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INFORMATION FOR NEW DIRECTORS BEFORE PROPOSALS
This document has been written as a how-to guide for approaching a Proposals meeting at the New Theatre. It has been designed for absolute beginners and therefore includes EVERYTHING I can possibly think of. These are not rules, merely guidelines from my own experience. As a director at New Theatre you wield a great amount of independence and the way you decide to approach your proposal is no exception to that.
Make sure you contact me before you propose (my details are at the bottom of this document) so that I can send you a Proposal Form for you to fill in and bring to the meeting. Also, if you call me, I’m totally willing to answer any questions you have about the process of proposing and putting a play on at New Theatre and listen to your ideas to point out anything you might not have thought about. If there is anything you are uncertain about then I’d strongly recommend you get in touch. So often I’ve seen what could be a very strong proposal fail simply because they didn’t understand how the theatre worked or because they didn’t angle their pitch in the right way. 
1) PICKING A PLAY
The first step, obviously, is choosing the play you want to direct. The play can be anything you want it to be – from Shakespeare, to Sarah Kane, to a comedy you’ve written about the Pope’s hairdresser - New Theatre loves it all, so don’t feel restricted.
Read a lot. The more plays you read and imagine directing, the more practiced your ‘eye’ will become. Also, clearly, you’re more likely to find the right play for you. Ask friends for suggestions, or committee members; use the library (Hallward isn’t too bad, but the plays aren’t all shelved together so use UNLOC to find what you want) or, if you can, a large drama bookshop like at the National Theatre, Royal Court, or Samuel French’s in London. This online list, and others like it, could be handy: http://www.nationaltheatre.org.uk/11741/platforms/nt2000-one-hundred-plays-of-the-century.html
Be reasonable. If you’ve never directed before then have a good think before you decide to tackle a Shakespeare with a cast of 30. If you pick something which initially seems ‘easy’ then you can bet your life you won’t be saying that a few weeks into rehearsals. Don’t bite off more than you can chew.
It’s worth considering the fact that almost three times as many girls will audition for you than guys and the average standard of the girls is probably slightly higher. If you want a better chance at casting good actors then see if you can find something which is a little more female-weighted. I do appreciate the difficulty of this.
When it comes down to it, go with your gut. However many plays you read, the one you keep thinking about, that should be your proposal.
Choose to direct because you have a play you love and want to see into being; it’ll make all the stress worthwhile. Don’t do it just because you like the idea of directing. If you don’t have a play you love, don’t propose.
2) PLANNING
There are plenty of things you can do to prepare for proposals. The first thing is to look into the availability of rights for your chosen play. Rights are royalties that are owed to the publishing house who own the play. Of course, self-written plays are exempt from this, as are older texts such as Shakespeare (beyond 100 years old, I think) as the rights have expired. Contact details (usually a company name and a postal address) can usually be found on the first pages of your copy of the play. Try and find an email for the company and get in touch with an enquiry (Don’t pay anything yet). You will need to provide them with some information:
Venue: University of Nottingham, New Theatre
Contact address: FAO New Theatre, University of Nottingham Students Union, Portland Building, Nottingham, Nottinghamshire, NG7 2RD
Number of Performances: 5 including 1 matinee
When: Approximate dates (Within October 20th – December 20th for Autumn Season/ February 20th – June 25th for Spring Season)
Extras: Venue seats less than 100 AT ALL TIMES. Also be sure to make it clear it will be an AMATEUR production. These will both severely reduce the cost.
It’s worth doing this NOW, even if you haven’t settled for certain on the play. Sometimes it can take several weeks for them to get back to you. American publishers seem to be particularly bad. Often rights are held by different companies in different countries, so Google around. It can be a real hassle. 
If you can’t get confirmation by the proposals meeting it’s not the end of the world. Scour the internet for any planned professional productions in the UK that even come close to clashing with our season. If you can’t find any evidence anywhere then tell the committee that when you propose and it shouldn’t make a difference. If at all possible avoid this though as it is really, really uncomfortable casting a play knowing that there is still a slight possibility you might not get the rights.
Publishing houses are generally very clear but if they are being cagey and using terms like ‘restricted’ or ‘controlled’ then politely pressure them into to telling you what they mean exactly. 
If you can’t get the rights or haven’t paid your rights, you CANNOT put the show on. Even if it means cancelling it last minute. It’s against the law and we don’t want to get sued. So be honest.
Your Design is something to give some real thought to before your proposal. You don’t need to have anything set in stone (it will often end up completely different by performance), or a specific answer to how you would make it all work, just a clear vision for how you want it to look and feel to an audience.
You’d be surprised what we can physically do in our theatre space. We’ve had fully-turfed gardens, a moat with 4 tonnes of water, a car; plays in the round, traverse, promenade; you name it. There are limitations such as our relatively low ceiling and, importantly, the upper limit of your budget, but be ambitious and if you want further advice on what’s possible, contact our Company Stage Manager Chris Walters on chris@newtheatre.org.uk or 07863164496.
It’s worth considering if the Cast Breakdown of your play is flexible. Large casts (over 10) can be very difficult to manage; scheduling alone can take hours out of your week. If you have a particularly large cast consider multi-roling with certain actors playing several parts. This can also be a big draw for actors. Also, if your play is predominantly male then see if there are any characters which could become female, or even have girls playing men. You can get away with a lot more than you might think. 
What other people would you need on your Production Team? Every director will at some point need a producer to take charge of the financial and organisational side of putting the play on. If you have somebody in mind, that’s great; send them this document and prepare your proposal together. If not, that’s really not an issue and we can help you find someone at a later point. You may also want a designer to work with you on devising the aesthetics of the production and later to see them into existence. The same goes for a composer, costume designer, Technical director etc etc - if you have people in mind, tell us; if not, we can help.
Have a think about, if you are successful, when your preferred slot you would be. This might be useful:
	Slot Number
	Amount of time between casting (exactly one week after proposals) and opening night (bear in mind much of the extra time in the Spring season is Easter holidays or exam periods)

