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Long out of print, this groundbreaking work remains a much-needed reference for the 
theatre community. It not only provides guidance for turning a non-theatre building 
into a performance space, but also for renovating an existing structure. In addition, its 
thorough explanation of the basics of theatre design would also be helpful for those 
looking to create a new theatre building from the ground up. 
 
NOTE: For this special PDF version for AACT members, we have chosen to omit those 
portions of the original book with financial and financing information that is now 
outdated.  However, we have kept the original page numbering, so any missing pages 
you find are those we deemed out of date and no longer useful. 
 
The book’s author, Eldon Elder, was a prolific scenic designer and educator whose 
work was seen on Broadway and regionally,  His varied work since his professional 
career began in 1949 included designs for musicals, plays and operas, including 
Shakespeare in Central Park for producer Joseph Papp.  
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1 
UIDELINES 

P rob bly no theatre has ev been 
reated according to a trict s t of rules, p rhaps 

none wiU ev :r b ; but there can he no doub that it 
is worth the effort o develop a set of guidelines 
that res nts a lear image of what you ar,e looking 
for in a thea re before 01!l begin , - e search for an 
appropriate space. o do this you must lirst 
develop an identity, , clear sense of who you are, 
what kind of theatre you ar how your company Is 
unique, what you want to accomplish in your 
'theatre and h w you int nd to do it-in short, a 
purpose and a program. 

When starting out, it is difficult to think eyond 
the Imm i . te oal producing a play or a season 
of plays. But making some projections with regard 
t s hor - and long-term oa ls can sav you fro 
irrepata e m'stakes in the choice and m rsion 
of space. The days of Judy Garland and Mi key 
Rooney and• Gee-. wouldn't it b fun to pu on a 
play!" are ]ong gone. 

The search for spa e must be constantly re­
lated to a ailable mon y, 1aterials and muscl 
power. While pinpoi ting your artistic space 
n eds , y must alw ys maintain a parall , hard­
n sed considera ion of how costs will be met. or 
the srnal1 not-for0pr nt th atre, there a e re 

types of potential r,es rces: money, materials, and 
'"s eat" (i.e., tree or I ,w-c st labor) . Ass s yoll_r 
potentlaJ to tap al three ar s. More im ,ginat've 
olu i ns. are p sible when all three resourc ar 

combined. 
It is reassuring to Imo that theatre people love 

to talk about vh.at they are doing and w at they 
have do e. They are gene ous with help, advi , 
and tips on os and do 'ts, and can provid a 
compatri s • mfort wh n you most eed it. Pro­
du· r , r i ti dir tors,, d signers, and te h· 
n~cians are exceedingly ace sib]e to anyon who 
is serious; so talk to th m. etworks f servi e 
organiz.atl. ns with l cal ag nc • es have evolved • , 
most cities• tur to them for help and advice . ee 
Resource Di r tory.) 

THE PURPOSE AND 
THE PROGRAM 

The most unlqu quality that anysmaJl, not-for­
profi the.atre oH, r its aud'en e is it.s ommitment 
t a particular ar i ·ti poin of view. Without defin­
ing this point f view or urpose, and translating it 
into space requ·reme s, you cannot intemgen ly 
choose a spac . 
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Developing Guideline 



handle scenery, props, and c stumes not 
In use while another production is 011 

stage. Th@ more storage pace, the f ster 
you can strike one show and mount 
an:otner. 

■ Can you schedule rehearsal t mes for new 
productions that will allow you to use your 
own theatre for rehearsals while another 
$how is playing?' How would sharing space 
w.it other groups affect your program-

ing and scheduling? (Support space is 
detailed In chapter 10.) 

■ Go back through your list of activities and 
the spaces they will r quire. Order 
pr:iorit ies: what ls in, p rtant now? What 
can wal untll later? Look .for ways to co -
solid ate programs. It may look great on 
paper to do two works hops, th '€:e read­
ings, and onefuU pr du tioo simultaneous­
ly. but som.e act:Mlies , ay need to be 
deterred until your orgi1Dization is frmly 
established and you can accommodate 
them all. H necessary, consider a plan that 
allows you to grow over a. p riod :r time, 
phasing in activities grad ally. 

■ Realistically ev luate yoor nnanclal snua­
Uon. How mu h money do you have on 
h.and? How much do you need? H w much 
an you raise? What is the sh rtfaH? 

7 



8 
WILL IT AKE A THEATll:F.?' 

■ The gap b tw en the money you ha and 
the mom~y you nood can b@ at least partial­
ly closed by material and labor resour,c . 
Check within your company (both stalf 
and board of directors) to d termine what 
:people ar skilled in esigning, bu ldi g, or 
electrical and p] mbing work. Do you h ve 
M nds who might contribut professional 
advice? Obv'ously, t emore donated labor 
and materials you can get, the further you 
can stretch the dolla.rs you have. 

■ Some city, state, a d federal agencies oHer 
assi stanc th at caa stretch your ]abor 
r ou1: s .. , d1apter 7 and Res r •• 
Diirectory and Agency Chart.) 

This list of seU-examining questions • ay look 
somewhat simplistic and will to some, seem un­
necessary. However, many beginning pro­
ducers and ar ··sue directors o ganize a ompany 
and ommit themselves o a space w'thout a · king 
and answer:iag these basic quest ons. As result. 
they make expens:ve, avoidab]e mistakes. 1 nc • 
you commit to a space and convert it, making f m-­
• he a terrations maybedifncul and cosUy.andyou 
may be forced to select and scheduJe p.lays around 
the · he.a.tr 's Umitati.ons. 

You wm nor be able to stick dogmatlca1 y and 
rigidly to every detail of your artistic and building 
program. Don texpect to. Circumstances wU force 
you to mod!Jy it. But, H dearly expressed it wilJ 
r,emain as a guide a d al eas ring stlck throughout 
th l'ilesp,m of yo r theatre. 
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SHAPE 

AND 
SIZE 

A lmost e·veryone wants an alil­
purpose space n. the b ginning-a space in which 
to present .an;y kind of theatre. But s the hunt for 
the a 11-purpo e spa 'ego on and on, it invariably 
becomes clear that such a space is either not avail­
abl not arfordable, or perhaps, not e en d ir­
able. hen it becomes nee sary to se priorities. 

BASIC THEATRE 
CONFIGURATIONS 

Before looking for space, examine a I. the pos­
sible theatre forms in ord,er to determine the n­
Hguration and siz that I rig t for y u. - he 
following survey of co figuration w i help you 
darify exac y what kind of thea.tre best suits y ur 
art is.ti ' program. 

B fore you. decide ,on a spe-cific space con­
hguration, visit a variety of small theatres in con­
vert d spaaes. Study them under performance and 
nonperrormance conditions to see how they fun·­
ti.on. Take otes n eac .. space based on reatures 
discussed ii hi. chapter. Talk to the p pie who 
c os t ese form . This will dire t y u toward the 
right space. 

PROSCENlUM S'fAGE. The proscenium arch 
en loses the pert . rman e area, and the audience 
faces t e perforrnanc• fr m, .ne side nly. A useful 
form if eiaborate seen ic effects are :part of y ur 
plan. More than any other configuration th pros• 
e .lu_n reates actua, and esthetlc distance. Not 

practica1 in small, narrow, lo,,•-ceiHng d spaces. 
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TRE? 

E DS"TAGE. Agai the audience faces t _ e per­
formance area from one side only,, but there is no 
proscerf um arch. The end stage can prov1ide in­
timacy and contact. Most often found In storefront 
and brnwnsto:ne conversions, an end stage works 
weJI in long, murow spa es. Height ts desirable, 

ut not abs,o,luteiy essen­
tial. Actor a ess is often 
available from one end of 
he pace only-the rear 

wall of the stage-which 
can be limit' ag. 

OPE OR THRUST STAGE-THREE-SIDED 
ARENA. A stage extends inti th enter of the 
audienc-'e with seating aroun~ three sides, which 

can pr,ovi.de intimacy. Requires a wide building. 
Can be sefu] where there a.re lower cemngs, for 
working Mound columns or other strnct ral. ir­
regularlUes. Actor access from all sides is 
desirable. 

THEATKE-IN~THE~R.OUND-FOlJR-SlDED 
ARENA. The audience completely surrounds 
the performance space. Not good for large-scale 
scenery. Can b useful .for working around col­
umns. Provides intimacy. Actor access from four 
ides. squaris] space s needed. 

CENTER STAGE-TWO.SIDED ARENA. T:he 
audience faces the performance area from two 
opposite s ·des. Not good for large scale scenery. 
Can provide inti ma y. udlence and actor access 
from both sides is needed. Works for a rectang'lll]ar 
space. 



FLEXIBLE A 1. MULTIFORM mEATRE. The 
a b·ti,ous artis.U dire tor frequently begins by 
wanting total fl xiblJity"-a m.ulUform sp,ac that 
can convert to any configuration. This is dHflcult , 
though not impossibl!e, to achieve. Som forms and 
spaces convert mor,e easlly than oth,e:rs: end stage 
into center stage, or open stage (thrust) Into theatre­
n-the-round. Be· aw e that ,change-overs are n t 

only time.consuming, but can al.so be exp nsiive. 
They require a g;reat deal. of careful. planning. 

While the cliche that the "alJ..purpose theatre'' 
is requently the "'no-purpose theatre" is true, al­
most all theatres are m ltipurpose in that they are 
sometimes used for events and performances 
other than their primary function. Most theatre 
configurat ons an rve more than e type of 
pedormance. Without compromising your theatri­
cal vision , its worthwhile to consider what second­
ary purpose-S your theatr-e space can s rve. This 
should be assessed In the frame of fuU utlUzat:ton of 
the space and possible sournes of Income th.rough 
r,ental . 

SIZE REQUIREMENTS 
Sma theatres are known ror the r lngen'ious 

use of smaU spaces b t there are Um ts as to how 
small a space can be and stil] funcUon pr,o,per y as 
a theatre. Thi section wlll dea with the minimum 
amounts of square footage tn the var· ous arec.1.S of a 
theatre. These square footage figures are d rived 
from the building code minimum requirements and 
from the minimum standards used by consultants 
and architects. The e York City Building Code, 
which serves as a gu.iideUne for building codes 
throughout the country, is used as a reference in 
this book. (For lmpor ant deviatlo s In other city 
codes see hapter 19.) The resulti.n,g dimensions 
are, pra tically speaking, the ,absolute minimum 
amount oI space needed for an area to function in 
its int nd d use. 

The ,r,eas di uss,ed are broke down into two 
categories: necessary and op,t'onal. _'ecessary 
areas af\ those that are consid red to be absolute-

ly essentia] to the running of a theatre, no matte.r 
what ts si:ze. T ey inc ude ac in:g rea, ba b~ge 
are.a, s aung and aisles, dress.i ng rooms, technical 
contr,ol area, lobby, box omce, adm • nistrative of­
fice, and rest rooms. 

tn som smaJ theatres even these neces aey 
areas are sometimes not affordable , d paces 
must serve mu]tiple functions. Anyone who has 
worked Off-Off-Br,oadway , an relate tale.s of the 
leading ]ady dressing in the public rest room, or of 
a buJk malHng to potenUal subscr'bers dutter·n.g 
th bby. But the lunctions of these spaces a e 
n cessary to the p rformance, even if spaces may 
have to serve doubfoor triple duty. 

The optional areas facilitate the o,p rafon of a 
theatre a: d i:ndude r,ehearsal space additiona of­
fices, workshops (sceni - and costume), lounge 
area, and storage areas . Li e the necessaey a.teas, 
th. optional ones can do doubled ty: • any alter­
naUve theatres without: rehearsal ro ms rehearse 
on stage; those with rehearsa] rooms use tlllem for 
informal play readings as well Optiona areas can 
al o be h used in a buHding separate from he 
performance space, in a p ,rt hhe ci" where rents 
are more aHordab]e. West HoHywo ' 99~seat 
Coast Playhous supplements its small on-site of­
fk with a larger one five blocks away; Manhattan 
Theatre C]ub's offices oa West: 16th t:r,eet serve Its 
two performance spaces on West 55t h ll' t. 

NECESSARY AREAS 
- ----

Operating a small theatre encompass, s ma:oy 
differ nt facets o( theatre activi.ty, e.ach needing its 
own specialized area. 

The Acting Area 

Con:fderth size of the stage in relat on to the 
type f productions y o envision w1 hln the space. 
A stage can be ass: all as 240 sq. ft.: W' x 12 or 15' 
x 16', for ,example. 

11 
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Will JT MAKE A TIHl!;lTlHl? 

Below is a sampHng of sizes of a few \'ery small 
ew York C'ty stages: 

Theatre Sta(J!! Space Sq·. Ft. 

Writ rs Theatre 1•6' X 12' ]92 
y, rk "fheatre Co. 15,' X 17' 255 
Pearl Theatre Co. 20' 20' 400 
Theatre Off Park 20' X 22' 4 0 

Some productions have been successfully 
m. unted on even less sp ce. Fore amp!@, Ain't 
.MistJeluwin' ope, ed a the Manhattan Theatr,e 
Club's orlglna] home, in th Cabaret, a •6' x 14' 
stage--84 sq. h:. Truly tw•,o planks and a passion! 

An average sized stage in a small heatre js 
about 525 sq. ft: 25' x 21' or 35' x: ]5'. In New York, 
he Ens mbl Studio Theatre's stage is xactly 25' 

x 21'. R m mb r scenery and props wUI decrease 
the actua] amount of s pac aval able to actors. 

Musicals requir a larg r space to accommodate 
m vemenr: 300 sq. ft. may be comfortable f r as lo 
dancer but makes a very tight sque~e for a foH 
compa y. 

A more workable sta,ge size for a sma l theatre 
would be around 1,000sq. tt.:40' x25'. Playwright's 
Hori2ons' stage is 30' x 35'-l ,050 sq. ft. fn San 
Francisco, The Magic Theatre's Southside pros­
cenium stage rneasures 30' x40'-1,200 sq. ft, whn 
its orthside three-quart.er thrust stage· s 700 sq. ft. 

Off-Stage Spaces 
In calculating the amount or squar; footag 

needed ofr-s tage, try for at least 50 % or the stage 
sp ce. Therefore, if an acting area is 240 sq. t., 120 
sq. ft. will be a rough estimate ot the off-stage space 
needed. Depending on a theatre's configuration, 
this spa· may be broken up into small areas or 
may be one space. 

Minimum tage with 
off. tu,ge space. 

I 

I 

1iAn 

.:Z.0' )(' ,,, 
·Oh' ~TAe.R: 
QZ.O '\>Q. FT.), 

'5'T>.C4.e: 
.20' )( I °21 

I (:2-40 ''Ht-) 

' 

~l!AT,; 

' " 
I 

I 
$J Af', 

-- · 



·umate the amo . t of spaae needed for the 
following, with relation to anticipated productions: 

■ the qua tity of scenery or props to b 
stored off-stage 

■ the number of actors waiting for entrances 

■ spac,e needed Jo.r cross-overs 

■ the stage manager (if not in the control 
booth) 

■ the technicians waltlng for a saene change 

■ spaa needed for lighting equipm nt 
■ musicians and m sica Instruments when 

required 

All ol these should b oonsidered ·n estimating· 
the to,tal on-stage space rnquired. 

Sealing .Area 

"his area com.prises two parts: the seats and 
the ais]es that • ead to, the seats. 

SEATS. 18" wide s ats with a back-to-back 
measurernent or 3 " complies wjth t'he Unified 
BuHding Code, a standard national code used in 
many iUes , bu the resu]ting seat pfan is so tight 
that it should not even be considered. 

A more realistic and comfortable dimension 
can e obtained by using 2 "as the minimum seat 
width and 34'" as the minimum back-to-back meas­
urement. The result .is 4.9 sq. ft minimum per seat 
(!or "rule of thumb" estimates: 5 sq. ft. per s at). 

Spectator squeezed into 
Ul"wideseat 

WIP'[1Uil'M 

~ 

'H'iJ 

~i - -
I 

~ 

~ 

I 4.· 9 sq. ff. per r,erson. 

I 

Squ relo tagerequlrements can b@comput d 
as fo]lows: 

99 seats x 5 sq. ft. " 495 sq. ft. 

,.,,. 

31 N bacWo.back~ininurm buUding code 
r-equiretn,ent; 34" l,acll-t:o-.back:-minimr1m 
allowance for comfort. 

13 
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WILL IT MAKE A THEATRE? 

A more generous seating arrangement may be 
created by using a 22" seat width and a 36" back-to­
back measurement, 5.5 sq. ft. per seat: 

99 seats x 5.5 sq. ft. = 544.5 sq. ft. 

AISLES. The minimum New York City Building 
Code requirement for width of an aisle is 36" in 
most situations. (Similar minimums apply in 
Chicago, San Francisco, and Los Angeles; in Atlan­
ta and Boston minimums are 42" in most situa­
tions.) For a rough estimate of minimum aisle 
space needed, use 23% of the total seating square 
footage. Using the example of seating square 
footage given above, you can compute as follows: 

23% of 495 sq. ft. (99 seats)= 113.8 sq. ft. * 

23% of 1094.5 sq. ft. (199 seats)= 251. 7 sq. ft. ** 

Obviously, to estimate total footage needed 
within the seating area, simply add the seating 
square footage and the aisle square footage: 

495 + 113.8 = 608.8 sq. ft. needed for 99 seats* 

1094.5 + 251. 7 = 1346.2 sq. ft. for 199 seats** 

Bear in mind that these figures are rough esti­
mates only, and are the absolute minimum needed. 

SEATING FOR THE DISABLED. Accessibility 
and seating spaces for the disabled are mandated 
by federal law 504. The New York City Code local 
law 58, which is typical , requires spaces for three 
wheelchairs for 75 to 100 seats, and up to nine 
spaces for 401 to 500 seats. (See chapter 19 for 
variations in other cities.) A wheelchair occupies 
the space of one and one-half seats. (See chapter 9 
for details .) 

* Based on 21" x 34" back-to-back seating 

** Based on 22" x 36" back-to-back seating 

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
passed in July 1990 is concerned with physical and 
programmatic accessibility as well as employment 
practices. In New York City, local law 58 is more 
stringent than the ADA on physical accessibility, 
but the spirit of the ADA and programmatic acces­
sibility will affect New York City theatres, as well as 
those around the country. (For more information 
about the ADA, contact the Job Accommodation 
Network's hotline toll-free at 1-800-ADA-WORK.) 

Public Rest Rooms 

All building codes have public rest room re­
quirements. The New York City building code, for 
example, requires only one toilet for 100 persons 
and one urinal for every 200 persons plus one sink 
for every 200 persons. Although it is possible to 
comply with this requirement by providing only 
one facility, two should be considered the mini­
mum to allow for handling men and women 
separately. You will need a minimum of 24 sq. ft. per 
facility, so allow at least 48 sq. ft. total. 

Rest rooms for the disabled also must be in­
cluded. (Space requirements are detailed on p. 21.) 

Actors' Dressing and Lavatory Space 

Although actors have changed costumes in 
public lavatories, dusty offices, and damp cellars, 
this can hardly be considered a viable solution to 
dressing room requirements. 

The minimum amount of dressing space 
needed should be computed at 16 sq. ft. per person. 
For example, for six persons you will need 96 sq. ft. 
The type of shows you plan to produce and their 
cast sizes should serve as a guide to the amount of 
space required for dressing rooms. 

Actors Equity contracts and agreements re­
quire that there be, separate from audience faci­
lities, a minimum of one toilet and one washbasin 
with hot and cold water for all performers, plus one 
dressing room each for men and women. 

Separate from its contractual demands, AEA 
also publishes renovation guidelines for backstage 
facilities, known as "Safe and Sanitary." Minimum 
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,., ,o. ~r. 

Minimum ,dressing spac:: tor one p rson atlow for 
a '3" • 2'6" counter spa.c~ l ,ch·air, and 2' :c 2'6" for 
hangJn,g costume and street clothes. Actors Equity 
Association nu:,om.meruls 3' minim.um hart/dng 
space for costumes plus space for s.l'rceel dol/1,es. 

-

I 
) n □. 

~J□ 
l .. 

I 

I 

D.r-essmg .,,,ace for 6 _pe:rS'ons. 

r 0 
I 

t 

recommendations Include one toilet for men and 
one for women on ach noor f r e ery ix per­
formers , o e wash'ba in. for every f, ur perform rs , 
one shower for very igh to 1:en pe f rmers. 

And don't forget to proVide space fot the re­
qu·red q • ycot somewhere in you.rtheatJ1e. 

1 
Minimum larJatory space. 

Minimum shower poce. 

Technica'I Contr:ol Space 

1 
I,. 

:f 
24 SQ.FT-

l 

Consider the number of ])eo_ple who ,.., H use 
this spac at one fme: Jigbting tee ician, s und 
technician , and stag manager. Depending oo the 
amount and si7ie of y ur equipm nt, this -quare 
footage w:ill vary. The m1nimum space needed ls 
apprmdmate1y 61.6, sq. ft. 

Jn som smaill theatres with very limited con­
trol room space, the stage manager doubles as the 
sound techni ian redu ing , • e space to two-per~ 
son capacity-not a re<:onunended compromise i.f 
it can be avoided. At t e Lyri tage s tiny orJg.inal 
sp•ace in Boston, a. rec, angular hole cut throl!lgh the 
dressing room wall accommodated one operat r, 

15 
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standing on a ladder • nd upported by a te]ephon 
lin ma ' Ii · r. The same dr, ssing ro m doubled 
as the omce during the day! 

I +- -- ll'•O' 

(ol .. 6 SQ, Ff. 

A technicnl control booth allowing ~ound 
tecllnid<Jt1, slag, manager, and ligl,ling 
,t chni<:ian to sham space. 

lobby 

k 
1 

Th m· imum amount o( spac n ,ded or on 
standing p rson is 1 sq. t This minimum figure 
assumes t • at not an :memb rs of an audie will 
use th I ,bby at th same time; 2 sq. ft. per p r n 
er at a lobby of a somewhat more reatis i siz , 
but it ·s still for from generous . 

lf a safe area is req ired (see chapter 16), Us 
minimum is als• , 2 sq. It. p r p rson. It Is possib]e 
f r th lobby to doubl as the safe are.a if it "tis(ies 
the a.ppr priate fire code requirem ts .. 

B ar 1in mind th these square footag esti• 
n a es ar b· s d upon free floor spa~e: .if ou dd 
fur ishings within this area-chairs, tables, lamps, 
plants- you will need to lincrease the total square 
footage propo tio ately. ( ee hapter 10 for more 
about pJann· , ,g ]obby spac .) 

Box Office 
her ar two basic approaches to cre-ating a 

box ofike s pac : open and enclo d. If e box 

office is open-a ta.bl r ou nter set up within the 
lobby area-y, u will eed to add at least 25 sq. ft. 
to the total lobby square footage t a om o te 
one box olfic person comfortably; if it is d sed, 
a low am ini mum of30 sq. ft. (See hapter O tor b 
ofhc planning.) 

