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The Little Theatre Guild represents
114 member theatres that control
and
manage
their
amateur
theatre companies with an annual
audience of over 650,000 patrons,
and a turnover of approximately
£4 million.

LTG Diary of Events
Central Conference, Norbury Theatre Droitwich
February 22nd
National Conference in 2020, Questors
April 17th to 19th
Northern Conference, Chads Theatre
Autumn 2020

Visit us at www.littletheatreguild.org

Articles for the LTG Newsletters 2020, deadlines for
copy: Jan 14th & May 10th

A letter from the President of AITA\IATA

They will be people who can lead workshops or discussions
– colloquies – on the plays presented.

Seeking
skilled
workshop
and
discussion Leaders for overseas
amateur theatre festivals.
The Questors is an Associate of the AITA\
IATA – International Amateur Theatre
Association.
The new President, Beatrice Cellario, (those of you who
were in Monaco in 2017 will have met her) has written to all
Associates and members as follows:
During the last General Assembly, held in Saint John
Canada on Aug 29th 23019, I mentioned the creation of
a list of competent persons able to facilitate conferences
and workshops at Festivals. I would like to involve you
in the development of this list. This collaboration does
not formally commit you, but simply asks you to provide
secretariat@aita\iata.net (anne gilmour) with the names
and contact details of leaders in various theatre techniques.

These individuals must have knowledge of amateur theatre
practices; be able to animate debate and discussion
with a critical and caring approach to the performances.
The purpose of this list is to provide festivals with a list
of specialist and varied theatrical practices ( Commedia
Dell’ Arte, Noh Theatre, physical theatre and puppetry and
theatre enthusiasts accustomed to analysing plays.
Festival organisers will contact directly those on the list and
advise them of the conditions of their attendance, for example,
if accommodation and/or travel expenses will be met.
On behalf of AITA\IATA, I thank you for agreeing to respond
to this request.
Sincerely Yours,
Beatrice Cellario
More details from anne.gilmour@questers.org.uk

Medway Little Theatre
Members of the Youth Group representing
Medway at the Glass Box Theatre for the ‘We
Are All Amazing’ Mental Health event by Sam
Rapp.
They did an amazing
job presenting theatrical poetry
written by other members of the
Youth Company - and did the
theatre proud!
What a joyful picture!!! Definitely
one to keep!

Little Theatre Guild of Great Britain
www.littletheatreguild.org

National Secretary:
Caroline Chapman
Friar’s Oak
24 Mill Farm Road
Hamsterley Mill
Tyne & Wear
NE39 1NW
Tel: 01207 545280
Email: caroline.chapman1816@gmail.com
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Temporary Newsletter Editor:
Sandra Simpson
104 Albert Road West
Bolton
Lancs BL1 5ED
Tel: 01204 843631
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The contents of this newsletter are not necessarily
the official views of the Little Theatre Guild.

LTG Newsletter

Vol .33 No.4 November 2019

Letter from the Chairman
“How safe is
your theatre”

It might seem a rhetorical
question but after part of
the ceiling collapsed at the
Piccadilly Theatre in London’s
Wes nd, we cannot afford to
be complacent. Fortunately,
the injuries were relatively
slight with six people treated
at the scene and four taken
to hospital. The theatre did of course have to be
evacuated and the remainder of the performance of
“Death of a Salesman” was lost.
That followed a much more serious roof collapse at
London’s Apollo Theatre in 2013 when 76 people were
injured, seven seriously. That resulted in a year long
investigation by Westminster City Council and more
rigorous health and safety guidance being drawn up.

Does this have relevance to LTG?

The answer is of course yes. Both the Piccadilly and
Apollo are old theatres opening in 1928 and 1901
respectively. That is true of the vast majority of our
theatres but perhaps we have a hidden extra danger.
Most of our theatres are not purpose built but are
conversions of buildings used for other purposes such
as cinemas and chapels. As such they can of course
hide dangers like blue asbestos.
All our theatres are regularly inspected by the licensing
authorities which provides some reassurance. But
then so were the Apollo and Piccadilly and they would
have had more rigorous inspections as they are much
larger venues than ours.
One possible answer would be for our theatres to have
full structural surveys but this would be extremely
expensive and not proportionate. We can be proactive
and if for instance there is a water leak inspecting
any possible damage to ceilings. If the worse does
happen an effective and well-rehearsed evacuation
plan is essential. It should never be under estimated
the reputational damage that can be caused if our
patrons are injured in an incident.
At the excellent Northern Region conference hosted
by Nantwich Players there was an interesting
workshop on drama festivals and adjudications. This
is something that divides LTG opinion. Many feel
drama should not be competitive and be avoided at
all costs. Others feel that festivals can be beneficial as
constructive criticism can improve performances and
raise standards.

