have 
been down to help with the 
clean up and the army appeared 
on Wednesday to empty our 
storeroom. It took them 2 hours 
to do what would have taken 
us two days. We have received 
practical support from locals, 
moral support from friends and 
the LTG and hopefully some 
financial support from the local 
authority. We are grateful to all.

We have a play to put on in 
February. Rehearsals have 
started and plans have been 
made and we are determined 
it will go ahead. Dare I say 
come hell or high water! Ten 
days down the line the theatre 
is almost completely dried 
out. Redecoration has started, 

plasterers have been employed, carpets have been chosen. We 
may have to shelve our plans for improvements to our entrance 
and the upgrading of our lighting system but we have survived and 
will rise above it. As our logo suggests art rising out of industry it 
may also now stand for art rising out of disaster.

The Hippodrome was badly flooded during the Boxing Day floods 
that devastated the Calder Valley. Every part of the ground floor 
of the theatre, including all the stalls seating, was damaged by the 
flood water. In the dressing rooms the water was 5 feet deep! The 
flooding was even worse than in 2000 and managed to reach the new 
toilets in the foyer and 
also the bar and coffee 
bar. Sadly this means 
the works to restore 
the theatre will be very 
extensive. Thankfully 
we are insured for flood 
damage but the society 
will have additional 
costs and we have 
to find the insurance 
excess.

Although it will be a difficult time we know that we have a fantastic
membership and that we‛ll be back in action and enjoying a pint (at
members prices!) as soon as we can.

You‛ll be glad to know that all of our costumes were saved as the 
nearby unit that we rent was unaffected by the flood.

Members of TAODS worked through the night from Christmas 
Day to Boxing Day, saving lots of the contents, keeping the flood 
pumps running and putting out sandbags but despite their efforts 
the water still came in.

We want to say thanks to everyone that helped both on the day 
and as part of the 
subsequent clearing 
up. We‛d also like to 
give a special mention 
to James Greenwood 
and Aysa Goldthorpe 
who spent many 
hours trying to protect 
the Hippodrome 
and saved us many 
thousands of pounds 
of additional damage.

The Hippodrome was badly flooded during the Boxing 
Day floods that devastated the Calder Valley. We know 
that not every member will be on Facebook so we‛ll also 
be updating you all on what is happening to repair the 
Hip through the HippoNews. Every part of the ground 
floor of the theatre, including all the stalls seating, was 
damaged by the flood water. In the dressing rooms the 
water was 5 feet deep!  The flooding was even worse 
than in 2000 and managed to reach the new toilets in 
the foyer and also the bar and coffee bar.  Sadly this 
means the works to restore the theatre will be very 
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   The good news is that LTG theatres in Lancaster, Workington, Carlisle and Dumfries appear to have escaped damage, notwithstanding 
the floods to these towns.
   The news of the floods however caused the committee great concern; telephone lines and emails were busy, and Andrew Lowrie and Mike 
Smith in particular went to great lengths to find out which theatres had been affected, and to set in motion possible avenues of assistance 
from the Theatres Trust and the Arts Council by way of emergency funding. There is nothing like the solidarity of friends!
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Christine Hughes looks back:
   Having recently retired as LTGR for the 
Attfield Theatre, Oswestry I have time to 
reflect on some memorable moments. Over 
the twenty years as LTGR and as Secretary 
of the then Midlands region, Merv and I 
have visited over half of member theatres. 
Attfield has a seating capacity of 97, with 
two small dressing rooms and an equally 
small storeroom. Visiting such wonderful 
theatre as the People’s in Newcastle, the 
Rep in Stoke, Southport Little Theatre, 
Questors, Crescent in Birmingham and 
recently the Rose in Kidderminster, all 
large theatres with studios and wonderful 
backstage amenities, made us very 
envious.
   But the most memorable visit was to the 
then named New Moulton theatre. They 
had bought an old chapel, were having 
many problems with funding and building 
their new theatre but they were not to be 
thwarted! They continued to put on plays 
for their loyal audience. The play we saw 
was ‘Dinner Ladies’ for which they had 
special permission from Victoria Wood to 
perform two of the half hour programmes.  
They performed in the bar, which was the 
only part of the building in operation to a 
capacity house of ... I think, 20. It was a 
first class production, funny, well cast and 
the whole evening gave such warmth and 
such joy and showed such determination 
to continue their plays no matter what. 
The wonderful Max Howse headed up 
the project and the theatre was officially 
opened in 2004 with a capacity of 70. A 
truly ‘Little Theatre’ with a very big heart. 

So does Steve Pratt:
   I have so many 
happy memories of 
the LTG: making lots 
of new friends, visiting 
member theatres, the 
conferences and the 
accompanying shows. 
My favourite times 
though are when we 

get down to the real business of the LTG 
of how to run a Theatre with all it’s trials, 
tribulations and triumphs. As Chairman 
I particularly enjoyed the annual LTG 
National committee strategy meetings in 
Gt Asby where we were always indulged 
with wonderful food, wine and inspiring 
conversation.  This continues in the open 
forum debates held at most conferences 
these days.  It is comforting to know that 
other theatres share the same issues and 
problems and inspiring to hear how they 
overcome them.   
   From an artistic view one outstanding 
memory is the weekend workshop with 
the RSC I arranged inspired by the Globe 
weekends.  Unfortunately this was not 
continued annually as I had planned due 
to the 2012 Olympics and the focus of the 
RSC turning to the Cultural Olympiad but 
encouragingly there have been similar 
sessions arranged by the RSC as part of 
the Open Stages initiative. I like to think 
that maybe their experience with the LTG 
played some small part in encouraging 
them to reach out and engage more 
with Amateur theatres. I am particularly 
pleased to see the influence and respect 
for the LTG growing over the years due to 
the dedication of its members especially 
in areas such as Health and Safety and 
Child protection:  not the most glamorous 
of subjects but ones that are vital to keep 
our theatres open and thriving. Long may 
it continue.

Margaret Mann adds her memories:
   Having been a member of the Guild 
since1967 and served as Chairman, Vice 
Chairman, Northern Region Secretary and a 
Representative Committee Member, I think 
I have had considerable experience of the 
workings of this particular committee. It is 
rather like being part of a club within a club! 
Despite changes of personnel each year, 
the group is very close knit, hardworking 
and completely dedicated to the  LTG 
and its membership. We have three main 
meetings each year at different venues – 

usually in  a theatre , plus a meeting on 
the Friday evening before each National 
Conference. In addition, sub - groups or 
working parties meet together. These are 
dedicated to specific projects, for example 
the 70th anniversary LTG conference!
   The highlight of our committee’s year 
is our weekend meeting at Great Asby, 
Michael Shipley’s  lovely holiday home. 
In addition to Michael’s superb culinary 
presentations, we really do accomplish a 
tremendous amount of work - re- thinking, 
evaluating, problem solving and finding 
ways in which we can take the Guild 
forward. Over the years we have gone 
from a secretary scribbling to keep up 
with the wealth of ideas being generated, 
on to meetings being recorded, then to 
computers. I pads and I phones etc. We 
also, address individual concerns which 
are affecting specific theatres and have 
much fun. In times gone by, after Michael’s 
splendid (and lubricating) dinners, we were 
encouraged to do our “party pieces”. These 
were variable! In time they seemed to 
develop into ‘joke time’. These weekends 
do help us to bond really well and one 
glimpses facets of friends which hitherto 
were unknown! The shy become confident, 
the serious are suddenly full of joy and 
one lady, who always appeared to be the 
pinnacle of respectability, related stories 
that could only be described, at best, as 
surprising and risqué! 
   Each Chairman brings his or her own 
individual ideas and ambitions for the Guild 
to the table, which is good. Everything is 
discussed and questioned enthusiastically. 
Suggestions can be accepted, assimilated, 
changed or not acted upon etc. This is one 
of the strengths of the committee, because 
all its members are working in the best 
interests of the theatres, representing all 
aspects of the Guild and feel free to express 
views. New members are always welcome, 
so please nominate potential members, 
when the opportunity arises, to join this 
group at the hub of our successful L.T.G.