T ~ ~~ L 
- t'-0'" -

r ~~. 
T"tCl4ef ~.ts,c:.. 

&'~04 

E) 
cov~ 

,, 

','-C" 
, , 

Op n b x offlce allows for 
a table and I or 2 cht1irs. 

Enclosed box offlce allows 
for- 1 p rson seated or 2 
persons standing with 1 '3" 
counter space on 2 side , 
b.ut do not inclad 

c-.ommended allow ttc ~ 

of.space for« ,computer. 

-

OPTlONAL AREAS 

The funct' ons ol these so-cal ed optional 
paces must be accommodated. In av ry small 

theatre. however, any given space may have multi-­
pl uses. 
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Reh ea 11sal space.: ,acting ar Q • urrounded 
by min i mum' off-stage ar,ea. 

Lounge/Bar 

lounge or bar area adds a desirable :publi 
amenity: 4 sq. ftp r p rson allows f r a minimum 
amount of comfort, assuming that t 1e majority of 
the audi n use the spac at one time. lf you add 
a bar ot c. -nc sion unter, it w1 I require a JI1ini­
mum of 25 sq. ft. added to the total. for example: 

.99 seat x 4 sq. ft. - 396 q. ft. + 25 sq.. ft. = 
421 sq. ft. (total lounge) 

Com,:"der designin this area to compJy wit 
the "safe area" requirement :mentioned ab v . 

Rehearsal Space 
When planning a rehearsal spac , th basic 

square ~ootage requirements sh uld be at lceast 
qua] to those of the acting area, ideally n the same 

conrlguration. If possible, i dude oo additional 
area for a table and seating for th di tor and 
stage manager, and an on-stage waiting area for the 
a: t rs and their r h arsaJ props. 

17 
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Office Space: 

For an office allow a minimum of 36 sq. ft. p r 
per-so . .If you plan to • nstaU rmn g ,cabinets and 
office machinery, additional square footage will be 
required. 

in e the amount or space required for an ofi1ce 
ru-eashouJd be direct ypr :po lio al o · hen mb r 
of peop1e who work within lt, consid,er the total 
number w .ho us,e the area at one tlme-adm lni stra­
tors ,, managers, bookkeep rs, se retarLes, pubU­
cists , f . ndrn.isers, voJunteers-and mu]tlply that 
number by 36 sq. ft. G ee chapter IO for more about 
planning office spaces.) 

Wod<shop Spaces 

• CENERY AND CONSTRUCTIO SHOP. There 
are two, appl"Oa hes to calculating square Iootage 
requirements for s,cenic construction spac . 

If you plan to build and paint scenery i.n rie of 
the other spaces already mentioned-stage, lo,bby, 
lounge area-or in an,otherspace entirely then you 
wi l ne@d only an area in whJc 1 t , store tools, 
hardware, and painting supp.lies; 36 sq. ft. sl ould 
be considered a bare minimum. 

Omce ro,. 1 person allows a 60'' x 30" desk, 
2 chairs end a shelf urdt. 

8 

l 
3-pe on office with fil,es allo.ws for 2 69~ x SO" 
de.sits, a typi,ig la.f,le, 4 chair.s, 3 tand,ard tile 
cabinets; and a 1~6" x 5'6" shelf unit. 

r 
I 

i 

I 

~;o~a,. F'Ola ~.Pf~ 
, A.ND "7Ull'.0Li5S 

~ 

Minimum to·rage pace, if them is no sh0p and 
ce11e.,y is- built and painted in another space. 

1 
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Minimum con traction ·pace a - ume - additional 
1on;1,g - she.lue and cabinets .abo1,-e ht!.ad .lieight. 

1 
Z'-~ 

+-1\,--- ---:::oil 

Mlnlmtim . ·lop 8ink and 
pa.int lock •r. 

l 
1 

ltap ,e a .nd Size 

II • ou plan to build and paint scenery in a 
separate scene shop ariea, you will need addit'onal 
space: 196 sq. ft. gi a mi imal s-_ op area. 

Two n. essary • ems for this space ar a sJop 
sin and a flr,eproof paint loc leer or vau It. Allow 
another 12 sq. ft. for each item, br:inging your total 
estimate t 220 sq. f. 

COSJUME SHOP. The sam tw,o approa •es 
hold f.or the ostume shop as for the seen shop. 
If you plan to constrn t costumes In anoth buUd­
ing, y ur only requ· ment will be a storag area 
for ppli s: 60 sq. ft. should be considered th 
m nimum space needed. 

Minimum -'tor"all pace for -upplie assuma 
tl,al co tum s are baUr ,in another space, tha.t 
c:o tume maintena·nce wi1l be don i11 the dr s ing 
.roo.m, and that ,cost.um loroge will be else here. 

19 
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+ ,l&O Sc.ii-Fi• 

Mini.m,um coiS"tume conslrac.tion shop 
a~sumes costume storage will be ef -ewhcr.e. 

1 

1f you wish to constru • cos tum , y u wi II 
need to plan on at least 44 sq. ft., 12 x 12, for a 
minimal ostume shop. 

Storage 
Storage spac are always at a pr• m um. [t is 

har to d . t rm n a . lnlmum square footage es­
timate, si ce lt w'II d pend oo the nui ber and size 
of th items that requir storage. Take tnto con-­
sid,eraf on aU possible storage needs: costumes On­
duding ha s, shoes, accessories pock tbooks, 
costume props, suppli ); rene,y (platforms, step 
u ·ts, Hats draperies, screens., onstru: ti n sup­
plies); properl ies (hand props, furniture props, set 
dr si g); point supplies (brushes, buck ts, cans , 
ladders); ligllting (instruments, cables, spare 
lamps, r pla ·ement parts tools); also, ofil'ice sup­
plies, ).nito,rlal suppli s, scripts, programs, flyers, 
and those wondertu finds he str et that you 
know wm come i handy one ol these days." 

hi mingl.y end~ s list will vary from 
theatre to theatre. Fot exa , pie, rotating repertory 
companies need space to store rull sets, f cenery 
c-ostumes, and props, whereas companies doing 
only one show at a time may not need to stor,e as 
much sl nee at th-e end of the run sc nery js dis­
m an tied and most costumes, and prop•S a:r 
returned. "Flexibl " spaces also need storag,e space 
for p rforming d s atlng as different ,oon:figura­
tlons us different elements. One (ina1 p 'Int, to 
whi h a] small companies read·ty attest: th re is 
nev,er enough storage spac . G t as much as your 
budg twill aJlow. (See chapter lO for additional 
s·torage options.) 

Est·mating Total Square Footage: 

ug quare rootage total can be obtained 
by addi gall th, lndiv:ldual areas together. 

Theatre A and Theatre B • n the chart that fol­
l ws are representative o( two s all theatT with 
dUf rent space requirements based on the square 
footage, timates u e • In this chapter. Theatre is 
a 99-seat theatre w.ith only the 'lfery basic mini­
mu ms. Theatr Bis a 199-s-eat theatre with more 
am pie facilities , but is-still f a:r from luxur· ou s. 

A comparison of the e two examples quickly 
reveals that Theatre A is very small. and not 
equipped for much s , n ry building and painting 
or o tume construction. The squat ·r otage of 
T eatre A • s , - mparabl to a very small Off-Off­
Broadway hous•e used for r dings and simp]e pro­
ductions; th refore it iqdudes no storage sp ces . 
As th r is no additio al earsal space., the 
scheduling of produ ti n work, :rehearsals and per­
lonnances , annot ove l ,p u less ext a space is 
rented elsewhere for Ji hearsal ood prod ll tion work. 

The~tre B Is som what better eq u i ped to do, 
l II-sea e productions , since them air smalls eoi 
and costum shop , a la, ger s·tag , and r h rs al 
space. 

Note.: Both e%amples are used only for ·uustra­
tion purposes; actua quare footage lotments 
wiU ary greatly from theatre to theatre. 



stage (acting area) 

off-stag 

seating 

aisl (23% seating) 

public restrooms 

handi apped toilet 

dressing rooms 

lobby 

Theatre A 

525 sq, ft. (25' X 2] ') 

263 (50% or stag ) 

495 (99 5' minimum) 

113.9 

48 (men and wome ) 

13.S 

96 (6-pers n) 

24 

66 (3-person) 

19 (2 sq. ft. per 398 person) 
-------------

boxoflice 

ounge 

rebe rsal pace 

offi· 

scene shop 

costum shop 

storage 

t! tals 

08 (3-p rson) 

36 (supply t rage onl • 
build on stage) 

60 ( uppHes storage nly; 
sew in lobby) 

'" Does not include a space (or dimmer rac • : 5 ft. x 6 U. (30 sq. rt.) m nlrnum. 

Tl, atreB 

199 s ats 

1,000 sq. h. (40' 25') 

,. 1,094.5 (199 X 5.5') 

251.7 

6 (men and women) 

13.5 

66 (3-p rson) * 

(also a "safe area") 

30 ( ncJosed bo ,office) 

i:121 (w/counter) 

l ,.500 ( acUng ar,ea + dir ./ 
stage manager) 

216 (6-person) 

220 ( , scenery bulJding spac , 
slop sjnk and paint ]o ker) 

169 (l -4 + 25 for was er/ 
dry rand s'nk) 

200 (smaU storage area) 

6,901.7 

• ote: Square footage ligures us~ abov ar net • d do not nclude n allowance for corridor o:r mecha, I al ac 
(such as boiler room or air conditioning equipm t pac ) . It ery difficult to estimate thes spa ac urately, as 
theirs zes will depend largely 011 the actual la out ol th ullding. How ver, a mini.mum o( 12% (am xi mm , r 30%) 
of the total net square rootage should be dded to your otal ·qu II foorag . The larger number will approxlmate 
the gm s squ re roo ag of tile space needed. 

21 



3 
WHAT 

TO 
LOOKFOR 

Mo all Sp·aces will make a theatre. 
The g~idehnes pr,ovided below are not intend d to 
hamp ran lmaginati.veand II 'ble approach toth 
search (or a spa e, bu r her to provide direction 
about w at to look for and what to avold. he 
guidclines wil aid greatly in the narrow·ag-down 
and weed ng-out process and coul.d, .-n the long run , 
ave a great deal of ti m and expense. 

Jt may b difficult to imagine the proportions of 
your theatre while standing in a raw pa e. Remem­
ber, when looking at a space, that it will be sub­
dMded. So. befor, making t'.l com mttment, careful.ly 
plot n paper the dimensions oJ the theatre and aU 
the necessary and optional spaces you plan to 
include. You may want to enlist ptofessio al h Ip 
at th·s point. 

GENERAL 
CHARACTERISTICS OF 
THE POTENTIAL SPACE 

Height 

Hcight is sential. Not only does a high ceiling 
enable· you to rake seating for adequate sightlines , 
it a so permits greater flexibility i:n handling scenic 

pieces and tightin g. lieight above th s 1tage allows 
flying scenery. Height over the auditorium 
provides th · cturn to creat,e a small ba1cony or 
install the control booth above the seatJng. A1so, 
hcight creates an illusion of space that an help 
compensate for a small or arrow .space. 

Height can help solve the problem of not being 
abl to afford. all the square footage that yo really 
need. With sufficient headroom, spaces can b 
double-cl - ked: put an oflice spac over the box 
office, stack costume storage over the dressing 
rooms and toilets. 

Uyou have a spa e that is 25' x 100'-a total of 
2, -00 sq. ft.-you mig t gain an extra 1,000 sq. ft. by 
doub]e-decking everything except the stage and 
auditor·um. That's a lot of extra spac for no extra 
ren . This approach rsequires materials and labor, 
so it is not entirely without cost. However if you 
amortize the expense over the life of he ]ease, the 
co twill be negligible compared to rent tor an equal 
amount of additional square footage. Creative loft­
ing at San Francisco's Magic Theatre yielded ,extra 
costun1e storage and office space at no extra rent. 

Chicago's ETA Creative Arts Foundation, which 
moved into a former wlndo sash factory in 1979, 
found a uni,que solutio to , he pmblem of low 



Sofficicnl helg)1t can solve many smali 
1/uuzlre problem . 

Double d,ecldng with office and control 
booth above lobby~ and a small balcony. 

G 
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cem . gs. H ight was gain d at the rear of the 
auditorium by tilting up the roof; at the front, by 
excavating S' b low grade. Th stage is s parated 
from r l earsal/classroom space at the back by 
folding wa ls that can b opened to enlarge the 
stag :if needed. A raised platform at ear center of 
the auditorium straddling the cross aisle serves for 
the t h ical operation of the show, incl ing 
s und nd ight boards and follow sp ts, when 
us d. With its thrust stage ands mkir ular seat­
in ,, ETAS uar has the look or an intimate Greek 

mphith tre. 

Free:.:Span Without Columns 

Clearsp.acewithout olo 11 ·sveryimporlant. 
H columns do exist in a spa, under nsiderntion, 
don't ass e th y an be r moved. Measure th 
distance between the olum as well as th width 
of the room t determi e ' ow these columns will 
limit seati g and staging configurations. 

Double decking with ollices abor; lobby. 

[I a "Uexib]e theatre" is a priority, search for a 
space withou columns. Columns severeJy limit the 
possibility of using the spac in more than one 
onfigu.ration. Although columns can som times 

be removed and replaced with a structura1 beam 
running across the ceili.ng, you'l need an e gin r 
to tyou ow ifit's possible. Costs begin at about 
$15,000 per column, but each case ls so different 
that it is dangerous to e.stlmate any costs w thout 
a professional. 

Wid . '- and Dept 

A narrow room, like th s frequen ly found i 
sman storefronts r br, wnston s, will for you to 
place all th seats v. ry I e to the ac ing p e if 
you position them I ng th l.ength. Placing eats in 
hort rows ro the width could put s me mem­

b rs or the audience too far away. 



ETA Creative Aris theatre:. 

DICM.D MDtlftCTI.RIAL USIST.lli ::S crN1 rA 

A row ofload-bearing column • dow11 the center of 
a· loft or store space i. very common . . If the span be­
twe,en columns is 25' o•r more, it may be po. si'ble 10 

de ip th lh atr around them u,ithout too much 
.com.promise; if the span ls mucl1 le s, they can im­
pose almosl in urmounla:ble problem . 

25 
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Possible theatre layool in 
slorefront spaces. 

I 
I 

I 

I 

ocation Within the Buildi g 

I 

I 

-
I 

-
I 

~ - I 

ADVA AGES OF GROU 0-.FLOOR SPACE. 
Rentin_g ground-Uoor space is a wise strategy. You 
gain visibility on the street, and that can be a 
marketing bonus. G:rOlmd floor space almost cer~ 
tain[y wi] b@ easi r to bring up to code. l also 
provides easier access fo loading in building 
mate ials, as w 11 as sets , costumes, props , and 
furniture. 

For a theatre ,o,r small capacU.y-74 pe p]e In 
ew York ity or 100 in Chicago-there is another 

c ear advantage to being on Ute ground Floor: such 
smaJ theatres are required to have onlyo . e means 
of egress. This one ,egress must open directly ont 
the str et , how v r, and not onto a publi 
hallway- a condmon dUflcult, U not impossible, t 
satisry above h ground floor. hapt r l5 .) 

pp r H rs may also present access problems for 
phys·cally djsabled patrons. 

Oft n the basement will be included with 
ground-floor rentals· l·t is of lit Je b nefit t an.yorie 
else l.n the b Uding, esp iaUy if access is through 
the gr ond-Uo r space. This adds substantial 
square footage, usually at a nominal increase in 
rent. 

I 
KE TING ON TWO ADJACE T FLOORS. 
Renting on two adjacent floors tnste-ad of all on one 
noor provld • a more compact arrange e , and 
may be Jess expens·ve. Wi h access stairs , a 
-econd floor can prov'de a re dyamade ross-o,ver 
for a tors and crew. Basement and seoond-t oor 
spaces are sable for most support fun lions. 

lNTAR, on 42nd Str t's Theatr Row in Man~ 
·11attan, broke thro gh th ground noor to the base­
ment to achieve an unusually steep r ke in the 
seating and to creat;e a two-story hejght over th 
stag space. The Judith Anderson Theatr (former­
ly th Lion), ln anoth r b ilding on Th atr Row, 
chos to break thro gh to th second floor to 
achleve helght over th play·ng area and er ate a 
sma l balcony. 

Chicago Dramatists Workshop has deve1oped 
the base , ent area er he heatr as off ce, re­
hearsa , and play reading space. The area also 
pr vid limit d storage spac . 

TYPES OF BUILDIMGS 
Cities a ro the untry are !.kely to ha _ the 

buUding types described in this section. Some have 
been buiJt for or used as places of assembly and are 
therefore easje to br i g up to code for th-ea re use. 

L-0ft B i dings, Warellou.se_s,. 
nd Manufact rtng Buildings 

Loft buildings, warehouses, or roanufa turlng 
buildings ff r some good be for nversi n to 
theatre space. These var-)' in ize from man, 
dumpy th ee--$tory buHdings w"th bri ·k fa ades , to 
cast iron structures to large heavy masonry buiJd­
ings such as Theatre A taud, a former metall-work­
in fa to y with • ,250 sq. It . of audi 11 / 

performance space in San Francisco's Mission Dis­
trict. These manufa turing-type build'ngs a:re olid­
ly built, onstructed to house manufacturing 
companies using heavy machjnery; they can with­
.stand and have taken a lot of abuse. However, such 
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$fEP' ~ SlliP LIG,H"t, 

t[a] 

Tl•e Lion nealfle. ;-emimed II• Judith And l"i'IOII 
Tl•e.atre, is a 22 '-wide brick building converted 
from residential and business space. 

fR l 
f 
I 

I 



l 

29 
Whal to Loo For 

---~:E f0IZ (;z) ~2:$, 

I 
~I 

. ~TEZ ENT~ Al2fA ~ -- j 
I I \ 

\ 

~ 
1 vl.ACE CFASE:EMBLY.SEATll',G. Fl.AN -&-

• LION' 11-IEA TER @ 4-22. 'lvE:S>T 42 NPSTT2EET 

bRET 
~~-AR:Hmtr 
';a;~~1-~i: ~'6w~ • . 

w.421-l.Dsr. 



30 
WILL U' 

• - r 
I T 
I r-;;::;~-t 

I SOOT~ I 
' - - .. I ~,!•OV:£! __ !. !C 11 .. I I UrJ:tO ,- _ 

t 
$TA6Si 

2'2.' X 2'2! 

' 

CRO'(f,OVl-12. 
\"TaclA.Gl!· - PR.. 12:M f .. 

S:TC, 
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bui:ldtngs often contal columns dos tog ther, 
limiting their potentia1 for lheat re. use. When look­
ing a.t thes buildings check carefully for the span 
between columns: 25' b tween columns presents 
some problems; a span of less than 25 is a most 
impossible to work around becaus or lack oJ 
column-fr e acting spac , adequate dear space for 
e-atin,g, and sightline problems. 

Storefron,ts 

Storefront theatres are especiaHy popular in 
CMcago and Los Angeles. Many such commercial 
spaces ver built without - I mns. wl i h makes 
them very suitable for theatre conversion. In ol.der 
, itie , ground-floor commerdal spaces w re built 
with high , eilin:gs. Unf ,rtunat.ely, this is not true in 
Los Angel. s, where st refront ceilings tend to b 
very low. 

Spaces, used as stores usually ha e direct a 
c.ess from th sidewalk and generally indude the 
base:ment-rwo more rea.s ns to consi er this type 
of spa, . 

One potential drawback: storefronts usually 
have larg glass wl n dows ford isplay. You may find 
an lmaglnati us fo them; if not, b pr pared to 
spend some money ' o rep]ace th g}ass with a 
masonry wan. F h re should be no structL1ral prob­
lem in doJng this .. 

New York City's Pear] Thea.tr Company is an 
e. eU nt example of a :;torefront convers.io . A 
one-story 20'-wld building .its high 20' oeiUng al­
lows for l.ofting. he plate glass windows have been 
repl.a , d with masonry walls. 

In Burbank, Calif rnia, the V:ictory Theatr 
created p rlormanc,e sp es in two adjac 11 '­
high storefront buildings. The smaller, l 9' -wide, 
houses a 48-seat theatre and shop; the larger, 24'­
wlde, holds a 9!¼eat theatre with shop access. 
The e are two independent lobbies and thre 
dressing r oms. Plate· glass windows jn both build­
ing~ hav been retained for display. 

Ba ks 
Some smaU theatres are housed in form@r 

banks. The famous Bouwerle Lane .heatre In New 
York, built as the German Exchange Bank Jn 8 7 4 
and converted to a theatre in the early 196.0s, 
houses th Jean Cocteau Repertory Theaitt'e. Other 
groups ha e used old banks as impre..ssive Jobby 
space for thejr theatres: Actors Theatre of Louis­
ville and the Los Angeles Theatre Center are go d 
examples or this strategy. Banks are tradlt:lonally 
bu''lt last. They wm handl,e Uve loads (see build­
ing code requirements, chapter 15), and moot a.r 
firepr,oof construction. Banks usually hav,e good 
el Ing height, plus a wider-than-usual ree span 

between columns. 
H you are fortunate enough to locate a ban'k 

sp . e stil intact, you wiU have quiite a find . How~ 
ever, budget for the :os t of di smantllng heavy 
marble counte s and removing vaults. T e cost 
cou d be substanti l. and the work cannot be hand­
led without profes::i"onal assistance. 

Movie Theatres 
Old movie theatres. ar•e an obv' ous buJldtng 

type to consider. The space will alre dy hav a box 
,office, lobby, l.ounge, 11est rooms, and a control 
booth- in short, almost all the ptlonal spaces for 
a t eatr , as weU as the necessary nes. it tn ght 
ve .. have seats. Don t count on an adequa..te ready­

made stage, however. his will probab y lt ,veto be 
a:rve,d ut of audlenc space; but s· ce there 

doubtless wm be more seats than you want, tur-ning 
seati g · pace Into stage space wiJJ serve a dual 
purpose. There will n e dressing rooms or back­
stage support spaces ei, het, . !though former 

oviefvaudeville houses that are conve ted into 
heatres often have minimal stage mid support 

:space. nother hen m of movie houses i hat they 
are already c.lassHJed as p.Jaccs ol asse bly .. 

Unfortunately, there are few smaU movie 
h uses on the market in most dties, . nd the grand 



ones from the 1920s are w ite elephants, t,oo big 
and too costly to renovate for a single non-proft 
tenar . H wever, a group of theatres might form a 
joint ve ture, perhaps wii h M$iStan• e from a 
d veiop r. to rem d.el a l rg m vi.e palace into 
• evend smaller heatre spaces. Clllcago's Organic 
Theater C, mpany success! lly {:inverted an igh­
borhood movie house into a400-seat theatre, tiJiz •. 
Ing the ent re space, whHe Minneapolis's Cricket 
Theatre reduced a l, l O~eat sHent movie h use to 
a 216-seat nd stage with ext.ended apmn. And on 
a mini-scat , Paramount Pictur s's Boston scJ1een­
ing room is now a 60-s.eat Jegitimate hous,e, home ot 
the Boston Triangle Theatre Campa y. 

