WRITING THEATRE NEWSLETTERS
By John Midgley
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WHAT SHOULD BE IN A THEATRE NEWSLETTER?

ewsletters are an important part of any theatre group. They don't just inform

people of what’s happening and what’s going to happen. They also create a
sense of belonging amongst those theatre members who haven't shown up for
months because they’ re not involved in a current production, or those who have just
joined the group.

So I’ ve written this guide in case you get lumbered with the task of writing your
group’s newsletter and don’'t know where to start. The opinions here are based on
my own experience writing the Sandgate Theatre Scream over the years 1997-98.
These opinions are not gospel so feel free to ignore them (well most of them) if you
wish. The point here is to give you some direction and get your mind working.

So let’ s start with the basics. What does a theatre newsletter have to cover?

1. Auditions. Date, time, and venue. What is the director looking for (Men and
women aged thirty and up, must be able to sing)? Do those auditioning need to have
a prepared speech or song? Will the audition involve any physical activity (e.g.
dancing) which might affect what they have to wear? When will the play be
performing (so people will know if they'll be available up to that date)? And the
director’ s contact number.

If the auditions have already been held, list who got what part. Mention any other
appointments that theatre members might need to know — such as who's handling
costumes, set design, or publicity (especially if it's someone different from whoever
usually handles such things). Don't forget contact numbers for these people.
Remember though, always get their permission before you print someone's phone
number or address.

Find out what props and costumes are needed for the
play. Don't forget to mention when and where the play
IS set, as this will affect what people will be looking for.
And don't say ‘old’ when you mean ‘old-fashioned’, as
they’re two different things. Use atime frame — 1950’'s
style television.

2. Upcoming performances. What's the play about (in brief), dates, times, and
ticket prices. How can you make a booking (phone, email, counter sales)? Exactly
who is covered by concession prices? Are any last minute props (or volunteers for
backstage and Front of House) needed? Mention who is doing the program, so
anyone who wants something included (e.g. a thank you for a business that has
donated a prop for the play, or if Bill Smith has joined the backstage crew as third



assistant to the assistant lighting operator) can contact that person. If there's a party
after the performance run, find out the details (see Social Events).

3. Meetings. Committee meetings, production wrap-up meetings, special
purpose meetings. Mention date/time, and where it's to be held. Any topics of
discussion that might concern members other than your theatre committee? For the
Annual General Meeting state what positions are up for grabs, a summary of what
each position involves, and the nomination/voting procedure (make sure you get this
out in plenty of time —see Thinking Ahead).

4, Playreadings. Venue, date, starting time and
what plays are being read. The contact number of the
play-reading organiser. It doesn’'t hurt to write a brief
synopsis of the plays to get people’' s interest.

5. Social Events. Where, date/time, how to find the
place (if it's difficult to find), what should you bring?
Contact number of the person organising it. Mention if
someone is willing to give people a lift (and how to
contact him or her).

6. Wor kshops and working bees. Date/time/venue/what’s it all about. Any
food available? Workshop —who'’ s instructing and what are their qualifications/prior
experience. For working bees, remind people that they need to wear clothing they
won't mind getting dirt or paint on, and that many hands make light work.

7. Events by other theatre companies. Not only performances, but workshops
and auditions. You may have to make some phone calls here, as newsletters from
other theatre groups don’t always arrive in time to suit your schedule. This is one
area where you have to think ahead. Get members who belong to other theatre
groups as well to tip you off about upcoming events. Let other theatre publicity
officers know that you can give them free publicity for their events. Some might
guestion whether you should advertise another theatre’ s productions — the fact is that
some of your members will be interested in this information, and that’s why you
include it. Besides, you may need a favour from their group someday. Remember
that you'll need to know the same date, time, price, venue, booking details that you
would need for your own performances, workshops or auditions. For example...

What’s On in Theatre?
Hammiteur Theatre Group (7 Atherton Rd, Bloggsville)

Suffup! a comedy by Ima Knutkase. 29, 30, 31 July & 5, 6, 7, 12, 13 August.
Fri & Sat at 8 pm, Sun at 6 pm. $15 Adult, $12 Conc. Bookings: 3379 9308.



8. Summary. It doesn’'t hurt, if your newsletter contains a lot of information, to
remind people at the end of the important bits — “ Remember, we need those
member ship feesin, and don’t forget the Christmas party at Sandra’s place!” Inthe
Sandgate Theatre Scream we used a Dates to Remember column. Each event is set
out in order (which you might not have been able to do in the text). For example...