Some Guild Anniversary Memories

News from Member Theatres
   At Oasthouse Theatre, Rainham the RaTS Revellers prepared 
a VE Day 70th Anniversary Concert of Celebration, which played 
for three nights with a special matinee in November, and then went 
on tour to a naval retirement home in Gillingham, and the Royal 
Hospital in Chelsea. The show contained audio clips from the war 
and personal memories from people in Kent, collected by Dean 
Caston.
   It was only in the May issue of this Newsletter that we reported 
that Doreen Bastable of Oldbury Theatre had decided to stand 
down as Chairman after 38 years in the post. Sadly she passed 
away in November aged 87.
   Archway Theatre, Horley are prepared to help during a bad 
winter, as and when we have to endure it. “Extreme conditions can 
have an effect on our productions. In times of difficulty, we will post 
regular updates on our website, on Facebook and Twitter. You will 
be able to see any urgent update by visiting our special snow page 
www.archwaytheatre.co.uk/snow. This page is designed as a basic 
page to load quickly on mobile devices, so can be used for last 
minute checks. Any updates will be dated and timed.”
   “We’re very proud to announce that The Questors has been 
named as the best Local Culture venue in Ealing in the Time Out 
Love London Awards! Thank you to everybody for voting for us, 
and for the lovely reviews that some of you have posted on our 
Time Out profile. It really helps get our name out there!”
   In the Autumn of 2015 Ilkley Playhouse hosted over one third 
of the Ilkley Literature Festival events. The Chairman wrote to the 
members: “Without your support in ensuring that we continue to 
thrive, the impact on the cultural activities available in Ilkley could 
be severely affected, since it would be very difficult to find a suitable 
alternative venue. At a time when local government is struggling to 
support anything other than core services it is imperative that you 

continue to support the Playhouse.”
   At Brighton Little Theatre, they are considering the possible 
future expansion of the theatre: “after visiting this project several 
times, with no tangible outcome, it has been decided to engage 
a firm of surveyors to draw up detailed plans of our premises, 
along with a feasibility study to establish what expansion of the 
theatre may be possible to maximise the space available to us, 
which will take into consideration the possible planning constraints, 
based on our location within a conservation area, together with 
the limitations of the building. Once the study is complete, this will 
enable more concrete proposals to be developed regarding any 
possible capital expenditure, to present to the membership.”
   At Bolton Little Theatre veteran stage practitioner Jolyon 
Coombs has been awarded the ABTT Philip Windsor Spanner 
Award. This award is made on an annual basis and celebrates 
someone who goes the extra mile and makes an exceptional 
contribution to technical theatre. The nominee does not need to be 
a member of the ABTT and can work in a professional or amateur 
role. Jolyon has enjoyed  a lengthy professional career around the 
country, starting with a training course in technical theatre at the 
Tavistock Repertory Company based in Tower Theatre, Islington, 
and ending at Bolton’s Octagon Theatre. He joined Bolton LT in 
his retirement “to keep his theatre skills honed”. He is currently 
directing the March production of Sheridan’s The Rivals.

Some correspondence:
Dear Michael,
   Joyce and I were amused to read in the Newsletter that we had 
been married for forty years, when we have just celebrated our 
Diamond wedding and have a card from Her Majesty to prove it!!
   I have also just started my third year as President of the Priory 
Theatre; still, only a minor “terminological inexactitude”!!
   Best Wishes,
Keith Morris
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New Writing
   Tower Theatre, Islington reports: 
“We are about to embark on a new 
theatrical venture: Tower Lite. Teaming 
up with a new venue, The Proud Archivist 
in Dalston, four Tower actors are 
performing the premiere of a brand new 
powerful drama Edith and Margueritte 
by Tower member Martin Mulgrew. 
Booking in advance is advised as seating 
at the Proud Archivist is limited to 50.
    We’re calling this venture Tower Lite because we intend for it 
to be smaller in scale than our full scale productions; hopefully it 
will be a good way of offering the opportunity to see new work at a 
new venue. And if you’re an acting member, we hope you’ll enjoy 
the chance to participate in working on new plays that have yet to 
receive their first productions.”
   On October 12th 1915, Edith Cavell was executed by a German 
firing squad for her role in assisting allied British and French soldiers 
to escape the killing fields of the First World War. Margaretha 
“Margueritte” Geertruida Zelle, better known by her stage name 
Mata Hari, was executed by a French firing squad on the October 
15th 1917, almost exactly 2 years to the day after Edith Cavell. 
Her alleged crime - spying for the Germans. History has branded 
one a saint and the other a sinner. The play explores the two 
women’s final hours in their respective cells being questioned by 
their interrogators and gives a feminine perspective on the Great 
War. It eschews the “brave Tommy” and “grieving wife/mother” 
picture of the war and looks at the war through the eyes of these 
two remarkable women.

   The Christmas production at Attfield Theatre, Oswestry was 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Directors Fiona and Liza 
Ashby researched extensively to find the version of the story that 
most faithfully reflected the original publication with its iconic 
Tenniel illustrations, in its 150th anniversary year. The dramatic 
version they chose was by V A Pearn, but it omitted the caterpillar 
and Cheshire cat. So, using lines from the original, they wrote the 
characters back in.

   At the Bear Pit Theatre, Stratford the company are presenting 
in March a new play by member Mark Carney, entitled Body 
Double between 2nd and 9th April. “Body Double is first and 
foremost a Thriller, a play that keeps its audience guessing, but 
it is also a play about pretence.  It is a drama about the different 
roles people assume in life, about the dangers of pretending to 
be someone we’re not. In Body Double the actors are actors, the 
set is a set and the play being rehearsed mirrors the life of those 
rehearsing the play-within- the-play. Eventually everyone starts to 
lose track of what is real and what is simply being “acted out.” So, 
when one of the characters tries to take on the life of another this 
leads, inevitably, to deadly consequences.”

   At Richmond Shakespeare Society following the production 
of Peter Parkinson’s play Master Shakeshafte, he entered 
Shakespeare in Verona for a competition to be staged at the 
Orange Tree Theatre, Richmond on Sunday 13th March 2016.  Four 
plays each of twenty minutes duration sponsored by ArtsRichmond 
have been chosen. “To give people a chance to find out about this 
play, there will be a reading of it on Monday 18th January, open 
to anyone to join in.  This will also serve as auditions for those 
interested in taking part in the competition production. On the 
same evening there will also be the opportunity to read a part in 
About Alice, a play by another RSS member, Yvette Walters, so 
this will be an evening of two very different pieces.”