are definitely changing. I still have nightmares about
participating in a drama festival in Richmond, North
Yorkshire in the early 1980s where we were performing
“Lion in Winter” by John Goldman. A slightly biased
summary of the adjudication was that this was a
particularly difficult play and should not be attempted
by amateurs and the future King John should not
have had a Lancastrian accent. This was preceded by
a long introduction by the adjudicator name checking
all the famous actors he knew. Salvation came when
we received a few days later an unsolicited letter
from an audience member telling us how unfair the
adjudication was and how much they had enjoyed the
production.
At the Northern Conference Robert Meadows of
NoDA confirmed when he started out many years
ago, he was advised before the start of one festival
“to give them hell”. Now the emphasis is on drawing
attention to the positive and making constructive
comments on how the production could be improved.
If you have never participated in a festival before it is
perhaps worth giving it some consideration. It can be
an uplifting and valuable experience.
One of the joys of being LTG chairman is that you
get to visit so many wonderful theatres and see so
many excellent productions. The last three months
have taken me to the Nantwich Players, Stables
Theatre and Arts Centre (Hastings) and the Barn
Theatre (Welwyn Garden City). They produced a
rich variety of excellent drama from Jeeves and
Wooster in Perfect Nonsense, The Weir, and the
Crucible. All attracted either capacity or near capacity
appreciative audiences often in places not well served
by professional theatre.
Finally, many theatres will shortly be embarking on
their annual pantomime. Not everybody’s favourite
form of drama but lest we forget - it is enjoyed by
the cast, the audience and most importantly your
treasurer.
With Best Wishes for Christmas and the New Year and
a successful 2020.
Mike Smith

I have mixed views on these festivals but times
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Fish and Chips On the Beach?
In England!!
Southern Region
Conference

• Eddie Redfern pushed our necessity to
have all our safe guarding policies upto
date as he had heard some worrying
stories about criminal activities protected
by vigilance.
• Coming soon: a Grey Paper upgrading
the use of weapons.
• Kevin Spence urged all theatres to review
seriously their ticket pricing policies as he
thought they were seriously underpricing
the amateur product.
• Members were reminded that discounts
were available on scripts from Nick Hern
Books, Frenches and Weinberger; There
were advertising opportunities from Ticket
Source which was a growing company.
• The RSC Courses were promoted to those
who could afford them.
A member of Bolton Little Theatre recently
attended The Big Directors’ Weekend at
the RSC and her comments follow:
It was with a mixed sense of delighted

A canape reception preceded the performance of Conor McPherson’s
The Weir followed by supper.
Sunday morning was given over to a discussion and the sharing
information on ‘employing staff within a voluntary organization’.
This was followed by a one man performance of ‘The life and
Times of Rudyard Kipling’, a local to the South East Region.

The Stable Theatre Hastings hosted the LTG Conference in
September. Not wanting anyone to waste a minute delegates
were treated to a welcome on Friday with a buffet and Quiz. The
Things worth noting from the AGM and
FORUM at The Northern Conference at
Nantwich in October

Saturday included tours of the Stables theatre and Hastings Old
Town, workshops on Voice, Acting and Stage Managing, fish and
chips on the beach, and the AGM.

Neil Sellman
Chairman

expectation and trepidation that having
booked my place, organised train journeys
and a small guest house accommodation that
I set out on a Friday afternoon, Oct 18th.
I stayed in a tiny quirky ’Arts and Crafts’
terraced house with high ceilings, carved
wooden lintels and very steep narrow stairs
on Arden street – very appropriate! - and
only a 15min walk to the theatre. I called
into a thatched inn and enjoyed a small
glass of rose wine (naughty but nice) and
then repaired to the guest house to rest for
the coming intense schedule of activities.
The next morning I set out to meet the
group: 36 people from all over the country,
initially split into two groups. We very
quickly got acquainted via a set of ‘games’
which also helped to shed inhibitions.
Lunch was very welcome and I was
impressed that they used bamboo platters
and forks – no plastic!
We worked with two RSC Directors who
had differing methods, both very useful and
interesting, exploring various techniques.
That evening we enjoyed a performance of
A Museum in Bagdad. If a drama lecturer
from a London University found it difficult

Now, a note from one of our new members who writes after
attending her first Northern Conference.
Gill Goddard is a member of the EPPiC Theatre, Ecclesfield,
Sheffield.
The EPPiC Theatre was officially opened in 1988, following nine
years hard work converting it from a former Methodist chapel/
schoolroom, but the Ecclesfield Priory Players themselves were
formed in 1932. Our EPPiC title stands for Ecclesfield Priory Players
in the Community.

Of course I knew I would enjoy attending the LTG Northern Region
Conference as I am a sucker for conferences, particularly when I
have no real work to do. What I didn’t expect was the warmth of the
welcome from my fellow theatrical types, and if all LTG Theatres
are as welcoming, as interesting and as inspiring as the Players

Theatre in Nantwich, LTG will never get rid of me!
However I was unprepared for just how much useful information
and advice I would collect to take back to hopefully inspire my
EPPiC committee and team. We cannot be the only small theatre
which is increasingly mired in multiple issues, ageing buildings ( and
ageing active members!), changing legal and technical requirements,
leaving precious little time and energy to actually stage plays let
alone find time to actually act! Therefore, the experience and often
straight-talking advice I gleaned from LTG members will I hope
open us to new ideas at the next committee meeting. (In the meantime,
we must first deal with our flooded basement dressing room/storeroom
area, naturally only a week after refurbishment and redecoration!)
Looking forward to visiting Chads in Cheadle Hulme for next year’s
conference.

