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On 9 June 2009 The Theatres Trust
holds its third Annual Conference at the
Unicorn Theatre in London. Aimed at
those who own, operate, invest in, design
and build theatres, Experiencing Theatres
provides a unique opportunity to look at
the principles of designing theatres to
meet the needs of modern audiences and
support audience development.
Conference 09 will include
contributions from the RSC, Birmingham

Rep, Curve, Unicorn, Wales Millennium
Centre, Graeae, Bury St Edmunds Theatre
Royal, and the National Theatre, and will
look at how different approaches to theatre
architecture attract and influence audiences
in different ways. It will consider how the
scale, style, and sensitivity associated with

The ﬁourtyard Theatre,
Stra ord-upoH-Avon
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auditoria design, way-finding, facilities, and
building management make a difference

to the atmosphere and energy of a theatre
— and how they help make audiences feel
welcomed and receptive to the live, shared
theatre experience.

In Architecture, Actor and Audience
(Routledge 1993) lain Mackintosh explored
the contribution theatre design can make
to the theatrical experience. He cited
American drama critic, Brooks Atkinson,
writing in the New York Times in 1974 in
a piece entitled ‘The Theatre is not The
Thing', where he said “Nothing is really
important except the performance on stage.
The sole function of a theatre is to provide
a place where people can assemble
and enjoy the schedule”. What alarmed



Mackintosh about Atkinson's assertion was
that it cast audiences as homogenous,
passive consumers.

Thirty-five years on few would agree
with Atkinson's view. The Guardian, in
January this year, invited a number of
cultural figures to outline their priorities
for the new Arts Council England Chair
Liz Forgan in ‘Now look here: let's set the
agenda for 2009'. Michael Boyd, Artistic
Director RSC said, “We need to grasp
the nettle of how to behave more like a
community, and theatre has a central role
to play in that.. we also need a new theatre
architecture that reflects this role, that
makes the event of going to the theatre
a communal event, rather than what the
proscenium arch offers: people sat in one
room looking at people in another room.”
He makes the point well, but for some
audiences the circular tiered, proscenium
arched auditorium provides exactly that, a
space where they feel as if they are in a
theatre, able to feel part of the audience,
where the acoustic and architectural focus
is towards the action on stage, which when
the house lights go down makes them
feel part of that communal event. | believe
what Boyd is really getting at is that in
experiencing theatres we need to see not
only what's on stage, but ourselves...and
each other.

At The Theatres Trust's Conference
07, where theatres’ professional users
talked about their priorities for theatres
design, architect Steve Tompkins, said,
“The audience is a collective, a conductor
and absorber of energy and it gives actors
back the energy it receives — as a collective.
The best space is where that energy is
marshalled. Conviviality of spaces makes
performances kick off; architects need to
design and search for conviviality to help
amplify the qualities of the production.” At
last year's conference delegates also agreed
that theatres punch above their weight in
the influence they have on their audiences,
in particular the way they create better
understanding of the way we live our lives.

This year we look to explore these
themes further, and examine how the
exchange and receptiveness of the
audience is influenced and channelled
through the way the whole building is
designed. Through four sessions entitled,
Transformation, Consultation, Hosting and
Influencing, David Benedict, theatre critic
for Variety, will lead the day as Conference
Chair, supported by session chairs,
including playwright and critic Bonnie Greer
and John E McGrath, recently appointed
Artistic Director of the English language
theatre company, National Theatre Wales.

In examining the audience’s
relationship to different theatre spaces - the
way they make audiences feel inspired or
uninspired, engaged or merely observers,
comfortable or restless, our aim is to
consider the underlying principles of what
makes a theatre work for its audiences, and
why it's important for theatre designers to
understand what makes a theatre audience.

For a theatre to be successful, an
organisation has to work hard to maintain its
existing audiences and build new ones. The
production is the main attraction upon which
artistic and financial success is founded,
but a good theatre space is part of that
success - part of the marketing mix, part of
the ‘brand’, and also a generator of audience
memories and associations. The services
a theatre building offers, the quality of its
design, and how it ‘feels like a theatre’ are all
important in the minds of the audience.

Whilst we concern ourselves on the
9 June with permanent and temporary
buildings, these considerations equally
apply to the theatre spaces that are
transient, created for the event, by the
physical shape and movement of the
audience as they gather to watch street
performers, become part of a procession,
and find spaces to rest and confer. What
can we learn here that can feed into our
designs for the built form?

A big opportunity associated with this
relates to the Building Schools for the
Future initiative which will be covered at
the Conference. There is the potential for
every child in the UK to explore the theatres
design, and see how theatres create shared
experiences among communities and
contribute to citizenship. The Government'’s
ambition is to rebuild or renew every
secondary school in the UK, and in many
cases this will include performing arts
spaces for teaching and performance for
educational, professional and community
use. But how projects bring students and
teachers into the design process is key.

Alongside this is the extraordinary shift
in power to the audience created through
the internet. Not only are more theatres
able to put virtual maps of their theatres
online, offer 3D tours, enable audiences
to become familiar with the theatre before
they visit, and so have a better sense of
what to expect, they create the opportunity
for audiences to feedback on visits and
experiences. Out-of-town, overseas,
differently-abled, last minute, iPhone
discerning audience members now have
many other modes of prior engagement.
And the growth of websites such as
Whatsonstage and Westendwhingers
provide ample opportunity for audiences

to make their views heard after the event.
But are designers making use of these
opportunities as much as they could?

As Phil Redmond, Creative Director,
of the Liverpool Culture Company said
in the January Guardian article, “As arts
practitioners, we're facing the challenge of
a digitally literate, self-educated and critical
audience, so we have to be more robust in
what we're doing and accept that people
are going to be more demanding, especially
now money is tight. Everyone’s got access
to Google and a lot of people are getting
it on their mobile phone so if someone is
going to see a concert, for example, that
person will do their own research before
they get there.”

Audiences can come to theatres
as individuals but they leave as part of
communities with a shared experience.
The way theatre design helps to develop,
diversify and deliver theatre audiences
influences the way in which those
communities continue to engage, both
with the theatre and with each other. As
a theatre sector, we have a responsibility
to each other and to society in this rapidly
changing world to ensure that theatres in all
their diversity continue to make this happen.

Jonathan Meth is Director of Writernet. He
trained as a theatre director at the Bristol
Old Vic Theatre School and has worked
as a dramaturg, script editor, director and
lecturer
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