   In October last, the winners of the Walter Swan Playwriting 
Awards 2015 were announced at Ilkley Playhouse. Niccola 
Swan wrote in the Playhouse Newsletter: “We were delighted 
to receive over 220 submissions and it was a tough job for the 
judges. All four of the award-winning plays will be performed in 
the Wildman Studio on Friday 4th December and three of them will 
be performed on the 
Courtyard Stage at West 
Yorkshire Playhouse on 
Monday 7th December. 
Directors and actors are 
from both Ilkley and 
WYP. 
   The winners were announced on 6th October at the inaugural 
Walter Swan Trust memorial lecture at the Literature Festival. 
It was given by Nick Ahad, journalist and writer, introduced by 
Rachel Feldberg, Festival Director.  Nick’s lecture was entitled: 
‘Gentrification, Storming the Castle and Accidentally Lecturing a 
Classroom Full of Police Officers’. Rather more succinctly it could 
have had the title of: ‘Is theatre still for the masses or a pastime 
for the elite?’ - perhaps very relevant for Ilkley Playhouse as it 
seeks to welcome in more people of all ages and backgrounds. “
   The winner of the under 18 category was Ben Ramsey, from 
St Helens, with Following Orders which is based on the war in 
Vietnam which he was studying in A level history.The runner-up 
was Oliver Balaam, from Ilkley, with The Cutlery Drawer. The 
over 18 category was won by Padraig Walsh from London, with 
Karia Dearsley from Northampton the runner up.

   Meanwhile on the professional front, the winners of the 
Bruntwood Prize, Britain’s biggest playwriting competition, were 
announced by Nicholas Hytner, chairman of the jury. The winner 
was Katherine Soper with Wish List, her ‘first proper play’. 
The runners up were Sound of Silence by Chloe Todd Fordham, 
Parliament Square by James Fritz, How My Light is Spent by Alan 
Harris, and Almighty Sometimes by Kendall Feaver. Keep your 
antennae alert – there is likely to be a professional production of 
one of these new plays at a theatre somewhere near you! Already 
one of the listed last ten playwrights understands that her play will 
be presented at Manchester’s Royal Exchange sometime in 2016.

Do Techies have a boring time?
   Ian James writes in the Newsletter for Theatre 62, West 
Wickham:
   Wasn’t Boeing-Boeing great! The whole company had a fantastic, if 
exhausting, time, aided by a very appreciative audience. According 
to the script there is not much for the technical crew to do. The odd 
door bell and telephone ring and that’s about it. Boring. 
   We try to avoid boring, so we gave ourselves the challenge 
of projecting video clips synchronised with separate audio tracks 
for the plane take off and landing. Also the 20 minutes or so of 
1960’s video clips during the interval. And not forgetting the dance 
sequences in the middle and at the end (for the curtain call). So 
out come the bright colours, smoke machine and moving effects, 
the latter hired in from West Wickham Pantomime Society. All great 
fun. 
We also had a large acting area that needed to be lit for morning, 
afternoon and evening. In venues with higher ceilings this is 
relatively easy. As our lighting rig scorches the scalps of the taller 
cast members this can pose a challenge. Anyway all was going to 
plan and everything was rigged a week earlier than normal. 
   Now we do have a reasonable quantity of equipment and it’s not 
unusual to do a show and have the odd technical hitch. Usually it’s 
a blown bulb or dodgy cable. For Boeing-Boeing the rig decided to 
take its revenge on us. We had: 
1) A spotlight with a burnt out lamp holder. 
2) A cable with a broken core (not conveniently at the plug or 
socket, but in the middle somewhere). 
3) A dimmer that would not go brighter than 50% .
4) Touch screen control of the hall fluorescent lighting failed. 
5) Unable to insert cues into a section of the show control program. 
This is now in the hands of the software author in London. 

6) Unable to control the video playback computer using our 
preferred protocol. This software issue is now in the hands of the 
software author in Australia. 7) All the interval video clips were 
silent for the first 10 seconds. This was due to a compatibility 
issue with the video format. All the clips had to be re-rendered 
to a different format and played using different software. The re-
rendering was an all night job. 
8) The video playback software kept crashing while editing. Another 
issue for the author in Australia.  
    Luckily we were able to resolve or work round all these niggles 
and the show ran without a hitch! We are learning by experience 
that combining video into a live performance is a challenge, both 
technically and creatively.

Dream 16 - A Play for the Nation
A co-production between the Royal Shakespeare Company and 
amateur companies across the UK.
    In 2016, the RSC and amateur companies around the UK take you 
on a very special Midsummer adventure with a unique production 
of A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

   The nation’s favourite Shakespeare play is 
performed as never before; magically intertwining 
professional and amateur actors, deep in an 
enchanted wood on Midsummer’s night. Catch the 
show in Stratford–upon-Avon where The Bear 
Pit Theatre Company and The Nonentities, 
Kidderminster will perform on alternate nights in 
the Royal Shakespeare Theatre.
17th February to 5th March 2016 at the 
Memorial Theatre, Stratford.
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Book Reviews

The 101 Greatest Plays – From Antiquity
to the Present
Michael Billington
Guardian Books & Faber and Faber, £18.99

   In his Introduction to his new book Michael Billington calculates 
that he must have seen some 9,000 plays during his nearly 50 
years as a theatre critic - including fifty or so Hamlets and forty 
or so Twelfth Nights. He is now our longest serving theatre critic, 
and no-one is better qualified to produce this highly provocative 
and very personal selection of the 101 greatest plays ranging from 
the Greeks to the present-day. In a sequence of extended essays 
- and the occasional dialogue - he puts the plays in context, tries 
to justify their inclusion, explains their significance and traces their 
performance histories.
   I have known Michael for over 50 years, since we were Oxford 
contemporaries playing extras in productions directed by Anthony 
Page, Ken Loach and John McGrath. We were both brought up 
in the south midlands during the austerity years between 1939 
and 1953. We were educated at very similar schools and at the 
same university at the same time. I’m sure I can’t claim to match 
Michael’s 9,000 in 50 years, but I do know that I have seen over 
4,000 productions since 1980 including 46 Hamlets - including 
performances in Japanese and Rumanian - and 23 Twelfth Nights in 
the same period - including productions in Russian and Japanese. 
Since 1963 I must have seen over 600 productions at the National 
Theatre, and I reckon I have seen at least 85 of Michael’s 101.
   The greatest pleasure of this book is the chance to challenge 
Michael’s choices, and I have mentioned these personal statistics 
only to establish my own - very limited - credentials to do so. Sitting 
on a Greek balcony in September, without an English reference book 
within 1500 miles, I produced a list of over 60 possible alternatives 
in less than an hour. In his Introduction Michael concedes that 
“eyebrows will be raised” about his final selection “the omissions 
even more than the inclusions”, “that some Shakespearians will be 
outraged”, indeed already have been - to discover that he has left 
out King Lear, and that Becketterians will be astonished that there 
is no Waiting for Godot.
   Everyone - I’m sure - will have their own list of alternatives. My 
own starts from the very earliest. Why Helen rather than Medea 
or Electra? Where is The Oresteia? Doesn’t Othello demand to be 
included? Why The White Devil rather than The Duchess of Malfi? 
Why Love for Love rather than The Way of the World? Why The 
Recruiting Officer rather than The Beaux Stratagem? Why The 
School for Scandal rather than The Rivals? Where is Hedda Gabler? 
How do you justify excluding Three Sisters and The Seagull? Isn’t 
St. Joan a much better play than Heartbreak House and Private 
Lives much better than Design for Living? What happened to 
Mother Courage? Much as a National Serviceman I enjoyed Chips 
with Everything, isn’t Roots a much better and more important 
piece? The Browning Version is surely Rattigan’s masterpiece 
rather than The Deep Blue Sea, and Arcadia Stoppard’s rather 
than The Real Thing. Where are The Dance of Death, The Iceman 
Cometh, The Glass Menagerie, Murder in the Cathedral and Who’s 
Afraid of Virginia Woolf? Mike Bartlett’s King Charles III was highly 
entertaining - and commercially very successful - but it’s surely 
not in the same league as The Homecoming, The History Boys or 
Jerusalem?
   Michael ends his Introduction with a hope that his book will 
provoke readers into coming up with their own definition of 
greatness and deciding which plays meet its requirements. He 
concludes “let the debate begin”! He concedes that “there is no 
iron clad formula that makes a great play”. He argues that a 
great play is both an expression of its time and open to multiple 
interpretations. He admits that he is instinctively drawn to plays 
which display moral ambivalence, and rooted in close observation, 
blend the tragic and the comic and exude the life and energy which 
are the preconditions of any work of art. I beg to move!
   Martin Bowley