Sadly the Board of Europe’s first pop up theatre - the Rose
Theatre in York announced that the company has gone into
liquidation having suffered unsustainable loses this season. Eighr
productions this year were staged to great acclaim by audiences
and critics alike. Due to the economic and political uncertainty
surrounding brexit, and the impact this has had on concumer
confidence, the anticipated numbers necessary to sustain a
project on this scale were not achieved. 78,000 visitors in 2018
dropped to 47,000 this year. At Blenheim Palace numbers of 38,000 fell short of
the 75,000 required to necessary to break even.
It was on my list for a visit but too late! More good intentions unrealized. Who’s
for an eight day week?
So, even Shakespeare has suffered from Brexititis. How long before we stop
blaming Brexit for everything!
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to understand, then I had no chance! It
was of course very well done but we were
all of the same mind so I was not alone in
my perplexity.
On Sunday we discussed planning and
preparation, some of which was relevant,
some not so much as the amateur theatre
doesn’t have the same resources, human
or otherwise as the RSC. In the afternoon
we attended a rehearsal of Richard III
and when they asked for volunteers to be
his ‘army’ guess whose hand shot up!
It was certainly a privilege to work with
such talented actors and director. After a
Q&A session we were taken on a backstage
tour of both theatres. Rather awe inspiring.
And so, to the station for the journey home,
my head buzzing with information overload.
Very good weekend - meeting some lovely
people with whom I shall keep in touch. A
little daunting, at times I felt overwhelmed,
and, if I’m honest, a little out of my depth.
But that is life, we stretch ourselves, come
out of our personal comfort zone and that
is how we learn.

LTG Newsletter
Here’s a very interesting
and informative article from
Damien O’Keeffe, the Editor
of the newsletter of Ilkley
Players
Theatre is a political act This might
seem to be a rather bold and blanket
statement but from the Ancient
Greeks to Shakespeare, from Brecht to
Brenton and Hare; Joan Littlewood to
Red Ladder and on to the work of new
companies such as Lung Theatre and
Bradford based Common Wealth, the
stage has been a place of propaganda
and debate. And not just the stage;
many of those named above presented
their work in non-traditional theatre
spaces or in the communities whose
stories they hoped to tell.
Here are some examples of political
plays that have shaped the way we
think:
The Trojan Women by Euripides. A
great anti-war classic, dating from 415BC
was written in protest at the Athenians’
brutal capture of the neutral island of Melos.
Richard
III
by
Shakespeare
is
considered to be possibly the greatest
dissection and portrait of a tyrant. It charts
the character of Richard as a psychopath
as well as discussing realpolitik.
An Enemy of the People by Henrik
Ibsen, written in
1892 but, at time
when whistleblowers
become
a
staple
of
corporate
and
political life, this play
remains
resolutely
relevant.
Dr
Stockman
is
the chief medical
officer of a spa who
discovers that the town’s baths have been
contaminated and demands full disclosure
but at great personal cost.
Mother Courage and Her Children by
Brecht. Mother Courage tries to eke out
a living during the Thirty Years War in the
face of overwhelmingly bleak odds.
Brecht was perhaps one of the most
influential theatre practitioners of the 20th
century. As Andrew Dickson states in the

Vol .33 No.4 November 2019
essay ‘Bertolt Brecht and epic theatre: V is
fer Verfremdungseffeckt’ (2017)
Powerfully innovative and fiercely political,
the German playwright, poet, theorist and
director Bertolt Brecht believed that theatre
had a duty not just to reflect society but to
change it... Committed to fighting social
and economic injustice, and often bitterly
funny about the dehumanizing effects of
capitalism, the plays are sometimes heavyhanded and can seem propagandistic.
Brecht has arguably had more influence
as a theoretician and visionary: the
innovations he introduced have become so
commonplace that it is hard to encounter
a piece of contemporary theatre that does
not build on techniques he pioneered.
The Crucible by Arthur Miller. This
classic American drama is, on the surface,
about the hysteria surrounding the witch-

hunts in Salem during the 17th century but
it is also a compelling parable about the
notorious McCarthyite ‘Red Menace’ witchhunts of the 1950s.
Accidental Death of an Anarchist by
Dario Fo dating from 1970, this play has
lost none of its power. It centres on the
death in police custody of an innocent man.
The Romans in Britain by Howard
Brenton. This riveting and shocking
play was first performed in 1980 and
due to the inclusion of a scene depicting
male rape, was the subject of a private
prosecution for gross indecency, brought
against the director Michael Bogdanov by
Mary Whitehouse. The play itself cleverly
juxtaposes Caesar’s invasion of Britain with
the British presence in Northern Ireland.
Blasted
by
Sarah Kane. This
1995 play, Kane’s
debut, was mired
in controversy for
its violent and
sexual
content

Priory Theatre are known locally for the
quality of their theatre sets.
Now we know why.

but is now viewed as a play with a fine
moral purpose, a play about who theatre
is for and who needs to be represented on
stage. A subject still very current.
Black
Watch
by
Gregory
Burk,
portraying the role of Scottish soldiers’
involvement in the Gulf War, this play has
been showered with awards and acclaim.
More recently, and currently on tour around
the country, Trojan Horse by Helen
Monks and Matt Woodhead examines
the scandal around the notorious enquiry
into an alleged Islamist takeover of inner

city schools in the east of Birmingham.
Based on over 200 hours of interviews with
about 90 witnesses. The play premiered at
the Edinburgh Festival in 2018.
The play began its National Tour at the
newly redeveloped Leeds Playhouse
earlier this month and was described as
–unsettling, engaging, thought-provoking
and controversial’ in a 4 star review by our
very own Yvette Huddleston.
I Have Met the Enemy (and the Enemy
is Us) is the latest production developed
by Common Wealth.
A former British soldier, a Palestinian actor
and a Yemini artist came together, in a
joint attempt to understand the UK arms
trade and its impact around the world.
Part technoparty, part investigation, this
was first produced in a Youth Centre on
the Holmewood Estate in Bradford in
September 2019.
Whether you believe that theatre should
purely entertain or, like Brecht, that it
should aim to change the world, we hope
you will enjoy our current production of
Handbagged.
Damien O’Keeffe

Having their moment of glory in print are John Evans, Judith
Woodcock, Barbara Bateman, David Woodcock, John Andrews,
Nigel Macbeth, John Leech, Richard Poynter, Mick Tyler and Keith
Morris. Not on parade for the photo are Nigel Sharp and Pete, ‘the
painter’ Horton.

