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Prologue:  Going to Theatre

First, we’d like to introduce ourselves. As a couple, we have been theatergoers for more than thirty years, seeing hundreds of plays throughout America and around the world.  But as we have come to the theatre from different places, let us briefly introduce ourselves in separate prefaces to this booklet. 

By Lorna Cohen

My first experience in the theatre was as a child, seeing a touring production in Los Angeles of Peter Pan, starring Mary Martin.  When Peter first took flight over the heads of the audience, my sister stood up on her seat and tried to go with him (her). I grabbed onto my sister’s ankle, determined not to be left behind.  We were both ready to leave this world and fly off to Neverland with Peter, Wendy, Michael, and John.  Oh, and let’s not forget Tinkerbell, the fairy whom the audience “brings back to life” by clapping.

Do people really believe in fairies? Only in the theatre. Could I really fly to Neverland? Absolutely, but only in the theatre!

Since then I have been privileged to spend a considerable part of my past fifty years in a Neverland where not only do people fly but almost anything can and does happen. For the theatre is a place not only to “think lovely thoughts,” as Peter suggests, but to meet the most lively characters (some of them long dead) and share in the most imaginative encounters the human spirit can conjure–and take flight with our fellow travelers in the audience to unearthly realms of pure delight.  


Theatre can also deliver hard lessons. It can make us see our own prejudices and smallness. It can challenge our most cherished beliefs.  Our world can be blown up or enlarged by the theatre, which confronts us with long-denied truths, touches our emotions in unexpected ways, and has the power to actually change our hearts over the course of two or three hours. All of these things have happened to me in the theater: the only place where we can encounter and witness, together with our peers, a fully textured world that never existed but has the force of one that does. 

By Robert Cohen

I began going to the theatre as a child, having grown up in Washington, D.C. in the 1940s and 1950s. The first production I saw was the national tour of the musical Oklahoma!, which came to Washington in 1946 with John Raitt starring as Curley.  A year or two later, I was taken by my parents to see my first show in New York, the Broadway musical Where’s Charley? which starred the amazing actor-dancer Ray Bolger.  And then I saw my first non-musical play, Mrs. McThing, with the then-legendary actress, Helen Hayes, in the title role.  In my senior year in high school, I went to New York with a schoolmate to see the premieres of two intense dramas: Cat on a Hot Tin Roof with Burl Ives and Mr. Johnson with Earle Hyman.  By then I was utterly hooked.   


The next year I went to college, where, though I was a political science major, I spent much of my free time in extra-curricular theatrical activities, acting a little but mostly building sets, hanging lights, and stage-managing productions; eventually, I headed off to the Yale Drama School for graduate study in theatre and became a professor of drama.  Today, in addition to directing, writing, translating and reviewing plays, and writing books and articles and teaching drama, I remain an avid theatergoer, and attend several plays a month, reviewing many of them for Plays International and other publications.  No matter how many productions I see, I still get a shiver of excitement when the lights come up, and a tear in my eye at the end of a great performance.  And I still vividly recall those productions—and those actors—from my childhood experience, and their memory gives me joy to this day.
Enjoy the Play!

This guide is not carelessly titled.  Going to the theatre offers one of the most enjoyable activities of daily life.  Every night across America, and in most other countries as well, lights go up on theatre productions that can be numbered in the tens of thousands, plays of every variety that capture the imaginations of literally millions of people.  Almost all of these theatre experiences provide enjoyable and thought-provoking entertainment – in both senses of that word:  “amusement” and “attention grabbing” (from the French entretenir or “holding together”). Many also provide visions, impressions, ideas, and memories that will remain with those who attended them for decades, even for a lifetime.


And, of course, playgoing is also a cultural activity.  It places its spectators squarely in the midst of their own era, their own public life and public debate, at the forefront of their own culture.  People have been eagerly going to the theatre for more than 2,500 years to stay on the leading edge of the cultural issues that surround them – and they do so in greater numbers today than at any time in history.


But while theatergoing can begin at a very young age, as it did with your co-authors, it is fundamentally an adult activity.  For playgoing is one of the most mature (and maturing) of life’s adventures – intellectual, sensual, and spiritual. The best plays show us how to grow up – and how to best relate to the world around us. 


Theatre is also a wonderful social activity. In live theatre, a large and varied public audience gathers to enjoy dramatic presentations together: to wrestle collectively with the play’s implications, laugh at its jokes, sigh with its romance, and weep at its tragic and joyful dimensions.  It is something we see, hear, feel, and think deeply about while it’s going on–and it is something to talk about afterwards.  This indeed is why theatre is the classic spot for a “night on the town,” and why singles ads the world over rank “going to the theatre” among the highest desired traits people seek in a prospective partner – falling somewhere between candlelight dinners and travel abroad.  

Finally, theatre is human.  Unlike film and television, live theatre is an unmediated art that brings its audience directly into the physical presence of the actors who perform it. Seeing Meryl Streep (or Julie Roberts, Denzel Washington, Scarlett Johansson, Patrick Stewart, Al Pacino, Daniel Radcliffe, Liev Schreiber) live on stage is a vastly different experience than seeing them as projected images on a movie screen, for not only do we see and hear them, they see and hear us as well.  This sharing, this reciprocity of tears, laughter, and applause that goes back and forth between stage and house, is why great stage performances remain in our memories long after the curtain has fallen. We are not merely watching the performers, we are there with them.

And if a great stage performance seems larger than life, we know for certain it is due to the brilliance of the performer and not to photographic enlargement or cinematic trickery.


Going to the theatre, however, is not quite as simple as going to a movie or turning on the television set. It is often (though not always!) more expensive. It usually requires some advance planning, and first-time theatergoers might not always know what to see, how to get tickets, how to dress, or even exactly how to behave.


But there is nothing remotely intimidating about going to the theatre! The following pages will completely demystify what is a very common, vastly rewarding way to spend an afternoon or evening.

What to See?