The Blue Touchpaper, A Memoir
David Hare
Faber & Faber, 2015, ISBN 978-0-571-29433-6, £20.00

   David Hare says early in his 
memoir that it was almost by 
accident he came to realize that 
he had a talent for dialogue, 
a feature that strongly 
characterises his many plays. 
In his memoir, he displays an 
equal talent for narrative, as he 
races in somewhat breathless 
fashion through the first half of 
his life. 
   Born in 1947 in St Leonards, 
he spent his childhood and early 
school days in nearby Bexhill, 
and describes his stifling middle 
class life with affectionate 
accuracy. He moves through 
his apprenticeship to the trade 
of dramatist, finding himself in 
the company of exciting new 
talents in the right places at the 
right times. His portrait of a life 
in the theatre during the 70s 
and 80s is frank and engaging, not least when private emotions 
get entangled with public commitments.
   For those who have been engaged in theatre during his lifetime, 
the memoir will bring many notable events back to life. His 
commitment to socialism is well known, but it is his own personal 
socialism that drives him through his west end successes just as 
strongly as it did through his early experimental work.
   The book ends as Thatcher enters Downing Street, with the 
memorable words: “As one wise commentator put it, committed 
to making a country in her father’s image, she succeeded only in 
making it in her son’s. Up till now, for those of us born in 1947, the 
direction of travel, however erratic, had been towards social justice 
and equality. From this point on, it would be a retreat.”
   One must hope that he is now writing the sequel covering the 
remaining 30 years and more of his life.
   Michael Shipley
 
Year of the Fat Knight, The Falstaff Diaries
Antony Sher
Nick Hern Books, 2015, ISBN 978 1 84842 461 6, £16.99

   With the success of his published diaries of his preparations 
for playing Richard III only too clear, it seems a good idea for 
Antony Sher to try to repeat the experience with his work on 
Henry IV Parts One & Two for the RSC in the role of Falstaff. And 
a good read these diaries are. 
He covers his long hesitation 
before accepting the role, his 
difficulties in establishing his 
character, his problems with 
his body and his body suit, 
and the disappointments and 
thrills of rehearsal leading 
to opening nights. There are 
delightful cameos of actors 
and RSC personnel along the 
way, not to mention his own 
plentiful portrait sketches of 
himself and his colleagues. 
He offers a generous insight 
into the way a major and 
expensive production is put 
together, and if you have seen 
the productions and enjoyed 
his marvelous performance 
as Falstaff, you will get lots of 
pleasure from this book.
   Michael Shipley
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The Kevin 
Spence Column

A COMEDY
TONIGHT?
‘Old situations, new complications, 
nothing portentous or polite; 
tragedy tomorrow, comedy 
tonight!’
   Thus wrote the genius Stephen 

Sondheim in ‘A Funny Thing Happened On The Way To The Forum’ 
– and it was as true in ancient Rome as it is today!
We know that the Romans and the Greeks understood that life 
is sometimes comedy, sometimes tragedy – and that both can 
be entertaining and thought-provoking. But I am beginning to 
wonder if artistic directors in professional theatre have forgotten 
this important truth in their attempt to ensure that their theatre 
is relevant to 2015 and ‘worthy’ – and that usually means worthy 
of Arts Council funding or any other funding stream they can lay 
their hands on. The dead hand of politics – and often political 
correctness – has taken our theatre programmers - especially in 
subsidised theatre – by the throat and squeezed out anything that 
might be deemed light or just plain funny! If questioned on this, 
they would no doubt point to their glorious seasonal pantos and 
musicals, but these are aimed at family audiences – and wonderful 
though they often are – they don’t always send the adults home 
with laughter in their hearts and some fresh thoughts about the 
human condition in their heads. 
   It is not surprising that audiences seize on shows like The 
Ladykillers and One Man Two Guvnors, like thirsty wanderers 
finding an oasis – though the source of both of these shows is not 
exactly new. 
Those of you who live in the Midlands or ‘down South’ will forgive 
me if I refer to one or two theatres ‘up North’ to make my case. 
Since his arrival as Artistic Director at West Yorkshire Playhouse, 
James Brining, a very personable chap, with whom I have had 
a very friendly exchange of emails on this matter, has largely 
programmed plays which are tried and tested, but pretty bleak. 
The humour in Sweeney Todd and Richard the Third is of the 
blackest kind, and when did you last come out of a production of 
The Crucible with a smile on your face? In response to my criticism, 
James reminded me that he had programmed The Rise and Fall of 
Little Voice – a fine play, but again with an undertow of bleakness.  
   Meanwhile in Manchester, the Royal Exchange is giving us  - 
The Crucible (again!), Pomona (about as grim and dystopian as 
you can get) and for Christmas? - Into The Woods (a very dark 
take on Grimm’s fairy tales). Head across the city to the spanking 

