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iThe Art of Collaboration

The Art of Collaboration explores the critical relationship between directors and stage managers. The book is an essential guide for theatre professionals seeking to build strong creative partnerships, emphasising mutual respect, clear communication and shared goals.

Through real-world examples, practical strategies and expert advice, it offers a framework that stimulates collaboration, enhances the rehearsal process and promotes a seamless production.

Whether you’re a seasoned director, an aspiring stage manager or simply want to know more about how to navigate the production process, this book provides insight to the vital, often-overlooked, role of teamwork in bringing performances to stage.

Jacqui George has been working in Stage and Production Management for the last 25 years, with a major focus on Conservatoire training. She has taught at several conservatoires and is a Master of Education and a Senior Fellow of the Higher Education Academy. In 2018, Jacqui joined the senior leadership team at Sharjah Performing Arts Academy to design and implement a Conservatoire performing and production arts undergraduate training programme in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region.

Jacqui has worked with companies such as National Theatre Wales, National Youth Theatre of Great Britain and Shared Experience. She has toured the UK extensively, produced Rep seasons in the West End and internationally worked in Shanghai World Expo, Berliner Festspiele and Paphos, City of Culture. Jacqui also enjoys producing work with her and her husband’s company, We Made This.

iiJacqui was one-half of Stand by Please, the stage management podcast with Antonia Collins, and is the Project Director for World Stage Design 2025.

Matt Ball is a theatre maker from the UK who has been working professionally for over 20 years, in drama schools and universities alongside his professional practice. He was Creative Associate at National Theatre Wales (2011–13), Artistic Director of Camden People’s Theatre (2006–11) and Associate Programme Leader at Sharjah Performing Arts Academy (SPAA) in the UAE (2019–25).

As a director, his recent work includes The Girl with Incredibly Long Hair & Light Waves Dark Skies (We Made This), Woyzeck, Anna Karenina & Blood Wedding (Bath Spa), Bottled (Experimentica/Bristol Ferment), Crazy Gary’s Mobile Disco (Waking Exploits) and Orson Welles Complex (BBC Cymru Wales). His devised production Icarus 2.0 was nominated for a Total Theatre Award and a Stage Award at the Edinburgh Fringe. Most recently, he directed the world premiere of The First by Hassan Abdulrazzak, and devised Songs for the End of the World, What Number Do I Call?, Things We Lost in the Floods and Root & Branches with students at SPAA.

Matt has a BA (Hons) in Drama and Theatre Arts from Goldsmiths’ College and an MA in Advanced Theatre Practice from the Royal Central School of Speech and Drama. He is a Fellow of the Higher Education Academy, a Fellow of the Royal Society for the Arts and a member of Stage Directors UK.
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xForeword

The world of business and leadership is well versed in the challenges of team dynamics and getting the best out of ourselves. There are numerous courses, books and codes of good practice that offer insights into psychology and matrices of how to get things done in the most successful way possible, together. Perhaps you might think that the rehearsal room is exempt from what everyone else experiences in their respective workplace or in our personal lives because everyone is having just the best time ever creating theatre. Sadly, though, this isn’t always the case, and rehearsal rooms can become incredibly challenging spaces where the emotional and reputational stakes are high, mixed with the added pressure of an unmovable deadline looming – the opening night.

In the organisations/theatres I’ve led or co-led over the years, a crucial relationship is also between two key roles, the Executive Director (which I inhabited) and Artistic Director. The strongest ones, as was my experience at Salisbury Playhouse and more recently at Punchdrunk Enrichment and National Dance Company Wales, was always a collaborative, collegiate, trusting relationship, irrespective of who sat where in the organisational structure of the company and despite differences of priorities and often of opinion. There are clear parallels in the rehearsal room and the importance of the relationship between the director and stage manager, where respecting the other person’s craft and experience whilst also being empowered to offer valid and valuable opinion in the other person’s field of expertise is at the heart of building a trust between you.

xiThe Art of Collaboration brilliantly addresses the ‘elephant in the room’, that theatrical creation is not always a happy place, and provides excellent insight in how to overcome these challenges by setting the right foundations from the beginning and shining a light on the vital partnership between the director and the stage manager. A relationship built on trust, respect and a shared commitment to bringing artistic vision to life is the foundational ingredient required to put a production on course to being joyful, rewarding and successful.