When you go to a “play,” you are really going to three different things: a play, a specific production of that play, and a specific performance of that production. For unlike movies, plays–particularly well-known classics–are staged by hundreds of different groups and in dozens of different styles. Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, for example, might be performed in a classic sixteenth-century fashion with elegant Renaissance costumes, or in a contemporary hip-hop staging that deals with race relations in urban America, or in a postmodern adaptation where four young actors play schoolboys who are playing all the parts of Shakespeare’s original–and these are only a small sample of the variations of that play that have been professionally staged in recent years. You might find any of these productions wonderful–or terrible–but each represents a unique combination of the author who wrote it and the theatre company that presents it.  A little research on each, therefore, is helpful in choosing what you want to see.  How do you do that?

First of all, any theatergoing friends – and/or your drama teachers – are always a good source, probably the best.  Word-of-mouth recommendations are actually the most common way of finding plays and theatre companies that might interest you.  You can also read the Arts and Entertainment section of your local newspaper, particularly on the weekend edition (usually Thursday or Friday) where they post show listings, advertisements, and reviews – or capsule reviews of shows already reviewed – which can guide you further.  Listings tell you what plays are being offered, plus their performance dates and times; ads tease you with promotional descriptions and perhaps a picture; and reviews give you at least one critic’s reaction to the play and the production.  In major cities, you will have several such papers and magazines to choose from: the Village Voice, New Yorker Magazine, and the Friday edition of the New York Times in New York, and the LA Weekly, OC Weekly, and the Thursday edition of the Los Angeles Times in Southern California.  But most cities will have at least one local paper with local theatre listings, if not reviews.  There’s also Time Out, which has separate editions for over 140 cities worldwide, each of which includes theatre listings and often full or capsule reviews of plays currently running in its area.  

But theatre websites are today even more convenient, and can be accessed for cities all over the country. Theatremania.com, for example, lists the vast majority of productions playing in New York, Los Angeles, Boston, Chicago, Las Vegas, San Francisco, Washington, Minneapolis, Seattle, London (U.K.), plus another forty-plus U.S. towns or regions where you can begin your search.  Goldstar.com also has full coverage of all these cities, plus Portland and California’s Orange County, San Diego and San Jose – and briefer coverage of forty or fifty additional towns around the country.  Both sites provide you with complete show information (location, dates, times) as well as reviews (both paper-published and web-based) of most of them, along with dozens or hundreds of user or member reviews.  Even better, these sites provide – if you accept a free membership – discount ticket opportunities – often at half price and sometimes even at no price – to many of the shows listed, and the opportunity to buy tickets right from the site for a nominal service charge.  (See more on this in the next section.)   
Other sites are more focused on New York.  Playbill.com offers tickets – and in most cases discount tickets – to Broadway and off-Broadway shows in and around Manhattan, and for Broadway shows on tour elsewhere in the country; it also features daily-updated theatre news and theatre job opportunities from all around the country, and unparalleled access to most theatre-related websites.  Many theatre enthusiasts therefore make Playbill their browser’s homepage.  NYTheatre.com is also New York-based and features extensive reviews and discussion of everything in town, concentrating particularly on off- and off-off-Broadway.  
What should you be looking for in selecting a play to attend? Surely you’ll want to find one where the subject interests you, but you should also look for theatre companies and producing groups that have good reputations for presenting the sort of theatre you’d like to see. This might vary by the occasion: you might at one time be in the mood for a splashy musical; at another time you might yearn to see a famous classic, or a play by a favorite writer, or an innovative, avant-garde experiment.  Or, you might also want to see a play featuring an actor you admire, or one produced by a company promoting spiritual values or political positions meaningful to you. Theatres known for their high standards of achievement should also be high on your list. This is your choice entirely, of course–because, above all, you want to “Enjoy the Play!” as this booklet title suggests.
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Shubert Alley, which connects 44th and 45th Streets (thus linking the Booth and the Shubert Theatres), is a pedestrian way that features posters for many of the shows in town – along with a theatre gift shop and a couple of stage doors.
What Will It Cost? 
Many people contemplating a first trip to the theatre worry that it will be too expensive.  This is not an unrealistic attitude, certainly, if you’re heading for New York’s Broadway, since, as we write this, (June 2010) the best orchestra seats on the famous Great White Way will cost you between $97 for the least expensive straight (non-musical) play (Collected Stories) and $135 for the most expensive musical (Billy Elliott).   Of course, these prices are nowhere near as costly as top-rated rock concerts or professional sports events: at this same time, tenth row seats for an Eagles/Dixie Chicks concert in New Jersey are going for $650, 50-yard line seats for an upcoming New York Giants – Chicago Bears football game are $949 and a seat behind the players’ bench for an L.A. Lakers – Phoenix Suns basketball game will set you back $11,794.  Broadway tickets are chicken feed compared to these events!   

But do not despair.  The vast majority of theatrical productions around the country are available to you for as little as $10 to $15, and some of them – including some outstanding ones – you can see for free!   And even Broadway shows are, more often than not, available for substantial discounts, while regional theatre and off- and off-off-Broadway productions are not only half the cost of their Broadway counterparts, they are regularly discounted as well.  Read on for student discounts, group rates, “pay-what-you-can” arrangements, and even free theatre – which are available all around the country, sometimes providing theatre productions of the highest caliber.  

 We’ll cover how to buy full-price tickets first – but then keep reading and we’ll talk about the many discount possibilities.
Full-Price Tickets
If you want to see a very popular show in the next few weeks, you are probably going to have to spring for a full-price ticket.  If you want to be sure to get one, you will have to reserve and purchase it in advance, so we’ll talk about these first.
Advance Purchase

Unlike movies, theatre performances do not run continuously.  Professional plays are performed a maximum of eight times a week, per union regulations, and many small professional companies and non-professional ones play even less frequently, sometimes scheduling as few as three performances a week, generally on the weekend.  So, successful shows sell out all the time; in peak season, Broadway shows may average 90-plus % capacity at each performance, and a great show may be sold out for several months at a time.  Many regional and university theatres also experience sold-out weeks one after the other.   So for these shows, it is usually necessary to get your tickets in advance, and to pay full price when you do.  Such advance purchasing also assures that you will see the show on the date and time you choose, will sit in the section you prefer, and, where there are reserved seats, will sit next to the person or persons that you may have wish to invite to join you.