new HOME and the diet is even darker. The theatre opened with 
Simon Stephen’s The Funfair – described by the theatre itself as 
‘an extraordinarily savage and extraordinarily human exploration 
of the lives of the working-class people of Manchester at the height 
of the recession’  Nothing like a night at a new theatre for the 
average Mancunian to remind her how dreadful her everyday life 
is – certain to send her home with a spring in her step! Their latest 
offering is The Oresteia  - another jolly romp (not!) and featuring 
a fine comic actor who started at Bolton Little Theatre, Simon 
Trinder. I guess Simon welcomed getting the professional work like 
all actors, but I felt watching him that an actor with immaculate 
comedic credentials was itching to break out of his straitjacket. 
   Try going further South to perhaps Nottingham Playhouse, and 
what do you find? The ‘Conspiracy Season’ – 1984, The Rubenstein 
Kiss, The Duchess of Malfi and Any Means Necessary, a new play 
about the police infiltration of a group of environmental activists. 
Whilst Webster’s work contains the blackest of black humour, this is 
hardly a rib-tickling programme. I could give more examples – but 
I guess you will have got the message. 
   I fear that the professional theatre is sliding into a situation in 
which comedy is seen as trivial and therefore hard to justify. I have 
just finished directing a production of The Importance of Being 
Earnest – interestingly subtitled ‘ A Trivial Comedy for Serious 
People’ – and have been reminded that in the hands of good actors 
a comic masterpiece can leave audiences both giggling – and 
thinking! If Shakespeare, Johnson, Sheridan, Congreve, Moliere, 
Wilde, Coward, and latterly Ayckbourn and Godber, all understood 
this – could they all have been wrong? Perhaps there is just a 
dearth of great comedic writing and what there is, is being gobbled 
up by TV. The funniest evening I’ve had in the theatre recently was 
watching Richard Wilson do a one-man fundraiser at the Sheffield 
Crucible and include a passsge from one of David Renwick’s best 
scripts for Victor Meldrew.  Needless to say, Mr Renwick and Mr 
Wilson in combination had the audience in stitches! But, of course, 
it is sobering to remember that this was TV material we were 
watching and not a comedy written for the stage. 
   And, by the way, a look through the West End listings will remind 
you that the same disease afflicts London theatre. New hits like 
Hangmen by Martin McDonagh, are no doubt examples of brilliant 
new writing – but anyone who knows McDonagh’s work knows that 
his comedy is about as black as you can get.  And although they 
regularly produce wonderful shows, how often do the Donmar, the 
Almeida, the Hampstead Theatre, the Young Vic, the Royal Court 
etc. send their audiences out into the London night laughing their 
head off? Do we have to trawl through panto, musicals and stand-
up to find something to laugh at?  
   So thank heavens for LTG theatres who still fly the flag for great 
comedy! Long may your auditoria ring out with gales of laughter. 
I suspect you might be very much alone in the near future in this 
endeavour – but I’ll bet your audiences love every moment in a 
world where the professional theatre alternative has become so 
po-faced and mirthless!
   Kevin Spence

Rationalising the
Artistic Directorate
   Talisman Theatre, Kenilworth have 
had a radical re-think:
   “The Talisman has had a severely out-
moded system for running its artistic 
programme for many years. The current 
model, one Director of Productions planning 
and over-seeing the entire artistic output, 
really doesn’t work satisfactorily 60 or so 
years since it was instituted. It is too wide-
ranging in its scope but also restrictive as 
regards fresh thinking and it is exhausting 
for the incumbent.
   The Executive therefore gave me leave 
to change the format and we propose to 
initiate the following pattern of Artistic 
Management, with immediate effect.
One Director of Productions - to present 
reports at AGM, LTG etc, to have final say 
on theatre’s programme (if necessary) 
after due consultation with all the other 
team members; 
Two Assistant Directors of Productions - 
to have full involvement with the Artistic 

planning process and overall charge of 
all matters relating to CASTING and 
AUDITIONS; 
One Artistic Liaison Manager - to be 
consulted closely on artistic planning 
etc insofar as BACKSTAGE/TECHNICAL 
matters are concerned; 
One Artistic Manager with special 
responsibility for NEW MEMBERS.
   We feel excited by the prospect of this 
‘dream  team’ moving the Talisman forward 
so that we can achieve yet greater artistic 
heights.”

Do you fancy trying
Pub Theatre?
   Heather Jeffrey writes in the latest 
issue of Sardines:

   “LondonPubTheatres Twitter and blog 
pages were set up in June 201 5 with the 
aim of raising the profile of pub theatres 
and winning new audiences. As we explore 
pub theatres ourselves it is becoming more 
apparent that they vary enormously. The 

one link which gives them true cohesion 
is that they are all part of the historical 
development of Theatre. Dating back to 
Tudor England, they serve as a reminder of 
the tradition of players performing at inns.
   The original strolling players helped 
to bring communities together often 
touring the country and bringing news 
with them. It could perhaps be argued 
that amateur theatre groups are closer 
in essence to original forms of theatre - 
with the development of community spirit 
and sharing of ideas. It is also true that 
amateur companies can nurture talent 
which deserves a wider audience. So if 
you are thinking of competing in (or just 
dipping your toes in) the professional 
arena, then pub theatres may well be the 
perfect starting point.”
   Most London pub theatres will seat 
50-60 people. With the examples of the 
Edinburgh and Camden Fringe Festivals, 
they are growing in number over the 
country, as the list of venues in Sardines 
indicates. With local festivals abounding 
over the summer months, this might just 
be the time to for LTG members to start 
exploring the possibilities.
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Geoff Bennett 1924 – 2015
LTG Hon Associate

   There must have been over 100 of 
us present at Criterion Theatre, 
Coventry on 6th November to celebrate 
the life of Geoff Bennett, who had died 
at the age of 91. Family, friends, old 
colleagues and members of Criterion 
all shared memories of an inspirational 
man of the theatre.  As a father, teacher, 
actor, director and theatre manager, his 
forceful character had clearly left an 
indelible impression on all who came 
within his orbit.

   Geoff’s character grew out of a solid working class Coventry 
background, and was crucially shaped by the War. He vividly 
remembered the bombing raid of 1940, and volunteered for the 
RAF when only 17. His plane was shot down in 1943, and after 
parachuting to safety, sleeping in ditches and stealing scraps of 
food, he was eventually given shelter by the Resistance; only to 
be betrayed to the Gestapo, treated as a spy, sent to Buchenwald 
Camp, and as the war neared its close, managing to survive the 
infamous forced winter march to escape from the advancing 
Russians. He was only 21 when he finally returned home, after 
being presumed missing. His zest for life continued right through to 
the end, and the shape of his life and his many achievements must 
be viewed in the light of this formative experience – but it was a 
subject he rarely mentioned in detail even to those closest to him.
   He trained as a teacher, but in the theatre he was largely self-
taught. He was instrumental in founding Criterion Theatre, and 
was the artistic director for many years. He was always up for a 
challenge – choice of repertoire, new methods of staging, giving 
encouragement to new talent. He was an avid reader and theatre-
goer, always widening his vision and experience. He prepared his 
productions meticulously, and made his teams work harder than 
most to achieve memorable results.
   Criterion joined the Little Theatre Guild in 1969. Geoff was a 
vocal attender at conferences, and by 1978 was on the committee 
and was chairman from 1979 to 1981. In 1983 he was ready to 
start a new and exciting phase of his colourful life. Secure with his 
pension, he was free to travel, and with his second wife Mair he 
moved around the world, spending long periods in New Zealand, 
Greece, Italy and France, often house-sitting, and absorbing new 
cultures, scenery and gastronomy. 
   It was to the USA that he most frequently returned to do what he 
loved best – to direct and act in plays. He worked in Minneapolis, 
Cheyenne, Illinois and regularly in a community theatre in Wilmar, 
Minnesota, directing Shakespeare, musicals and English classics.
   He found a new base in England, settling near Appleby in Cumbria, 
and joining Penrith Players for whom he directed and acted 
in many plays, popular choices equally with challenging modern 
work and classics. When the Players moved to their new venue, he 
brilliantly exploited the open spaces of the old warehouse before 
the present proscenium stage was constructed. In Appleby he took 
up the challenge of directing the Mystery Plays in the grounds of 

