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BACKGROUND TO THE THEATRE
INTRODUCTION
These notes have been prepared as a brief summary of our recent history and the key issues which have contributed to bringing us to where we are now.  As importantly, however, we have also included our development plans and the changes that will accompany them. 

OUR HISTORY

The Theatre Royal was built in 1894 and is one of the best examples of the Victorian Theatre Architect Frank Matcham’s work.  In its many guises over the years it has been a theatre, storehouse, cinema and latterly a bingo hall.  In 1981 it was acquired by Wakefield Theatre Trust and, following a public appeal during which three-quarters of a million pounds was raised, it was re-opened to the public as a theatre in 1986. 

In 1995 the Theatre was successful in achieving a £250,000 Arts Lottery bid and with this money some much needed refurbishment took place.  This included the re-decoration, re-seating and re-carpeting of the auditorium plus the acquisition of additional sound and lighting equipment.  A further element was the basic design work for a Phase II extension which is to occupy land belonging to the theatre and adjacent to it in Westgate (see below). 

In 2002, as a result of a successful application for Heritage Lottery and ERDF Funds, a two-stage project to re-seat the Gallery to provide 107 comfortable theatre seats took place and was completed in 2003. The overall project costs amounted to £278,000 and included in the scheme was a new ventilation system designed to improve the audience experience, particularly in the warmer weather.

The Theatre now has an auditorium seating 499, consisting of Stalls (247), Circle (145) and Upper Circle (107). There is a raked stage with a full counterweight system and the usual backstage “offices” and scene dock.  Front of house accommodation is very limited indeed with a small foyer, stalls café/bar, dress circle bar and - on the top floor - the administration offices.  

THE BUSINESS
The Theatre Royal was initially conceived as a “receiving house” hosting a range of both professional and amateur events across a wide spectrum. However eight years ago a decision was taken to take on a producing role. We now present a number of in-house productions each year which are a regular part of the annual programme.

This programme is very broadly-based, including drama, dance, music, opera, comedy etc. with a number of key, large-scale events designed to attract popular attention. Classic drama has never been particularly successful, but music theatre is enjoying increasing popularity and is fast becoming a significant programming strand.  Hull Truck Theatre Company is our most important contributor and we enjoy a particularly strong relationship with John Godber and his wife Jane Thornton.

The theatre’s produced work breaks down into 3 elements:

· The annual pantomime

· Wakefield Youth Music Theatre - musicals
· Work that is specific to Wakefield/West Yorkshire

In 2003 the Trust decided to produce its own pantomime (having previously worked with a commercial producer).  Since then these shows have developed enormously and are a major step forward from the type of purely ‘commercial’ show staged in previous years.  For 2010/11’s production of Sleeping Beauty we have commissioned new writers and a new director to refresh our approach and ensure that we continue to develop our creative work. 
A key element of the Trust’s policy is focused on work for and with young people. This initially led to the introduction of professionally staged youth productions of West Side Story in September 2003, Fame in 2004, and Les Miserables in 2005. Disney’s High School Musical was a particular success in 2007 and last year the Trust was granted one of the first amateur licences for Footloose, the musical, which played to capacity houses. This summer we are creating a new production of West Side Story to capitalise on the popularity of that show but also to help us engage with a wider cross section of young people in the district, boys and girls. We have expanded the upper age from 19 to 21 years which we feel will also have a beneficial effect. 
The theatre’s first “in-house” drama production took place in June 2004 with John Godber’s Beef & Yorkshire Pudding opening in Wakefield and subsequently transferring for three weeks to the Edinburgh Festival. In 2006 we presented Bouncers for 10 performances, and in 2007 we commissioned a new play about the miner’s strike entitled All the Fun of the Fight by Jane Thornton which ran for two weeks and was directed by John Godber. Our most recent commission was a new version of the Fairy Tale Hansel & Gretel which took place last Easter and we are now looking at two other commissions for 2011/2012 and a production of the Wakefield Mystery Plays in 2013 as part of City’s 125th anniversary celebrations.
Local amateur productions represent a significant part of the programme. This ensures an important income for us and we have given them a commitment of future help in a variety of different ways.  Our tenth full-length, amateur play festival takes place at the end of May with entrants from Ireland and the South of England, as well as Cheshire, Lancashire, Yorkshire and the North East.  Overall this work represents almost 30% of our programme and hence why it is of great significance.
LEARNING & COMMUNIOTY ENGAGEMENT
We have already mentioned our work with young people and the youth music theatre performances form part of the overall remit of the Learning/Community Engagement Manager. The first incumbent of the role, Jude Wright, joined the Trust 2004 and over 5 years has had a profound effect on the theatre both in terms of what we do and how we are perceived. Projects for the LEA and PCT last year were followed by a multi-partnership arts project and a major year-long schools project. The department also works with a wide range of young people across the district in both formal and informal settings. 
Following Jude’s departure for a new position in Leeds at the end of last year, we have been reviewing the work of the department with a view to broadening its base and in particular developing more relationships with schools. Wakefield District has recently been accepted on to the BSF (Building Schools for the Future) programme and there is significant new scope to support and develop Wakefield’s schools as they plan for these developments. A recent approach from Creative Partnerships has also opened the way to further involvement and we hope that this will continue well beyond 2010/11.
Our Learning and Engagement programmes are a key feature of our strategic development and will have an increasing influence on our work over the next few years.  Our new colleague will play an important part in shaping the work of the department and its future planning over the next 3-5 years.
RESOURCES
The Theatre’s turnover is now in excess of £1.2 million annually. We receive funding from Wakefield Metropolitan District Council and Arts Council England. The Arts Council has been generous in their support for our work and in 2008 awarded us a 70% increase in funding. We have also recently received an award from the SUSTAIN programme as a result of the effect of economic pressures in Yorkshire. Over the years Wakefield Council have also demonstrated their confidence in our work and we hope that this will continue. 
Although we are funded we still have to earn over 70% of the money it takes to run our business.  We therefore attach great importance to our sales operation.  We are always looking at ways of maximising ticket yields and seeking opportunities for raising sponsorship and increasing peripheral spending, to enable us to achieve the revenues we need.  