Sev n Stages,, in Atlanta's - itt]e Five p, ints Dis~ 
tr-ict, onver~ed a 600-seat, 1920s movie house into 
a 250-seat end stage and a flexible b]a k ox. The 
building's sing]e story, ·n 1uding mezzanine, 
measures 6,500 sq. It. 

The company's first phase renovation included 
transforming form r dressing rooms into the black 
box; :nstalling a new HVAC system, no·se isolation 
wall, and main tage platforms; and generany 
upgrading and refurbishing performer, audience, 
a d d lnlstratl •e areas. The auditoriums 20' 
no r-to-ceUin.g height enabJed Seven Stages to 
double-deck new dressi grooms between th two 
p rformance spaces. Seatl ng in both theatres is on 
risers, and the former projection booth has b@ n 

tended to ~re.ate a ma1nstage lighting booth and 
two staU offices. 

Using 50% o un eer labor, p has@ one-<:om­
pl ted in l98S-cost 51 000. Phas two's addition­
al lnte nal improvemen· s, budg ted at $20,000, 
wer,e compl t-ed ·n 1990 

Churches 

Most churches were buil with large halls fot 
suppers or Sunday Schoo meetings. While yo :may 
not be able to rent out a , hole chur,ch property, 
som congregations, feeling the economic pinc.h of 

Wl,at 10 Look For 

d wind Li g membe .sJ'I" p, lease out the parish hall in 
a vari.et.y of temporary or perman nt ar:rang m nts. 

Churches are traditi alJy ,- nservaitl.ve, so 
you'H need to convince them that you're l:'e.spon­
sible and that yollr pro du Uons wo 't COI ili t with 
or disrupt chur h act .vi i . For insurance reasons, 
most church swill cons.i er renting only to incor­
porated theatr companies-and, fort reasons 
only to no ,profits. 

Former and existing church buMdings convert 
easily to theatres because they are usual1y , olu n 
free, hig.h eUinge-d, dassified as places of asse_mb­
iy, and flir proo(.ln ' ewYorkCity,St.Cl m -nts,th 
Apple Corps and th West Slde Arts Theatre­
which instatled a fl.oor to create wo bea r,es­
have put church • pa e to theatrical use. In 
Charlott , orth Caro ina, the Afro-American CuJ.. 
t ral ter created a 180--Seat, 3/4-round t ea.tre 
in a tw -story church. 

Schools 

hoo buildings offer many ol the ame ad­
vantages as churches, especially U th y already 
have a sm al a-udttorium or gymnasium.. In Atlanta, 
the C ter for 'Puppetry Arts , Horizon Theatre, 

eXlJJs, and Arts E'.xchange all adapted existing 
spaces ·n former pubUc schools to their own spe­
ctal needs. 

Housing Developments 
a'nd Community Centers 

fany housing developments constructed, 
owned, and op rated by dty gover:n nt:s Include 
community rooms. In Chicago, two J n Addams 
Hull Hou s C nters 1ease p rformance and support 
space to the Bailiwick Repertory and Chi.cago 
1'h atre Company. The Lev nthal . idman ewish 
C,nmmunity Center, in Newton, MA. boasts its own 
residen company, the Jewish Theatre l ew 
England. 
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Seven .Stag St Atlanta, ,a converted movie th,Jalr.e. 
Architect: Gardner Spencer Smith & Associates. Joe Gardner, Principal-In-Charge; 
Tanya Rid,ard, Project D igner 
Consulting Archile.cl: (Schematic Programming & Des~) Hoss V"f.Scanli ,and' Company 
Structum,f Engineer: Case Engineering 
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No,irth Elevat·on ~ Cluirl s.row11 Wor:k,iug 11u~atre, facade ond p.lan, 

Scale: 1 /S' t '-o· 

OFFBEAT PLACES 
TO CONSIDER 

0 4 8 

All of the foHowlng spa and buUdlng types 
hav,e beeri c•onverted by mall theatre gr,oups and 
should not be overlooked in y ur ear h. 

'Supermarkets and Department St,ores 
Former superm arket:s ofJer arge, op spaces 

with better-than-average ceiling :b ight. Th y re 
usually in or near re-sldential areas. Li~e other 
stores, they • suall incl e bas ment spa.ce. Bos­
ton Baked h • _tre r ovated raw space in a depart­
ment store basemen to reate a 185-seat cabaret. 
ln ew Jersey, ew Bruoswi k' • George treet 
Playhouse got its start in a converted A&P. 

Mortua·ies 
Despite constant assertions that theatre is 

dead or dying, i ts ver- mu. h. aM In San F'randsco 
in two former mortuaries . There. on a single block 
in the Mission Distrk , intersection for the rts and 
the Ju ian Th atre have turned f rmer mortuary 
chapels into smaJl perf rman e spaaes. 

Pubs, Bars, Mlghtdubs, Restaur nts, 
Ballrooms, and NI Gal .edes 

Pubs, ballrooms, and galler· es ar,e l)M1:icular ]y 
adap able to cabaret theatr, . The e venues are 
a.I.ready -classified as pla ,es of assembl . Conse­
quently, they are o(ten .fireproof and alr,eady have 
t e sec ndary exits req ired by code. Tiley usually 
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incJude ]obby ]ounge, and bar areas, as weJ as 
public rest rooms and ample air conditioning. 

Garages and Stables 
Ga.rages are usua'lly sturdy, high ,ceiling d, 

colum free, and wired for he.avy electrJcal u e. An 
ex ellent conversion is the tudio Theatr ln Wash­
ington DC. (See Prorne, p. 144.) ln Ch"cago, the 
Briar t eet Theatrn turned a 1910 stable into a. 
398-, eat flexible spac . ( ee Profile, p. 119.) Nor­
folk, Virginia's Old Domi ·on University converted 
a 1914 caval.ry stable lnito 100-seat experl ental 
theatre. 

City and Federal Surpf s Properties, 
Some ities have surplus property for sale or 

rent Whil,e usua ly found in marginal neJghbor­
hoods, suitab e surplus prop rty may sometimes 
be found In i terest]ng areas ripe for theatre 
devel.opment. Here are just a few of the a ailabl,e 
building types from which to choose: 

Firehouses 
The Puerto Rtcan Traveling Theatre trans­

formed an Id West Side fir hou e 'nto one of New 
York City 's most handso e medimn"'sized Off. 
Broadway th at ,es. Th@ 1 atino Chi g Theatre 
Company nd Boston 's Charlestown Working 
Theatre s ccessfuJly coniirerted Victorian fire­
houses into f exible theatre spa es. 

The Charlestown Working Theatre {CWf) has 
been created in a red brjck, 1882 Victorian f~ 
house with 1 ndmarked exterior. It has the dis~ 
Unct:i n of being the ,only small theatre company in 
Boston that actuaHy owns ' ts building. The com­
pany rescued the firehous from th w eck@r's ba l 
and finally cajoled the city into selling it to the 
comp.any for one dol1ar. On a 200,000 operaUng 
budget, the programming has serv,ed the blue-co 
lar r rish community very w,ell, and now draws an 
audience from .all parts of Boston. 

Using chairs on movable ris•ers hat arenorma.1-
Jy set in a three-sided thrust configura.ti n, th 
aud·torium canac.: mmodateup to 150. There is a 
handsom loblbyc n p,etewithorig1na pr sedtin 
ceiH g but, alas, no longer a brass pole f r that very 
spec:::ilal " ntrance. Work o the theatre has bee 
phased. (See chapter 5 .. ) Small grants a d a lot of 
sweat equity have br-ought restoratio, and conver­
slo to this level. However, w•, ha total waiver on 
r,eal estate tax du,e to ot-for-prolit status, no rent 
and no mortgage,, CWT has a Jot of f.lnan ial plusses. 
There are even gar ens · rrounding 1:he f rehouse 
theatre for Intermission strolling, ·tended by 'loca 
vo]unteers. 

Wlllarves and ·warehouses 
In an rancis o, the oJd ·ort Mason complex 

of warehous,es and piers has been turned ·nto a 
cultura] cent:er that inc' udes six tbeat ,es with sup­
port spa.ces. (See Profile, p. 60.) 

Mil itairy/National Guard Armories 
Black Spectrum Theatre convert an aban-

doned Naval Officers Club in Queens, New York, 
in o a 42S..Seat performa ce space wi·th a modular 
stage and movable seats, a cabaret lounge, office, 
and technical support areas. The surrounding 
50,000 acres-all former Naval pr, perty.....a_re now 
the Roy Wilklns Park, a well-chosen sue for the 
commun ty-mi1'l.ded Black Spectrum. 

Courthouses, Po'lice Stations, and Us 
]n Los Angeles, the Bili gu foundation of the 

Arts converted a 1930s cement-waJ ed jal'I Into a 
99-seat thtus theatre. The 17'-high performance 
area was once the judge's chamber; the sound 
booth, formerly the pdso , Uin.e-up area. 

c·ty su plus hui!ldings usually have major 
flaws; they hav be n neglected for y.ears, so the 
roof leaks, a wall is era keel , the heating pJa,. t is 
deUcie t, or a section of the floor Is llapsing. Still, 



if you find th right build·ng a the rjgh price and 
have the re our and muscle power to put it ·1 to 

h, pe, it could be worth th invest ent. 

tan rmark Buildings 

dmark-designat d buildings are anoth r, if 
rare source of po ential theatre space. 

While there are restrictions pla e on what can 
be don to a building onc,e it has been designated 
as a la dmark, there are often benefits in the fom1 

f tax relief r funding for rehabilita:tton. Th N w 
York Shakesp are Fe tiv I, tor example, rec Iv d 

125,000 from the ew York tate Pr rva:Uon 
Trust when It lnit ally onverted the former Astor 
Library into a seven-theatre complex. 

It is important tha any landmark buHding 
under consideration p sses-s a desi nation that ali­
lows for "adap ive reuse" a kind of pres rva:tlon 
't at pe m its a tera i ns to th int rior s ong as 
he exterior , r th bui ding is not chan,ged. Many 

citi - have advoca organizations cone med with 
prot ti g and preserving such buildings. Sugg~ 
tions from a:n organization lik The New Yo k Land­
m ar.ks C n erv • n y, for exampl, , cou Id ead to a 
suit, ble space. 

Commercial Developments 

nllghtened-and pragmatic- urban d 1-
opers indudc ent rtainment compone in their 
buildi gs, their goa b Lg to keep the neighbor­
hood actlv around th clo k, or som Umes to 
obtain zoning con es ions. veral th tre com­
pani have used this tot eir own a vantage. 

StageWest II Spri gfleld, Massac usetts, 
talk d itself into 39,468 q. ft. of th d ntown 
Columbus Center. ln the early 198Os, when cUy 
planners c uldn't find a tenant for the complex's 
pr posed • in ma, a real state developer-and 
tag West board member- suggested substituting 
tag Wes . Re onfigured, the theatre facllltles cos 
3 mi1li n (paid for by th cit ) and includ 450.. 

seat prosceni m/modified thrust and a 99-seat 
black box:. The theatre :now o cupies th space 

Wl1at· lo Lo ,oA For 

rent free, and the ci y charges patrons a modest 
parking fee to h Ip de.fray costs. 

In Calif omia, the San Diego Rep rtory Theatre 
applied to become prime · enant o.f tne Horton Plaza 
Lyceum Theatre·when it opened in 19'86. d tai]ed 
agreem nt was worked out wi h h:e dty. wh·ch 
111ad th 560-seat Lyceum and the22.0-seatLyc • u 
Space a rallable t , a ari ty of · ocal performing arts 
groups under the. R p's management.. The clty 
awarded th Rep a free seven-yeru- lease a, d a 
four-year managerial n ract requiring th t he 
building presen a minimum of 250 performances 
yearly. 

U derground spac , because it d e not at­
ract prlm rent l rates, Is the one developers often 
h e o ffer t theatre tenants . Betow-grad 

facilities, though, carry special pr bl ms and 11d­
den costs: p or vi lbili y from the tr e , in -uUi­
clen natural light, lack of height • the theatre, and 
h lgh HV AC exp nses ar some possi bl r wbacks. 
F'or example, th I e ard Theatre, I, ated in the 
basement of a new I ulti-u e cornmercial buildi g 
in le York City had to pay the develop r an 
unexpected 2 ,000 (and that at bargain pr"ces) to 
exca ate an addi io,nal 2'. io order t btaln an 1 ' 
height from d k to grid. 

T e Huntington Th atre Company, resident at 
ost n niver ity and housed in th ol Boston 

pertory Theaitr , exemplifies the spa ious 
facilities ome companies have obtajned by becom­
ing aHiliated with universm . T i t andsome 
theatre, which op ned i 1925, is a tradition pros­
cenium hous wi h orchestra pit, traps, an elevator 
stage, and 855 omr rtabl • ats 'nth orchestra, 
mezzanine d bal ny. Th . large stage ha.$ an 
excellent Hy loft. But, like m t the re f its 
vintage, It was built with v ty Ii it d supp r spa 
-cert inly inadequate for a modern repertory 
company and theatr school. Boston University 
bought th theatr .in 1953 and systema i ally ac­
q, ired th adjacent bu ldlngs,, making space for 
two large reh arsal rooms-one fitted with stage 
lighting and sound equipment, plus remo able 
seatlng/rjs rs to create a black box performance 
space-a larg scene sh p (basketball h. ops at 
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ea h end), an ample paint shop, a costume shop, 
dye room, wig roo , costume maintenance space, 
green room, masses of dressing rooms, and spa­
. I us administrative omces. [n short , the company 
is blessed with spacel 

Asp rthe 1ease agreem@ , no money anges 
hands-not even on paper. Rent js basically in­
klnd: the mpany gets the tacilties in exchange for 
its professional train I g services (some staU mem­
bers a e also on the Boston Unjversity faculty). The 

Whal to Loo For 

company' use Is limited to some extent by the 
school 's own produ tion schedu1e. With a.five-p]ay 
season of ne1,; s,cripts and conservative standards, 
Hu Ungton is programming to mee the taste of 
Boston audiences, who they say have "an inte1Iec-
1tual curiousity and a concern for language." Hun­
i .ngton also believes the visual pr ductlon is v ry 
·mp rtant I. Boston and mounts its plays w 11 on 
an annual operating budget approaching $4 mJllioi . 
The well-equipped plant helps make thl happen. 
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The search for 'the rights ace is 
a tough task, requirjng rme, patience, and per 
severance. Ch nels ol communJcatlon are not 
c,entraLLzed, so a variety of methods must b 
tapped. As the hunt beg.ins, th re are some general 
strategies y u should pursu and a lot ,of inf rma­
tion you s ould have on hand. Theatre service 
organizations in major ciUes throug out the 
country m provide leads to spac and guidelines 
for their assessment. 

Factor such as zoning, urban re, ew· J fforts, 
property values, rent levels, and quity require­
ments can make some areas of a city mores i able 
or less expensive tor theatre us than others. This 
chapter · ighJights these- factors and then revi ws 
strategie for finding appropriate space, inc uding 
use of classifed ads, real estate agents, and or­
ganlz tions that handle specifl types of spaces. 

WHERE TO LOOK 
When seeking nontraditlon ·1 theatre space, 

k pan open mind about neighborhoods. At the 
ame Ume, be aware oft e problems that could 

arise fro l caiting in an are.a with complications: 

on that Is n. t zo ed for theatre us , for lnstanc , 
or one that is lated for redevelopment. 

Zoning Districts 

Zoning shapes a city. D vel ped to encourag 
certain acti ties in speciUed areas and to prevent 
incompatible acti IUes, ruses. from intruding on 
one another, zoning is a asi and very important 
fact of life in any city. Howe\l'er comp • ble or unob­
trusiv you feel your t eatre will b , the person 
next door may nots:hare your enthusiasm. for this 
reason, zoning laws w r adopted a a dispas­
sionate docum nt for determii Ing what activities 
can locate where. 

Under ew York City's zonir1sg laws, for ex­
ample, cert in a ivities are grouped into cate­
gories call d "use groups. Theatre is a Use Gmup 

activity and, as such, is permitted by right nly in 
certain zoning districts. Whenever possible, locate 
in an allowed zoning district Sho ld you wish to 
lo ate in a djstri not zon d for theatr use, a 
variance wi)] be requ' red. (See chapter 14.) 

B stem has made plans to transform Its historic 
theatre district into th@ Midtown/Cultural Dlstr.lct. 
By the early 1980s the distrl t ad become so run 
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down that it was k ow locaHy as the "Combat 
Zoo , .. 1 h ven for crime, drugs, and porn sho . f 
restoratio is carried ut as planned, there w·11 be 
nin new nonprofit th atres in he Midtown/Cul­
tural District, plus one small commercial theatre. 
Also included are ,h :re tored Majesti Theat 
and oth r pl'"iv t ly financed v nues. onpe for­
m ce spaces, like rehearsaJ studios and omc for 
arts gro ps, wm be complemented by other types 
of private , ev lopment • radition and the stock of 

I ting , ld theatres made it logic.al to plac thes 
proposed new venues in th old, though run-down, 
theatre district now relabe ed th Midtown/Cu -
tural DlstrlcL 

, before setting out to look tor a space, 
fa iliarizeyourselfwithth zonlngregulation o t­
lined in this book and cons t zon·ng maps avail­
able at the maps and publications office of y ur 
l l city government. (See Ag ncy Chart.) Dou bl 
check his information before signing a lease. Don't 
r ly nth word of landJords or rental agents. Their 
primary interest is ·n renting the space; it Is th 
tenant's responsibility to see that •·use" nforms 
wi h"Li ni glaws. 

Urban Renewal Areas 

Locating ·a an area slated for heavy redev lo 
ment could affect your thea re ·n several ways. 
Fit t, rban renewal projects invariably ause 
rents in the area to skyrocket. Try to prot t y ur­
self with a long-term leas . econd, r devel pment 
plans • ay call for the de lition f your building 
in two or thr e years' time-i form.au n that th 
landlord may be reluctant to di . lose during lease 
negotiations. A dem Utic)n lau e Hows your lease 
to b terminated regardless of the term left if the 
buildi Sis to b razed. 

On a more positl no e, urban re wal pro­
j cts may provlde spe lal opportunRi for gr ups 
seeking theatr pa· b u e they often indude 
comp nent d ign ted for non.prof entert in­
ment use. ( chapter 3.) If possible, get into a 
proj ct in its early d.esign stages, when , ra] • 

pans can b more easily drawn or redrawn to suit 
your needs. 

To determine whether a space is in an urban 
re:newaJ area, or the ]i~elihood of its d mo ·tio or 
redevelopment, consult th community board or 
neigh borh rganiza ion for the d~ stri t. ( e 

hap er 6.) 

Propert.y Value.s and Rents 

Central locations are expensive and much in 
d and. Recently gentrifi d neighb rho ds.­
uch as SoHo in e York, hlcago's orth ide, 

and Midtown Atlanta-likewise ar e.,cpenslve. 
N ighborhoods adjace:n to recently gentrlfjed 

to al are ik ly to Her he most aHord b!e ,op­
tions. However, the accessibUity of these locaf ons 
to audiences and critics must be weighed against 
t e rental rates they offer. 

Are s with Equlty Co tract Re:strictio s 

rn ew York City, the area bounded by Fifth a d 
N]nth Avenues betw en 34th and 56th Streets, as 
well as t e ac b tween Fifth Av,enue a d the 
Fludson River from 56th Street to 72nd Street, is 
restricted by the Actors' Equity , ssociation. 
Without its explidt permission, Equity prohibits 
use of contracts other than the Broadway Produc­
tion contract within this area. 

GATHERING 
IHFORMATIOH 

Tofi d •pa e,y u'lln d obe p rsi tent nd 
res, urcefu I-and ha e g od fe t. There are sev rail 
way t discover leads. 

Newspapers 
A review of the classi ied ads (lofts, omces, 

stores, commercial space, miscel aneo s) will 
orient you toward the pr vailing r@llta1 rates in 
vario s neighborhoods and will put you on the trail 
of brokers who handle th kinds of prop ti t at 
lnterest 



ew paper con aln only a partlal Ii ting of 
what's many available. The majority of spaces are 
re ~ed b a aging agents ho may advertise just 
one spa :e that's repres ntaU e of the proper-Hes 
they handle. 

Real Estate Agents 

A th ugh very targe management companies 
h.andl, prope ties au over a city, smal1er agents or 
brokers usuaUy deal with a certain geographic IQ; 
cale or with asp ecific type of commercials pace. To 
dbcover whtch re.nta1 agents handle specff c areas, 
respond to classified ads . If you answer an ad and 
the spac-e has already been rented, ask the agent H 
simiJar spaces are a allable . Be as prec.is, as pos­
s.ible about your r qui:rements-desired e'ghbor­
ho , square footage, price and special features, 
such as ground floor, a separate entrance, h1gh 
eilings. Take the time to look at spaces that may 

not exactly tit your requirements . Actually standing 
in th.e space may stimuJate you to v:isuaUze how it 
coul be altered to m your needs . A real estate 
professional might be ensible addition to your 
board of directors . 

COMMISSIONS AND FEES. Ac mmission may 
b@ charged when a space is lea ed. If you are 
dealing dk c· ly with a landlord , or with a manage­
ment company hired by a landlord, there should 
not be a lee. H, however, you are dea ing wit a real 
estate agent hired by he management company, 
th. re may be a lee. Usually, for commercial space, 
th is -s paid by the landlord. 

efo usi g an agents services be sure to 
c eek on whe·t her or not a fee will be charged. Fees 
are s,omet es as higl as ]0% of a year's rent. The 
amount is often a Junction of t • e streng h r weak:-

ess of the rea estate market. 
n you are negoUating a sublease, or hav 

answered an ad placed by the tenant, be aware that 
the previous tenant may wa t a ·'fixture fee" for 
improv -ments made to the pace, alt rations 
whlch may be of no use to yo . WhUe 1 is megal for 
a tenant to demand a fIXture le , the practice is 

How fo Find l,t 

common. [t may be possible to circu ent this 
payment by working directly with the managing 
agen , whose. name usu lly appears on th bu~ ding 
facade or in the .lobby. 

Wal1k the Streets 

Another way 'to find spac is simply to wa]k the 
streets where yo want to locate. Often spaces for 
rent are not listed in any paper or with any agent. 
Instead. signs are hu g o t or p·laced iin wi dows 
wilh a nu ber to call. When asked how thi y we 
about lo king f r a pace, most theatre group,s say 
that at one p .int or another 1n their space search, 
th y simp]y got out and wa]ked or bicyded the 
streets . 

U you see a a ant space t hat interests you, 
th.ere is no harm in I quiring about its availabi ity 
even U there"s no 'for rent" sign. The agent's name 
should be on the building. 