Ten years ago a small group of retired members got together on a
Tuesday morning to assist in the building on stage sets. Set building
traditionally took place on a Tuesday evening. It was soon apparent
that the members of this group were enjoying themselves. When
the word got around that sessions were rather fun they were joined
by others. This combination ‘Last of the Summer Wine’ meets
‘Dad’s Army’ eventually adopted the latter name wich has stuck.
But it is now a politically correct group as there is a couple of ladies
present.Indeed the army are regularly commanded by Brigadier
Barbara Bateman!
Dad’s Army in the Mess!
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The Kevin
Spence Column
FANCY A CHAT
AND A COFFEE?
PUBLIC ACTS is the recent nationwide initiative by the
National Theatre to create ‘extraordinary acts of theatre and
community.’ It creates ambitious new works of participatory
theatre and is built on sustained partnerships with theatres
and community organizations who share the National Theatre’s
vision of theatre as a force for change. (Please note the word:
‘sustained’! These events are not intended as a ‘one-off’)
The first two shows in this scheme have been a tremendous
success – PERICLES in August 2018 at the National and more
recently in August 2019 AS YOU LIKE IT at the Queen’s
Theatre, Hornchurch. Next year, I am very excited that the
decision has been made to come and make the next show in
Doncaster at CAST.
On Remembrance Sunday, the Royal Exchange Theatre in
Manchester held a 24 hour event - Neil Bartlett’s 24 HOURS
OF PEACE. It was advertised as an ‘act of witness’ to the
work of 100 contemporary peace-workers featuring stars
like Miranda Richardson and Toby Jones working alongside a
community ensemble.
These are just two examples of major companies staging
ambitious theatre events in which professional actors work
alongside amateurs to create something memorable. III w
I would like to think there are two key reasons why major
theatres see fit to pour hours of time and effort into such
projects. Firstly, and most idealistically, I trust that they see
it is part of their wider social and cultural function to promote
theatre throughout the wider local and regional community.
Secondly, and perhaps more cynically, they feel compelled to
forge links beyond the narrow confines of their own theatre
activities because a failure you to do so will lose them funding
from major sponsors like the Arts Council and influential
corporate organisations.
Consequently, when friends from LTG theatres express
misgivings about my enthusiasm for LTG theatres initiating
‘conversations’ with any regional producing house within
striking distance of their own theatre, all of the above provides
compelling evidence as to why they should bother.
My personal crusade in this regard is not centred on amateur
theatres seeking favours from our professional colleagues.
Such favours might be part of the conversation, but, in my
view, we should be in no doubt that any benefits which
might arise from closer collaboration between amateurs and
professionals are mutually advantageous.
We only have to look at the trouble our friends at the RSC have
gone to in recent years to promote not just OPEN STAGES,
but an ongoing programme of courses, workshops and other
events for non-professionals.
The RSC would be the first to admit
that they have learned a great deal
from working with amateurs – the
process is not a one’-way street.
Furthermore
the
use
of
a
‘community ensemble’ as part of
a production can be the only way
many professional theatres can
afford to mount productions of great plays with large casts.
Two recent professional productions I saw using community
actors spring immediately to mind – AN ENEMY OF THE
PEOPLE and A VIEW FROM THE BRIDGE.
Again, some LTG members have recently pressed me for possible
themes and questions when embarking on conversations with
professional colleagues. I have been a little hesitant about
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being too specific, in all
honesty, because it seems
to me invidious to assume
that
my
suggestions
might be appropriate to
the perceived needs of a
particular LTG theatre and
its professional theatre up
the road.
However, the more I have
reflected
on
this
and
listened to LTG friends raising issues for their theatres at
conferences, some profitable topics for discussion do seem to
emerge with startling regularity.
So here is a shortlist of possibilities:
DISCOUNTED COSTUME/PROP/SET HIRE
This is a topic that will attract the approval of all LTG Treasurers
I have ever known! For example, there is a significant discount
for costume hire for amateur groups in Yorkshire from one of
our local major producing theatres – and the costumes are
durable and appropriate because they are made for theatre,
not fancy dress.
GETTING THEATRICAL EXPERTISE – FOR FREE!
This can cover a wide range of areas:
a) Getting advice on sourcing technical equipment
b) Marketing: a professional marketing expert at a theatre will
have very detailed postcode information about your potential
audiences, so that you do not waste valuable resources
promoting your theatre to areas that either already attend
your theatre in droves or, at the other end of the scale, are
unlikely to attend in large numbers whatever shows you put
on. They can also advise on acceptable strategies for ticket
pricing, (as well as other sales within your theatre), as well as
how best to use brochures, posters, flyers, social media etc
c) Fundraising: A professional fundraiser will be able to direct
you to those funders from whom you might stand the best
chances of success – again, this saves hours of work applying
to funders who are just going to reject your application
anyway. Fundraising experts are also brilliant at uncovering
ingenious wheezes to raise money which the rest of us have
never considered.
However, a word of warning – if you are seeking advice
on funding streams, and your ticket prices, ice-creams,
programmes, etc are very cheap, you might be recommended
to look at your overall pricing policy first. It is amazing how
much extra income the odd 50p on tickets and refreshments
can accrue – and I am convinced that many of our charges
are out of step with the real cost of providing these services
in theatres in 2019.
d) Legal advice on employment, insurance, health & safety etc
e) Safeguarding advice – professional theatres can be very
supportive in helping you to get a watertight policy.
f) Youth theatre – this can range from advice about suitable
workshop topics
g) Membership schemes that work! – great ideas on recruitment
and retention are gold dust to most LTG theatres, and
professional colleagues might be able to suggest initiatives,
which are new to LTG theatres, to improve both.
The above is not intended to be prescriptive, nor a shopping list
which is complete or necessarily appropriate for your current
needs. But it could be a launch pad for some very fruitful
collaborative work going forward – and if it saves time, work
and money, even in the short term, it can only be a good thing!
So if you decide that an hour
of your time might be usefully
employed having a coffee with
someone from a professional
theatre near you – Good Luck!
Milk and two sugars for me...
KEVIN SPENCE