Monday, 7 December, 8 pm
Production wrap-up meeting. Gavin's place, 13 Bloggs St, Brighton.

M onday, 14 December, 7.30 pm
Committee meeting, downstairs at the Sandgate Town Hall.

Thursday, 17 December, 7.30 pm
Auditions for Ain't Theatre Awful! Sandgate Town Hall.

Finally, include a mailing address, email and contact number for your theatre group
with every issue. Also include your name and that of anyone else who contributes
(people have aright to know who'’ s writing this stuff). State the month and year (for
archive purposes) of the issue. Don't include the date — this prevents the newsletter
from seeming obsolete if you give a copy to a nhew member or a member of the
public three weeks later.

THINKING AHEAD

The key to writing a successful newsletter is to think ahead. Look
at a calender — you'll need to cover everything that’'s going to
happen between now and when your next newsletter is likely to
come out (and probably a week or two ahead of that, so people
don't find out about events at the last minute). For example, one
mistake newsletter editors make is to concentrate on an upcoming
performance, and forget to mention the wrap-up meeting that will
be held after it's all over.

Be sensible about this. Y our members don’t need to know all the details on a play if
there’s going to be another newsletter out before the performance starts. Just
mention when the play will be performing. Y ou can go into more detail next time.

Here' satechnique | use. As soon as a newsletter is finished, get a sheet of paper and
write the next month on top of it. Write down anything you need to find out. For
instance if you know there's a play coming up you'll need to know the above-
mentioned details on performances. Check the newsletter you’ ve just completed — if
a director has called for 250 calenders for his performance of Billy Liar then you'll



have to check with that director next month to see if there was any response. If not,
put out a reminder — We still need calenders!

Over the following month people will come to you with items they want included in
the newsletter. Noteit all down on your sheet. That way all the information isin one
place. Even if you have a folder for all your newsletter stuff, use this sheet. If
someone gives you a flyer on aplay and you put it in your newsletter folder, still note
down the fact that you have it on the sheet (Aspect Theatre play, “ The Big Blab” —
separate flyer). That way when it comes to writing the newsletter all you have to do
Is go down the sheet, and you can be sure you' ve included everything.

CONTENTS

One thing I've noticed in theatre newsletters is that they all tend to go on like
this...“ Hello everyone! How are you doing? | hope you've been having a lovely
time. Our play was a great success, the audience loved it and we all had a wonder ful
bash at the end of performance party.” After you ve said this for the third timein a
year it sounds like you're running a propaganda sheet; people start wondering what
disasters you' ve been covering up.

You can simply leave it all out, which is what | did
eventually. My newsletters tended to be information heavy,
with humour used to lighten the content up. Some readers
said they liked this, it made the newsletter seem worth taking
the time to read, and not just ‘fluff’.

A second way is to follow the show them not tell them rule. Instead of telling them
that everyone had a great time relate what happened, especially if it's humorous or
can be made out to be. Quote funny comments made during the production. Cite
from the director’s report. But not the whole thing please, as the constant “ A big
thank you to Bill for making the horse’s head, thank you to Mary for supplying the
tommy-guns, Fred put on a good performance while he was being garroted...” also
gets repetitious. Yes, alot of people do deserve their thanks, but if they really want
to they can get a copy of the report from the director (you might want to mention
that). The point I’'mtrying to make here is: keep it short and interesting.

Another point: remember what | said about this not being a propaganda sheet. If
your readers need a kick up the behind, e.g. they haven't been volunteering for
working bees — then give it to them! Just make sure you have been volunteering
before you chew out everyone else. If you haven't, the way to get around this is to
get a known hard worker to write the relevant section and put their name to it. “ And
now for a word from Tired Tim...”



Two points on this. Remember to offer ways for everyone to redeem themselves.
Mention the next event that needs help, e.g. a set painting, or Front-of-House at the
current play. And break down the task so it doesn’'t seem so big. Point out that they
only need come in for a night or a few hours. Remind them that the more people
come in the easier the task will be.

The second point; DON'T USE THE NEWSLETTER TO GET ANGRY AT
INDIVIDUALS! Individual defaulters should be talked to individually. The
newsletter is not there to express your grievances. The only possible exception
would be if someone stuffed up severely, like embezzling funds, and there you're
treading on questions of contempt of court and defamation. Be careful. The only
exception | can think of would be if someone were going around conning theatre
members, something they have to know about. Just be sure of your facts.

WHO SHOULD GET IT, HOW OFTEN, AND HOW MUCH (The age old question)

Y ou should send the newsletter to the following:

+ Every member of the group — before you bring out an issue,
always check with the Membership Secretary for any new members.