	
	AUTUMN SEASON
	SPRING SEASON

	1
	2 weeks, 2 days
	2 weeks, 2 days

	2
	3 weeks, 2 days
	3 weeks, 2 days

	3
	4 weeks, 2 days
	4 weeks, 2 days

	4
	5 weeks, 2 days
	5 weeks, 2 days

	5
	6 weeks, 2 days
	6 weeks, 2 days

	6
	7 weeks, 2 days
	7 weeks, 1 day*

	7
	8 weeks, 2 days
	12 weeks, 2 days

	8
	9 weeks, 1 day*
	13 weeks, 2 days

	9
	N/A
	14 weeks, 2 days

	10
	N/A
	18 weeks, 2 days


*These slots have 2 rather than the usual 3 days in the theatre before they open.
Take into account any deadlines or other commitments you have, bearing in mind that in the week or so before you open you’ll be completely snowed under. Of course everybody wants more time, but to get it you’ll need to present a strong case for what you’ll do with it / why you need it. If you think your play would suit an earlier slot the committee will love that. Many plays benefit from a short, intense rehearsal process and it gives you more time afterwards for your degree!
It’s important to consider the financial side of your proposal. Try and calculate all your possible costs including:
· Set
· Tech (We have our own equipment but if you have a particularly large set or complex sound or lighting you might need to hire more.)
· Props and Costume
· Rights (~£67 per performance is usual)
· Publicity (generally £100-£150)
· Miscellaneous costs like printing
Before you propose, please contact our Treasurer Jess Courtney on 07527717422. You can run your ideas by her and she will help you come up with a realistic budget estimate. If your proposal is successful, you will have a more thorough meeting before your budget is finalised.
You will almost certainly have to raise extra money for your production on top of your budget. Henry Blanchard, our Fundraising Coordinator, can help you with this, but if you have any ingenious ideas then include them in your proposal.
3) ON THE DAY
You’ll need to get to the theatre ready for a midday start. It generally takes about 3 hours including a couple of breaks so bring food (the SU shop is closed on a Sunday!)
Make sure that you contact me for a Proposal Form, fill it out and bring it to the meeting. I’d advise typing it and printing off about 8 copies for the committee.
One by one, directors, with or without a producer, will come onto the stage to make their pitch. You can put your hand up when you feel ready and won’t be called on at random. You can sit or stand.
You will have 3 minutes for your speech (which, if applicable, you can divide as you wish with your producer) after which you will briefly answer 2 questions from the committee. 
Make sure you practice and time your speech. If you are running over I will have to ask you to stop.
If you put enough detail on your Proposal Form then you can steer clear of the boring logistical stuff in your speech, except perhaps to explain or defend anything you feel needs it, such as your budget or preferred slot.
Instead, your speech is your opportunity to tell the committee who you are, what you want to do and WHY you should be given a slot. We would expect to hear:
· Synopsis - very brief, not a scene-by-scene breakdown, more like a taster of what we could expect from the play.
· Some background on the writer and the play. Or about you and why you wrote it if it is self written (very brief).
· Brief description of the sort of parts available (And why they will be great for actors).
· Design ideas – as above, broad ideas articulated clearly.
· Any other interesting ideas or ways for members to get involved.
The most important thing is to show (not tell) the committee how passionate you are about the play and how much thought you have given it. If you can make us see your vision of it and excite us by it we will want to put it on. 
4) WHAT NEXT?