LTG Newsletter

More Musings
from Michael
The end of an era?
Harold ‘Hal’ Prince, the Broadway
director and producer who pushed
the
boundaries
of
musicals
with
shows such as the
Phantom of the
Opera,
Cabaret
and
Sweeney
Todd, and won 21
Tonys, has died at
the age of 91.
He was known for his fluid director’s
touch and was unpredictable and
uncompromising in his choice of stage
material. He often picked challenging,
off-beat subjects, such as a murderous,
knife-wielding barber who baked his
victims in pies, or the 19th century
opening of Japan to the west (Pacific
Overtures).
Along the way he helped create some
of America’s most enduring musical hits,
first as a producer of such shows as The
Pyjama Game, Damn Yankees, West
Side Story, A Funny Thing Happened
on the Way to the Forum and Fiddler
on the Roof. He later became a director,
overseeing such landmark musicals as
Company, Follies and Evita. Sir Andrew
Lloyd Webber said it was impossible to
overstate the importance of Prince: “All of
modern musical theatre owes practically
everything to him.” Another said of the
partnership of Prince with Sondheim:
“The sheer quality of their work – which
also includes Follies, Pacific Overtures
and A Little Night Music – are shows
that still are astonishing for having an
emotional maturity and complexity on a
level with Chekhov and Ibsen”. We are all
in his debt, and thank goodness, revivals
of his shows are still being prepared for
us to enjoy!
And another?
Then came the news of
the death of Peter Nichols
at the age of 92.
Michael Coveney contributes
a warm obituary to The
Guardian: “Over a period
of 15 years, from 1967 to 1982, Peter
Nichols wrote some of the most
brilliant and distinctive plays on the
British stage. He remains best known
for his early success
A Day in the Death
of Joe Egg (1967), in
which a married couple
attempt to cope with
their difficulties caring
for a child with severe
difficulties
through
comedy routines and
black humour.
It was an absolute first
in breaking that sort
of polite taboo about
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people with difficulties, and it caused
a furore. But the play won Nichols the
first of his four of his Evening Standard
drama
awards...Michael
Blakemore
famously directed the next two superb
Nichols plays – The National Health
(1969)(a dance of death and a TV
soap opera parody at once, set in an
NHS cancer ward), and Forget-MeNot Lane (1971), his favourite play, a
family vaudeville with songs. Privates
on Parade was followed by Born in the
Gardens, a flawlessly structured piece
of writing and a high point in Nichols’
creative life. Next came Passion Play,
confirmed in subsequent revivals as a
modern classic, and Poppy in 1982, a
production that combined the Victorians’
favourite pastime, pantomime, with their
favourite occupation, imperialism”.
Nichols’ later career was mired with
controversy; but the seven memorable
plays above have enjoyed revivals,
and astonish us with the variety and
brilliance of his invention. For a few
years, Nichols was justifiably one of the
top ten authors quoted by the LTG in its
popularity parades. After 50 years, these
plays should be back regularly in the
parades as classics along with Coward
and Bennett!
Of the recent revival of Joe Egg in
the west end, Billington wrote: ‘While
Nichols’s play may have lost its initial
shock value, this revival shows it still
possesses a rare truth and humanity.’
Looking Back (after 30 years!)
As the time ticking away on the
Brexit crisis, I felt it would be a welcome
change to read about the matters that
meant a lot to us in the LTG thirty
years ago! For example, in July 1989
on the occasion of the North Region
Conference, “some 55 delegates from
19 theatres congregated at the Royalty
Theatre, Sunderland on the weekend
of 7/9 July. A visit to the Beamish Open
Air Museum on the morning was quite
refreshing! The Saturday afternoon was
spent with author Michael Hastings
and the director and cast of Sunderland’s
recent production of Tom and Viv, a
dramatisation of the first marriage of T
S Eliot.
Michael Hastings outlined how the play
was born, how it grew out of research
and meeting people, in particular Viv’s
brother. We saw selected scenes,
enjoyed the author’s comments, and
were intensely stimulated by him and
by the play itself. On Sunday morning
Michael Hastings was joined by Tom
Haddaway – they made a great contrast,
and it was fascinating to listen to their
different style, still united by a common
purpose, the intensity of communication.
Michael Hastings provoked plenty of
audience comment with his very firm
rejection of TV and film compared to
live theatre where truth was paramount
and falseness and manipulation most
easily exposed. A thoroughly worthwhile
weekend was enjoyed by all”.