the castle for the Millennium celebrations, using local inexperienced 
talent with patience to create a memorable effect. 
   He also directed plays at Bolton Little Theatre, as well as 
giving a series of acting and directing Master Classes there, which 
he repeated at several LTG Northern Region theatres, including 
Carlisle Green Room, Southport Little Theatre, Grove Park 
Theatre, Wrexham, and others.
   With his return to the Midlands, he was able, with his third 
wife Wendy, to renew his work with Criterion (of which he was 
by now President), and also with Talisman Theatre, Kenilworth 
and Loft Theatre, Leamington. Physical frailties of age gradually 
became more and more of a problem, but his mind was as active 
and critical as it had ever been. I was able to join him on a trip to 
Stratford only a couple of years ago, and found his analysis of the 
production as sharp and perceptive as usual.
   Theatre was undoubtedly the mainspring of his long life. He was 
inspiring and encouraging, yet he did not mince his words. With his 
rich firm voice and somewhat flamboyant dress sense, he could on 
first acquaintance put some people off, but working with him soon 
dispelled any reservations. He was true to himself at all times; he 
could be tough and hard, and he knew it, but always to get the best 
result for the production and the individual. 
   His pupil and protégée, the actor Ron Cook came to the 
celebration. Geoff, he said, had been the most important influence 
in his entire professional life. There are many more people in the 
amateur world, here and in America, whose contact with Geoff, 
brief or prolonged, will have enlarged their lives significantly. He 
was a truly memorable personality, who certainly always lived life 
to the full.
   Michael Shipley
7th November 2015

   And a reminder of Geoff’s enthusiasm and style:
Programme Note to a production in October 2007 at Criterion 
Theatre, Coventry.
   When I first read Romulus Linney’s play Holy Ghosts eight 
years ago in 1998, the impact was enormous. And it stayed in my 
mind. It nudged me, nagged me, hectored me, confronted me. 
WHEN? When what? When are you going to direct it? You’ve got to 
do it sometime.  Alright.  ALRIGHT! Just get off my back. How about 
you getting it off your back? Like NOW. I was lucky. I approached 
the Criterion and it was accepted. ‘Now’ was here!
   Why has this play never gone away? Well, it is unique. No other 
play deals with the subject matter. The challenge of bringing the 
whole experience alive in a convincing manner is tremendous. 
Fifteen actors have to create an experience that is highly emotional 
and totally new to them, and develop characters which are slightly, 
even highly, unusual. Also it is dramatic, humorous and engaging. 
To put it simply it grabbed me.
   Romulus Linney wrote it in 1971 and it was performed in New 
York the same year and ran for just three weeks. Since then it 
has been performed regularly in the USA, both by amateurs and 
professionals, but not in England. Ours is only the third production 
in England: previously it was performed at Bolton Little Theatre 
and at a university. Now it is at The Criterion and it is a privilege 
for us to present it to you.
   Geoff Bennett
(The play is published by Dramatists Play Services Inc.. and the UK 
Agents are Warner Chappell Plays)

News from ITE/IATA
   Anne Gilmour writes:
   EDERED – European Drama 
Encounter – I am delighted to confirm 
the dates and venue of the next European 
Drama Encounter. It will take place 31 
July - 14 August 2016 in Gryfino, Poland (www.gryfino.pl) 
and Joachimsthal, Germany (www.ejb-werbellinsee.de). Kevin 
Dowsett, President of ITE confirmed GB’s participation. Each of 
the 12 participating countries can send 6 young people aged 14 
– 16 (3 boys and 3 girls) and the theme is “Fluid Boundaries”. An 
Encounter brings young people together in workshops and gives 
them an opportunity to learn together and to produce a piece of 
theatre. I will put the announcement on the LTG Website. 
   The biennial AITA/IATA Forum and GA was held in Ypres, Belgium 
(Flanders) in July. Fifty countries were represented with GB being 
represented by the National Centre ITE and myself as the Secretariat 
of AITA/IATA. Held over three days it included an opportunity for 
delegates in break-out groups to discuss the Renewal of AITA/
IATA. The Forum opened with a keynote speech from Gerrie Smits, 
Digital Strategy Consultant, who reminded delegates that those 
born after 1997 (now at University) are digital children whose 
lives are entirely networked. If organisations want to attract 
and retain young people they need to engage them in their 
networks. If they don’t they will lose them.
   European Theatre House - The Questors is an international 

partner in a project led from an AITA/IATA partner organisation 
European Theatre House (ETH) based in Lingen, Germany. The 
project is “Theatre as a Forum for political participation”. The 
information on the website notes that: 
“It is a project in which theatre groups with non-professional 
players all over Europe simultaneously work on the same topic 
“Identity through Work” and digitally exchange their process. 
Finally the directors (hence the multipliers) will meet in order to 
learn from one another.” 
   The Questors director, Lydia Georgoula will travel to Greece in 
January 2017 to develop the project with the other directors. Lydia 
will work with young people at The Questors during spring and then 
travel to Germany in summer to discuss the work with the other 
partners and to exchange skills and ideas. 
   Masters student from Antwerp - Another international 
‘project’ is that a student from the University of Antwerp who is 
studying a Master in Arts Management will spend three months at 
The Questors in Spring studying us! Students on the course write 
a Masters thesis dealing with ‘a management issue’ and their tutor, 
Dirk De Corte follows around 10 students each year. The student 
may wish to compare The Questors with other nearby LTG Amateur 
theatres and perhaps a nearby professional theatre such as the 
Lyric Hammersmith. 
   If you have any further questions on international theatre matters 
do please get in touch.
Anne Gilmour
LTGR The Questors Theatre
anne.gilmour@questors.org.uk
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   After weeks of rehearsal just acting 
for the director and one or two others, 
suddenly the cast are in front of, hopefully, 
a full house. This can be quite daunting, 
particularly when you’ve no idea how the 
audience will react to the play. Whilst some 
audience members may come with a group 
of friends, each one will react differently, 
depending on the mood they’re in, their 
knowledge of the play/the actors and their 
relationship with one or more of the people 
onstage. 
   With a comedy, you sure do need a 
vocal audience, one that reacts to each 
funny moment and believe me, every 
actor can feel within minutes if a particular 
night’s audience are “up for it”. I think I 
can add here that the first night of a play 
is often energetic and rewarding for an 
audience, and yet as night follows day, 
many audience members wait to hear a 
favourable reaction before they decide to 
buy tickets. This means that often a play is 
sold out for the last performances! Yes, of 
course little refinements may creep in as 
the week goes on, but so may bad habits, 
such as rushing lines and not using the 
pauses to best effect. At Boeing-Boeing 
someone commented that the Monday 
performance was more like a Saturday 
one. This assumes a production improves 
over the week. But on the Monday the cast 
is fresh and alert. By Saturday they could 
be worn out, and complacency could creep 
in.  He then went on to say, “I wonder if by 
Friday and Saturday audiences have higher 
expectations (“They’ve been performing all 
week, so they ought to be good by now”). 
And so inadvertently demand more – 
making it tougher for actors to meet their 
expectations.” 
   Now I’m not so sure I agree with this 
last observation. We must remember 
that many come on a Friday or Saturday 
night because they don’t have work the 