You can purchase advance tickets either online, or at the theatre box office during its posted hours.  The price will vary according to the date and time of the performance you select (weekend performances are often about 10% higher than for matinees or weekday evenings), and the section where you choose to sit (the orchestra seats, boxes, and front rows of the mezzanine are the most expensive, with the upper balconies cheaper, and even cheaper if they have a “limited” or “partially obstructed” view – which will only be the case in an older theatre).  Full-price balcony seats for Broadway’s Hair, for example, are only $37 at this time of writing, while orchestra seats for the same performance are $122.  
Online/Phone Purchase
The most common way of buying theatre tickets in advance today is online or by telephone, paying by credit card.  For full-price Broadway and off-Broadway tickets, you can go to either ticketmaster.com or telecharge.com, or you can call either company (at 800-745-3000 and 800-432-7250 respectively).   Between them, these companies cover almost all theatre in New York, along with concerts, sporting events, museum exhibitions, and plays at other smaller theatres or on tour from coast to coast.  Buying online or by phone gives you the great advantage of ordering any time of day or night, saves you from having to travel to the theatre beforehand – and then stand in a long line when you get there.  But the convenience comes at a price, as you will be charged a nominal (and sometimes not so nominal) “service charge” per ticket, plus a “processing” charge per order, and finally a “shipping” charge for ticket delivery, the cost depending on whether you request your tickets by email (in which case you print them yourself), by “will call” (where you pick them up at the box office just before the performance), or by any of a number of mailing services – ranging between snail mail or UPS overnight.  

For advance purchase of regional theatre tickets, you can go to the theatre company’s own website (name the theatre and a search engine will direct you).  The site will have a click-on link to purchase tickets directly from the theatre, or from a site they authorize to do so, and the service charges are generally quite reasonable.  

Smaller professional and university theatres generally have websites of their own, which will either sell you tickets online (usually through Ticketmaster), or give you a phone number and hours to call. 

At the Box Office 

You can also purchase advance tickets at most theatre box offices when they are open, as they are in Broadway theatres from (normally) Monday through Saturday between 10 and 8, and Sunday between noon and 7.  Buying at the box office gives you the opportunity to negotiate where you’d like to sit, and you don’t have to pay service or delivery fees of any kind.   If you’re lucky you may find yourself with a “house seat,” which is one of the few that have been reserved for the producers for last-minute VIP requests, but may be released to the box office a day or two before the day of performance.  House seats are sold at full price, but the seating is “front row center” (actually about the third or fourth row), considered the best seats in the house.


At regional theatres the box office hours are more restricted than Broadway’s, and for smaller theatres the box office may not open until just before the play begins, at which point patrons are picking up their performances for that evening and not eager (or even able) to handle advance purchase requests.   So advance purchases at such locales are best handled online or by telephone.
 
Free and Discounted Tickets
     But unless you must see a certain popular show on a certain day and be sure to get a close-to-the-stage seat, you rarely have to pay full price for your theatre ticket.  Let’s get back to considerations of cost, beginning with tickets that are absolutely free.
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The crowd overflows the sidewalk while heading to a Broadway matinee.

Freebies 

The most exciting free tickets in the country – if not in the world -  are certainly those given out daily in summer by the New York Shakespeare Festival at the Delacorte Theatre in Manhattan’s Central Park, where all productions are free to about the first 900 or so persons who request them.  The Festival mounts productions of Shakespeare – as well as Brecht, Ibsen, Chekhov and other famous playwrights – and casts actors that regularly include such distinguished stars such as Denzel Washington, Al Pacino, Meryl Streep, Kevin Kline and Jimmy Smits.   All you have to do is line up at the box office early enough to get one (or two) tickets when the box office opens at 1pm.  


There are similar Shakespeare-in-the-Park festivals elsewhere in Manhattan – though without the star names – which are also free, and others, periodically, in Washington, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and many other cities, large and small.  

Plus, most college and university drama departments, particularly those with graduate programs in directing, regularly present low-budget or no-budget productions directed by students, and sometimes by faculty directors as well.  Usually these “workshops” or “lab productions” as they are often called are not widely advertised, but you can usually find out about them by looking on your local drama or theatre department bulletin board. Some of these shows, though amateur, are absolutely outstanding.  They also usually represent the theatre of right now – and their creators may well be interested in the same things you are.   And while the actors are not yet professionals – some might very well be in the coming years, and you can say you “saw them when.”  

Other freebee possibilities are often listed on Goldstar.com and Theatremania.com.  These are generally for professional productions at small theatres around the country which, seeking to build audiences for little-known (but sometimes very exciting) plays, are willing to “paper the house” (give away tickets) for the first two or three weeks of the play’s run – hoping to get word-of-mouth advertising that will bring in paying crowds in the coming weeks or months.  
Here are some other freebie possibilities:

· You might offer to serve as an usher at your local theatre; generally you can get a free seat after the audience has been taken care of, and sometimes you get paid for it as well.  Co-author Robert did this while in graduate school in Connecticut, and saw dozens of Broadway productions in their tryout performances in New Haven – including Liza Minelli’s stage debut in Flora, the Red Menace – and was paid to do so.
· Or you might offer to write play reviews for your school or community newspaper and ask for free press tickets from the theatre’s public relations department to review the show.

· You can also ask a friend in the cast or artistic staff – if you know such a person well enough – to give you a complimentary ticket.  Most theatres give their cast and staffers free tickets they can distribute to family and friends.

· If there’s a production that interests you being presented at a university you attend, you might ask a cast or staff member if you can attend a final dress rehearsal.  These performances, though minus a few final details – and the roars of laughter and applause you might share in with a full audience around you – are usually 99% as good as the actual ones.  