It must have been a productive
occasion, because the memory of the
play and production lingered with me for
many years, and eventually the chance
came for me to mount a production of
Tom and Viv for my neighbour theatre
group, Whitefield Garrick – an event
which I still treasure! Such an amazingly
rich and rewarding play, well worth a
revival now some 30 years later!
In 1989 the use of children in
productions was highlighted by an
article based on East Sussex County
Byelaws. The conclusion: “Each theatre
should check with its local Education
Authority when next using children.
Perhaps each theatre with a Youth
Group should appoint an Official Matron
or two!”. Of course, it was to be more
than fifteen years later before “amateur
children in entertainment” became a hot
political topic! Hard to remember how
relaxed we all were at this time!
Then on the same issue of the LTG
Newsletter for Summer 1989 came a
piece of perennial concern, this time
from a pen from a member of Crescent
Theatre, Birmingham: “What do we
give our public next season? A choice
of plays that most have probably never
heard of, with nothing to grab and make
them want to come to the theatre. Our
prime objectives are to get bums
on seats in order to make money.
Are we expected to try to sell tickets
to shows we don’t give a proverbial
for?”. The printed response was equally
predictable: “It seems that Crescent,
like many other member theatres,
has got to get to grips with what
it really stands for. Are we Little
Theatres, or amateur dramatic
societies? If our only criterion is the
box-office, how do we justify our
very existence? Is there then no place
for Pravda, Threepenny Opera, Hamlet,
Canterbury Tales, four of the plays that
Crescent’s correspondent is so bitterly
complaining about? Perhaps he has
joined the wrong theatre after all!”.
Olden Days
Some days, especially as and when I
reach the obituary columns of the paper,
I am reminded of some
great theatrical talents
in the past. Recently
the death of Franco
Zeffirelli brought back
memories of some
great old movies and
productions; and now
again in mid-August
came news of the death of designer and
costume maker Piero Tosi at the age
of 92.
You may not know the name. But
anyone who has seen the films The
Leopard and Death in Venice will still
remember the visual splendour of these
two masterpieces directed by Luchino
Visconti – Dirk Bogarde and Silvana
Mangano were impressive in 1971, but
Burt Lancaster and Claudia Cardinale in
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1963 helped to create in The Leopard
a masterpiece. The Sicilian ball scene
in 1860 was eventually cut down to
50 minutes having taken 5 months to
shoot in technicolour, a tour-de-force
of cinematic skill. Tosi eventually was
awarded an honorary Oscar for his work.
I must try to see the film again!
News from Shoreditch?
“One needs to hunt very hard to spot
the traces of Shoreditch that William
Shakespeare would have known. The
east-London neighbourhood has been
under threat in recent decades from the
encroaching tower blocks of the City of
London. Almost nothing remains of its
rich 16th century history. But a metre or
two below a new building, a hole in a
concrete floor permits a glimpse of the
Tudor brick foundation of the Theatre
was built in 1576. It was probably the first
purpose-built playhouse in London since
Roman times, and where Shakespeare
began earning his reputation.
A new exhibition space dedicated
to the history of the Theatre will open
on the site next spring. The foundations
of the Theatre – which stood only until
1598 when it was dismantled and its
timbers taken to south of the river to
build the Globe – were found in 2008.
Four years later archaeologists found
the site of the Curtain – a theatre
where Shakespeare is thought to have
premiered a number of his most famous
plays – a few hundred metres away. That
site is being developed into a 37-storey
luxury apartment block. ‘In this part
of London, nestled in among glass sky
scrapers, are these tiny pieces of history’
writes a Blue badge walking tour guide.”
New Plays to watch out for?
As the choice of plays every season
seems to get more and more predictable
in the amateur world, it seems
encouraging that recently this autumn
some of the new plays being reviewed
may well deserve an outing soon for the
enterprising amateur practitioner.
In September came
a few reviews of
distinctly
promising
material. Like A Very
Expensive Poison by
Lucy Prebble, at the
Old Vic, London.
Watching this fascinating new play about
the murder by Alexander Litvinenko on
British soil, I was frequently reminded of
her earlier hit, Enron.
Prebble once again bases her play on
fact, tells a complex story with great
clarity and adopts a variety of techniques,
including direct address, puppetry, and
song, to create a uniquely theatrical
spectacle”, wrote Michael Billington. “It’s
an evening that instructs as it entertains
and that leaves one appalled at Britain’s
initial reluctance to do anything that
might antagonise Moscow”. One to keep
an eye on, don’t you think, especially if
you remember Enron?
The day before I caught a review of Two
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Trains Running by August Wilson,
playing in Northampton at the Royal &
Derngate. “His plays have a richness
and density of texture in which social
reportage is combined with individual
desperation”, commented Billington.
“That is eminently true of this piece –
the sixth in Wilson’s 10-play cycle about
African American experience. Wilson
takes his time, but this production, copresented by English Touring Theatre,
does justice to his capacity to create
public stories out of private anguish”.
Anyone who has seen (and read)
Wilson’s plays Fences and Ma Rainey’s
Black Bottom will not need reminding
of the strength of his work, and regret
that plays needing experienced coloured
actors are sadly still out of range in
amateur circles.
Then comes another intriguing premiere,
this time from veteran Alan Ayckbourn
in a new play from the Stephen Joseph
Theatre in Scarborough, Birthdays
Past, Birthdays Present. “Dramatists
have long been experimenting with
reverse chronology. But the everinventive Ayckbourn gives it a new spin
in his joyous 83rd play, reminding us
that a situation can
become even funnier
or sadder if we have
a shrewd idea in
advance of what is
going
to
happen”,
wrote
Billington.
“One of Ayckbourn’s
many gifts is to make
brilliant use of offstage action and characters. And as
always, Ayckbourn writes generously for
actors. Alternately wry and raucous, the
play shows the 80-year-old Ayckbourn
still knows how best to make the best
use of time”. I guess that reading copies
for this play will be at a premium within
LTG circles!
And Keeping Up with Ibsen!
Like Shakespeare, Ibsen refuses to
die away – his plays survive against the
odds however many people say that they
cannot stand them!! Witness the success
last spring in London of Rosmersholm,
a severe play that very rarely achieves an
outing, but just refuses to die away! This
summer there has seen a trio of revivals
of more popular works, all of them by
female dramatists with significant updatings. We had A Doll’s House from
Tanika Gupta, followed by Hedda
Gabler (or Hedda Tesman) by Cordelia
Lynn, and most recently An Enemy of
the People by Rebecca Lenkiewicsz
(from Nottingham Playhouse) “who
turns Dr Thomas Stockmann, the The
Killing whistleblower into Dr Teresa
Stockmann, a GP in a contemporary
Norwegian town that might serve as the
setting of”. The Telegraph says: “A play
of our times...a meaty attack on the hot
air of moral outrage and the dangers of
exploiting populism...to achieve political
ends”. Those looking for a ‘meaty’ play