« Neighbouring theatre groups — for Sandgate Theatre at the time of writing
that's Mousetrap (Redcliffe), Act One (Strathpine), and King Street Players
(Burpengary). Any other groups are up to your discretion. If your group is involved
with them in some way, send them a newsletter. And don’t forget ‘umbrella
organisations like the Association of Community Theatre Groups (Queensland).
Sandgate Theatre also sends a newsletter to the State Library for storage in their
archives (Serial Services, Resource Discovery Unit, Sate Library of Queensland, PO
Box 3488. South Brisbane, Q. 4101).

« Anybody involved in a current production, regardless of whether they’ ve
joined up or not. Yes | know they’ re supposed to become members anyway, but not
everyone does so. But anyone working at the theatre needs to know what’s going on
and besides, it might encourage them to join up. The first rehearsal is a good time to
introduce yourself and get the names and mailing addresses of these people. Don't
forget to ask the director for the name/address of anyone not there at the time.

« Don't forget to run off a copy for the theatre archive, and some spares in case
someone joins up out of the blue or expresses an interest in the theatre group. It's a
good idea to send a newsletter with your promotional flyer or membership form so
potential members know what’'s happening at the moment. You can also leave
newsletters in Front-of-House for the audience, or include a newsletter with the other



material given to theatre groups arriving for your One-Act Drama Festival — a good
time to promote your own theatre.

When do you put out an issue? For two years | was able to produce one newsletter a
month, though | kept the exact date flexible (it's wise to allow yourself some
leeway). A good time is after the committee meeting, because this is where subjects
relevant to the newsletter are covered and contentious issues raised (if possible attend
committee meetings yourself — see Accuracy). Having a monthly issue makes it
easier to plan ahead, and insures that any regular monthly events (such as the
committee meetings) are always announced.

Unlike with radioactive city-stomping monsters, size doesn’'t matter. My newsletter
ranged from a single sheet to half a dozen pages. It all depends on how much
information you have to relay. Thereis no need to pad your newsletter out.

THE ELEMENTS OF STYLE

The style of a newsletter should first of all be based upon your resources. If you
don’'t have a computer with fancy pagemaker software then don’t waste your time
fretting about it. Use a typewriter. For well over a year the majority of the
‘graphics’ in my newsletters were either hand drawn, or cut out and stuck in.

Remember that the single task of your newsletter is to inform theatre members of
what’ s going on, and what they need to know. ‘Special effects’ only serve to lighten
up the newsletter, not to achieve thisaim. |If you want to include a graphic or joke,
but need the space for some boring information, you'll just have to leave out the
graphic or joke.

That aside, interesting newsletters are more likely to be read. You should try to
develop your own style, not imitate other newsletters or even the previous editor. A
change is as good as a holiday for readers. But if when you first start you're
uncertain by all means use previous newsletters (or those of other theatres) as a
guide. | did this myself when | first started. As you go on and gain confidence; your
own personality tends to take over and you find the newsletter develops its own
style. By all means keep any good ideas. Two ideas | kept from the previous
newsletters were the Dates to Remember and What's On in Theatre columns.
|

While you should not pad out a newsletter you might have to fill 8 [

up space in an individual page. Y ou can do this by using methods = q
as simple as changing the font size, or the line spacing. Other 1 :s,

ideas are clipart, quotes, or photos. 4
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One suggestion I’'ve heard made was to include interviews with theatre members.
This is a good idea but remember, keep it short and interesting. Another idea might
be to have quotes from books on acting or stagecraft (I used a couple of books I'd
found in the library — one on theatre history, the other with humorous anecdotes of
the stage). Remember, when quoting anyone, give the name of the person who said
it (or wrote it) otherwise you' re plagiarising them.

As regards clipart and quotes, try and keep them relevant to what’ s in the newsletter,
or theatre in general, e.g. And let those that play your clowns speak no more than is
set down for them — William Shakespeare. Otherwise they look like the fillers they
are. If your clipart range is a bit limited, then get someone who’s connected to the
internet to look for images under free clipart. Or you can get a talented theatre
member to do the drawings for you, and scan or paste them in. Have the theatre
photographer take photos specifically for the newsletter.

Remember that it doesn't have to be just you doing this. Like a director putting
together a play, you have the right to draw upon the resources available in your
theatre group. Find out who's skilled at drawing or photography; who has access to
scanners, printers or the internet. Does anyone have good jokes or trivia points?
Advertise in the newsletter itself, but you' |l probably have to go out and ask to get a
response. You'll get better results if you be specific — e.g. “ Could you draw a
cartoon of the sound person tangled up in wires?” Ask people to keep an eye out for
stuff you can use.