Low Cost Seats

OK, so most productions are not free.  But some come close.  University theatre productions are generally quite inexpensive, with general admission prices normally in the $5–$20 range (with musicals sometimes more), and with student rates generally half those figures or less.  (Our University of California, Irvine campus prices its student tickets for $9 – just a dollar more than the local movie ticket rate.)  And except in rare cases, all seats for such productions will be sold at the same price, and often there are no reserved seat assignments.  Your co-author Robert recalls being invited to attend a dress rehearsal of Ben Jonson’s classic comedy, Volpone, at the University of Maryland when he was still in high school – and it was so terrific it was one of the reasons he went into theatre as a profession several years later. Ticket prices at smaller professional theatres in major cities, including those that engage professional actors and directors who have legally waived union salaries in order to work there (these are informally known as “equity-waiver” theatres in Los Angeles and “showcase” or “off-off-Broadway” theatres in New York – are often around that rate as well, particularly when discounted (see below). Tickets for off-Broadway theatre and America’s major regional professional theatres – such as the Arena Stage in Washington, the Mark Taper Forum in Los Angeles, the Guthrie in Minneapolis – since their artists are paid full union salaries – must price their tickets higher to make ends meet: generally in the $25–$60 range.  But to make up for this they frequently offer a wide series of discounts, including group tickets, student tickets and reduced prices for preview performances in the week before the show opens.  Some even offer an occasional pay-what-you-can performance on a slow night of the week.   A check of the theatre’s Web site (which you can find through links on Playbill.com) will let you know what might be available for the show you’d like to see.
Discount tickets

You don’t need to be in a group or be a student to get a discount, however.   In today’s economy, theatres from Broadway to your local community stage are increasingly making discounted tickets available to the general public – usually through ticket-selling websites – at roughly 50% of the full price plus a nominal service charge.   Why pay full price when you can see a show at half-price – or close to it?   While such discounts used to be available only for day-of-performance purchases (and they still are, see below), they are now widely available for advance purchase online or by phone, at sites such as Playbill.com (specializing in shows in New York) and Theatremania.com and Goldstar.com (specializing in shows throughout the country.)   To get in on these deals you must sign on for a membership, but it’s free and uncomplicated, and you also get to pick your production, date and even your seating (seating charts are provided you online).  As we write this, advance purchase balcony seats for the long-running Broadway hit, Phantom of the Opera, for example, are available on Theatremania for as little as $26.50 plus fees.  All three sites (and there are others) should be checked out by anyone who wants to see theatre without paying the full box office price.
Day-of-Performance Purchases
Buying your ticket on the day of performance, though riskier, offers you an entirely different palette of low cost choices.  

For New York’s Broadway, you can seek out the highly discounted rush, standing-room-only (SRO), and lottery tickets to many the city’s top rated shows on the day of performance.  While the policies differ from theatre to theatre (some limit these tickets to students, some require you to show up in the morning, some require you to show up in the afternoon, and none guarantee that you will actually get a ticket when you do show up), if you’re lucky you may get a front row seat to a terrific show for $20 or so.   

The three formats are quite different and it’s essential to know the format and specific policies of the particular theatre you wish to attend; you can check these out on an unofficial list maintained on the Playbill.com site.  For rush tickets, you line up at the box office either when the office opens (usually at 10:00 am), or at another specified time (often two or three hours before the show).  In either case, the available tickets will be sold on a first-come, first-served basis, usually one (but sometimes two) to a customer.  Some rush seats are in the first rows of the audience (the producers are hoping you’ll lead the standing ovation – which is one of the reasons they’ve put you there), others are in the back rows of the orchestra or mezzanine.  SRO tickets, as the name indicates, don’t give you a seat; your ticket is for a numbered position where you stand behind the orchestra seats.  SR0 tickets are only available, however, when the show is entirely sold out, so there may not be any at all on the day you try to get one.  Lottery seats can be obtained by giving your name to the box office during a set period of time – usually in the afternoon – after which the theatre will randomly draw names and those individuals, if they’re still hanging around, can then purchase discounted tickets.  There are occasionally limitations, however: Some of these options may be available only to students with a student ID.  Some limit each purchaser to a single ticket, and some require payment in cash.  So be sure to check the theatre’s policies before heading to the box office for these rush, SRO or lottery bargains.


TKTS and Other Booths

A more popular and less-risky discount opportunity, which is open to everyone with cash or a credit card, is the TKTS Booth at Broadway and 47th Street in the center of the New York Broadway theatre district. This booth, founded in 1973 and brilliantly redesigned and enlarged in 2008 (it is now a tourist attraction in its own right), offers discounts from 20% to 50% (most often the latter) for a $4 service charge; the tickets are released daily to TKTS by theatres that estimate that the seats would otherwise be unsold.   There are usually some sixty or seventy shows a day listed on the booth’s electronic bulletin 
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boards; on the day we write this there are 29 Broadway and 34 off-Broadway shows available – some of them multiple award winners.  And while waiting in the TKTS line for your discount seats, you’ll almost certainly get into conversations with others around you about what’s hot and what’s not in the Big Apple!   And you don’t need to worry if the clock is heading towards curtain time as you near the front of the line: The booth is within a five or ten minute walk from most Broadway theatres, and a 20 minute or less cab or subway ride from the off-Broadway ones.  The TKTS people also maintain satellite booths in Brooklyn and Manhattan’s South Street Seaport, which in addition to day-of-performance tickets sells matinee tickets on the day-before-performance.  For the current hours and policies of all TKTS operations, check www.tdf.org. [image: image4.jpg]




New York is not the only city with discount ticket booths. Similar same-day discount theatre booths and websites exist in a few other American cities.  And the discounted tickets purchased from these locales – all of which also offer online purchasing at their listed websites – are often in the neighborhood of only $15 - $30 apiece: 

· AtlanTix at the ‘Underground Atlanta’ Visitor Center in that city, check it out at atlantix.com 

· HotTix at 72 East Randolf and at the Water Works Visitor Center in Chicago; check at hottix.com 