next day. Yes, they may think that any 
problems should be ironed out by then, 
but I don’t think actors should worry 
about the later audiences expecting more 
of them. If feedback has been good and 
early audiences, though perhaps smaller, 
have been positive and obviously enjoyed 
themselves, then you are definitely doing 
something right – just keep doing it! 
   With comedy actors have to be careful 
not to drown out the laughter by coming in 
too quickly with the next line. The hardest 
part of comedy for me is to sense that the 
laugh will come and not exactly wait for it, 
but ‘point’ the line just a fraction more and 
hey presto, in comes the laughter. Theatre 
62’s last offering, Boeing-Boeing, was a 
master class in comic timing and comic 
business, and when I saw it on the Friday 
I felt sure that it was as energetic then as 
on the first night. 
   The burning question after “will the 
audience laugh” is “will the audience laugh 
in more or less the same place every 
night?” The answer to the first question is 
yes, most of them will laugh if you’ve set 
up the joke correctly, but there are always 
the “smilers”, who genuinely love the play, 
but quietly! The answer to the second 
question is probably not, so don’t expect 
it and try not to wait for the laugh that 
may not come! After every comedy I’ve 
acted in or directed, the cast and director 
have discussed the variations in audience 
laughter each night – type of laughter, 
length of laughter and where the laughter 
has come in. 
   So back to the type of audience amateur 
actors will find. Every group has to face 
the one who falls asleep – often loudly 
– and also often in the front row. That is 
one reason why I never look directly at an 
audience if I can help it – I find it far too 
scary! I once had to do a monologue and 
talk directly to the audience. Luckily the 

director sensed my unease and told me he 
would be in the audience every night, in 
the same seat and I was to talk to him – it 
worked. 
   There are also those audience members 
who’ve probably been dragged along by 
their nearest and dearest and don’t really 
want to be there. They shuffle and cough, 
and an experienced actor can sense when 
these non-theatre goers are in the house. 
All I can say is, stick with it, maintain the 
drive, emotion and energy and if you’re in 
a good play, at best you’ll win them over 
and at worst, they’ll stay awake! 
   Even if you tell the audience that 
photography is forbidden, there may 
well be someone who can’t resist taking 
a photo on their mobile phone. You just 
have to ignore it, until Front of House can 
locate them and discourage them from this 
practice. Again if a phone goes off, ignore 
it unless you can stop the play, address the 
culprit and snap back into character - with 
the help of those onstage with you at the 
time. Believe me, this has happened to me, 
though I was not the one who stopped the 
action; and when we started off again that 
poor actor took a prompt! If you are really 
in the part, you should hardly be conscious 
of this intrusion from the floor. 
   I haven’t spoken of an audience’s reaction 
to thrillers, or dramas and here you really 
need them to concentrate. Again if the play 
is a winner, the effects are spot on and the 
cast is fully committed to the action, then 
you should have no difficulty in drawing 
the audience in to your world. As with a 
comedy, you can sense them becoming 
part of this wonderful experience. 
   That is when you realise it isn’t a ‘them 
and us’ situation, but you are all part of 
the same team and enjoying the magic of 
theatre together. Long may it continue!
   “Nikki” writing in the Newsletter for 
Theatre 62, West Wickham

Audiences - Do They Affect an Actors Performance?

Those Statistics!
   Reports from UK Theatre and SOLT tell us that their statistics 
reveal that more people attend theatre performances each 
week than the combined attendance at football matches in 
the English and Scottish leagues. (This of course has been true 
for many years, and has to be repeated regularly to an unbelieving 
public!). And these statistics are from the professional sector 
alone, based on weekly returns. Our amateur sector can hardly be 
expected to contribute on the same weekly basis, but with the Year 
Book figures the Guild could play its part. Our present statistics 
compiled by Tom Williams at the moment are always qualified by 
the fact that some member theatres still do not collate all their 
useful  information for the Year Book.

Credit at the Bar
   At Questors Theatre, The Grapevine Bar smashes into the 21st Century!

  “Some of you may have noticed that The Grapevine has been 
trialing a card payment system.  All has gone well, so the time has 
come to bow to public pressure and to go ‘live’. So, The Grapevine 
will officially take card payments.
   However, there are a few conditions.
*In order to save time and because we do not have the wherewithal 
to provide receipts, we prefer to restrict payments to contactless 
only: thus no PIN required; no receipt given; a maximum 
transaction value of £30; and no cashback. 
*There is no minimum transaction value but a fee of 25p will be 
added in all cases to cover our additional costs and to dissuade 

people from using cards for trivial purchases. 
*And please don’t ask us to hold your card behind the bar so that 
you can run up a tab – we’re still not that well organised!

   We’ll review the situation in a few weeks’ time but in the meantime 
do let me know how the system works for you and how you think 
it might be improved.”

Are email Newsletters really the
solution? Or a new problem? 
   Get the news out fast and cheaply!! Yes, but some people just skim 
through their emails, some proudly say they never even open them!!

   At Nantwich Players they are trying to take action:
“PLEASE PRINT OUT YOUR NEWSLETTER. 
   We email it to you to save postage of around £250 per year but 
talking to Members and Friends, it seems that some people see the 
email, skim through it once and promptly forget all about it... all 
about the dates, requests, offers, reminders and special occasions 
mentioned. 

   When you print it: (1) You can read, mark, learn and digest the 
contents. (2) It can be read by others who would not have access 
to your computer. (3) Best of all, you are much more likely (I would 
quote statistics but that might be boring) to ACT UPON some of 
the recommendations herein, like volunteering for something new 
or putting an extra date in your diary, or even looking out old tea-
towels for Sandie (see page 7) and ACTING UPON is what we like 
to do in Nantwich Players, is it not? Thank you.”



Bits & Pieces from
your Newsletters

   “I’m afraid you may have seen the odd 
bucket around the theatre in bad weather 
catching leaks. We are in quite complex 
negotiations with our landlords about 
major roof repairs and are not ignoring 
the problem, but it may take some time 
to resolve. It is important that we find the 
right way to repair, but also to develop this 
unique building so that it continues to be at 
the heart of Bromley’s artistic life for many 
years to come.” (from the Chairman’s 
comments in Spotlights, the Newsletter for 
Bromley Little Theatre)
   “Some of you will have noticed the 
absence of the RAODS flag during the 
last couple of productions. Unfortunately 
it went missing from the flagpole (almost 
certainly stolen) when the scaffolding was 
erected. Despite submitting an appeal for 

its return via the Romsey Advertiser, it 
has not been seen since. Consequently a 
replacement flag has been bought and will 
be in place for the show week of Verdict.” 
(from the Newsletter for Plaza Theatre, 
Romsey)
   “Make sure you sharpen your cutlasses 
and don your eye patches. For those not 
brave enough to come and see it, it’s the 
long walk off a very short plank for ye!” 
(from the poster advertising the January 
Youth Production of Treasure Island at 
Lewes Little Theatre)
   “I was very concerned to learn that 
Cardenio  had been axed, and the substitute 
was Billy Liar. 2016 is the anniversary of 
the death of Shakespeare and we should 
be presenting a Shakespeare play, not 
dredging up a dated (1960) offering.” (from 
a letter to the Newsletter for Teddington 
Theatre Club)
   (The editor was keen to reply that the 
board was not abandoning classic plays, 
but instead rescheduling the choice for the 
‘difficult’ summer spot in June/July. In fact 
there was a meeting on the 4th November 
to discuss what to do about Shakespeare’s 
400th Death Anniversary, reported as 
follows:)
   “Shakespeare’s 400th celebration – I 
wasn’t sure if the poor attendance at this 
meeting was an indication of people’s 
indifference to celebrating this occasion, 
but we had a very pro-active discussion 
and as such have put forward a number 
of ideas which we think we can do and 
which would be fun, entertaining and 
appeal to all. Joolz Connery, Play Selection 
Committee”
   “When you come along to the theatre for 