When B ,sl: n's Ly-rte Stage Company fo nd it­
sel des.pera.tely needlng more space, and with )ust 
two years to goo its lease, Us founders acquireCI 
topographical maps showing e ,ery building and lot 
number in every city district they w,ere conslder­
ing. S]owly , he list was narro.ved, and finally they 
fou d their new hom In the Young Women's hris­
ti.m sociatlon a 1920s Deco building on C ,p.ley 

quare ( ee Profile, p-. 105.) 

Talk to Everyone· You Know 

Thea re Jeople seem perpetualJy on the look;. 
out for space. v n the groups that already have 
spaces keep sear hin«. What they have s,een t at is 
not right for them may be ri.ght for you. So ask 
around. 

Space Referral Banks 

In response to the increasing diff' ulty arts 
groups and smaU businesses have fa d ·n trying t, • 
locate space, many government agencies, as en as 
some service organiza lons, hav,e r ated central­
ized space informatlo banks. One example is N " 
Y,ork City s Office f Economic D v lopm@ t, whi h 
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maintai s a omputeriz:ed listing called Th pace 
Bank. nother is R.T./ ew York's reaJ estate 
proJ t, which maintains up-to-<late information , n 
potential theatre spaces in the metropolitan area, 
as well as data on rea] estate trends. ( ee Resource 
Dire 'tory.) 

Surp'lus Buildangs 
Federal surplus prop rty can b located 

through the regional offices of the General ervlces 
Admini.stratlon. Call or write the regional office fo 
your state----iisted in the "United tates Govern­
ment Offices'' section of the telephone directory. 
Cities period"cally publish surp]u property auc­
ti n II s. , New York City, for ex.amp.le, informa• 
Uon can be obtained rrom th Department of 
Gener rvices and the Division of Real Property. 
For informati non lo a] government ag nctes that 
handle the dispers ment. of surplus property in 
va(ous ities, see the Agency Chart. 

H o w t ,o Find U 

Landmark Buildings 
City agencies charged with protec t · ng 

landmark buildings (like the • ew York Landmarks 
Commlss.lon and the Commission on. Chicago 
Landmarks) and nonprnrt advo ac organizations 
Olk · th N w York Landm k Conservancy and 
the Los Angeles Historic Theatre FoundaUon) may 
provide leads on landmark buUdings, as wel] as 
funds to help renovate them. 

On the national lev I, contact the National 
Trus for Historic Preservati n in Washington to 
obtain addresses and t I phone numbers for its 
regional omces: 

ational Trust for Historic Preservation 
J 785 Massachusetts Avenue, NW 

Washington, DC 20030 
(202) 673-4000 
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EVALUATING 

A 
SPACE 

Lasing or buying a space Is a 
major commitment. ak aH the t'm n essaryto 
make certailn this Is the right space, careJul y In­
specting the bulldi ' e terior, interior, and sur­
rounding eighborhood. Take ev rything into 
account. 

ost w·n play a major role in your e ision­
not only the initial xpense of I aslng ot buying the 
space, but also the cost of conversl n, renovation, 
and repairs, plus the expenses tnvolved in bringing 
th Sp e up to code. 

Be aware ot potential problems that might not 
ne readUy apparent- heat in the w:·nter (if you 
happ n o b looking at the space in the summer), 
I trusive noises in the venlng (if you a:re, h king 
the space in th day ·me). I d out who, t e other 
tenants • r and if ·their use of the building wou]d 
l -terfere w't your activities In any way. Who 
would share ntrances and e- ·ts and for what pur­
poses? Spend time i the spa-ce during the ay d 
at night. 

The g ideJines below, and the checklist at the 
end of the chapter, should I ad y u thro gh a 
I< owledgeabJe valuation to the right ,choice. 

THE MEIGHBORHOOD 
Make notes of your nrst impr-essio of a build­

ing and the surrou ding area. Your in'tial impres­
s ior s of t e neighborhood are 11 k ly to be har d 
by your audie e. i e yo are looking for low­
c t r state, you do btL s will b looking at 
buildings in marginal ne-igbborhoods. ake a ook 
at , ther buildings o the street. What shape are 
they in? lf some are b Ing reno,vated, It's a good 
in~i ation that the ne.ig borhood is o the up­
swmg. If, on the o er hand, there are desert d or 
burned-ou bu'ldings, or signs of neglect, b wary. 

Take a moment o imagine your audie- ce and 
actors walk·ng hrough th same t eet:s, from a 
parking lot, bus stop, or train station. A.I t ere 
r aurants or pubs nearby? Ga leries or sho-ps in 
whi h o browse? Any trees along the way? Visi at 
night. Do you feel safe? Is. ther ome street life? Ar 
there adequate streetlights? 

W:hat Jse about e street is of note? Is the 
garbage coll ted regularly? Are there b sines es 
that mjgbt cause disturbances, su h a:· du:bs or 
di cos? 



TRANSPORTATION 
AND ACCESSl'BILITV 

H w easy will it be tor the udience to reach the 
theatre? ]s the area well serviced by buses and a 
subway or metro system? 

Check the parking sltuatio- . ]s there a parking 
lot nearby? ls on-stree parking permitted during 
performance hours? Check posted signs to deter­
mine parking l"mitatlons. E.v n though, in some 
densely populated cities, only as ma l proportion of 
the audi nee cotl'les by car, parking rem ins an 
important conslderatlon. Most c ti n w mandate 
parking space for pa rons as pa t· of a "theatre 
complex. Chicago and os Ang I s, for e amp]e, 
require on,e parking space for very t,en s,eats. Re­
n ember, too that com.pan meml rs WI I ha'll'e 
v hi I., ~ to pa k. 

MOISE 

critical problem to evaluate is noise, ei.th,er 
from adj1acent tenants or r m ambient e lerior 
oorces. 

I TERNAL. oise traosm ssion most often oc­
curs etween floors . Find out who l'ive or works 
upst,frs. Are they lik I to make ir trusive noise 
during p rformance hours? 

Chicag 's BaHwlck Repert ry, in , Hull House 
Community Center, coordinates its performan.ces 
with th center's l'\ecreational program to avoid 
ompeting with shouts from the second.floor gym. 

U there are other tenants shar.·ng the noor you 
hope to occupy ch :ck the partW. ns that eparate 
the spac, ~- d om one into the neighboring 
space with ai radio or a set of drums while you listen 
on your s.i de of th wal I. If your neighbor has a l ud 
st mo, you may have a problem. Remember aJ 
that while you may not hear adjacent tenant wh 
make very little noise, they may very wel I h ar you. 
Caa you buUd, hammer, and saw during all-night 
tech sessions, or rehearse wlrth shouts, loud musk, 
or ound eU ts? 

EXTERNAJ... Nois factors from outside are 
harder to judge; at the same time th y are usually 
not quite so t roub eso e. If there fa a sub ay line 
nearby, th re may be rumblings and vibrations 
created by the trains, as at the Public Theater in 

ew York City. Often, heavy truck traff c will trans­
mit vibrations as well as a low evel of noise. These 
intrusions are a nuisance but probab1'y acceptable. 
However, a. ar or a dtsc next door ,or across the 
str,eet can reate havoc with a performance. 

ne Off-OH-Broadwary producer recommends 
taking a sleeping bag and "living In a space around 
the lockfora. upleofdayst he koutthenotse 
before signing a lease. 

One final cautionary word: don't locate next 
door t a firehousel 

IHSPE01IOH O'F 
THE BUILDING 

1alt.ial Impressions can be notoriously docep-, 
tlve: nowher is this trner ha w . en I ·kl g at old 
buildings. They appear romantic, intrjgu·ng, ful1 o 
·posslblllties. \.\'bile your emotional r ponse on 
ir t enc unter w"th a buildi g is important, 
timateJy the o d' i .n behind the facad sh u]d 

carry more w ight. o tak a I s r look a·tt the 
condition, ,f any b ilding, applying commo sense 
and the guidelines that foHow. efore you reac a 
fnal decision, consu]t an architoct or engineer. 

Th@ bui ding condilions discussed b low as­
sume even greater importance if you plan to buy 
the spa e but they should not be overlooked if you 
p]an to rent 

What to Look for in ·the Building Exter"or 

ElTUNG. ee 'f he building i plumb h ri.-
:wnta]ly and vertically. Old buildings tend to settle 
and get ,out of Ii ~it is t e degree to h' I, hey 
have settled th t you hould heck. o k: at th 
rows of windows a:nd the ]intels above th d or 
and windows; they wilJ give a good iad 'Cai • on of 
just how much th buUding is out of plumb. 
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MASO RY. Examine the masonry for signs of 
cracking and o,pening up. Also look for loose 
stones and sagging comers. If t e bulldlng Is brick, 
ch ck to see ·1 it needs rep ioting. 

CORNICES. The onditilon of cornices Is b st 
asce1t ined tr • m the r f. ote any cracks, crum­
bling, or missing pi ces. 

ROOF. [t is very importoot to che k the roof 
its If for damage. Walk a:round. Take note ot the 
condition ,of any sk lghts, vents, chimneys, or 
wat~irtower. Look tor signsoUeakage. Exami ethe 
c I ing directly under the roof for any signs ol 
spawltng (crumbing, rotten plaster) due to leak­
age, espec·any around electrical fixtu es, mold ng, 
or chimneys. 

FIKE ESCAPES. If there are Ure escapes, check 
their condition by walk ng on them and taking note 
of a· y con sio , and any weak or missing secrons. 

STOOPS ENTRANCES,. A D DOORS. Ext rior 
doors must conform tothebuildingcode,and t ey 
must open out. Check the aJigoment of the doors 
with the door frame for sagging. Test th ,condition 
ol any s eps leading to th doors, and th stoop., 
for signs of rumbling or missing sections. Con­
sider i1 it wiH be possib e to load scenery and 
props in and out t rough existing doors in their 
present size and location and if they wi accom­
modate the disabled. 

BACK OF BUILDING. E:xamtnlng the back of a: 
build'ng ay be difficult :ln some cmes . .But it is 
important to check for the sam problems or flaws 
U ted above. 

What to look for in the Building llnte:rior 

The basement ·sag d place to identify the 
constructi o, si e bas ments air oft, n un­
tinished. Even in a Onished basement, the owner 
wHl probably aUow you to pun down a small piece 
of plaster ror a good look at the constr-ucti n. Wood 

onstruction is the [east flrep,mof, exposed s I is 
better, and st l encl ed 1n masonry •is the best 

Th basement is a good place to check for the 
presence of asbestos. It is now ilJegal and mllst be 
removed, which wilJ be costly since remo,val must 
be handled by certified profession Is. 

FLOORS. Check for any slant'ng, s ,gging, or 
warpirng of wooden floors; look for unev nness and 
cracks in concrete ones. F·ad out what aterials 
are used I the construcron of the flo r, and if 
poss"bl•e, get a look at the beam supports under­
ne~th t ch k for sagging or for dry ro if they are 
wooden. 

Building codes specHy live load r qui rernents 
foi:- theatre"5. Take note of the live load (see cha pt r 
19) of the floor. In a commercial building s infor­
mation should be posted; U i.t is not, ask the wn r 
for the prev:iou certificate or occupancy, or if all 
eJs fails, check at the plan room in the department 
of buildings. ( ee Ag ncy Chart.) 

STAIRS AND CORRIDORS. ]f the space you 
are co,nsidering is above the ground floor, take a 
good look at th.e stairs and corridors. Are they 
open or enclosed? What materials a.re used in their 
construction, wood or steel? Chec'k or 1oose or 
broken steps. r r sagging sections. Are the hand­
rails intacf? Any "winders'' (stairs that make 
turns)? They're usuaUy illegal. Check the width of 
hes airs and corridors-3'8" is the minimum New 

York City code requirem nt for means of egress . 
Abo Uthestai:rs will be used as a means of egress, 
there are fire rat/rig req irements (see chapter 15 
for definitions), so heck the construction oJ the 
walls surrounding the stairs and corridors. How 
di.ffic lt will .it be to Joad in scenery and props on 
the stai:rs and thro gh the corridors? 

ELEVATORS. If there is an e.levat r, ride in it 
U i ·s a loft bul1ding fretgb.t elevator, try op rating 
it yourseH. Check the load capac·ty, usually posted 
inside the elevator. w· l its size accommodate 
scenery and ma~ria1s as well as peop]e? n shared, 
are there any est i lions on its use or a ]imit on 



hours f operation? Ask the other t,enants !if It 
breaks down frequently. 

At New Yotk City s nterarit Theatre, ·a a bu"ld­
tng where th pass,eng r levator holds onJy four, 
audte ce mem bets ust use the freight ,elevator to 
reach the auditor:i.um. 

WALLS A D CEILI GS. Tak note ,o the 
aterials used in wan and ceiUng construction. 

Ar the wa 'ls fre-retardant? mt Sheetrock, how 
ma y l ye:rs? re studs of steel or wood? Check for 
signs of dampness and ~eakage. H "there are '' di, -
tions of leaking, try to de ennl e the origin: is it 
through th roof or thr ugh ext rior masonry. or 
is it 'localized around plumbing, windows, or v nts,? 

COLUM SA D LOAD·BEARJ G \VALLS. 
Determine which walls and columns are load bear­
ing and e-Ssent'al to the str ·c ural support. oad-

A111 ope.rt "wl11de.r" Is not ,on(y dang rous and 
u:t.ually illegal as an· ,exil for- the audieru::.e, bnl 
also a rngular hassk for technicians and crews. 

bear.ing walls and columns, cannot be removed 
without the .s bstitot'on of costly sup,port beams. 

WI DOWS AND· SASHFS. Check for aUgnment. 
Look f r rott.en trames and broken windowpanes 
that must be rep]aced. Try opening and closing aH 
the windows. 

BASEMENT. Look for a water le I Hne;, a "r'ing 
around the bathtub" cou]d lndjcate bas.ement 
flooding. Check th condition of th boiler. 

HEATING, VENTILA110Nt AIR CONDmONING 
H possible, ask for each of thes systems to be 
"Ured up" so that you can check the operationa.lJ 
@Hic1@ncy and the noise lev I. U th buHdi.ng is 
occupied., ,ch.eek with the current tenants regard­
ing the @fHci ncy of these sys·tems. Remember, 
HV AC syst ms must be avaUable for use on a .. 24-
hour basis, seven days a week. 

51 



52 
WILL [T MAKE A HEA1"RE7 

ELECTR!llCAL POWER.. Make note of the type 
(AC or DC), the amount of cunent (amperage), and 
the voltage supplied to the space. Usually each 
floor will hav a fuse box or circullt breaker panel 
with the amperage marked. l'f not, take al kin the 
b1tSement near the main service box for 'the build­
ing: 4-wirn, 3- phase, 300-400 amp, 120.vo]lt AC ser­
vice should b considered the minimum a smal 
'theatre w'U need for stage ighti:ng. Anything less 
will severely Umit your .stage lighting options and 
your creaUvity. Additional power will be neces­
s ary t.o service the support spaces. 

U t , e amount of current availab!e is inadequate, 
the ocal power company will run any additional 
amount of -current needed In from the street free of 
charge, but a licensed electrician wil] have to install 
the proper circuit breakers and cable necessary to 
handle and distribute this additional load. 

While you are at: the box or panel, note the age 
and condmon of the wlrjng: Old doth-eovered7 
Cracking rubber-co~red'? Or, with luck, new7 
Check the general co, dmon of outlets and sockets, 
and note any exposed wires. Afao check to see i the 
space h s its own meter or wf the meter is shared 
with another space. Ask if the building is grounded 
(now an electrical cod@ r· quir@m nt). 

PUIMBI G. To find out how well th.e plumbing 
works, turn on al] the faucets and flush au the 
toi ets. Check for plumbing leaks by examining the 
surrounding plaster . M ke a ote of the number 
and ]o atlon of sinks, hot and cold taps, toilets, 
and drains. Compare these with your bask re­
•quirements. Relocating or add·ng plumbing and 
fixtures can be very expens·ve. 

FIRE PREVENUON A D EMERGENCY SYSTEMS. 
Check the means employed for fire prevention 
within th space, such as a sprinkler sys.tern and 
fire extinguishers. Make a no·te or the location and 
condition of the syst m, and determine when It 
was last inspect d. Ask to have the system te.sted. 
Note the date on the tags of any fire extinguishers. 

hjs provides a good indi ation of the last time the 

space was inspected. Inquire about smoke detec­
tors and about the Jire alarm system and how l.t 
works. 

Check f ran ,emergency Ught system. Ask to 
see It tested .Note the .ocation oft he lights. Do they 
Ulumjnate all of the necessary spaces? 

SECURITY. Chock all tie poss'b e means of 
entry that cou]d be used by unauthorized persons. 
While on the roof, note any doors, skylights, or 
trapdoors and the means of locking them. U there 
are t· ~ es apes, note their accessj bil'ty t!o the 
windows. 

How many exits ar there in the space, and 
where do th:ey lead? Are there any shared cor­
ri:dors? n the theatre wiU occupy the ground floor, 
note the location of the windows with r,elation to 
the sldewa'lks, passageways, and co rtyards. Are 
t:hey lockable? Any exte:rjor entrances to th base­
ment? rf the theatre is on the ground floor, make 
su:re that access to the floors above is not through 
the theatre space. In general, how easy wi'II it be to 
s,ecure this space from unauthorized entry? 

ENE:RGYEFFICIENCY. Chee doors, windows, 
HVAC systems, boiler and o:ther equipment for 
energy eJflclency. (See chapter 13.) 

Depending on the locale, addH:ional factors 
may requjre scrutiny. [n Los Angeles and San Fran~ 
Cisco, the buUdlng's ability to withstand sejsmic 
disturbances wiH require special investigation. ] 
:Los Angeles, the condition of the cooHng system is 
important. In Chicago, he "windy city." tight con­
struction and an efficient heating system, ar major 
concerns. 

CAN IT BE BROUGHT 
UPTO CODE? 

Usually, a poten i.al space wnl not meet all 
bu1]dlng code requirements for theatres. H js quite 
posstble to convert, renovate, and open a theatrn: 
I a space that is not up to code. But. soonel:' or later 
as your visibility rises, you will be required by fire 



and buHding inspectors to eliminate t e iolations 
or face being shu down. erefore, be sure the 
spa ·:e y u choose ,can be brought up to code and 
if .it is necessary to "phase" the repairs, do the ones 
that Insure public safety f rst. Given the po entia 
expenses and legal prob ems in olved, its wise to 
consult with an arcMtect, contractor, r theatre 
designer on what will be required to bring a space 
up to cod · and how much ii w:·u cost. 

Do not ettl.e for a space hat cannot be brought 
up to ode-a space with an egfiess violation that 
is st:fi cturally impossible to correct; a space on a 
hi,gh floor of. nonf r,epriooJ ]oft building; or a space 
w· ic ,, b • use of the 'ndustry above it, requires 
installatio of n expensive 2-hour fire-rated ceil­
ing. All oft ese are real problems currently existing 
In Off-Of! r adway theatres. 

Any spac tl:rn. needs major structural, electri• 
cal, or plumbing repairs; egress construction; or 
major exte:ri.or repair work should be avoided, no 
matter how cheap the rent. 

The Charlestown Working Theatre I Boston 
has judiciously phased its re ovations of a land 
marked Victorian firehouse. fiirst with a small 
Co m unit elopment Block Grant, the erior 
w s st bili:zed. ext came the lob by work, repairs 
to heseco d-fl or reh arsal roo and adm"nistra­
tion omce, pus ins Uation of replacement win­
dows that r plicate th original and conform to 
landmark specifications. Phase three, stil] ongoing 
inc.ludes development of adequate dr,essing rooms 
with sho ers, a tum and prop shop, a sc e 
shop nd storage area in he baseme , ruid the 
in ttdlat'o of a seco d staircase. 

IS IT WORTH THE RENT? 
To assess how much yo wm get. r ,r th rerit 

being cl a ged,, compute th d IJ • -per- q are-I t 
·ost. 

Dollar: per Squ re-Foot Value 

Mea.sur the length and width of th spa , and 
multiply them to determine the square footage. 

Evaluarir111 a pac ,e 

Then d"vide the total yearly rent by the total num­
ber of square feet to obtain a doUar-per.s•quare-foot 
fgure. 

l. x W. = total sq. ft. 

Annual rent+ total sq. ft. - $/sq. ft. 

t 
z,;' 

,.....,.. __ "Bl:_· _N\li_, :_t_,_i_o_o_. __ _ 

-t-- 100' L 
1 

Th is wm give you the net sq ar, footage or 
usable footage o.f the space. Landlords, however, 
charge rent on a gross square footage basis 
wherein they us external measuremnts from ex­
terfor wall to exledor wall Gross sq uw-e f tag 
charges the tenant for corridors, stairways rest­
r oms, nd thercommon spaces. 

or exrunpl,e, an average torefr,ont n most 
cities is app,roximately 25' x: roo, giving a total of 
2,5QQ, ross sq. ft. er floor. f th m nth y rent per 
flo r is $1,200, then th annual rent .is $14,400, so: 

12 momli x $1,200 " 14,400 

14,400 + 2,500 = $5. 76/sq. ft 

This would be a good pric in ew York ity, 
where, in 1991, .• 15 was an average high. rent, $12 
an av,erage medium rent, and $10 an average low 
rent fot unfinished space, In other than the mid­
town nd downtown rina cial ffice areas, 

lr,ade:-Offs 
By using the dol ar-per-s•quare-fo t fomliula, U 

is easy to compare the v lue of several spaces to 
see which one offers the best deai-aU thi gs being 
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equal. But nothing ever is equal. Finding a space 
will be a matter of "trade-offs": a good location and 
a high rent versus a not-quite-so-good location and 
a cheaper rent, for example. The trade-offs you 
make in selecting a space could affect your original 
goals, and to some extent dictate the kinds of pro­
ductions you present. Some trade-offs made by 
existing companies are detailed below. 

AMERICAN REPERTORY THEATRE. Since 
1979, American Repertory Theatre (AR1) has been 
housed in Harvard's Loeb Drama Center, Cam­
bridge, Massachusetts . ART performs in the 566-
seat theatre 40 weeks each year, getting it and its 
support spaces free in return for in-kind services 
such as teaching and producing student shows. 
ART has invested over $350,000 for capital im­
provements, most for lighting equipment and of­
fice space. Originally built for student use in 1960, 
the theatre is multiform: proscenium, three-sided 
thrust, and arena. 

INTERART THEATRE AND ENSEMBLE STUDIO 
THEATRE. Both theatres are housed in a city­
owned building in New York City's Clinton Urban 
Renewal area. The rent is low: less than $1.50 per 
square foot for Interart. But the companies are on 
a month-to-month, 30-day notice basis- as they 
have been for the past 1 7 years! An uneasy status 
and a gamble, since they are responsible for all 
improvements to their spaces. The city is obli­
gated to maintain the public spaces-to take care 
of electrical repairs and elevator breakdowns­
but it is very slow to act. The boiler keeps breaking 
down, so the theatres and staff offices are often 
cold. 