· ArtsTix at Horton Plaza in San Diego; check at http://www.sdartstix.com
· TixBayArea on Union Square in San Francisco, check at  tixbayarea.org
· TICKETplace at 407 7th Street, NW in Washington, D.C.; check at http://cultural-alliance.org/index.html
And if you’re abroad, there’s even a TKTS booth – modeled after the New York one – in Leicester Square in London with half-price tickets, and a similar booth in front of the Montparnasse railway station in Paris.  Half-price is catching, even overseas.
Finally, there are commercial ticket brokers in the New York theatre district, and concierge services in the city’s fancier hotels, which will be only too happy to acquire tickets for you, even for the most popular shows, but usually at very high premiums. These brokers are intended mainly for business travelers on expense accounts; they buy their tickets at the box office and resell them at twice the price or more. It’s entirely legal, and such services may be able to get you admission to long-sold-out shows, but you’ll pay for it: such brokers are a last resort for most people, and we have never used one. But you can check ticketcity.com to see what they offer – and for how much.
Acquiring your tickets

Tickets purchased at theatre box offices or discount booths will be given to you on the spot. Those ordered by mail, phone, or through the internet may be, as you direct, mailed or to you, or you may be invited to print them yourself from a pdf the ticket-selling agency sends you, or (particularly if you ordered by phone) they can be held in your name at the theatre box office.  If the latter, you should pick them up at least ten or fifteen minutes before the show begins; if you see a sign indicating “will call,” that’s where they’ll be–otherwise just go to the ticket window. If you’ve paid by credit card, be sure to bring that same card with you when you pick up the tickets, as it will be required for identification.

Regardless of when or where you get your ticket, we suggest you write down your seat number and keep it separate from the ticket itself.  If then you should lose your ticket before the performance, the house manager will probably be able to let you take your seat anyway–if you can cite the row and seat number and nobody else shows up to claim it. (It also helps to keep your receipt!)

Preparing to See a Play

Seeing a play should require no preparation at all. It’s clearly the job of the director and the other artists to make a play intelligible and meaningful to the audience. Still, you will undoubtedly enjoy the play more, particularly if it’s a classic, if you know something of its background. Reading about the play’s author and perhaps the play’s issues will provide you with a fuller context for appreciating what you see. You might also see what you can find on the internet about past productions by the director, principal actors, designers, and theatre company, just to give yourself a fuller experience when you actually see the play.  


 If it’s a classic play, reading the first scene or two the morning before actually seeing the play might also help you “get into the action” right at the start of the performance, particularly if it’s a historical tragedy.  But you probably don’t want to study the play or its production details too much before seeing it, to preserve the surprise factor.


ASIDE FROM ROBERT:  Since it’s part of my job to know what’s going on in the theatre, I read dozens of new production reviews each week–but I never read complete reviews of plays I’m planning to see, only the first paragraph or so, enough to get some idea if the play would interest me. I read the full review only afterwards, in part to compare my reactions with the critic’s.

What to Wear

In past generations, theatergoing was a pretty fancy deal, particularly in the major cities. In those days, an out-of-town visitor to Broadway theatre, as playwright Arthur Miller wrote fifty years ago, “may recognize very important people, from statesmen to movie stars, sitting nearby, whom he would not see in the home-town movie house. He will notice a certain dressed-up air about people, a few even wearing evening clothes….There is still a vestigial ceremony about playgoing from which one may derive a sense of self-importance, if not careful, and it all may lead our visitor to feel that he is, indeed, among ladies and gentlemen.”


Well, you may still see statesmen and movie stars sitting next to you, but the evening clothes (tuxedos and evening gown) are long gone, except for the rare “gala” fundraiser, or opening of a new, multi-million-dollar performing arts center. Even the once standard jacket-and-tie has pretty much disappeared; a recent overview of Broadway audiences revealed at least 90% of the men in just shirtsleeves and sweaters–and 100% of the off-Broadway crowd similarly attired. Theatre today is a fully democratized institution, and casual adult dress, for both men and women, is the universal norm, from Broadway, to regional theatres, to community stages everywhere.


Still, theatergoing is essentially a public affair, and, unlike movie theatres, where you enter and leave alone and in complete darkness, you are led to your seat by an usher, you read your program in a well-lit auditorium, and, before the play and during intermissions, you may mingle–even converse–with total strangers in the lobby, the theatre bar, or the seats next to you. It’s therefore not exactly a tank top and flip-flop atmosphere, and Miller’s “certain dressed-up air” has not yet been completely lost. You might then think of dressing for the theatre as you would dress to go to a nice restaurant with friends, or a dinner party at someone’s home. You might remember, too, that your visit to the theatre is a real-time interaction with live theatre artists; it’s a live encounter, unlike flipping on the TV.


But hey, never let your wardrobe or lack thereof, keep you from seeing a play! It’s a public art. What you choose to wear is nowhere near as important as that you have chosen to come.  And the people who run the theatre will agree with that as well!

FASHION ASIDE FROM LORNA: One of the pleasures of going to the theatre is seeing the range of people who are drawn to it, and the wide variety of their personal styles – from the fitted black shirts of producer types to young girls in pink chiffon party dresses. We once saw Katharine Hepburn in a Broadway theatre wearing jeans and Keds. We spotted Jackie Onassis in the same theatre in a smart cocktail suit. Both seemed entirely comfortable with their choices.

At the Play

Arrive on Time!

Unlike the movies, where the auditorium is open from the beginning of the first show of the day to the end of the last one, you can’t just wander into the theatre auditorium (the “house” in theatre jargon) whenever you want. Theatres are generally closed to the public until thirty minutes or less before the play is to begin, allowing the stage managers and crews to set up for the performance and the actors, if they choose, to warm up onstage beforehand.  Some theatres – particularly European ones – may indeed not “open the house” until just a few minutes before the play begins.  And if you arrive after the play has started, you will probably be held in the lobby until a suitable break in the action, which may not occur for fifteen or thirty minutes after you’ve arrived.  Some plays do not allow latecomers into the house until intermission – depending on the play and the theatre’s policy. This is not to punish you of course; it’s simply because the theatre management must protect the flow of the production, and late arrivers (particularly when the house is full and the seats reserved) can interfere with the audience’s – and the actors’ -- concentration.   And sometimes latecomers would interfere with actors’ entrances and exits, when these are made through the same aisles that the audience uses!  