Cinderella you will find a roomier car park. 
Trees and hedges have been removed to 
make more space for cars. Just be aware 
of a traffic cone that is temporarily hiding 
a metal pipe and avoid the sewer cover 
at the far end.” (from the Newsletter for 
Nomad Theatre, East Horsley)
   “The new heating system is very “green” 
and is highly efficient, indeed was so 
extremely incredulous our splendid Techies 
Mic and Andrew put all reps through a fine 
mince grinder when discussing matters 
technical. Finally they were convinced, 
and now our Patrons need no longer need 
to wear fur coats, woolly hats, or carry 
hot water bottles after nearly 60 years of 
patient suffering. (from the Newsletter for 
Medway Little Theatre)
   “Like most other theatres in the Little 
Theatre Guild and professional regional 
theatre, it is more and more the case 
that play selection is driven as much by 
the balance sheet as by artistic integrity. 
Ensuring high attendance rates for 
productions in the main house is vital for 
our long term sustainability.” (from the 
Newsletter for Ilkley Playhouse)
   The Newsletter for Carlisle Green Room 
Theatre put out a plea from Theatre by 
the Lake in Keswick, who are seeking a 
Community Chorus of local actors for the 
Easter show, a world premiere adaptation 
of The Shepherd’s Life, James Rebanks’s 
best-selling 2015 book. The Community 
Cast will play members of James’s family, 
school students, farmers, Cumbrian 
characters and (perhaps most importantly) 
sheep: Could be an excellent opportunity 
for some keen local actors!
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Northern Region Conference, Grove
Park Theatre, Wrexham
   Report from John Powell in the Newsletter for Nantwich Players Theatre:
   The venue for the October Northern area LTG conference was 
Wrexham and our hosts were Grove Park Theatre situated in the 
town and this year celebrating their 90th year. Seating for 169 was 
in a very smart raked auditorium in 2 shades of blue on the walls 
and 2 shades of mauve on a ceiling with feature lighting. 
   Panto is a very important and lucrative part of the six play season, 
running for 31 performances - the same principals through the run 
but teams of other performers. The weekend was therefore based 
on panto and I must say that the thought did not inspire me, but in 
the event it turned out to be real fun.  
   Starting on Friday evening we had a quiz with ½ panto related 
questions. On Saturday we met at The Warehouse, just minutes 
from the theatre, housing props, costume, flats and rostra with 
a rehearsal space. We started with warm up exercises before 
rehearsals for a dance routine – by now a few had opted out but 
again for the good name of NP I soldiered on but kept to the back. 
We were then given a specially written panto script, were allocated 
roles and I was one half of the comic policemen duo PC Ping and 
PC Pong – I read and was cast! During the afternoon we looked at 

other essential panto ingredients such as comic sound effects and 
lighting. GPT have an impressive set-up complete with obligatory 
follow spot. 
   It was then time for the AGM, then back to the hotel to freshen 
up before returning to the theatre for champagne and canapés 
before dinner and a very entertaining performance of “The Golden 
Pathway Annual”. 
   On Sunday morning and we were to be at the theatre at 9.30 
for a panto rehearsal and to our amazement, the set from the 
previous night had been struck and we had 4 reversing wing flats 
all painted in panto style. A short talk on H & S issues followed and 
we were given our moves before an hour of rehearsal. Costumes 
were handed out and at 11 a.m. we were on before an audience of 
GPT members and other LTG delegates – we finished to rapturous 
applause. 
   It was time for lunch and throughout out the weekend we were 
well fed. Afterwards, we had a very amusing talk by a GPT member 
who is also a reporter on Welsh TV and it was time to make our 
farewells. Our hosts were faultless; new friendships were made 
and, had I not attended I would not have learned that a play 
planned for the 2016/17 NP may not get performing rights– a 
phone call to Samuel French on my return confirmed this, it is only 
available in the USA - we now have a “gutted” director with another 
play to be found.

And another of those lists!
   At the end of the year, our newspapers 
are fond of giving us retrospective lists of 
the best films, books, concerts, and theatre 
that their critics have seen, and that we 
more than likely have missed!
   For what it is worth, here is the theatre 
list offered by Michael Billington in The 
Guardian:
1.  Hangmen, Martin McDonagh,
     Royal Court
2.  Young Chekhov, David Hare,
     Chichester
3.  Gypsy, Savoy
4.  The Father, Florian Zeller, Wyndhams
5.  The Skriker, Caryl Churchill, Royal
     Exchange, Manchester
6.  Tree, Daniel Kitson, Old Vic
7.  Oppenheimer, Tom Morton-Smith, 
     RSC
8.  Man & Superman, Bernard Shaw, NT
9.  For Services Rendered, Somerset 
     Maugham, Chichester
10. Oresteia, Aeschylus, Almeida
   Well, at least he occasionally ventured 
further than the West End!
   A few days later came the Guardian’s  

considered list of the fifty best TV 
productions of the year. Really, has one 
person found the time to watch and 
evaluate all these shows? At least I was 
pleased to have seen Wolf Hall, which came 
in at No. 2, but at No. 1 was Unbreakable 
Kimmy Schmidt, screened by an outfit 
called Netflix. Might it appear someday 
on Freeview? If and when it does, we will 
probably have totally forgotten its moment 
of fame in 2015! Which is unlikely to be 
said about Wolf Hall.
(Martin McDonagh’s new play The 
Hangmen is now available from Faber & 
Faber, @ £9.99. It is a real winner. Set in 
a pub in a bleak suburb of Oldham owned 
by Britain’s last public hangman, just 
after the abolition of capital punishment, 
it rapidly turns from gritty Northern social 
realism into outrageous black farce. One 
reviewer wrote: “the case against capital 
punishment is made in the denouement, in 
what is perhaps the most farcical moment 
of all. Pinter would have loved this play, and 
Rattigan too, and Orton especially.” I would 
expect Play Selection Panels to be reading 
their copies avidly, and making plans for 
productions as soon as it is released!)

Faults and Maintenance Issues
   “We need your help. If faults or 
maintenance issues are spotted, please 
can these be reported to us using the email 
address maintenance@archwaytheatre.
com . This will go direct to the facilities 
pod who can then ensure that appropriate 
action is taken. 
   If you report to an individual, it is always 
best to follow it up with an email to this 
address just so it is logged and doesn’t 
then get forgotten.
   If we are not aware of the issues then we 
are not able to fix them in a timely manner.
   Please don’t assume that someone has 
already reported it, they probably haven’t; 
we would sooner have multiple reports 
than no reports.
   Once we are aware, we will either email 
you back with a response so you know we 
are working on it, or put a notice up if it 
will take a while to fix, so people are kept 
informed.”
(Item taken from the Newsletter for 
Archway Theatre, Horley)
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Some Recent Production Photos
The Pitmen Painters - Robin Hood Theatre The Crucible - Questors Theatre

Boeing Boeing - Theatre 62

The Miser - New Ventre Theatre

Cardenio - Kelvin Players

King Lear - Richmond Shakespeare Society

It’s a Wonderful Life - Brighton Little Theatre Brassed Off - Barn Theatre

Heroes - Bolton Little Theatre