I have had the privilege of seeing how both Jacqui and Matt work whilst at National Theatre Wales. Within their respective fields of stage management and direction, it is no coincidence that they have been intrinsic in the realisation and delivery of first-class productions such as In Water I’m Weightless, Praxis Makes Perfect and Mametz to the development and stewardship of industry-leading creative development programmes, nurturing our next generation of theatre-makers. They have worked relentlessly hard on moving away from purely transactional relationships to ones that are rooted in a desire and understanding of what genuine collaboration means. That the director-stage manager relationship is not a hierarchy but a partnership, a collaborative endeavour where each party brings unique skills and perspectives to the table, which results in the delivery of a shared output – a cracking production.

This book draws on that extensive experience and diverse perspective, but rather than going down the rabbit hole of academic analysis and theory, it is brilliantly framed within a conversation between two seasoned professionals who have navigated the trenches of theatrical production and emerged with invaluable insights to share. It delves into the practicalities of setting ground rules, establishing a rehearsal room culture, and managing a myriad of requests (from an inflatable Jesus) and random questions (can we hang broken glass bottles above the audience?) that arise at any hour during the process. But it also goes deeper, exploring the emotional intelligence required to navigate the pressures of rehearsals, the management of cast dynamics, the importance of boundaries and how to maintain a healthy work-life balance amidst the intensity of production.

xiiThe Art of Collaboration is a roadmap for aspiring and seasoned professionals alike, each chapter offering actionable strategies and thought-provoking insights. It is more than a how-to guide, it is a celebration that acknowledges the challenges, the frustrations and the moments of doubt, but it also applauds the joy of creation, the camaraderie of collaboration and the profound satisfaction of bringing a story to life. It is a call to embrace the collective, to value the contributions of every member of the team and to recognise that the best productions are born from a spirit of shared creativity and mutual support.

Of course, I am biased in my opinion, but this is a long-awaited book that I believe will inspire theatre-makers across the globe to create extraordinary productions, and if it produces more stage managers and directors with the same values and etiquette as Jacqui and Matt, then we are in for some amazing creative adventures.

Michelle Carwardine-Palmer
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Why write a book about collaboration? Why write a book about directing? Why write a book about stage management? Why theatre? All of these questions have been asked during the time we’ve been writing this. So, to begin with, we’d like to talk about how we train and practice as stage managers and directors.

Let’s take a quick look at one of the UK’s leading director training programmes. In its first year, there are core modules on the director’s relationships with the actor, author, designer and the industry. Likewise, a leading stage management course covers the History of Theatre, Contemporary Theatre, Health & Safety and Stagecraft & Production. Both these programmes are designed to develop the foundational skills before you undertake the practice of stage management or directing: the building blocks for your learning and, ultimately, career.

Our experience from the industry and in education has led us to reflect that we need to rethink this siloed approach and bring stage management, director training and practice closer together. We believe that this relationship is under-discussed and often left down to the people in the room to make it up as they go along. What generally happens is a master/apprentice model, whereby the director learns through observing another director and the way they do things. The stage manager likewise has traditionally started as an assistant stage manager and learnt from their more experienced colleagues. The danger here is all too obvious and has allowed outmoded and old-fashioned approaches to persist.

2Theatre has traditionally been a top-down organisational model and, at the same time, has described itself as a collaborative art form. As in other industries, we have started to move away from this and to recognise the benefits of embedding collaborative practice into the workplace. Cloud computing allows us to co-author a document live, and our children are embedding these ideas into their daily practice. But our theatre education is lagging behind.

Stage managers are trained by stage managers, directors are trained by directors, but why? Wouldn’t it be helpful for there to be a crossover? Why are we not teaching how to collaborate with each other and how to make the most of this pivotal relationship?

We (Jacqui and Matt) have known each other for over 20 years. We’ve worked together and separately in various contexts, from large-scale site-specific shows to small studio theatres, both in industry and in education. In our work and teaching, we’ve looked for writing discussing this topic but failed to find it. This book is there to shine a light on this under-discussed relationship, highlight its pivotal role in the process of making theatre and try to provide a route map for a more equitable approach to collaborating from both sides.

As the title suggests, this book will appeal to stage managers and directors alike. Throughout your practice, training and education, there will be occasions when your interactions with peers will need reflection and development. This book goes some way to identifying those key moments where effective collaboration will enhance your own practice and, as a result, that of the process. Certainly, as you engage in practical work and production in the final years of undergraduate and postgraduate study, there are techniques and skills suggested in this book that you can apply to your own practice and guided reflection to assist you in your learning.

Whether you are studying in Australia or working in the USA, the differing approaches adopted in whichever region you find yourself in will benefit from the emphasis you place on the collaborative relationship with your director or stage manager.

Although the opportunities for collaborative working may differ as we span the globe, the understanding and approach do not.
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