So come to the play well ahead of its stipulated starting time.  And double-check the time, too, as starting times now vary across a broad range, from theatre to theatre and often from day to day at the same theater. Allow plenty of time to park, to pick up your ticket and to use the restroom if you need to (where, particularly for women, there’s often a line).

Lobbies and Concessions

Most mid-sized to large theatres have lobbies and at least small theatre bars and/or concession stands; some even have lounges where you can sit with your drink and concession-bought cookie (or sushi roll) before the show, after it, or (if you eat fast) during intermission. Lobbies are usually interesting places to hang out:  Many are decorated with posters of the current and previous productions at the theatre, some include reviews and historical background information about the current show. In addition to drinks and snacks, concession stands may sell sandwiches and other mini-meals, texts of the play, T-shirts of the production, and cast recordings of the musical numbers. The lobby of the National Theatre in London is gigantic; it has a variety of restaurants and bars, a bookshop, and often, live musical entertainment–you can spend an afternoon there quite easily, and it’s absolutely free (you don’t even need to have a ticket for the play). 

But don’t try to take your food or drinks into the theatre auditorium – this is rarely allowed!

Cloakrooms

It’s not a lot of fun sitting in a theatre for a couple of hours with a heavy winter overcoat and shopping bags on your lap. In larger theatres there often are attended cloakrooms available where you may wish to leave your coat and bags for a small charge. Some theatres (the Vivian Beaumont in New York’s Lincoln Center is one) have free coin lockers for their patrons; others have open coat racks that the ushers try to keep an eye on (though we wouldn’t recommend hanging anything there you couldn’t afford to lose).

Seats, Ushers and Programs

In theatres, you usually will have a reserved seat, which will be identified on your ticket by the theatre section (e.g., orchestra, mezzanine, or balcony), a row (designated by letter) and seat number.  Sometimes the theatre ticket will also include which door you should use to reach your seat most conveniently: thus your ticket might read, for example: Door 2, Orchestra: R 32.  In non-reserved theatres, seating is called “General Admission” – in which case you are guaranteed a seat but must then select its location on a first-come, first-served basis when you enter the auditorium.


Almost all reserved-seat theatres have ushers who will show you to your seat and offer you a program. No tipping is expected, and the theatre programs are free–although there may also be souvenir programs for sale in the lobby, particularly for Broadway musicals and summer theatre festivals. The free program will, at minimum, list the cast and others involved in the production you are about to see, and it should tell you if there are one or more intermissions. It may also indicate the play’s period and settings, provide capsule biographies and/or photos of the artists (playwrights, actors, director, and designers), and present the director’s or dramaturg’s notes on the production, restaurants nearby for an after-show drink or meal, and articles about the theatre company’s history and such. The Broadway theatre program, a glossy booklet called Playbill, will include a history of previous productions at that theatre, which helps to place the play you are about to see in a historical contest.  
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The legendary Sardi’s restaurant was opened by Vincent and Eugenia Sardi in its present location (234 West 44th Street, in the heart of the Broadway theatre district) in 1927, and has barely changed since.  Open to the public (and with a special, lower-priced menu for members of the theatre unions), its walls are filled with hundreds of autographed caricatures of the most famous performers, playwrights, composers, and other theatre artists from the 20s to the present – while its upstairs room hosts post-opening night parties for most of the shows on the Great White Way.

Behavior

The theatre is a place well known for stimulating laughter, tears, groans, sighs, applause, and even cheers. Applause may also come at other times during a play’s performance: as a tribute to a great stage set when the curtain rises, to a well-known star when she comes onstage for the first time, after a song or a dance or a terrific scene, when an actor leaves the scene with a brilliantly executed “exit line,” or even in approval of a deeply meaningful and powerfully delivered speech. Indeed, some of the most memorable moments in theatre are when actors literally “stop the show” or “bring down the house” by the sheer magnificence of peak moments of their performances, and the show-stopping moment is rewarded by a spontaneous ovation from the seats. Exuberance is fundamental to the theatre.  


But it is never appropriate to talk to the person next to you, or anyone else in the audience, during the play. Even whispering during a performance is unacceptable, as it disturbs the people around you and takes them out of the world of the play they are watching. Even if you believe that by whispering with your two heads together you are being discreet, the people behind you are blocked from seeing the stage, and you will distract actors who may see you from the stage. The theatre is a great place to socialize, but only before the play begins, at intermission, and afterwards. Never during!

And you must never use your cellphone, either for talking or texting, during any part of the performance.  Do you want Hugh Jackman to suddenly stop acting on stage, walk down to the footlights and, staring right at you, sneer “You want to get that?” - with the audience erupting in cheers and giving you dirty looks?   We don’t think so, but that’s just what happened when Jackman was starring on Broadway last year and somebody’s cell phone started ringing in the house.  A thousand people will instantly hate you for this.  Texting is just as bad, for though silent, the light from your screen is seriously distracting to those seated next to and behind you, and its reflection off your face and clothing is quite visible from the stage.  

So turn off your phone the moment you enter the theatre – don’t just wait until the announcement that tells you to do so.  And be sure to turn it back off it you use it during intermission!

Finally, except for dinner theatres, the auditorium is not the place to eat your lunch, munch on popcorn, drink soda, open candy wrappers, or take photographs, all of which are almost universally disallowed.  The theatre is a place to give your attention, not to call attention to yourself. So be sure to turn off your cell phone and anything else that might ring or chime during the performance.  And set aside your camera and your snack food.  This is the time to simply “Enjoy the Play!”

Intermission 

During most plays there will be a ten- to fifteen-minute intermission. In especially long plays, there might be two intermissions. This gives you a chance to stretch your legs, take a break, get a drink or snack, use the restroom, or talk about the production. Very often, even in good theatres, the refreshment bar and restroom lines form quickly and can get quite long.  In such cases, you may be able to order and pay for your drink before the show, and pick it up when you walk into the lobby after the first act.  In any case, be ready to get back to your seat when the lights flicker or the bell rings, alerting you that the play is about to start back up. 