for revival could do a lot worse than
return to the plays of Ibsen, adapted or
straight!
Those lists again!
Here they come, these lists of the
“Top 20 ... of the Century” and many
similar efforts, which seem to exist only
to fill the spare time of bored journalists!
“The 10 best Chinese Violin Solos” has
yet to invade our culture, but the latest
to surface in my paper on the 18th
September was headed “The Top 20
Plays of the Century...So Far”. Which
plays have survived the cut? The insecure
gurus in the Arts pages have made their
suggestions, and I was quite pleased to
see that I had actually heard of 12 plays,
a few of which had enjoyed a life out of
the inner London bubble. But only two
of the selected plays had I actually seen
live, living out here in the provinces!
Pause for thought! Could it really be
true that these critics genuinely thought
that Jerusalem had been the best new
play of the last 20 years? Meanwhile
some comments emerged, like “How
many of the ‘Top 20 plays of the...so
far’ were seen outside London?”. Well, a
correspondent quickly replied: “We saw
11 of them in Sheffield – some were
touring from London and others were
Sheffield’s own productions”. Clearly,
theatregoers especially in the LTG in the
provinces need more enthusiasts like
this!
Then as a follow-up article, Billington
mused about what the future might
hold. “Prediction is a mug’s game, since
we don’t know whether we are heading
for post-Brexit meltdown or the sunlit
uplands envisaged by Redwood and
Rees-Mogg. But, risking my neck, I
will hazard a few guesses. One is that
the communal pleasures of theatre will
become ever more seductive in an age
of atomised, hi-tech isolation. Another is
that the theatre will increasingly oscillate
between the epic and the intimate: the
massive, large-scale experience and
the claustrophobically intense. Finally,
I would suggest that, even if we face a
future of ongoing uncivil war, of creeping
autocracy, of disruption or all things
that we take for granted, someone,
somewhere will be still putting on a play
about it”.
More news you may have missed!
The blizzard of news coming out of
the Brexit coverage may have caused
some interesting arts news being
overlooked. For example, did you catch
the complaint from Poet Laureate Simon
Armitage that “the language of politics
is ‘so shallow and
threadbare’ that it has
stopped feeling like it
has any truthfulness
at all? It felt like ‘some
kind of screen being
erected in front of
you’ when politicians
used
clichés.
‘The
language of politics
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the RSC that the company was to
end its sponsorship deal with BP
amid growing opposition to big oil’s
sponsorship of many of the UK’s leading
cultural institutions. It has decided to
curtail its eight year relationship – BP
said it was disappointed and dismayed
as this will bring a successful programme
to a premature end. ‘Over the past eight
years our sponsorship has enabled 80,000
young people to see RSC performances
at reduced rates’. But Greg Doran said:
‘Amid the climate emergency, young
people are now saying clearly to us that
sponsorship is putting barriers between
them and their wish to engage with the

RSC. We cannot ignore that message’.
The deal will end at the end of the year.
We must hope that a new deal will be
established before long, as introducing
theatre and especially Shakespeare to
live theatre at reasonable prices is vital
for us all.
A few days later the National Theatre
announced it would end Shell’s corporate
membership at the end of next year, as
the arts organisation accelerated plans
to make itself carbon neutral. “The move
will increase pressure on other cultural
institutions. So what next?

Jo Matthews and Anne Gilmour
were delighted to attend an event
at Network Theatre, the Central
London LTG Member with premises
right underneath Waterloo Station.

an amateur dramatic society known
as The Southern Railway Dramatic
Society. They started in two arches
under Waterloo, expanded into The
Scala Theatre (destroyed by fire
in 1969) and also the Cripplegate
Theatre, and even visited the very
plush Shell Theatre. They had to leave
their two arches when the Eurostar
Terminal was built and moved into
their current premises in 1991.

list of that decade’s shows, pictures of
programmes and show photographs.
Sadly we had to leave in the interval,
but the five excerpts we had seen
were staged extremely effectively, but
simply, and captured the sense the
decades.