After everyone has made their proposal we’ll kick you out and the committee will sit down and spend several hours discussing what has gone before. Any committee members attached to a proposal won’t be present for discussion of their show and our system is such that everybody gets an equal chance to express themselves and vote. Hence, in the most democratic way possible, we will pick the season.
When we are done, I will give you a call. Absolutely MAKE SURE you keep your phone on all evening. If it’s bad news, I will provide you with the honest reasoning of the committee for why you weren’t picked and advise you for next time. If it’s good news then, hey, crack open a cold one, you’re a New Theatre director!
If you are successful it’s a long road ahead but you will have the full support of myself and the committee. A couple of times before auditions and weekly afterwards I will run Production Meetings which directors and producers are expected to attend. There you can air any problems, learn from one another and communicate with the committee.
The week after casting is a busy one. Very busy. We’ll meet on Monday, I’ll explain the plan of action and give you a Productions Pack which is full of information on how to successfully put a show on at New Theatre. Then, Wednesday you’ll pitch your play to the membership at our AGM’s at 1 and 3pm and have audition sign-ups. Thursday and Friday are first round auditions and Saturday is for recalls. These audition days are mega-tiring (but great fun) and can last 6-8 hours non-stop. Sunday is the Casting Meeting where the actors get called and have the final say, so you will need to have made lists of 7 or 8 options for each role. 
After that you’re free to rehearse and get your production together how you want!
5) FINAL ADVICE
DO WHAT YOU WANT! Don’t aim to please. The New Theatre is here to give you the chance to flex your creative muscles and your ideas can be as radical or simple and traditional as you like as long as you can back them up. 
Treat your proposal seriously. The meeting is very informal but there is generally stiff competition and you’ll need to come across as somebody organised enough to put together a show; so prepare thoroughly and present yourself well. The best preparation is to read the play, several times. It will then be forefront in your mind and you’ll be brimming over with ideas and an excitement for it which will come across.
Challenge yourself. Act as an imaginary committee; pick on possible weaknesses, question your most fundamental ideas. You’ll probably find some things you should change and you’ll be ready to answer any tough questions you might face.
Don’t get into it lightly. Directing at New Theatre is one of the most incredible opportunities you’ll ever have. You are given near-total freedom while having a tried and tested support structure to help you all the way through. However, it will CONSUME YOUR LIFE. It’s a very big responsibility and other areas such as your degree may suffer while you are working so many hours on it. It’s possibly the most rewarding thing you’ll ever do and I couldn’t recommend it highly enough, but it deserves some real thought before you commit yourself.
PLEASE contact me, Jess, and any others on committee who could answer your queries. It’s not a pre-audition; we just want to help you and level the playing field between you and those who have more experience. A bit of guidance could well be the difference between success and failure. 
Don’t be scared! Although Proposals is treated quite seriously, we’re all students and we’re all here because we enjoy it. It’s a fun day. Talk to other people. Stay around to hear their pitches. What will be will be.
Thanks for reading and good luck!
Gus Miller
Productions Coordinator 11/12
Phone: 0781 636 7787
Email: gus@newtheatre.org.uk