Curtain Call

You might be tempted to race out of the theatre at the start of the curtain call to get a head start on the rest of the evening. Don’t.  At the curtain call, when the actors come out to take their bows, the metaphorical “fourth wall” that has separated the audience from the performers disappears, and the actors step out of their roles to greet their audience in their own persons. The resulting audience applause, which may vary from a brief, polite clapping of hands to a sustained ovation, is a release of shared energy that is often thrilling for actors and audience alike.


Of course, applause is not compulsory; it must be earned. But virtually all plays provide at least some compelling moments or performances; the actors who have performed them and are now bowing humbly before you deserve some acknowledgement, or at least their release. (“Give me your hands, if we be friends,” the character Puck begs the audience at the end of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.) It is good to remember that the actor’s bow was originally an offer of his or her lowered head to the royal axe, should the performance have proved inadequate! 


And the standing ovations that greet truly extraordinary theatre experiences provide a thrilling release of energy for both audience and performers. Everyone in the theatre will feel both exhilarated and a bit exhausted on these rare and splendid occasions.

Greenroom

Following the play, actors sometimes will receive friends after getting out of the costumes and makeup. Should you wish to meet an actor after a performance at your local theatre, ask an usher or the house manager (head of the ushers) if you could go backstage when the show is over. If you already know the actor, mention this, as it will certainly help. If you are permitted backstage, you may be directed to the theatre’s “greenroom” (a backstage reception area–though rarely green) or the actor’s dressing room at the appropriate time. (What happens afterwards is of course your affair.)


Meeting with actors in a large professional theatre, however, normally requires some prior acquaintance or a letter of introduction from someone who knows him or her. Find the theatre’s stage door before the show begins, and give the doorkeeper your written request to the actor, with a letter of introduction where appropriate. Then when the show is over, return to the stage door; the doorkeeper will tell you whether or not your wish can be granted.  Understand, though, that acting is exhausting, and that after a show most actors simply wish to leave the theatre.  Be respectful of their privacy.  But there’s no harm in asking.
Stage Door Johnnies

To request autographs after a Broadway show, you might simply wait by the stage door for the actors to emerge. Some actors are happy to oblige, particularly if there are just a few people hanging around, but you must realize that it’s entirely their choice whether to pick up your pen or slip away to their homes, friends, and families.
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The classy (at least brassy) Booth Theatre stage door, on Shubert Alley, is where you might see actors and other artists leaving the show after a performance.
What to Look for When Watching the Play

A play should evoke hundreds of individual sensations, which all merge together in the final experience. If you want to talk or write about the play afterwards, however, try to focus your attention specific details. You might even want to take notes during the intermission or during brief scenery changes. (We bring a little pocket notebook and pencil with us whenever going to theatre.)

What should you focus on at these moments? First, take note of any details that arouse your curiosity. Such details may eventually help you to focus on the larger themes of the play or the production. You might be amused, or annoyed, at the oddity of certain costumes, the way the actors move around the stage or speak, or the speed (fast? slow? surrealistic?) with which certain lines and speeches are delivered. Perhaps you are struck by certain stage effects or conversely, at the simplicity and economy of the staging.


Second, try to grasp the fundamental story as it is unfolding, to assess the goals and tactics of the principal characters (and to predict where they will take them), and to isolate the principal issues the playwright is concerned with. How might they be resolved or reconciled? Listen to, or even participate in, conversation in the lobby, both at intermission and as people are leaving the theatre. (We recall couples arguing fiercely with each other as they walked the several blocks from New York’s Orpheum Theatre to the subway after the curtain fell on David Mamet’s Oleanna, a play about male-female and faculty-student relations: was Mamet saying that the female student was right to accuse her the male professor of harassment?   Mamet teased the audience by having the professor’s face on half of the program covers, and the student’s face on the other half.)


After you get home (and not too long thereafter, or the experience will lose its freshness), try to come to terms with what impact the play had on you. Part of the “after-enjoyment” of theatre is separating out all of its various elements to see which have made their maximum contributions to your theatrical experience. Here are some questions you might consider:

About the play:

· What is the play really about?

· What characters, if any, did you root for? Which ones did you like? Which ones did you hate? Why?

· Who, in your real life or in public life, do these characters resemble, if anyone? Did the play increase your understanding of (or compassion for, or anger at) such people?

· Did the play get more or less interesting as it went along?

· Did the play address questions pertinent to your life (in terms of your country, culture, religion, age, or social group)?

· Did it make you rethink your values, or wish others would rethink theirs?

· Were there emotionally moving moments in the play? Staggering moments? Or were you simply left out in the cold?

· Were there hilarious moments? Were there dazzlingly written and delivered arguments? Or were you perplexed? Bored? Looking at your watch?

· Was the play too long? Or did you want it to continue? If the former, what parts could have been eliminated or shortened? If the later, how could it have been augmented?

· What was great about the play? What was confusing? What was missing?

About the production and performance:

· Did the acting seem believable? Did the characters seem like real people? Did you feel for their predicament? Empathize with their feelings? Care what happened to them?
· Did the “in love” characters really seem to be in love? Or were they just faking it?
· Did the “angry” characters thrill you with the intensity of their anger? Or were they just bellowing?

· Was the acting exciting? Did the actors enchant you with any particular performance skills, beauty, emotional power, or rhetorical gifts? There are performers, in both professional and amateur theatre, who can literally take your breath away; did any of these actors do this? Or did the acting seem stilted, mechanical, forced?
· Were the sets and the costumes appropriate for the show? (You don’t need to be a theatre expert to answer this.)
· Did the scenery and costume elements help to make the play either more believable, more theatrically exciting, or both?
· How did the lighting and the sound design contribute to the quality of your experience? Did they propel the action forward and enhance the play’s ideas and emotions? Or did they unnecessarily call attention to themselves?
About the audience:

· Was the house filled or was the attendance sparse?
· Was the applause tepid or thunderous? Was the laughter dutiful or helpless? Was the audience rapt with interest or merely listening politely?
· Did the audience seem to enjoy the play as you did? More than you did? Less?
With your intermission notes on the production’s details and having spent some time thinking and talking about the preceding questions (and perhaps making some notes on them as well), you will be in a good position to write a theatre report.