Interart hopes to buy the building in partner­
ship with the Clinton Preservation Local Develop­
ment Corporation, which would then sell the 
building back to Interart outright. Inter art would be 
reguired to, in turn, lease to all other current non­
profit tenants, including the Ensemble Studio 
Theatre. 

COSTS OF RENOVATION 
AND CONVERSION 

The realities of renovation or conversion cost 
must be faced early, before a final decision on 
space is made. Precise figures are difficult to deter­
mine in advance. Nonetheless, an estimate must be 
made before commencing work, and a capital 
budget must be developed. Here are three methods 
for figuring costs and arriving at a budget. 

"Ballpark" per Square Foot Estimate 

Commercial renovation costs are traditionally 
determined on a square foot basis. This shorthand 
method, most frequently employed by architects 
and engineers, is used for estimating a complete 
job- new plumbing, electrical wiring, heating, 
ventilating, and new exterior and interior finishes. 
Estimates could range from a low of $30 per sq. ft. 
to a high of $125 per sq. ft. for an adequate job. A 
2,500-sq. ft. space could cost as little as $75,000 
(primarily cosmetic) or as much as $312,000, 
depending on the design and the quality of the 
materials and labor involved. 

When using this method to estimate the cost of 
a theatre renovation, make a separate budget for 
stage equipment. These budget figures should be 
developed with the help of a theatre consultant. 

Master Plan Renovation 
or Conversion Study 

A more accurate method for arriving at a cost 
estimate would be to engage a theatre consultant 
and an architect to develop a schematic design 
proposal. This study would include schematic draw­
ings; description of the spaces, including square 
footage; and a capital budget developed by a pro­
fessional estimator. Specialist theatre equipment 
would be listed and described as a separate budget 
item. This method is clearly the "Cadillac" ap­
proach to determining the cost estimate. It is prob­
ably also the most accurate, and for larger theatres, 
the right way to go. Sometimes it's possible to tap 



arts agencies to paruany underwrite th costs of 
s ch feasibt ity studies. 

Dow t-Yo rself Estimate 
Your capital budget will brea down into thre 

major item : ]) materials, 2) equipment, and 3) paid 
lab r an.d foes. In all pr bability, a grea:t deal in 
labor, oots can be saved byd . i g much f thewor 
yourself. Labor can amount to 50% or more of the 
estimated costs. Make a complete list of everytb ng 
that w' I h . veto be done. ext make a list of all the 
r,equiredmaterial r dequ"pment. eterminewhat 
labor y u can do yourseH or wlth he help or 
friends· then make a 11st oJ all ·the labor that must 
be paid for. 

THE BUDGET. It Is Important to make a co~ 
plete budget-even if some equipment wi I no, be 
purch sed immediat ly, Jf the work will b done in 
p 1ases, or if some s rvic.es w m b rend red by 
your own stalf or by volunteer labor. This budget 
wnl provide he complete pJcture. 

MATERIALS Star getting compt1rntive prices 
over th phone for materials. Lumberyard prices 
can vary as much as 50%. Do some ft e ground­
work in estimating the cost of materials e en. 
before you find a space. H, for Instance, you want 
risers for seating, Jlgure out how m ch lumber U 
wi I take to uil them base on the numb r f 
seats. 

A1so, estimate the cost of a running wan. Walls 
are norma11y made up of 4 x8' Sheetrock and 2'' x 
4" lumber or m tal framing, Estimate the cost of a 
wal 8' hjgh and 16 long; use this figure as. a measu.r­
ing stick for wa ls. 

Paint is another Uem that can be estimated 
o ce o , know the approx! ate sq are f tage 
y, u in e d to buy or leas 

£QUIP T. ake • udgetforstageand aud­
itorium equipmen : stage and house lighting sys-

Er, ala ali n ,r, ,a Sp a ce 

terns; sound and communication systems; pro­
Je Ion e-quipment, if any; stage masking and rig­
ging systems; sp ial dressing room and shop 
equjpHient; seating. Repeat the process of com­
parative pricing, 

For example, iii y,ou pJa , to se tr dltional fixed 
se , ing or a type of movabl. seats, beg n lnvestlgait­
ing what they • ,ost. Also look £or 01.1 re of used 
sea ing-a movie theatre going out of b sj ess or 
co mer ial heatre undergoing renovation. 

ow make a I s of other equipment that will be 
necessary in the other ar,eas of the theatre such as 
th om s, rehearsal room, lobby, and box office. 
tar; pricing this equipment. 

PROFESSIONAL ASSJSTANCE AND lABO . 
ake a b ge for antlclpa ed professional fees 

and paid labor. For i stance, a.chi ects', consult­
ants',and genera] contractor 'f,ee mayvarywlde,. 
ly. Comparative prki g an be done prior to 
findi g your space. 

Heeding t e advjce of thosSe who have boon 
through the budget1 g pr cess, you can co nt on 
the truth of one unhappy axiom-everythi g al­
ways costs re h anticipated. 

EVALUATION 
Once you -ave a.mined several buUdings 

with a critical eye for structural defects and short­
mings, sit down with the on-site notes you have 

made and compare the structures, listilllg them in 
order of desirability. 

Be awaJ1e o( an the p , bl sofa space before 
maki g a commitment. Walk into a potential space 
w· h your eyes wide op n. 

Th evaluation c . ec ]ist on page 235 can be 
reproduCied on standard 8 1/2" x 11" sheets for use 
on each site. Pill it out, and keep ache ldis for eac -
spa«: under consideration. Talce along a dp oruxl, 

me graph pa.per tom~erough floor plans and a 
tape me.asure, 
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NEGOTIATING 

SFORA 
PACE 

BUYING OR REMTING 

Most ma.LI thea re companies renupacewhen 
they strut ou.t. They can neither assu e the ex:.. 
pense nor the res.pons· bUity that comes with space 
ownership. With a :rental the land]ord assumes 
many of the responsibilities for the facil'ty, a1-
though the specifics are a matter to be negotiated 

tbe lease. 
However, an jncrea ing number of small 

theatre compa "es ar now seriously consideri g 
the opti n of buying spaae. They find it's th o ly 
way to control their artistic and financ • al. futu:r,e. ]n 
owning a building, a thea re s,oup must be pre­
pared to dea wtth the ery r•eal f:immc1al respon­
sibmties that come with ownership: paying for 
operational and archi ec ,ural exp nses for both 
the interior and exterior; mee: ing the cost of fuel, 
gas, water, eiec ridty; collecting rent from other 
tenants; and making mortgage payments. Some pro­
ducers le.el that the time consumed in owning and 
maintaining a building impedes the creative work. 

The real estate market fluctuates greatly, de­
pendent upon a large varilety of factors; owever, 
fimling the right space at th.e ri!jlht price is never 
easy. 

Real Estate la•es 

!though a nonprofit theatre has tax-exempt 
status under federal law, it may not be exempt from 
paying I cal real estate taxes. li a theatre rents a 
portion of a building from a commercjaffl landlord, 
its share of real ,estate taxes will be ,passed on t it 
by the !andl.ord as part of the rent. 

Even 'ii a ]andlo,rd has tax-exempt sta u (us I al­
ly limited to reUglous, charitable, or educational 
organizations), a theatre enant • s not 11eoess-ariliy 
exempt from re.a estate taxes. A church, for ex. 
ample, may be required to pay real e ta~e tax s o 
that part of the building lt rents to a theatre since 
the theatre Is not part of the religious mission. ln 
New York Clty, tax advantages to a t : eatre com­
pany that owns its space are possible, but they are 
by no means auto,rnatic. r easy to obtain. Theatres 
ma fi d t at their sc ools air,e not ,exempt rrom 
real estate taxes. for example, Jn • o.s Angeles and 
San Francisco, although onprofits are g@nerally 
exempt froin pay·11g real esta e tues, a theatre that 
teaches for a fee will find its classrooms are not 
exempt. n Chicago, bu ildi gs owned by nonpro.fits 
a.re not exempt ftom real estate taxes, but they ar 
ta,red at a lower rate than comm. rcla] buslnesses. 



In Boston, 10 % exe ption for nonprofits is pos­
sible. Check with a local accountant, lawyer, or tax 
authority. 

COMMERCIAL LEASES 
CommerciaJ leases are ]es:s stringently regu­

lated than residential leases. As in a:ny bartering 
situation, each party wlU try to get the best possible 
deal . 

ny lease should dearly spell out the respon­
sibllitles or all parties. H either the tenant or the 
landlord makes concessions, promises of repairs, 
or changes in the standard lease, put them 'in writ­
ing. Avoid verbal agreements or "gentlemen's hand­
shakes," s·i111ce they ar,e not enforceable contracts. 

Background Research 

Before entering into lease negotiations, both 
parties need to do some background check.i ng. As 
a prospective tenant, you niay be asked to provlde 
the landlord with Ummcia] statements and charac­
ter references. 

Untortunate]y, landlords perceive small 
theatres to be poor tenant risks. You may need to 
"prove yourseU.'' Bring a board member, lawyer, or 
theatre consu]tant to Hleet with your land lord prior 
to lease negotiations . Assernbl e a pa ~t of finan­
cial alldits, annual rep rts, press materia1s, and 
past rent history. lmpressiag the landlord favorab­
ly makes lease negotiations go a lot more s.moothJy. 

Just as a landlord checks potential tenants , you 
should investigate your prospective landlord and 
the representations m.ade about the space. The 
information you glean may help at the l>ar~l.ning 
table. The following Is a Ust of items to check: 

ZONING. Check wi.th th,e build]ngs depart­
ment to be sure that the space Is in an area zoned 
for a theatre use, Hnot, a zoning valiance must be 
obtained; most landlords are unwilling to go 
through this costly and le · gthy procedure. 

SQUARE FOOTAGE. Accurately measure the 
space to compute the dollar-per-squar,e-foot value. 
(See chapter 5.) Often the square footage figures 
quoted by agents or brokers are only estimates. 
Remember, when a broker states the number of 
square feet, this ,ca.Ic.u1ation is from ,outside ti e 
wans (gro-ss square footage). This est"mate makes 
no deduction for columns, staircases, corridors, 
iavatories, mechanicaJ or other space. These 
usually amount to a loss factor of about 20-25% of 
the space. The space remaining is the net square 
footage. Rent Is pad on gross square footage, not 
net or us.able square footage. 

UNPAID TAXES. n the buJlding•s taxes are .in 
arrears, the city may take o er a building for tax 
default. Although the city wUI not evict you, if the 
building is subsequently so]d at a public auction, 
the new o,wn,er has no obligation to retain the 
theatre as a tenant. Ask the owner to give you 
prooi-specmcaHy, the receipted biU for th.e pay­
ment of rea] estate taxes- or consult th@ "in n~m" 
listing at tbe tax collecUon department to see if a 
court notiae has been issued for aonpayrnent of 
taxes. You will need the block and lot number of 
the property to I.oak up this jnformatlon. 

OUTSTANDING VIOLATIONS. Check wnh the 
buildings department to determine U there a:re any 
violations on the building. If therr,e are, tMs will 
ho d up your certm ate of occupancy application. 
(See chapter 15.) ViolaUons should be discussed 
during I.ease negotiations .. The theatre shoul.d 
make it the owner's obl"gation to con-ect existing 
vioJations at the owner's •expense. Mso, add a 
dause covering any ontenant<reat,ed violations 
that occur during the ~enn or the ?ease. 

REPAIRS AND [MPROVEMENTS. Bring your 
notes listing all necessary repairs and impr-ove­
ments and your estimates of their cos to the bar­
gaining table. It will be easier to negotiate for 
repairs and improvements U a-U parties have a 
clear idea of the dolla.r costs. R,enovatio,ns and 
improvements needed to convert the space into a 
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theatre are a point of negoUaUon. A ]andlord wm 
o si nally pay for structural changes­
strengthening the Door or ceiling, r,epairing the 
stairways, adding toilets or sinks, or running add' 
tional power to the spac, . More often, the theatre 
must pay for all improv ments. Try o get a con-
ession In the rent for the first 6 o 12 months, t 

offset art of these "front-end" exp ndjtures. 

PREVIOUS UTILllY BIU.S. Find out how much 
t e previous tenant paid io the past 12 m nth for 
h at, electricity, and any other utilities. Thi wiU 
give you a rough estimate of the minimum utility 
costs . 

EXTENDED VACA ,CY. If th space has been 
empty for a long time, the landJord probably wiU 
be anxious to rent and may be r c pti.ve to conces­
sions in the lease. 

THE LANDLORD. Talk with other tenants in 
the buildin or to the prevl. us occupant to find 
out if the landlord is responsive, trustw rthy, and 
a cessib]e. 

0 . ce you and the landlord have researched all 
these potential hazards, you are ready to ter 
formal 1 :ase n gotiations. 

Lease Negotiations 

There air points of negoU lion that are com­
mon to al omn ercial leases; jn addition, there are 
special clauses that must be negotiat d by theatres 
because f especial nature of th business. An 
.attorney with r al estate experience is of i vaiuabl 
h. Ip. 

Th.e following apply to standard commercial 
[ease negotiations; 

LENGTH OF LEAS:E. A l.ong lease will allow 
t1 te to rec up any investm nts made n i prove­
me ts or conv rsion. lt also, allows the theatre 

mpany to accurately budg ti s re t bllgat ns. 
Do not consider less than a five-year lease. Each 
ti me the lease expires, the I and lord has th right 

to raise the l.'1ent; usually there are no l.egal restric­
tions on th percentage of the increase, as in s me 
residential leases. 

RE EWAL OPTIO S. The right 1:0 renew the 
lease, after the initial lease term should be. nego­
tiated at the outset. E tablish th amount of rent 
f r a h renewal period it th op ion is exercised. 

P~ALO G AND ESCALATION CHARGES. 
, h landlord may request a lause to cover any 
Increase In operating costs that occur during th 
lease term. This is in addition to the bas rent. A 
pass-along (your portion ol a toal cost Increase· 
operating expenses and real estate taxes) over the 
base year is very common. Make sure you do not 
pay more than yours are. calations may b ied 
o the consumer price ind or the Porter s Wage 

dex.1 or may be as t percentage increase. 

OPERAl'lO- AL COSTS. Heating, electrlc.lty, 
air co ditioning, and any other costs inv lved with 
the actual operation of the building will need t b 
negotiated. Consider the times o day and night 
that the theatr will need heat and air co ditio:n­
lng. Many commercial buUdlngs shut dow opera­
tions at the end of a work ng day so there ay be 
extra costs to re eive these services at night and 
on weekends. 

ET • FS. One way to posslbl lower the 
rent is to negotiate a net l ase. In such leases the 
tenant is responsible for the facility and its main­
tena ce, as weU as the real estate taxes. This gives 
th theatre freed ,m to make any ecessary i te­
rior alterations an improv m nts. You will need 
to negotiate the responsibiUty for the structural 
systems: Internal wiring, heating and air condition­
ing, pluillbing, and the boiler. 

If you are negotiati,ng a net l ase, insis that the 
landlord obtain a nondisturbance agreement from 
the mortga,g r. This is a written guarant that, in 
the event o! foreclosure on the pr,op rty, the 
theatre will be permitted to remain in the space for 
the durati n of th [ease. 



Many leas arrangements are possible. F r -
ample, he Eurek Theatte in an Francisco 
negoti.ated a ten~year net lease making the landlord 
responsible only for tthe roof and exterior of the 
buHdlng. The Triangle Theatre or Boston sign.ed a 
lease w1th an innovative rent scale: 100/month 
when dark, $3O0/week during rehearsals, 350/ 
week d Ing performances. When the theatte is 
dark, Triangle acts as rental agent for the space. 

ASSIGNMENT A U S BLEASJNG. Assignment 
gives he temm the right to um over the en tire 
lease and premise · t() another- party in the event 
that the tenant is unable to finish out the lease. 
Subleasing is a short-term renting of the space by 
the te:nant, who remains rnsponsible for the space. 

Land]ords sometimes :resist such dauses and 
the best y u ay ge is an agreeme t that" onsent 
wil n t be , nreasonably denied.n Tlte landlord 
m y als ·· ask for the right t examine :all sublet 
agreements prior to approval . T-ry to a.r-rang a 
subleasing agreement ithout appr val. ThieS wm 
give you he flexibility to andle the unexpected 
opportunity, such as another company needing re­
hearsal space or a, hit show in search of a home. 

.ote: n there Is a sublease, the land1l rd may 
request a portion of the Inc me. A old such a a;use. 

l SURANCE. Most landlords require that their 
tenants carry a. spec fie quantity of Uabi,Uty In­
surance and name he landlord as additionally 
msured. This can b expensive. Ask abo t th fire 
insurance on the bui ding to detern1 ine If the con­
tents are insured. Most landlords only carry struc­
t .ral fire insurance and each tte ant Is responsible· 
for insuring p rson al property and fixtures . 

OPTiff _ TO BUY. Try to include an option o 
meet a y purchase oiler on the building. 

Tine foHowing points apply specificaUy to 
theatrjcal leases: 

DEHNmO OF USES. Theatrical use implies 
use of a space (or shows, rehearsals, and an hat 
goes into mounting a sh w; Uthe .space is to ac-

commodate other _ e -offi e for •1ns1:ance-­
specity this in the lease. Negotiate f,or- the unex­
pected class s, l,ectures , and rnm 
showings-anything that may expand your theatre 
artisticaHy or financia ly. 

The right lo ad.v rtise. An agreement must 
be made concerning use of ext rior signs and 
banners: their location on the b ldlng or the 
street. 

Other tenants. Negotiate a clause stating 
that adja ent pMes-above, below, or on 
either si.de of the theatrie-may not be r,errted 
to any tenant whose actMUes interferew"th 
the operaUon of the thea.tr,e (noise from 
machinery, for example). Also neirot'a ea 
clause to exdude ruture tenants whose use ol 
a spa ,e •.•/thin th building would cause the 
operation or the theatre to become Illegal, 
such as a high-hazard occupancy gro p Uke a 
firew rks fac:tory. 

Warranty of produc1fon content. Tihe land­
lord m<liy request prntec ion or i de n ifica­
Uon against productions that violate h.e law 
in any way. 

SPACE PURCHASE 

Purchasing a space is a major fi ancial and 
psychol.oglcal commitment. Because this decision 
wm have long~term eff,ects on almost every aspect 
of your operation, it should not be made r1t Uy. 
Keep ln m.lnd that H's almost impossible tor a small 
theatre company to buy a space w'thout a strong 
and committed board of directors to ra:is,e the 
down payment and c os·ng cost , and p sstbly 
guarantee the mortgage. 

DOWN PAYMENT. Typically, the down pay­
ment w"ll be 10% of the purchase pric , b tit can 
be as hlgh as 20%, You'll need this money at t e 
dosing. 
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ORTGAG . btaining a mortgage will not be 
easy. Most commercial anks are reh.Jc ant to 
mak loans to m II theatre companies. They see 
th em as bad c red· t risks, and know it wi II make for 
poor pub • relations it they are forced to fored s 
n a al I theatre. 

The bank will reg ire you to submit a wid 
range of financial data, fro 11 budgets t , g-rant let~ 
ters o financial statements. The bank is c.oncerned 
with your ability to repay the loan (debt service) 
a d ill, m st l'kety, want o e ot your board mern­
b rs to personal y guarai tee J e loan. 

APPIJCATIO FEE. . very time you apply or a 
mortgage, t ere is an application fee. So shop around 
and talk to an officer, but don't submit an app' !cation 
unt!I y u'r sure it' l ely to be accepted. 

POINlS. A th losjog you il1 be r quired to 
give points to th bank. point is 1% of the total 
m rtgage. he number of p ints required depends 
on the bank and the inter st rat of the loan. For 
example, one bank may ff r a mort age at LO% 
witl 2 point , another a r e ot 9·.5% with 3 points. 
Ba ica ly, you 're making a trade-on between mor 
cash up front versus a higher debt. 

RATE. You will have to chose betw a fix d 
rate that stays the sam over the ter or n adjus­
table or variable rat mortgage. You will probably 
ne s meone with finandal savvy to help you 
decide which typ is more adv tageous • th 
prevailing fiscal limate. 

TERM. h term of the mortgage 'nvolves a 
·imple trade-off: the longer the term, the mor 
money you'll ultimately pay· th sh ,rter the term, 
th igher your m nth ly paym nts. 

BROKERS FEE. Gen rally the seller ls respon-
ible fort :s fee. However, it is not unusual for the 

buyer to hip in to close the d al. 

LAWYER'S FEE. Any theatre group ab ut to 
obtain a space, .,rbether b yi g or renting, should 

consu ta eat estate lawyer. You'll need a lawy r 
to check the deed, draw up the contrac of s le, 
and confirm tha and uments aire in order. 

1Tll.ESEARCH. Usua y th bank doesthe iU 
searc , but you ll have · o pi k p the o of verify­
ing that th . rop r y has no encumbran es. m 
imes th buyer hires a title search company to do 

this work 

LEGAl ASSISTANCE 
A lawye on your board of dire t, rs 1ay b 

able to give aid and ad ice. Or check with local 
theatr,e serv· e organizations (see Resour e Direc­
tory), or with Vo]unteer Lawyers for the Arts, 
Volunteer Consulting Gr up, or Busln s Volun­
teers for the Arts (see hapt r 7). It's really impor­
tant to have a real estate la-..vyer, not just any 
lawyer. 

NEIGHBORHOOD 
ASSISTAN'CE 

• very city has a netw rk of neigh borh cl ad­
vocates whose manda~e is to erve the best inter­
ests of their local districts. These ad ocates may 
b ,elected legislators, like Chicago s a dermen or 
he members of the ity , oundl in on, os 

Ang les, and San Francisco. Or they may b ad­
v.isory bod es like ew r . Cl 's comm tty 
boards or Atlanta's neighborhood p ruming units. 
In some cities-Chicago, for example-there are 
Lnfl ential community groups (m rchant and bloclk 
associati.ons) with no omcial government status. In 
varying degrees, these advocates an carry do tat 
City Hall, and it's wo th the effort l-0· get them o 
your side. (S e Reso rce Directory for more 
detalled information.) Contact the group repre­
senting the di.strict in which you have found a 
spac as soon as possible espec.ial}y U a zoning 
variance is required. (See chapter 14.) 

Even ·t you do ot need a zonia,g change, com­
munity groups can h Ip you negoUate the red tape 



of city agencies and can provide s.ou d advlce bout 
pr edure. F · equently, they can help leverage 
community development (CD) funds and in some 
c.ases may actually control dJs bursement of such 
money. You counc· member or communi.ty boar 
memb r may even be abl, to help you fnd a 
space-as happened in New York City with the 
• nterart Theatre. 

Neigl borh od adv ates wUI want o be con­
vinced that your proposed theatre is in the best 
interests of the whole community befor they en­
dorse your project. They are lik ly to ask the foJ­
low·ng ,questions: 

■ ls theatre use vjable? Is the theatre finan­
daJJy stable? 

N ,egollattng for a Spac 

■ What w · uld a tbeatre eain for he exis.ti s 
neighborhood? How would it flt in w th or 
complement existing s,es? W u'ld i en­
hance the commu n lty? 