Items like this are best prepared in advance and stored for when you need them. You
don’t need a scanner to insert photos; you can just paste them straight in (for greater
clarity when photocopying, cut out the figures from their surroundings). Get the
photographer to take some shots for you on the gm
same day he/she’'s taking the publicity %
photographs. Shots of rehearsals, performances, |
parties, new members, backstage crew at work,
and gag shots can all be used.

Studies have shown that the reader’s eye is drawn
to images of people. A single eye-catching design |
or picture on the front cover is also desirable. It |
serves to draw interest and encourage people to |
read on. Just remember that you have to |
photocopy these pictures when you run off a |
hundred or so copies of your newsletter. If a [
photograph is too dark to show up clearly, then &
leave it out. Before you put a photo or design in a
newsletter, photocopy it by itself to see how it
turns out.




DESIGN

As | said earlier, an interesting newsletter is more likely to be read. You don’'t have
to be an expert in art or design to create an effective layout. Here are a few simple
rules to help you out. Again, feel free to ignore them; they are here as guides only.

1. Simplicity. Don’'t use more than two different types of fonts per page; it
confuses the reader’s eye. |If you want to vary the look of fonts, try using the same
font in bold or italic, or in different sizes (no smaller than size 10 though, and no
larger than 18 except for headings). Don't cram the page with graphics and photos
(unless you're making some kind of montage). When using pictures to illustrate
something, a single large picture will be more effective than many.

2. Balance. The type and images should be arranged so that the image is loud
and clear. If apage is not balanced, it’s distracting for the reader. Balance can either
be symmetrical (evenly distributed) or asymmetrical (dissimilar, but appearing to be
of equal weight).

HOLLIS STREET

Community Theatre Sl DEBARS

W Way

f Don’t present the
reader with large
blocks of text.

f Break it up with

Symmetrical Asymmetrical paragraphs,
sidebars, bulleted

3. M ake your headingsinteresting. There are lists, and graphics.

several ways of doing this. Make them bold and
large. Dramatic or catchy phrases is a method
newspapers always use. A story in our newsletter f Highlight sections
on the difficulties of putting up a set was labeled of text to make them
Erection Problems. To help you think up proper
headings, sit down with a pen and paper and write _
out a list of words related to the central issues and them in frames.
examples in your story. Then just throw out the
vague or redundant ones.

stand out, or put




-10-
ACCURACY

One thing that | want to stress is the need to be accurate. Just because this is an
amateur theatre company newsletter and not The Business Review Weekly doesn’t
mean you shouldn’t try to get the details right. Use spellcheckers, but don’t rely on
them. Make sure to read through the final copy. Even better, get someone else to
read it. A person not involved in writing something is more likely to pick up
mistakes, or sentences that are confusing.

People appreciate if you take the effort to get their names right. When a person gives
you someone else’s name, always ask if they’'re sure of the spelling (if not, get in
contact with someone who does know). Phone numbers are another weak point, as
are dates. Always check dates against a calender. For instance if a performance date
falls on a different day from what it usually does (e.g. on a Thursday instead of the
usual Friday or Saturday) then you know someone has stuffed up. Another common
error, especially when mentioning performances by other theatre groups, is to include
events that will be over by the time the newsletter gets to your reader’ s mailbox.

Don’t be embarrassed to ask these annoying questions — you' re the newsletter editor
and it’s your job. If someone hands information they’ ve gathered on your behalf to
you, make sure they have got the facts right before you allow them to leave. If
they’ re not sure — again, be prepared to use the phone. It’'s best not to rely on others
to gather your data though. This is why you should attend committee meetings
yourself rather than get a committee member to take notes for you. After a few
months writing the newsletter you know what questions to ask, and learn to spot
story angles.

Furthermore you can often miss out on things unless you ask directly. In my
experience, unless they’ ve got something specific they want mentioned, people don’t
bother ringing up and telling you things (such as last minute changes).

DRAMA

TONIGHT
nmmr

A FEW OTHER IDEAS...

* Use bulleted points for small bits of information. Rather
than lots of headings have a single Notes or Bits & Pieces
section. You don't have to mention there is a committee
meeting every month — just put it in the Dates to Remember
column.

* There' s aways a few wiseguys in every group, so make use of them. Keep your
ears open for funny comments people make during the year and ‘collect’ them in
your theatre folder. When you have a few you can put them in the newsletter. Keep