Writing a Theatre Report

If you are enrolled in a drama course, you may be required at some time to write a theatre report. Your instructor will almost always set guidelines as to what the report should contain. Barring instructions to the contrary, however, the following suggestions should help in developing your report.

Your report should always include the name of the play, the author, the production company, and the theatre where you saw the play. So save the theatre program for reference!

You might also want to mention the ticket price range and the scheduled running dates of the remaining performances (you can present this information in tabular fashion at the top of the report or work it into the body of the report itself). Additionally, you will almost certainly be expected to identify the director, as well as those members of the artistic team (chiefly actors and designers) whose contributions significantly shaped, either positively or negatively, in your opinion, the overall theatrical event.

At the beginning of the report itself, and often in the first sentence or two, identify the general type of play you’re reporting on; whether, for example, it is a contemporary musical, a 1940s mystery thriller, a well-known classic comedy, a rarely produced French tragedy, an original comedy, or a category you invent. This is not so much a formal designation of the play’s genre but rather an in-your-own words description, designed to give your reader a framework for the remainder of the report. You might also note whether the play was adapted from an earlier one, newly translated, or presented in an unusual style.  It may also be helpful to comment on the location and time period of the play’s setting, especially if these vary from the location and period specified by the playwright. 

At this point your report might read something like this:

OKLAHOMA!

Biloxi State University Theatre

A Theatre Report by Jane Student

Last Friday night, I attended the State University production of Oklahoma!, the famous 1943 musical drama by Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II (based on Green Grow the Lilacs by Lynn Riggs) that depicts the hard work of establishing statehood on the American frontier at the last turn of the century. It was directed by Robert A and performed by Biloxi State students.

In your first sentence, you have indicated the play’s genre (“musical drama”), stature (“famous”), and period (around 1900), as well as its authors (Rodgers, Hammerstein, Riggs), year of writing (1943), and general theme.  In the next sentence you have identified the producing theatre organization and the director.

At this point you will probably want to give a brief synopsis of the play. Identify the main character and the main story line, going into as much detail as necessary for your reader to get the gist of the play’s action.

This might also be the place to introduce the names of the principal actors as well.

In Oklahoma!, we first meet the good-looking cowboy, Curly (played by Kurt B), who has his eye on the pretty farm girl Laurey (played by Erin C), an orphan being raised by her hearty “Aunt Eller” Murphy (played by Megan D). We quickly see that Curly and Laurey are made for each other, but their shyness and social inexperience, masked by their pride, leave them bantering rather than courting, and Curly’s hope to invite Laurey to the “Box Social” is thwarted by the intervention of Eller’s darkly sinister ranch hand, Jud (played by Joe E), who asks her first. The conflicting romantic longings between these three characters, which dominate the play, are echoed in a lighter vein by Laurey’s pal Ado Annie (played by Beth F) and her comical dilemma (“I Cain’t Say ‘No!’”) as to how she might choose between her two attractive suitors:  the dashing cowboy Will Parker (played by Danny G) and the world-wise traveling salesman Ali Hakim (played by Ken H). But both of the play’s love triangles are set against a deeper sort of romance, that of the Wild West and the American frontier. And as romance yields to marriage, Oklahoma is tamed by the covenant of statehood. Oklahoma! thus celebrates both the exuberance of freedom and the indispensable bonds of civilization. 


This summary introduces the major characters and basic dramatic issues.  It does not attempt to show how the conflicts are resolved, however, since the goal of the report is to get the reader into the play, not to retell the entire story, with all its complications. Your goal is to represent, but not take the place of, the production.


Here, at about midpoint in the report, you might decide which features of the production, direction, design, and acting, contributed effectively to the overall theatre experience and how they worked together to do this.  What details were particularly memorable? engaging? bothersome? Ask yourself the questions in the previous section (“About the production and performance”), and answer them here.

I felt that from the time the curtain went up (“Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin’,” Curly sings as the curtain rises), the setting, deeply saturated with the brilliant colors of dawn, beautifully underscored the apparently unbounded freedom of the frontier that is so important to the play. A vast wheat field, broken only by a slowly turning windmill; well-worn (and occasionally mud-caked) overalls; and what appeared to be real, century-old farm implements gave a vivid impression of the hard work of rural life in this part of America’s territorial Midwest. Director Robert A and the designers (Gordon K, scenery; Lisa L, costumes; Shelly M, Lighting) have perfectly counterbalanced the beauty and desolation of this environment, which plays against the mix of hope and despair of the principal characters.


The music of Oklahoma!, though certainly well known for many years, seems fresh and new in this production, and the Biloxi student company sings the numbers with passion and integrity. Under the skillful choreography of Donald N, the thirty-three cast members celebrate America’s heartland in a variety of dance numbers ranging from the sensuous subtlety of Laurey’s “Dream Ballet” to the raucous and almost uncontainable stomping of Will Parker’s “Kansas City.”


Thanks to the careful direction and generally believable performances, we are compellingly drawn into the rough-and-tumble world of Oklahoma! without finding this legendary musical has become a museum piece or a caricature of itself.


In the final portion of the report, you have moved into a more direct presentation of your strictly personal response to the production. Your job is not so much to develop an opinion about everything you see, but to identify just what actively stimulated you in this theatre experience, and just why it did.  Another person might comment more on the singing in this show, while another might highlight the comedy elements, or the tragic development of Jud’s character; this merely demonstrates that we all see plays differently and hence “report” on them in differing ways. We shouldn’t expect every play we see to be important in the history of theatre, or even the larger picture of our lives. We might hope that a play entertains us for two or three hours, that it keeps our mind active, that it presents us with some interesting figures, and that maybe, just maybe, it will do all of that and a lot more. The more we see theatre, and the more we understand what to look for and report on in the theatre, the closer we can come to these goals.   
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