■ What additional demands would t eatre 
make ,on the existing services in th,e com­
munity (e.g., sanitation, police)?Wou d it 
generate excessive :noise, traffic, and park­
ing problems? What are .its hours of use? 
Are they compaUblewith ne·gbbors'' uses? 

Think through these questions pdor to appear­
ing before your com.munlty board or alderperson. 
Bring as much evidence as you can to prove your 
thootr,e wm benefit th@ community. (For informa­
tion about community boards and zoning, see 
chapter 14.) 
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INTRODUCTION 

This s. tio - surveys desi~ pos~ 
sibH tles, u,ggesting strategies for stage space, 
audie ce spac,es, and support spaces, along wf I 
ways to s ve money and get the most for th least 
ins, rvices and materials. It shows how to "stretch" 
spa e when square footage hi: a a pr@mjum. Des gn, 
ideas in • uded here have H tt le r levance to plan­
ning Large, convenUonal eatres; they· are targeted 
to smal I, no traditional theatre spaces_ 

Un~q eness ol design is on of the most attrac­
tive qualities of a small theatre. The nontradit onal 
environme1 t and ambiance draw an audience; the 
uniqueness of the spac;e becomes a v'vid and 
graphic expression of th company's esthetic. 

Design of the space • mponents of any theatre 
should follow co erent program. Com ence by 
considering the stag space, proceed o the design 
of' the a die ce space in its telaUonship to the 
s.tage, then mo,ve to planning th necessary sup­
port spa ,e::.. 

A ::.uccesslul theatre des ig m.ust give equal a,t­
t,ention to these three basic areas. No theatre at 

shortchanges, stage, audience or suppor, spaces 
can function with ma, imu" efficiency. Sp ial e:m­
phas.is in this section is placed on rehearsal rooms 
and shopiS-the unseen wo k areas where theatre 
magic s fabricated. These are too often consid red 
unimportant by managers, boards, and architects, 
especiaUy when capita~ funding falls short of 
projected goals .. 

TH 1MEA.111E CONSULTANT 
AND THE ARCHITECT 

The right architect and theatre consultant wm 
mak,e d sign, p lann Ing, a d renovation a much 
easle , s p • ful process. Their knowledg , ex­
perience, and imagination should add as bstantial 
creative contributlo . However, some smaH groups 
feel th y can't afford sp 'iansts or ar@ uncerttaln 
how romake the best use,or sue expertise. Leam­
ing what to ,expect lrom an arc ~ ite t or theatre 
onsuJtant wm help you make informed decisions 

about how to work with these. professional . 



De ~ igri a11,d P l arrnln· g Strategi(!tu lntrqd' uctiorr 

An architect together with the theatr consult­
ant wiU design the space; he or she will coordinate 
alt the work or consultants and contractors, and b@ 
responsible for getting bids and for holding to es­
timated costs, as well as for quality f construction. 
An architect's expertise also will be needed to handle 
zoning variance procedures and to present drawings 
to the ,c.:ot munity board. A licensed architect's or 
contractor's stamp and signature will be ne~sary 
when filing plans with the buildings department. 

Only a handful of ar hit ts have had extensive 
experl nee in designing theatres; most have not 
Therefore, a theatre consultant an be invaluab1 
in interpreting your wish list for the architect. The 
theatre consultant can provide expertise In plan­
ning the stage and seating 1ayout, stage sound and 
lighting systems, backstage and supp n paces 
like shops, rehearsal spaces, and dress'ing moms. 
The theatre consultant can also advise on special­
ized theatre equipment and obtain cost estimates. 

The working dynamics ol the architect/consult­
ant/client collaboration will be unique si ce creat-

ing a theatre is a. very personal exercise. [n the past, 
it was general pra ·tice for the coosultant to be a 
subcontractor to the archite t. Today, the consul t­
ant is under contract directly to th,e client and hired 
in the lnltial stage of the project. In the theatre, 
form must follow function; therefore, it is ad isable 
for the theatre consul.ta.nt working in tandem with 
the architect to have Urst crack at schematically 
1aying out the stage, seating, and anci11ary spaces. 

The following are some suggestions for making 
the best use of outside expertise in planning and 
carrying out your renovation; 

■ Make certain consultants' ideas are com­
patible with your concept 

■ Check references of architects and consult­
ants with other theatres tthat have used 
their services. 

■ Get these specialists in on the ground fJoor 
f the planning process. 

■ Seek their expert e aluatlon of any build­
ing you are seriously considering, with the 
architect paying particular at:tenUon to the 
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problem areas outlined in chapter 5. 
Ha:ve the theatre consultant focus on the 
space's potential as a theatre and the 
suitabinty to the type of productions you 
pJain to mount. 

■ Enlist the help of the architect and consult­
ant in preparing the cost es.timate for the 
r-c.movati.on. 

■ Let the architect advise on details of the 
lease, but be sure to have a real estate 
lawyer handle all of the lease negotiaiUons. 
An architect should draw up preliminary 
draw.lngs for submission to the buildings 
department. Try to get feedback from the 
buildings department before drafting final 
plans. 

• Revl ew energy efneiency req 11.lir,ements 
with the theatre consul.tant and architect 
Consider engaging the servr es of an ergy 
audUor. 

• A theatre generalist sympatheU to your 
goals is your best consu],tant. i specialists 
are needed. the consultant can provjde 
ref,errals.. 

■ Recruit an architect and a consultant for 
your board of direct rs, and hope they wm 

offer pro bono servi :s. 

■ Try to obtain inexpensive architectural ad­
vice and assistance if you can't secull"e pro 
bono services; nonprolit architecture 
firms may offer reduced rates. Even Jess ex­
pensive are students and apprentice ar­
chitects. But lbe wary; you often ge what 
you pay (or don.'t pay) For. 

• When hiring consultants, arrange tor a Uat 
fee without regard to hours . ll consultants 
are engaged before the space has been 
se1ec~ed and woi:-k commences, contract 
these services on an hourly rate, and ar­
range to make these payments applicable 
to the overall project fee, if possible. 

A Una] note: one person should be given the 
authority and responsibillity to deal w:ith the ar~ 
chitect and consultant. It should no't be done by 
committee. 

Whether you plan your theatre with or without 
the assistance or a cons ltant or architect, the 
id,eas presented here are meant to trigger your 
Imagination. This section does not present a blue­
prin ror your space, instead, It attempts to present 
a wide range of possibilir ies. 
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THE 

STAGE 
SPACE 

T hP. first !in to establish I any 
l ·1tr • is a "nagi line" -a al or lrnagin y 

demarcation that joins he actors to the audience 
or, in som productions or theatr s, intenti naJly 
sep· rates and alicnat thein. II other lines will 
follm natural! , radiating from th·s first line. If this 
is the right lin , it will be the start of a successful 
buUdlng. I the other line s paratlng and j 1ining 
the stage and audien ·e spac s and th su port 
spac s, do n to the 1 c tio of the last dressing 
room mirror, ur probably .goi g ob right. 

,In small he tres, flexibility in stage size can be 
obtained ch ply b caus muscle p w r rath r 
than machine power makes th spac.e changes. 
This is the reverse of co v ntional thinking about 
fl xibil"ty ln larger theatres wher sophist'c ted 
equipme • mployed to chang configur tio s. 
As the • ma I theatre company grows in size, op rat­
ing bud t , and sco e of rti tic programmin , 
th re will come a tlm wh n this cone pt of cheap 
llexib. lty ma no longer b f asible. 

fhe stage space, regardles f ize or hap 
has thes _ basi compone ts to consid r: th flo r, 
the walls, th means f acces ·, and the ov rhead 
and rigging. 

STAGE FLOOR 
Perf tming direct'ly on the existlng floor of ht! 

bulldi g would seem an in xp nslv and fl xibl 
way t ere te a stage, but it is s ldom, if eve.r, 
fe~ sibl . In most old buil ings, even if the floor is 

The tag Space. Floor. overh ad and 
ri g,ng, ~It and 11cc 
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AMAS portable Roor. 

made of wood, it will b oo r ugh, uneven, and/or 
inflexibl.e. Floors o( concrete, marble, or st el are 
too hard, too dang rous and unaccep able to 
Actors' Equity. So it is both desirable a d n es­
sary to lay an acceptable st ge deck , v r the exist­
ing rloor of the building. 

Temporary and Portable Solutions 
Tl e AMAS Repertory Theatre in ew or 

de eloped c1n in p nsive portable floor: a 3/4'" 
fo m base with 3/4" plywood on top, finish d w· h 
an ui tempered Masonlt surface. It is constructed 

r:emporary outdoor ltoor. 

in 4' SH se tions with the Masonite ov rlappi g 
each plywood s ti n by half • o prevent seams 
from rlslng in the even t e wood warps. 

A variant on this Door was devel ped as a 
temporary outdoor dance Uoor: the base f 3/4" 
fo , was covered, Hrst with used battleshlp 
linoleum, and th n w't top layer of Mar le -type 
U ,r. 

Both of these d ks were lai.d directly ov 
isling concrete flo rs. They were I expensiv , 

easy to make, res111ent, and portable, but neither 
wo d be acceptable asap rmanent floor. 

TE. PORA RY RAISED ST AGE FLO RS. A 
rais d stage clearly provid s irup-ro ed lghtllnes. 
If a simple modu1ar platform syst m is de ·sed, 
almost total flexibili y i sii:e, nfiguration. and 
pla ment within th space can be a hi ved. Start 
with a imple syst m of 4' x 8' sections of 3/4" 

Temporary rai. ed platform. 



Types of modt1les. 

Stage with hexagonal modules. 
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The Sta ,ge Sp,acie 
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plywood platform tops "legged up" on l" x 6" stock, 
and clamped or bolted together. A l inoleum or 
Marley-type floor (particle boacd or Homosote are 
cheap, but not durable) can be laid over the plat­
form for a better surface. Fire-retardant wood and 
other materials should be used throughout. 

Vary the module to suit your space and design 
needs: 4' x4', 3' x 6', 4' xfi'. 

Spec.la] hexagona1 and triangular units, in addi­
tion to squares and rectangles, can create even 
more varied, flexible, and c!-ynamlc playing areas. 

Permanent Floors 
A permanent stage deck should never be lald 

directly on concrete; instead, it should be la'.id on 
wooden sleepers. These sleepers should b I" :x 3" 
or heavier timbers crisscrossed on 16" centers and 
attached to the wood floor or concrete slab. 
Crisscrossing two layers r 3/4" plywood creates 
the least expensive and best floor .. Hardpiy is 
preferable for the top layer. Marley-type floor, 1/4'' 
Masonite, or rolled linoleum laid over the plyi.-;rood 
also can make a good surface. Clean (steriUzed) 
sand, fiberglass insu,latlon, carpet padding, or 
Homosote between sleepers wil1 help deaden 
noise. 

Roor section. 

~ MASO~tf'~ 

~~• f'l.YWOOO 

,t l'\.YWOOD 

t'Pt.-YWOOO 

CONC~1'~ 
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Stage floors must withstand heavy abuse and 
frequent repainting. They should be thought of as 
expendable, not sacred, and should be replaced 
whenever wear and tear require. 

Resilience is an important factor, especially if 
the stage floor is used for dancing. Equity rules­
which prohibit any dancing on marble or concrete 
floors in either rehearsal or performance, or on 
wood or any other substance laid directly over 
concrete-state: "An air space of at least 1-5/8 in­
ches shall be provided between concrete, marble 
or similar surface." Equity also issues guidelines for 
constructing an approved dance or "sprung" floor. 
This very resilient floor is not practical, however, 
for theatre production. It has too much spring for 
the actor and could crack or give way under the 
weight of heavy stage scenery. Peter Brook made 
sand and earth floors fashionable. It is not known 
how actors feel about such "floors." 

PERMANENT RAISED STAGES. Permanent 
stage floors, such as an end stage or a proscenium 

Permanent raised stage. 

-----

Floor padding. 

stage, require stronger structural support-steel 
rather than wood might be considered. 

With a permanent stage, flexibility of shape can 
be achieved by removing modular sections and/or 
adding specially shaped pieces at the leading edge. 

Reverberation-that exasperating, hollow 
thud from beneath the platform-can be reduced 
by lining the underside of platforms with ozite un­
derpad, fiberglass insulation, or Homosote. Glue 
this insulation directly to the underside of the plat­
form top before assembly-prior to attaching the 
top to the frame. In addition, the frame itself can be 
wrapped in foam rubber, fiberglass, or even 
covered in Homosote. For further noise suppres­
sion, Ozite, rubber, or neoprene padding cut to size 
can be applied to the bottom of each platform leg. 

Once the permanent stage frame is in place, 
cover two crisscrossed layers of 3/4" plywood with 
Masonite, Marley-type floor, or rolled linoleum. 
Homosote or rug padding covered with painted 
canvas or carpet can, of course, be used on top of 
platforms to reduce surface noise. To face the sides 
of the platform, use Masonite, 1/4" plywood, 
velour, duvetyne, or a material that enhances the 
current stage setting. 

New York City's old code requires all stage 
floors to have a live load value of 100 pounds per 



-ide ma.~kin,g rr.rt1·ning 'IP t1nd down sla,ge is the 
most pace efficient. 
Howwer. side ma."11.ing running on and o." stage, 
though it reqrsirea greater ,tinng :pace, pro id s bet­
ter m::c.ess and better ligll'ti ng positions. Cross.over 

I 

I 

T h e 

spa« b hlnd tlte s Ulqg should be a_pp rc»cimalely 
3 minimum. Admittedly, it is often less. Som 
theatres solve the cross-over pmbfem by placin,g 
cross-011-er behind the stage lio.us~ throup the 
basement, o.- abaoo the stage. 
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square foot; the new ode requ res 150 pounds per 
square foot. (S@@ chapter 19 for live load require­
ments in other city codes.) 

Although a technical dir ctor or stage car­
pente·r . an bull I ·tthis. U's probab]y worth the ex 
pe:nse to ha ea general contractor construct the 
permanent deck Have th work bid as part of th 
overall contra t. 

STAGE WALLS 
It is usually preferab]e for stage walls to be 

··n atrv spac . " T ey hou Id Terna in neutral and 
··unseen" unn there is n arti t reas n for using 
them. for this reason, stage walls aTe rte painted 
matte b]ack. Mowever, gray or ven white can cr,e-

:::::J 

I 

odOFF .JGO MA><ING • 

ate a neutral o r negative background, i properly 
hand]ed. Bare 'brl k lls also provide neutrality, a 
design strategy adopted by many small theatre 
companies that feel ,exposed struct ral brick walls 
provide the right informal environment for their 
produ lions . 

Often, the stage walls will be the ,exterior walls 
r th building. 1! not, the wan between stage and 

backstage support areas must fo rm a sound bar­
rier. Brick, cinderblock, or soun pr f materials 
should be used. rr the wan js of Sheetrock p two 
layers of 5/8" Sheetrock on each s·de and tlll the 
space between st ds with fibergl ss ins ati n to 
achieve better soundproofing. Most codes will re­
quire this wall to ha ea 2-hour fir,e rating. 
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Establish a corridor or · ouml ,and light bamer between t/1e 
stage a.nd ,the bachtage a.n.d support spaces. Ad'ual doors are 
often nol prudicai' for small stages; ~pen exits ore frequently 
best. Tlun1gh hanging curttuns or lu•ekdrops can red'uce light 
and noise transmission from· oH-slage, it may be n·ecessary to 
cr-eate a sound/light lock behind lhe e exits 

STAGE SIZE 
The minimum stage sizes listed in chapter 2 are 

just that-abso]ute bare-bones minimums. Jt js dH­
ticu t to n eive of a stage that is too, large­
except, perhaps , the Lincoln Center's Vlvian Bea 
mont Theater, which was iJfUally planned to accom­
modate rotatl g repertory but became a very 
expens.i e staff parking lot for a whHe, until new 
management found ways to use the space mor,e 
creatively. 

cept in arena configurat Ions, stage space must 
be provided for scenery, stage masking, ma hin­
ery. lighting positions and cross- overs, in ddition 
to storage for show pr,ops and live scenery. 

If either side wall of the stage must ac • nuno­
date a counterweight or hemp and sandbag system 
'to handleflownscen@ry, it will require approximately 
2'6" of depth plus space for th ope:rator:-a min"­
mum of 5' to 6' of additional wing space. 

Substituting a moto ..d_riven wi.nch systei:n 
above or behind the stage can solve this :space 
prob em, but it is , xpens·ve. 

ACCESS TO THE STAGE 
Building codes stipulate the number of exits 

required from the stage. la New York City, for eJC• 
ample, the code requires at east two means of 
egress from the stage that are "remote from ,each 
other." This safety regulation applies to actors 
access to the stage and it has not.h ing to do Wirth the 
number f exits a set may require; nor does i have 
much re ati.onship to the numbe of exits necessary 
to make the stage fun lionai. l should be oted, 
how ver, that many sma I end stages with ut pros~ 
ceninm or curtain h ve s~tisfie:d the building 
department with one exit from he tage. 

In the thrust or arena configuration, w ere 
audience and stages are the same volume of space 



A rnl Ut1g scaffold,. genie tower-, or A-frame 
t.adder is useful for grids of 80' or le . 

and he stage is not e d .osed, access to age ls 
usually not a problem. 

To function well, both proscenium and end­
stage theatre . eed a passage giving access lo the 
stage from hon -of-house without going through 
the auditorium. (fhis uld be through the base­
ment.) n a prose nium theatre, there also should 
be a door leadj ng d rectly f m the audUorjum to 
the stage. A second door at this [ cation will pro­
vide a better sound and ngh lo le. In fact all doors 
leading to the stage should operate without noise 
and. function as Ugh and sound barriers. Easy ac­
cess to the stage fro., catwalks and other front-of­
house ightlng positions as well as from t e · ontrol 
booth is also desirab]e. 

In addition to the d ors for perso o I, . ere 
sho Id be an ace ss d or to the stage large nough 
.... i. .. .,,u ~r .,;r ni_.,;,. It<: 1'1' .. ..., ,11 V"'l'V or-p;;ttv 

OVERHEAD 
AND RIGGING 

good rule of thumb fo any stage ho · se over 
30' in height Is to install c unterweight r 
motorized winch rigging system, no matter how 
simple it may be. ]{your stage house Is less than 30' 
high (usually the case in onverted spaces), hang­
ing scenery and t ghting equipment can b handled 
fr m the .floo w'th reasonable efficiency ru d 
safety. (A. 20' -frame ladder with Iu) extension 
reaches 33' high. Large p eumatic 'genie towers" 
rise to great heights; but the most pr ·ti al for 
sm II stage use is t e model that e ·tends to 29', 
allowing a maximum working heigh of 36 . Scaf­
folds can go to great heights, but eir size and 
instability on th floor make them impractical for 
small stag use.) emember, too, that A-frame Jad­
ders, geni towers , a~1d scaffolds requi.r a lev l 
fl or-no steeply raked ::.tages, steps. or narrow 
pl tf• .· r-ms, please. This means you should do rig~ 
.-lino ;im1 ham!' • l tries before sc.enerv load-in 

97 



98 
WJLL 11:" ,MAKE 

FIXED GRID SYSTEM.. When s· g a f ed pip 
grid syst,em, plan it to cover a large enough area of 
the ceUing for all ov rhead llghti g positi ns. It 
may be advantageous to desigfJ a grid for the e:ni-­
f re ceUing if the space is p.lanned as a two-, three-, 
or four-sid d arena, or as an Ible thea resp ce. 
In ruiy configuration, the grid size sh Uld b larger 
than the playing area to provide both go d over­
head t ghting angles and p sitions for front light­
ing the actor's face. 

FronUighting an actor or a11 a ,Is geqeroJly ac• 
co.mpli luul by usfog a minimum of two instru• 
ments, one fr,om either i4e at ,approximately 45 
degree ·; four instruments, ha,weoer,. will allow 
two differ tH Ii t-trps of oJor to light each area. 

A uertical angle of 45 degrees ls the 
,unli;ersa/fy «cc.epted Id al angl for 
f'ront light on the ,actor. Offen this is· not 
possible to achieve in the converted 
nonlradltlonal space; however, try to 
mairdain angle between SO deg,-ee ' 
and SO degrees. 



-

A combination of o t per angle liglating 
position (instrument A) with raL d ~· ating 
minimizes spill in fr, nt roU\'i. ate: In. tru• 
ment Blights up entire front row, putting 
Ii lu directly in the audience'111 eye . 

/ 

;(/ 
:,I._ 

The Sta(le Space 

Design the grid so that side, b k, and down 
lighting pos·uons are pr vid d. When planning the 
grid, keep in mind its rel ionship o t e seats. For 
example, n an open stage configuration, Ughting 
ins ruments n ust be hung so as not to shine i to 
the eyes of th audience or to mum nate their 
bodi s. 

(A) ide {BJ B ck, (Q Down lighting po · il,ions. 

99 



100 

Th,@ layout of the r' d may form a regular pat 
ten using a uniform module, or it may var a 
ing to the specific r q irements of the space. A 
cross pattern of pip , spaced a:pproxima ely4' x 4' 

Detail for a perman•f!nt ra~HJa}' ~tern. 

Han.gi.ng grid, 

is standard for a normal cei Ing height a d an 
av ~e stage size; 3' x 3' wi I w rk for a small, 
low-ceU' nged pa e. 

se standard ]-1/2" sc edule 40 pipe for easy 
mounting of Instruments. Distr'bute ca le and out­
lets in raceways or lin neatly tied bundles o.f cab'le 
with outle s. 

lhhecelUngh ightallows, suspend t egri • 18" 
or mor bel w th o m g to perm't aisymounting 
as wen as overh nging for lighting ins ruments. 

uspend the pipes from the celling on steel cable 
or pipe. fusing cable, pipe stiffener can b added 
to prevent pip • from twis ing. 

Clamplng the pipe intersec ions tog ther with 
R tol k clamps or Cheesebmo adJustabl swiv I 
damps wm also provide stab lity and prevent twist­
i g. Rotoloks, U-bolts, ot C-damps also can be sed 
to secure additlonal, temporary lengths of pipe to 



the gri.d system t hand.le special equipme t for a 
pe ifi producti n. 

Remember, the weight of the grid. wlU put addi­
tional stress on the cellin~ lighti g instr meuts, 
cable, and scenery p.ieces will add m re weight. A 
structural engine r can ascertain w 1ether the il­
lng will supp ,rt this a dltlonal weight, a . d" if 
necessary, ad 1se an alternate method of suspen­
sion or reinforcing the root 

PARALLEL SYSTEM OF PIPFS. U the theatre 
connguralion Is permanent and one rectlonal, 
Hke an end stage, use a permanent system o in­
di vidual pipes hung p rallel to the leading edge of 
the playing area. Clamp on shorter int rse ting 
pipes for sp cial hanging posit'ons. Vary spacing 
benNeen pipes to provide for more pipes over the 
stage or playing area. {See Studio Theatre Profile, 
p. l44.) 