The theatre began in 1939 when
the clerical staff at Waterloo Station
months ahead were evacuated to
Deepdene near Dorking, forming

The evening’s celebrations consisted
of 10 minute excerpts of a production
staged in each of the theatre’s eight
decades. All beautifully linked by a

Happy birthday Network Theatre,
here’s to the next 80 years.

becomes very tired very quickly and it
stops feeling like it has any truthfulness
at all, because it is just so shallow
and threadbare’. If politicians started
speaking personal truths they could find
themselves ‘outside the party line, so
they erect these monuments of speech
which are very boring, and language
becomes
a
defence
mechanism.
Poets have, in contrast, always felt a
responsibility to not use cliché for that
reason: they’re emptied of potential.
They’re exhausted’.” Recent political
speeches from Trump and Johnson have
certainly proved Armitage’s point!
And did you catch the news from

Network Theatre
80 Years of Theatre

THEATRE CRITICS NEW KID ON THE BLOCK
Arifa Akbar has replaced Michael Billington as The
Guardian’s Chief Theatre Critic.

Michael Shipley

We missed the cake cutting after the
show, but we are sure that members
enjoyed the whole celebration.

Anne Gilmour

CHRISTMAS WITH THE FAMILY
What about taking a break from your own theatre for once,
you’ve earned a rest - and giving all your family a real treat.
Solve the present giving ordeal in one telephone call to the
box office at Stratford. Book for David Walliams new Musical

Michael Coveney commented: ‘Today when everyone is a
critic, voices like Michael Billington’s are irreplaceable’.

at Stratford.

Well, I hope for Arifa Akbar’s sake, that doesn’t turn out to
be true.

Sounds like a lot of fun. Plenty of snippets on line to tempt

TOO MUCH
DRAMA OFFSTAGE
But it’s going to be Alright on the
Night at Carlisle Green Room.
The Chairman,
David Wood, has
endeavoured to ensure that the theatre
is a secure and healthy place to work
in. Then he was faced with the closure
of roads around the theatre and heard
mysterious rumours concerning the
future of the adjacent former Central
Plaza Hotel. At a meeting on October
28th, the theatre was relieved to
learn of the following programme.
Demolition of the Hotel would begin
shortly, beginning from the back of

The Boy in the Dress
you. Directed by Mark Ravenhill.

the hotel which is from the wall next
to the theatre. Fortunately, the two
buildings each have their own wall.
Once down, further demolition would
continue for safety reasons from the
rear of the main edifice.
The preservation of all theatre
activities is the main concern of both
the architects and the demolition team.
If the workers need to work with
machines in front of the theatre
during the day, they have assured the
theatre that they will house all the
machinery behind the fences during
the nighttime, creating a clear access
to the theatre during the evening.
They have even agreed to avoid

working during the
times of the matinee
performances of the
pantomime.
In addition, the portacabin with its offending generator
has been moved and the fumes are
beginning to subside!
David Wood considers they have been
lucky to have the generosity of all the
agencies involved on their side so that
the show really can go on.
I’m sure the theatre would play
tribute to the careful handling of what
could have been a volatile situation
without the Chairman’s considerable
negotiating skills.
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And from the Priory Theatre Company Newsletter...

Laurel & Hardy at the Priory Theatre
Not a headline you may see everyday – but
read on!

It starred Steve Coogan as Stan and John C
Reilly as Ollie.

As a fan of the lovely duo from my boyhood
days I went along to see “Stan and Ollie” –
the Movie earlier in the year ( and thoroughly
enjoyed it too). It was about their 1953 tour of
the UK and the heart problems of Ollie that cut
short the tour and ultimately ended the pairing
of the funny men!

Now I had heard that they had visited the Priory
Theatre at some point but it seemed too unlikely
to have been true. Or was it? So a little more
of the story was given to me by Richard Pointer
in that he told me that George Tisdale – yes, he
with the bust in the bar who was our founder well
before the second world war = had told him that
he was in the theatre just after the war and the
pair of them walked in just for a nose around!
George, being George, was delighted to show
them around.
So was it during the 1953 tour? Too long to be
just after the war? Well, investigating further
I found that they also toured in 1947 and they
actually stayed at what was then the Abbey
Hotel at the top of the hill now converted into
flats. They appeared at the Coventry theatre
in August 1947. At least Stan and his wife were
staying up the road even though it could be
that Ollie and his wife may have been staying in
Leamington.
Further research revealed a copy of the front
page of the Kenilworth Weekly News. It was a
poor copy and in attempting to find the original I
did contact the KWN but found that the archives
are no longer kept that far back. Shame!
So whilst the story is a bit short on facts, it still
makes a good tale and perhaps give some of us
a little smile too.

Four funny men!

MICHAEL COVENEY
Michael Coveney’s book on Amateur
Theatre – titled Questors, Jesters
and Renegades - the story of
Britain’s Amateur Theatre, with a
foreword by Kenneth Branagh will
be published by Methuen on March
5th 2020.
Tickets are already on sale for an event on March 18th at The
National Theatre (6 – 7 pm) when the author will recount
some of the anecdotes and previously unheard stories that
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Never let a few facts get in the way of a
good tale - who first said that!
show that amateur theatre is not just something that serves
as a popular pastime.
Amazon’s comments on the book:
The vital story of the amateur theatre as it developed
from the medieval guilds to the modern theatre of
Ayckbourn and Pinter with a few mishaps and missed
cues along the way. Coveney, a former member of
Ilford’s Renegades, tells this tale with a charm and
wit that will have you shouting out for an encore.
They will happy to deliver the book to you on the first
day of publication – March 5th £25.
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Some Recent Production Photos

Summerseat Players - Bronte

Market Harborough Theatre - The Miser

Archway Theatre - Comedy of Errors

Leicester Little Theatre - Cat on a Hot Tin Roof
Archway Theatre - Miss Julie

Ilkley Players - Handbagged

Archway Theatre - A Day in the
Death of Joe Egg

Geoffrey Whitworth Theatre - 39 Steps
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Market Harborough Theatre - Losing the Plot