We have a relatively small staff team, and whilst this has grown a little over the past 5 years it has been specifically related to the growth in output rather than for any other reason. The team is closely integrated under an umbrella of mutual support, particularly during the pantomime season when it is “all hands to the pump”! 
THE CAPITAL DEVELOPMENT
The Trust is extremely keen to realise their ultimate ambition, that of extending the Theatre on to land in their ownership and adjacent to the theatre on Westgate.  The Trust appointed the Arts Team (RHWL) as architects and leaders of the Design Team, and a full scheme for the development of the adjacent site has been finalised and Planning Consent obtained. 
In addition to providing much needed additional foyer space, the scheme will include a studio theatre, new education, interpretation and hospitality accommodation, café, bars and access to all levels of the Theatre. These spaces will be animated by a range of activities of both a formal and informal nature, and discussions are currently taking place with Wakefield College about the possibility of sharing some of the spaces with them for Performing Arts activities as they seek to rationalise their estate.
Back-stage the scheme provides for new dressing rooms and production areas with additional storage and staff accommodation and a new stage-door office. Lifts to all levels both FOH and backstage will greatly facilitate day to day activities. 

The current economic climate is not conducive to early implementation of these plans, but  discussions are on-going with both the Local Authority and the Arts Council with a view to coming up with solution to this problem. Wakefield District’s current regeneration policy is culturally led and with the opening of the new Hepworth Gallery in 2011 there is a clear need to identify projects that will develop Wakefield’s cultural offer even further and in our view the Westgate Project more than adequately fulfils this objective.
THE FUTURE
So far sales revenues have generally held up well, with the exception of the pantomime which fell below our expectations for the first time in 12 years. With the benefit of SUSTAIN funding we are well set for this year, but the Trustees are taking a cautious view and looking to the medium term we must ensure that costs are contained as far as practically possible.
Over the last year we have completely revised the basis of our financial accounting systems in order to streamline them and ensure that management reporting is reliable and accurate. The structure now includes the roles of Finance Director and Finance Manager, both relatively new appointments, and with their knowledge and experience we now have a valuable new resource. Our ability to contain costs effectively and maximise earned income will ensure our ongoing viability at a time of significant economic pressure. 
We play an important part in the cultural life of the district and are seen as a key player, something which has been very significant in delivering continued support. Wakefield’s cultural aspirations lie at the heart of their regeneration policy - our community values us and we plan to build on this over the years ahead.
Murray Edwards



              

                        April 2010
Executive Director
3
1

[image: image1.jpg]