Parallel pi'pe system for permanen,r end s tage. 
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A system or catwalk . 

A proscenium stage w,ithout a gridkon or Uy 
loft can utilize the same type of parallel pipe system 
over th,e stage and auditorium. 

TE SION~WIRE GRID. The te sion-wire grid 
consists of a substructure grid of steel membe·rs 
supporting a walkable floor surface composed f 
woven aircraft cab.le arranged on approximately 2" 
centers. This mesh be.comes a work surface for 
te hn'cians. Stage lighting instruments ca1 b 
posiUoned anywhere above the mesh and focused 
thmugh It without appreciable light loss or distor­
tion. Most often the tension-wire grid Is located 
directly above th stage, although It co:uld extend 
ver the audience, as wen. This sysi:em is expen­

sive, but it could pay for itself through time and 
labor savings during production hang,e-over 
periods. Obviously, thl system requires sufficient 
height to allow headroom clearance for the tech­
nicians working on the grid. The tension. grid 
would usually be 20' to 30' above the stage floor. 

CATWALKS. Catwalks provide another sys­
tem for easy mounting and focusing of stage lights 
and are preferable to a pipe gr.Id accessed f om the 
stage floor. I des·gn·ng catwalks, aUow sufficjent 

headroom above the catwalk for a person to stand 
upright-7' is desirable. Also provide catwalks 
with nonskid floors. The catwalks must have rails; 
pla to mak.e them of standard 1-1/2'' schedule 40 
pipe so they can serve as hanging pos'itions for 
lights. Rae ways mou ted overhead, with ou lets 
distributed as needed along the catwalks, are safe 
and easy to use. Neatly bundled cables afford a 
cheaper, portable solution. Consider the catwalk 
a a possib e followspot or projector position. 

Easy access from catwa]ks to the control 
booth, as well as to the stage, ,can save time and 
labor whe - focusing and Hgbting a production. 

To make them as unobtrus.lve as possible, 
paint the catwalks a flat, dark color-preferably 
black Or, if you prefer, make the catwalks a des.ign 
feature of your theatre, paJnting them a b ld color 
to contrast wUh the theatre ceiling. 

Rigging Systems for Flown Scen2ry 
For a proscenium stage with a loft high enough 

to fly scenery and lighting, a rigging system must 
be part of the design. An increasing number of 
companies are building or converting spaces that 
allow for traditional Uy lofts, although they remain 
the exception ror most smaJ theatres. The rigging 
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Tension winNHe.sh grid SJ'Ste.m and catwallts for the Fl.ne Aris Center 
Studio '111emr:e. UniCJ', rsity ol Oklalioma. The ten ion grid has been 
desi:l{Jled In remor)(lble s ·c1fomi to allow mafl S'cenic piece u,ch a 
du:,,rdelie and ign lo be nown out. Grid and catwalk were designed 
to create a "lm:lderl " •. theatr . 

Architect: Elliott + As.N iate 
Designer/Consultant: Eldon Elder A ociat 

can be a simple, manually.oper ted hemp Ii e set· 
a counterweight syster of ee cab]e line sets; a 
s I gie sp t I ine system either manually or winch 
operated; o,r a combination of the above. 

CO RWEIGHT SYS1EMS. There are two 
standar·d ountcrwcight systems: l) the upright 
rigging system, and 2) the underhung system. 

Upright countenneight rigging places he loft 
bl!ocks and hea b o ks above the steel b ams and 

gridiron. The system ls ser iced from above. 
Enough head roo Is eeded f r , e hni ians to 
stand, work, and move abou on th grid-ap­
proximately 7' clearanc . Obviously, this system 
can b as high as your stage hous,e a11ows. The 
accepted minimum raUo of grid height to pros­
cenium opening is 2-1/2 to 1 {50' high gr·dtron for a 
20' high proscenium arch.) But the San rancisco 
Opera House gr diron is 120' high with a 28'-high 
proscenium, sot ere t no iron-c] d ra ··o. 
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OC,1(,1 4RAIL 

~ Flo~ ., Lo,t;J(,,. 

Very few . o profit theatres , ave stages with 
nough height to install the uprigt. t system with 

gridiron, overhead rigging, nd ounterweights 
capab e of flying full-height drops and scenic 
pi es. Boston's Huntington Theatre Company and 
Brandeis R p r ory Th atr• , bot u ing large 
univ r8ity f ilities, re the exception, n t he TUI . 
Th new h atre in Chic.ag als will 
ha , a full r n vated Harris/ elwyn 
theatre ,comp I x. 

Underfmng countenoeighi systems can con-

·erve ea room. Underhu ng rigging places the loft 
bl, ks and head blocks on the underside of the 
steel beams. o spa is required ab e • he beams, 
so sheaves are often fastened directly to the stru -
tural teel I-beams above the stage house. T1 is 
means that Servi ing t t pair'ng the underhung 
system must b done from b low, and this Umits 
the ysteni t· th 30'-high rule of thu b. Howev r, 
pipes n be lowered for easier loading. And pipes 
with lights and smalls enlc p eces ay e f own 
out" full-he.ight seen ry and drops cannot. 
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THE 

AUDIENCE 
SPACE 

Seeing, hearing, comfort and 
Hfety a.re the primary considerations in designing 
the udi.enc space. These are achieved through 
the successful combination of goods lgh tlines, eat-
.Ing, acou tics a lg i.ng. 

SIGHTL-IMES 
Uni ter upted view'ng is usually achieved by a 

combination of horizontal and vertical sightlines. 
The rake of the noor, the staggering of the seats, 
and the heigh of the stage an affect the abiUrty of 
the udien:ce to, see. The des,ign of these elements 
sh uld ombine to create an uninterrupted v.lew of 
the entire perto mance ar-ea. 

VERTICAL S1:GH11.INFS. levating the rows of 
seats bys oping the auditori m Uoor or by ust ,g 
stepped r sers wUl ,establish vertical sightl'ines. 
Theoretically, one-row vision requires sufficient 
e]evaUon of each row fol:' every member of he 
aud·ence to see over the heads of the row directly 
in front This Is frequent :y impractica] and t er 
means, such as staggering the sea.Ung, rnust also 
be ,employed. 

HORIZO TAL SIGHl"IJNES. Good ho izo- tal 
vi ing is suany a complished by staggering th 
eating so t ,at each member of he audi nee • s 

looking directly at the stage area between the 
heads of the two p rsons in th row in front, and 
o er the head of the person two rows in fro -t T • s 
pJan is especially applicable to conventional pros­
cenium or permanent end stage co:nf.igurations. 

SMALL THEATRE S.IGHTI.I E PROBLEMS. 
Th re are special problems ]n achieving good view­
ing for sman spaces, esp ial]y for arena ,or thru t 
stage confl· gurations. Many small theatres in ,con­
verted s.paces lay the stage floor direc:t]y on the Hoor 
o( the bui]ding, rather than using a raised platform. 
To solve sightline probJems ·n this seU-ng, use a 
st,eeply raked system of risers. The Jo er the stage 
floor·, the steeper the rake of the seating. 

Creati g good ighU nes for three-s ded, 
thrust, or four-s'ded ar,ena stages is mo complex 
than ·n a proscenium or end-stage theatre. These 
configurations rely more on v rtical sight ne solu­
tions; stagg@ri ng the seats with tw<MOw vision ts 
ess effective. Actors may block one another from 

ddferent parts of the audience, and the Hne of vision 
s no longer directly to the front, as in proocenium, 



.,. 

The A11die,u:e Space 

One-row vision. Each spectator has au 
unobstructed l,ew of e,nire stage ouer the 
Ire.ads of audience iIJ the row di1<ecl{y in front. 

I 

\ 

\ 

\ 

4 _.._...,..,_...I 
I ......_ _ _ _ ,,,, __ _ _ 

Staggered ating to proDide 
two-row i,isirm. 

but ata constantly changing angle. Steeply stepped 
risers are required for uninterrupted vision. 

Too many rows of seats in an arena. increase 
slghtllne problems and decrease Intimacy. About 
seven rows is considered a maximum, except per~ 
haps, at the narrow end. ortunateiy, only three lo 
flrve rows a.re required for a small, i imate a..rena 
theatre, minimizing sight1ine problems. 

Wlien the srage floor is not rqise,tl obo the 
building floor;, a steeply raked s-yst:em of risers 
,uill be nece ary for on ono.bstrucled view . 
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CURVED ROWS AND STAGGERED SEATING. 
In a narrow aud.itorium such as a. storefront, end­
,s age theatre, the seats ,can be in straight rows .. Jf 
the auditorium is wide, it will be necessary lo 
curve the rows to or.lent all s.pectators to the stage, 
Curving the rows makes staggering the seats easter, 
however. Conve lional theatre seats are manufac­
tured in varying widths to assist In achieving st~g­
ger,ed seating while maintaining straight aisles.. 

CONTINENTAL SEATING. OccasionalJy, cona 
tinental seating may be d s irable. It is useful o ]y 
in a wide auditorium. The standard number of 
seat , allowed in a ro between two aisl is 14. 
Confnental, seating- based on the concept that 
every row is a cmss-aisle-aMows an increas,e in 
th numb r of seats in a row. ut it als requi es 
an increas.e io he back-to-ba k pace b tween 
row . In most ,od s, 36" is he mini um backsto­
b:a.'ck allowan e for , ntinental s•eating, with an 
increase in this measuremen proportionate to the 
number of additional seats over 14 in the row,. 

SEATS AND 
SEATING LAYOUT 

ln addiUon to solving sightnne problems, there 
are esthet:ic and stylistic decisions to be made with 
regM"d to seating. Give serious thought to the seat­
ing lay ut in the earliest sta,ge:s of planning: Wi.11 a 
permanent layout serv,e, or will flexible sea ing best 
suit your type of theatre and production styl,e? ]f 

yo chose flexibility In seating, do you want to 
achieve this wit fixed seats on nmv -b e risers , or 
with seats that are themselves movable? Will a 
middle-of the-road pla11 wi h some fixed seati g 
sections and some movable sections give the right 
amount of U ib i]' ty? (See tudio Theatr P fl e 
for an examp]e of mod· lied flexib i i,ty, p. 144) Make 
a firm, if somewhat arbitrary., decis:lon about these 
op i.ons . •G e seat and t ,w spa: Ing, pp, 64 anc 75) 

MOVABLE Pl.AITORM MODULES FOR SEATING. 
For greater flexibility in a spa e with a level floor, 
consider stepped seating risers in modules. The 
risers should be constructed of fJarne-retardant 

lf,sig/alllne." pror;idin.g two-row vision ore used for an a.Rua or 
lhrust stage, A maJ' see X b-etween C aRd D ond over It f';uf will 
have difficulty seeing Y past D' and J. B c,on see ]{, bu.I wilt hav 
81' al dillicully 6"eeing XI 



w d or !steel. Clamp r bolt riser units together. 
For greatest mobility and flexibility, mount small 
units o caster d base . 

A practical width for the riser top is 3'. This will 
create a pl . tform wide en ugh for flip,-up seats, as 
well s for the non-flip, stack type seat. Tops may 
be fire-retardant plywood or m tal, which can be 
carpeted for greater s und absorption and a clas­
sier look. 

Guardrails for udtence safety are necessary 
but must not obstr ct a dienc view. rn most 
codes, the seating ris r· must have a live load 
rating of 60 lbs. per sq. f . 

TEMPORARY SEATING. Temporary scaffol.d­
i g of the type used on construction sirtes has also 
be n rigged to create fie ble and un1que seating. 
Padded and carpeted risers without sears can also 
provide an inexpensive solutio to seating. Th's 

Th Al'ldience Space 

m·ght be a scheme best suited for a young 
audience. The lack fa a ·krest can be tiring, and 
the audience's attention span can becmn lh It d. 

COMMERCIAL MODULAR PLATFORMS. 
Them are many commercially fabricated platform 
moduJes on the market. Howev r , they are predict­
a Jy m re pensive than homemade platforms. 
Aud·en e saJ ty as wen as audience com( rt is of 
utmost con ern--one reason you may wan to in­
vestigate commetc'ially made risers. There ar a 
least a half-dozen major ma ufacturers. Their pro­
ducts vary widely in weight , mobility, and price. 
An arc:Mtect, theatre cons ltant, or technical dir­
e tor can elp you make a compacativ, analysis. 
Guardrails and other safety features s ould be 
part of a commer iaU lanned platform package. 
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One ,-yslem for dete.rmiuing lhe curve for 
rows ,of .sea.ls. 

Note: Open voids under wooden ri.s@rs won't 
pass muster with fire inspectors- they usuaUy will 
require that the spaces be enclosed in Sheetrock. 
Nor, alas, Is 'It legal to us@ this space for storage. 

FIXED VS. MOVABLE SEATS. There are two 
approaches to seating your a die ce wlth chairs: 
fixed and movable. 

Fixed seats-attached to the floor or rlsers­
~eep orderly rows, do :not reQ ire continual straight­
ening berore each performance, and keep aisles and 
exits open in coru pllance with the codes. fixed seats 

eliminat any noise of chairs s raping on un­
cover, d surfac,es and insure th.at sight ines are 
fix@d. Fixed seats also keep the seat count constant 
and subscribers happ • ly i.n the same loca.Uon for 
the entire season. Most companies opt for rlxed 
seating, 

M vable seats, however, make it possible to 
re onfigure the baste shape and location of seating 
'b]ocks and their relationship to the acting areas. 
They enable the space to be clear,ed qu_ickly for 
other uses during nonperformance time. U movable 
seats are used, keep in mind that the New York Cjty 
building code bases exit requirements on square 
footage mt her than 011 actual number of seats. (See 
chapter 15.) 

Whether fixed or movab]e sea s are used, con­
sider the IoUowing features when choosing seats: 

■ Seat width-discussed in detail in chapter 2. 
■ Seat backs-audience is able to sit for longer 

periods of tlm.e if backs ar,e supported. 
■ Arm rests-an extra perhaps, but a plus in 

audience comfort. 

■ Padding- for seats and/or acks. 
■ Material-should be easy to clean, durabJe 

and stain repellent. 
■ Plastic: at d metal seats-may b easy to 

clean but are very uncomfortable. 
■ Acoustics-should be considered ia 

decisions o padding and fabric selection. 
■ Color-should help create an appea Ing 

but unobtrusj e environment . Should not 
distract the eye from the stage. Darker 
co]ors will absorb Ught when seats are 
empty and will not show dir as qu"ckly. 

TYPES OF SEATS. Good seats are not neces­
saril.y expensive seats. 'FrequenUy, used theatre 
seats are avai1able, or there are Innovative do-it­
yourself a]ternatives. 

Brief descri1)tions of seats appropriate for a 
small theatre follow: 

Theatre seats. ermanently i.nstalted rows 
of seats, the traditional seating approach. lf 

:rdered new. there are many design options: 



ar s, se t width, color, fabric, back slope, 
spring seats. Reconditioned theatre seat' 
also 1 a be purchased from seating com-
p nies. Allow ample lead time, especially for 
reconditioned seats, wl ich can sometimes 
take nths for deliver . Seats also may b 
retrieved from re ovations of old theatr s or 
tel vision studios. The hubert Organizatio 's 
P op rty Mai tenance Department fr quently 
h s used seats to give away. And in New 
York, the Department of ultural Affairs's 
"Materials for th Arts" ometirnes has used 
s 1ats available free of charg . (. ee Resource 
Dir tory.) 

Stackable and{or folding chai . Pltlstic, 
wood, or m tal, with or ithout upholstery. 
Can be placed on ris r .. or storage, the can 

placed on rolling rram s. Offi e iurniture 
manufactur rs mak comfortable ta kl. g or 
foldi g chairs that are in p n ive and work 
a· theatre seats. Check out Playwr'ghts 
Horiz n in e YurkCity. 

ladirnn seals. Molded plastic, with or 
without backs.!\.' st be assembled in ro 
nd attached LO m tal frames or boards. Can 

be dismantled by th row. 

Pull-out seating sections. Ava'labl n f !d­
ing alr or bleacher scat design. Self-con­
tained unit of risers n chairs perman ntly 
mounted on m tal frames. Whole unit can 
either co lapse into a wall r create torage 
on wh Is. Useful when udience seating 
sp e mi st serv m re han one function. 

Cush on - placed on ting platforms. A 
cheap and simple so ti o on permanent 
seating. Cushions can b cut from foam rub­
ber and covered in durable, washabl fabric 
such as heavy canvas. 

Parle ben he and chutth pew . non-
traditionaJ seating so utio . an be bo1t,ed 
directly to platforms to meet the re ulre­
me ts f fixed seating. Llnes can be pai ted 

Th udience Space 

and number· ded to backs to indicate in­
dividual seating desi 
be added for comfort. 

R,ented seats. As needed per show or for a 
season. An expensive approach, but one that 
solves maintenance problems. Most types f 
comm rci I eating list d above are ava.ila e 
from chair rental companies . 

Se t·ng the Disab ed 
Pr visions for seating the handicapped should 

be par ot y ur plru.1. Th Federal Rehabil"tation Act 
of 1973 includes a provis·on, Section 504, to pre, n 
discrimination gain st the disabl d. This has I d to 
ta e d local laws regarding handica p d acces­

sib'lity. For example, in e York, local law 58, 
passed in l 87, amended the New York City build­
lng code to requir that b th n construction and 
rehab building be mad c essible to all people, 
regardless of disabilitie!i; and in 1988 tl estate f 
I linoi' published a ac essibility code that over­
r"des local guidernes. 

Seatin positious r r w e lchair patrons must 
be accessible by either ramp or elevators. Ramps 
can ot have a slop gr t r than 1 to 12. teps are 
not allow din this line of trav I from the main entry 
to tr e handicapp d se ing. here should b at 
least one primary entrance ac e sible to wheel­
chairs. The m!nhnum ldth for this entran door 
and co ridor is usually 3 ". hese rules wUI v· ry 
slightly from code to de. Between l p rcent nd 
2 p rcent of tota eati g capacity Is th • sual 

quired allocation for the disabled, 
The mericans wiU isabllities Act (ADA), 

pass d in Ju1 1990, cu· cern • p yslcal and pro­
grammatic accessibi ity, as well as employment 
practices. The asp ts of physical access air I s 
strjngent than ho e of ew ork City's loc l law 
58--in N w York, 1:h m re stringent r quirements 
prevail. H there are more lenient regulations in 
oth r cities, th n t e t quirements o{ the ADA 
should be followed. 

The following table, giVing the ratio of required 
h , dicapp-ed vtew1ng positions tot e capa lty of 
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the house in New York City wm vary slightly in 
other l.ocales, but this provides a reasonable standard: 

Capacity of 
Assembly Plac,e 

51 to 74 
75, to 100 
lOl to 150 
151 t,o 200 
201 to 300 
301 to 400 
401 to 500 
501 to 1000 

Numberof 
'Viewing Positions 

Minimum of 3 
Minimum ol 4l 
Minimum of 5 
Minimum of 6 
Mjnimum ol 7 
Minirnom of 
Minimum of9 
2% total number of seats 

Remember, a wheelchair requires the spa e of 
one-and-one-half seats. When not being occupied 
by wheelchair patrons, these spaces need not be 
left empty; plan removable seats to fill them. (D tails 
on access for the disa'bied are included in the "New 
Code" section, p. 164 and in chapters 15 and 19.) 

For additional infonnation on architectura] sp e­
ci.ftcations., consult the American National Standards 
rnstitute (ANSI) standard Alt 7.1-1986 and section 
504 of the F edet al Rehabm ration Act of 1973. 

For local information on making your t:heatre 
accessible, contact your mayor's office for the 
handicapped or a comparable authority. 

ACOUSTICS 
Acoustical problems ,ne usually mioirnal. io 

small theatres. They of en an be solved simply by 
adding sound absorpbve materials. on those sur­
faces that are reverberatlt, such as walls, cemogs, 
floors, seats, and platforms. 

Sit in the spac:e during performance time and 
listen. ls it noisy? If there is too much ambi nt 
noise, it may pay to hire an acoustician. The noise 
rating number (NR numbeT) should be 25. Also, 
tum on the HVAC systems to see if they are quiet 
enough to run during a p rtorm nee. Twenty 
decibels Is the hearing threshold. 

An occupied theatre seal is more absorbent 
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Studi'O 'lnearre, University of Oklahoma. The thrust 
la,g.e ,int,erfqc,e.-t with a sl'l!.eply raked bank of riser-s 

wirh ru:-ed seeti,rg. On either sith of the thrust, lhe 
seating consists of lwo removable s«lious designed 
lo expand lhe stage siz fo.- dance o,r ,classical 
dramo or 10 provide a space for musici.tms: . 
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than an empty one, so consider the best type of 
padding and covering on the chair to minimize this 
difference when the theatre is not filled to capacity. 

Carpeting of aisles and seating platforms will 
reduce reverberation. In addition to tiles or other 
acoustic materials for walls and ceiling, consider 
covering the wall with carpet, draperies, or wall 
hangings to add absorbency to these surfaces. Car­
peted panels can also be constructed and hung to 
allow tuning of acoustics. 

Make sure all doors near or within the seating 
area dose silently, fit well, and are constructed of 
soundproof materials. 

It is possible to overdo sound insulation, and in 
a small space there is danger of deadening the 
sound too much. If there is no reverberation at all, 
the sound quality becomes unrealistic, and it be­
comes difficult to hear the actors. 

For a space with acoustical problems, consult 
an acoustical specialist. Usual1y it is money well 
spent to have an acoustician check out the space 
and make recommendations. 

The Double Image Theatre in New York City 
wanted to locate in basement space under the Prom­
enade Theatre on upper Broadway. But the noise 
from the Promenade carried through the floor and 
even through structural steel columns, making the 
space impossible to use. The cost of soundproofing 
was estimated at approximately $400,000! 

One general note: Any materials used within 
the seating area must be noncombustible or flame­
retardant and comply with the local building code 
and fire prevention code requirements. (See chap­
ters 16, 17 and 18.) 

.. 

LIGHTING 
Within the seating space there are three types 

of lighting: house lights, work lights, and emergen­
cy lights. 

HOUSE LIGHTS. Sufficient visibility should be 
provided to allow audience members to gain safe 
and easy access to seats and to read the program. 
Incandescent light is preferable. Although fluores­
cent is more energy efficient, it is unattractive, 
unflattering, and difficult to dim. Place house 
lights on a dimmer-controlled circuit separate 
from stage lighting controls. Place aisle and exit 
lights on a separate non-dim circuit. 

If the seating sections are flexible, the house 
lights and aisle lights must have the flexibility to be 
repositioned, too. 

WORK LIGHTS. These lights will be necessary 
during nonperformance times to illuminate the 
house and stage for rehearsals , maintenance, and 
show preparation. Work lights should provide max­
imum visibility, but not require a great deal of 
electricity and should be controlled by on/off 
switches. Fluorescents can be used here. Put 
house work lights and stage work lights on 
separate circuits since there are times when they 
will not be used simultaneously. 

EMERGENCY LIGHTS. The codes require 
places of public assembly to have emergency lights. 
These requirements are covered in detail by the 
electrical code and are discussed in chapters 16 
and 19. 
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SUPPORT 
SPACES 

Well-planned, efficient support 
space will sa"~e tim , money and temp r . And it 
g without saying th y ..,m cont(bute to a better 
product: the sho . 

TECHNICAL COHTROL BOOTH 
]n sma I theatTes the technical contro b th 

has or en beeo an afterthought, consuming "va u­
able" s ace in th seating, lobby, or backst ge area. 
Plan the control area a ao integral part of the 
front-of-house stage, and ea ing configuration. 
Wh planning the technical contra] booth k ep iin 
mind the .following; 

■ Provide a good view of the acUng M•ea. 
[nstall a window of double-thick, sound• 
·nsulatlng gla s. 

■ Plan sections of thew ndow to slide open 
and/or lift out to give technicians direct 
cont:a t with age and seating areas. 

■ Provide for the installation of a monitor 
speaker to enable techni ians to hear as 
weJl as see the show when the window 
needs to be dosed. 

Consider supply! g an in er m system 
wi h outlets located at the stage manager's 
desk and stations located backstage, in the 
lobby, and, for technical and lighting re­
hear: als, In t e enter of the seating area. 

■ oundproofing the booth will allow the 
sag manager and technicians to com~ 
munlcate wJthout disturbing the audience. 

■ U possible, isolate the sound techni la 
completely from other control booth noise 
-stage manager cueing and the Ike. The 
sou .d tee ni ian should not only be able 
to hear amplified s und rro the stage, 
but also, through ·the operable window 
live so nd from the st ge and auditorium: 
exactly what t e au ience hear . 

■ Consider providing an additional op n 
space, centrally located within the 
audience space, with outlets for the s und 
ont:rol equipment. 

Run separate p wer s Jplies for sound 
and lighting contro systems, especially if 
solid tate dimmers will be used. The 
simplest ay t his is to provide separ-
ate breaker b es for sound and lighting. 
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• U cable runs for light ng are in a dir t Line 
·to the booth, their insta1JaUon wilJ b 
eas·er a d less expens·ve. 

■ Pro Ide adequate outl.ets and d iscon ect 
boxes to service all equipmerit. All w for 
additional equipment needs. 

■ , o sid r the amount of equipment that 
will be used both now and in the future­
allow for expansion. 

■ Consider the location and sjze of the booth 
f,or use as a possible front projection 
and/or followspot posi ·on. 

■ A. direct access route from the booth to 
backstage, other than through the seating 
area, is us ful during performances. 

Dressing room. Use the ch cklist a.t right 10 
det rmine that at least .minimum space, efficiency_ 
and comfort requirement are a·chiel.',ed. 

■ : oors to the booth should close quietly. 
They should be l.arg nough to move con­
rol equipment in and out of the space. 

■ Provide adequ te counter or tabletop 
spa e tor st ge manager, sound mixer, .and 
lighting console. Provide comfortable 
chairs or sto Js for th s taH, who wm 
spend many hours in the booth. 

11 Provide bot general v rhead lights and 
lights for running the s ow In he booth. 
They should be on s parate , ircolts, and 
all shouJd b mmabl . 

■ Provide v nUI tion, he-ating, cooling and 
hum dity control separate trom the 
audience HVA syst m. 

■ Jn a flexlb I theatre, position the booth in 
an elevated location so that the stage 
areas can be see wh u~i g any th tre 
configuration. Provide a spac for dimmer 
rn: ks and a patch panel. if ,req ired. If pos­
sible, locate. near the main power supply. 

DRESSING ROOMS 
Minimum dr sir groom sizes ar discuss,ed in 

chapter 2. but don't settle kir minimums, U pos,-
si.ble. The dressing om b comes the actors 

ond home. When planning the dressing room 
areas. take the followjng into acco nt: 

■ If possible, I ate dressing rooms on the 
sam level as the stage, avoiding st lrs. 

■ Provid g d, ha owless light for ea t 
makeup rnlrror- incandescent !\grit o ly­
with s p ate on/off swil'C.h ror each min . 
tn addition p ov,ide general ·11uminatioa 
for the dressing room area. This light may 
b fluoresce t to edu heat and con­
serve energy, aJtho gh U distorts colors. 

■ Provide conve ient wall outlets besid mir­
rors for hair dryers nd ele tric shavers. 
Allow one per a ·tor. 

• Provide at least one fuU-Iength mirror for 
each dressing area. 



■ Allow adequate h nglng p e I r both cos­
tumes and stree cloth s. quity recom­
mends a mini um of 3' per ctor for 
costumes, pus addUJonal hanging pa e 
for street clothes. 

■ Although stage manage s usually coll t 
and lock up valuabl , provide Jockabl 
drawers and/or small lo ke • for a tors' 
makeup and pers na 'tern . 

Provide ve ilatlo . heating, and cooling 
that is zoned with separate contro s from 
the main HV A system.. An independent 
water heater could a!so sa e energy. 

■ ocat@ to·t ts withJn easy access of dres 
]Ilg rooms. (foilet, wash basin and shower 
requirerne ts re outlined ·n chap r 2.) 

■ Dressing r ms shou d b sprinklernd. 

o stretch space consid r portable dressing 
table/rack units that can either f Id into m-
pact storage or roll out of the way. 

he units ould be comp]ete with mak up 
·ount r, drawer, mirror, lights, and costum rack 
that roUs on casters; or le ould designed to 

Portable dressing rooms set up. 

,•o] ap e. f cleverly designed, the units when 
spread out backstage, could form self-contai ed 
dresslng areas by the addition of foldin ors tackin 
hairs. By stacking these dressing room nits away 

wh n the th tTe is dar , the spa,ce can be freed for 
enery onstruction, costume construcUo , or 

other non._p rfonnance-r l e c v tes. 
T e Wi om Br· d e Thea.tr in Chicago, unable 

to carve out space for permanent dre-Sslng rooms, 
mad,e good use of tills sch me by mo ·ng two port­
ab dressing rooms to different on-stag positions 
to accommodate the set for each producUon. 

Any portab dressing room should be made of 
noncombustible mat rJal. Th e?ectrlca] cod 
makes no provision for wiring a portabl dressing 
room, but th same cab1es an connec o s used f,or 
portable ]ighting quipment should provide ade­
quate lectrical pow rand safety to thes units. 

Flexible dressing rooms that can change to ac­
commodate the casts of varlous shows are impor­
tant sine th male/femal ratio of each production 
is lik Jy to be different. 

A green room or tors loo e also sh u Id be 
included .in your plans, if space is avaiJable. Don't 
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With dressing room unit slacked, the mr,,ltl-use 
space can become ,a shop or ,-e/1,earsal space, or 
be rt ed for other o.cdi,itles that do not conlli,ct 
witlii the performance schedule. 

forget to consult your Actors' Equity contract fo:r 
"safe and sanitary" codes , as wel1 as provisions for 
Including an "Equity cot." 

SHOP 
Most s all theatre companies are forced to 

buUd and paints.ceriery, make props , and construct 
costumes in spaces that m11.1st serve other func­
tions. la such situations, provide ad quate 
cabine·ts or lock-up storag,e ro ms for 'tools, equip­
ment, and supplies. (Minimum sizes are discussed 
in chapter 2.) 

P]an your renovation so that these storage 
units are near the appropriate work areas. H this is 
not practi<:al, use rolling storage cabinets, power 
tools, and worktables. 

Shai-ing is another possible solution to the 
shop space problem. lo New York City., for example, 
Playwrights Horizons set up Scenic Central, a non-

profit seen@ painting and construction shop with 
,r,ental storage space. (See Resource Directory. p.224) 

Scenic: and Paint S11,op Checklist 
]f you are forhmat,e enough to have shop 

spaces, coasider the following for the scene con­
struction and paint areas: 

■ Highest possible ce·lings w'th a minimum 
of 16' between any column5. 

■ Adequate, glru-eless light, wi.th protected 
lamps. These can be fluorescent in the 
scene shop; incandescent Hghts are 
preferable fort e paint are.a. 

■ Separate HVAC con trol.s for energy conser­
vation. If HVAC ducts and vents can follow 
hep rimeter of the shop, the center 

space, where scenic uni.ts are assembled, 
will be lree of obstructions. 

■ Workbenches and worktables. If 



worlcblenc:hes lme the perimeter of the 
shop, ha\·e a least one free-standing 
worktabl on casters. A framing tabJe is 
reco mended ·t space permjts. 

■ Slop sin ·th ho and co]d water and a 
large d:r ·n.. eep janitor-type sink ls best. 

• Hot plate OT as burners. Locate these in 
the pain area. 

■ Adequa eele.ctrical outlets. Plan for both 
presen and future equjpm ent needs. Plan 
distrlbu accommodate placement of 

• Compressed air for pneumatic tools and 
pain spra)rers. T e savings in labor will 
qui _ pay f r the initial instanation cost. 

• Spr· and a good ventilation and ex-
haus em. 

■ A fireproof ra.ul or metal I cker for pa11nts, 
dyes. d c emicals to satisfy fire depart-
men r tions. It should be well venti-
lated an ble. 

■ A good, ·el w r deck. Wood is 
prclecable o concrete. 

■ Access. Loading doors from street to shop 
sho d be u'f i ient to handle mate:rlals; 
doors rom shop to stage must aocommo­
date comp ed scenic pieces. I additi.on 
to loadin doors. there should be regular­
sized -peopl - doors to conserv ,energy. 

The Support Sp ,aces 

Space to store finished scenic pieces wait­
lng to be painted or moved on stage. 

■ Wall telephones. They are out of the way 
and easier to handle than desk phones. 
Also a cordless phone and, possib]y, a 
pager for the technical dire<::tor. 

■ Lockers for work cl thes and personal 
gear. 

■ Pro is ions for shop safety: medka} 
cabinets-kept stocked-and equipment 
for personnel safety such as glasses, gog~ 
gles. gloves, masks and aprons. For shop 
safety guidelines, check with OSHA or the 
life safety code. 

Prop Shop 
The prop shop req,uires all the above and can 

function ln the same space if necessary. However, 
a separate space for fabricating props will keep 
them clear of sawdust and scene paint. Prop shops 
require less ceiling height and fewer power tools 
than scenic and paint shops. 

Electric Shop 
This space is needed for storing parts and sup­

piles and for making repairs to sound and lighting 
equipment. It may be small but needs to be kept 
dust free; locate this space away from the scene 
shop. Provide good locks! 

---·- --.,---=--------. 
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Costume Shop Checklist 

Consider the following requirements for the 
costume shop if you are lucky enough to have 
adequate costume shop space. (Minimal sizes are 
discussed in chapter 2.) 

■ Even, glareless light plus localized work 
area lights and outlets for power equip­
ment. Plan electrical outlets for present 
and future needs. 

■ Cutting tables. Allow space for 3' x 6', or 4' 
x 8' tables with cork tops- either the col­
lapsible kind or the type equipped with 
casters that lock. 

■ A deep sink with hot and cold water. 

■ Washer/dryer space, electrical outlets and 
plumbing. Locate adjacent to the sink. 

■ Hot plate. Place it near the sink and dye 
vats. 

■ Fabric and supplies storage. This should 
be a clean, lockable space adjacent to the 
work area. 

■ Curtained area with full-length mirror for 
fittings. 

■ Racks for costumes in progress. These 
could collapse to save space or be 
castered to roll to dressing rooms. 

■ Adequate space for sewing machines and 
ironing boards. Folding boards would save 
space. 

■ Dress forms and space to store them. 
■ Wall telephones. 
■ Good heating, cooling, and ventilation with 

zone controls. The dye room and costume 
painting area should be separate from the 
costume construction area; they absolute­
ly must have their own ventilation and ex­
haust systems. 

STORAGE 
There is never enough storage space, especial­

ly when building materials, costumes and props are 
scavenged and recycled, when plays are brought 

back into the repertory, and when labor comes 
cheaper than the cost of materials. 

"Lofting," or creating storage lofts above other 
facilities and spaces, is a common way to stretch 
backstage support spaces. Often lofts can be 
created above dressing rooms, since they only re­
quire regular 8' ceilings . 

Look for other wasted spaces or underutilized 
areas in your plan- over offices, under the control 
booth, in lobby benches-and devise storage sys­
tems to maximize their usefulness. Atlanta's 
Horizon Theatre built two levels of decking, com­
plete with stairs, backstage for prop and scenery 
storage. 

Several Off-Broadway and regional theatres 
with inadequate costume and storage space have 
given their theatrical costumes and period clothing 
to the TDF Costume Collection in New York City as 
a credit against future rentals. The Costume Collec­
tion also has a workroom available to theatres that 
do not have space or facilities to work on costumes. 
Two other organizations that might be approached 
for similar trade-offs are Atlanta's Production 
Values Inc. and San Francisco's Costume Bank. (See 
Resource Directory.) 

REHEARSAL SPACE 

Basic Requirements 

Some basic requirements to consider in plan­
ning a rehearsal space: 

■ Wooden floor. Consider AEA recommenda­
tions. (See chapter 8.) 

■ Even, glareless light. This could be fluores­
cent to save energy. 

■ Good heat, ventilation and cooling with 
zoned controls. Good acoustics. 

■ Sound isolation from shops, stage and 
front-of-house . 

■ Easy access to toilets, drinking water and 
public telephones. 



■ Rehear al r om equiprn nt: table with 
lights for ire tor and stage manager; 
te]ephone (should be equipped with a light 
signal ins @ad of a b 11~ • chairs for actors: 
lockers, mirrors, and notice board. 

For shape a d size requ:irem@nts, see chapter 2. 

Multiple Usage: 
U you are fort na e enough to have a separate 

rehearsal space, consider designing it for multiple 
usag : 

■ As a second stag . 
■ For readings. 
■ For dasses. 

Double-dee.king witlt costume torage above 
d ing room and control bovth over aisle. 

TIie Support Space · 

■ F ,r pubU r, eptions and parties. 

■ s a r . tal spa e for any of the above. 
■ As a loung or lob by. 
■ As. a costume shop, prop shop, ors ne 

shop. 

Full ilization of this space is large]y a matter 
of good scheduling plus speed and efficiency or 
onv rsl n one t e theatre Is in operatio . f you 

list th projected multiple uses of the space before 
making the renovation, th ( U wing . an b . 
incorp rated: 

■ Type d numb r f le tri ,l outl ts. 
needed for shop lounge, performance light­
ing .quipment, or other uses. 
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■ Ugh ing tor rehearsal and workspace, Light-
I g equipm for eadi ngs or second 
stage usage, and lighting control to a:ccom­
mo ate mulUp le uses. 

■ Necessary sto,rage pace, 
■ The best floor to s•erve II function _ 
■ Aura tive but durabJe decor to ma~e it a 

p eas nt place for w rk and for public 
e ents. 

Shared Rehearsal Space 
Consid r the poss.ibnlty of shared reh atsal 

space \ Ith a theatr r theatres uearby. New 
York's Int rart and Ensemble Studio theatres, lo­
cated in th same build Ing, share rehea;rsal spa , 
as do Chi g 's VI t ry rdens and Bodiy Po itic 
(see Prof' e, p. 56). The number of spaces needed 
wi 1 depend on the production schedule. A theatre 
with multiple performance spaces and a heaVy 
production schedule cannot make the bes u.se of 
its stages without d.esign ted rehears.ail spaces; and 
a repertory th t e cannot continue repertory 
pr,c):.,.ramming if i has only one rehearsal space. 

BOX OFFICE 
jnce ticket pick~u ps and vouc er redemptlons 

a made ri ht befor,e c • rtain time, the box office 
or ti.cket counter must be designed for easy, rapid 
handUng or this crowd. 

Mu h of the r st of he time, the box office is 
little m re than a telephone extension, monitored 
by an answering machine or aJ staU person wUh 
other du ies who provides play information and 
telephone seat res rvHtion servkes. A counter/ 
tabl•e set-up la the lobby prior to perfonnances may 
be pr fer.able to a co venUonal box. orflce for small 
theatres. 

Traditio I Box Office 
If a traditi nal bo office seems bes , llere are 

s me design c nsideraU011s to po'.i'iider: 

■ Be sure to provide adeq ate space for box 
office personae ticket rac s, telephone, 

nd ei her . safe, a ed cab' et, ,or a 
money drawer .. n the· b x olfl e wi I s rve 
m re than one perf rmance spa e, allow 
for extra perso nel, additional telephones, 
and ticket racks. 1f an expans on to nclud 
multiple perl"ormancespaoos is contemp:lat@d 
in th future, pr vid box om esp ce for 
this e. pains ion during the plann ng period. 
(See chapter 2 f r minimum sjzes.) 

■ Provide space for eventual compute!l"iza:­
tion, even H it's not part of your irniUa] 
plan. Th.is, n essitates not only ,counter 
space for term'nals and printer, but also 
dedicated outlets and shelf space for floppy 
disks and omputer manuals. 

■ Cons der loca:Ung th manager's office or 
another office adjaoontto the lobby so 
that, with a connecting wind.ow or a Dutch 
door, it can dou b]e as a box office during 
dayti e ours. 

111 Try to place the ticket window or counter 
adjacent to, but out of, the main trafJic 
flow from street ent ranee to aud' r.l _ m 
e . , ranee, 

■ Make sum the box oHice is, heated , venti­
lated , and adequately lighted. VentUation 
and humidity control wiU become extreme­
ly important w·ttt computru--g neraited 
heat. The box offi.ce HVAC should have its 
own controls, zo ed epar tely from the 
rest of the space. (S chapter 13.) Ught 
the ticket counter well 

■ Provide a conspicuous place to post a 
calendar of performance times aind dates, 
as wen as a seating c•1art positioned so box 
orf:ice personnel can point to seat locations. 

■ Plan the telephones wi h both beM and 
]i ght signals if there is any chance that the 
sound from a beU signal will penetrate the 
:performance space. 

■ Provide a ecuri y system, Consi er a 
buHetproof window. 

ncket counterrr. ble 
An open count r removes the impersonal sep­

aration provlded by a traditional box office, which 
co Id. be desirable. But it also allows the poss"b'lity 
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of flooding or crowding, making it difficult for box 
,oJfice personnel to foacti on efficiently. An open 
counter ~ncr,eases the chances of theft, as welt 

However, if an open-styile ticket counter will 
serve best, consider these design solutions: 

■ A portable ticket rack that can be reto­
cated for use duriog the no petforroanc. 
hours and/or locked up when not in use. 

■ A Jockable telephone on a jack ]ocated 
b hind the counter. 

■ A portable strong box. 
■ An alarm system to summon help in an 

emergency .. 
■ Storage space for this portable counter. 

Consider a collapsible unit: some theatres 
just use a simple foldjng table, 

Some theatres with limited space tum the tkk­
et counter into a food servh:e counter at intermi~ 
slon time. A sink wHl be needed iJ this Is done, A 
portable ticket cou ntet a]so might serve double 
duty as a con s.i ns/drl k ,counter. When the 
performance starts, the booth or counter is con­
verted. 

Shared Box ,Offi:ce Fadldies 
Most theatre companies that sh.are a building 

aJs , share a box office. Two Chicago ex.ampJes 
in ·tude Victory G trdenslBody PoUtic (see Profile, 
p. 56) and the Theatre Building, which ouse."i 
three theatres under one root 

New York City's Ticket Central serves the 42nd 
Street Theatre Row and other subscribin.g com­
panies. The shared box office service is availab]e 
fro 1 to 6 pm at Ticket Central. From 6 pm to show 
time, each theatre's box office is started wUh its 
own personnel and handles its own Uc~et tt·ansa -
tions. Ticket Central provides these services: 

■ Phone n~servations: Ticket Ce traJ takes 
all ad,.rance phone reservations up to a 
limU set by each subscribing theatre. 

■ Advance sale and c , dit card transa tions. 
■ Malling Ust deveJop,nient: Ticket Central gets 

addresses from persons making resavations. 

■ Jnformatlon about Ucket prices, produc­
tions, and theatre locatlons. 

■ Tl cket stock: Ticket Centr a] purchases the 
tickets for subscribing theatres. 

LOBBY AHD LOUHGE 
Multiple uses for the lobby and ]ounge have 

been discussed elsewhere. (Minimum sizes are 
Usted in chapter 2). Keep t e foUowlng in mind 
when planning this ar,ea: 

■ Plan the lobby to be accessible to alJ front­
of-house spa,ces: rest rooms, public te]e­
phones, lounge, omces , and of course, box 
office. 

■ The lobby must have easy access to the 
auditor'.11.!im that not only meets code re­
,quireme.nts, bu is designed in su ha way 
that noise and light cannot leak in to disturb 
or disrupt a pedor:mance or rehearsal. Light 
and sound 1.oc'k doors are desirable. 

■ Consider use f the lobby as a "safe area" 
if required by the bu llding code., (See 
chapt,er 15.) 

■ Adequate general illumination Is necessary 
lor safety and for reading programs. Addi­
ional specific Hghting sources can add in­

terest n.d accent. 

■ H there is a bar or count& fur concession 
and drinks in the lobby or lounge,, p] to 
make it lockabJe. 

1■ If the concessio stand i.s a temporary booth/ 
counter/table, set up for intermission only 
and plan a lockab]e storage space. 

11 If possjble, plan a si k and refrigeration ac­
cessible to concesslon counter or bar. 

■ Plan for an ample number of electrica] out­
lets in the lobby/I. unge for concessions 
and other multiple uses. 

■ Phm lobby space for energy efficiency. 
(See chapter 3.) 
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INTRODUCTION 

T he chapters that follow inter­
pret New York City's zoning resolutions (chapter 
14); its building, electrical, and lire prevention 
codes (chapters 15-17); and their application pro­
cedures (chapter 18). These chapters provide 
models for understanding codes in most cities. 
Chapter I 9 outlines the similarities and differences 
among the codes in five other major theatre 
centers- Atlanta, Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles, 
and San Francisc<>--<lealing exclusively with the 
sections of these codes that apply to small theatre 
spaces. While codes differ from place to place, the 
basic rules and principles are similar. 

The Appendices at the end of this section list 
government agencies and contact information for 
the six cities. These organization~ can provide ad­
ditional Information needed on zoning, codes, per­
mits, and services. 

IMPLICATIONS OF ZONING 
AND THE CODES 

Code requirements are often onerous, but they 
should not be ignored in the hope that an inspector 
won' t show up. Throughout the country there have 

been serious theatre and nightclub fires, primarily 
due to the owners' disregard for code require­
ments and the illegal use of spaces. As a result, 
building and fire departments in many cities have 
cracked down heavily on thei r requirements for 
places of public assembly, and they issue viola­
tions more frequently for illegal and nonconform­
ing uses of space. Depending upon the seriousness 
of the violation, you may get a verbal warning, or 
you may receive writ ten notification with a 
specified amount o f t ime in which to comply. Or 
you could be threatened with an immediate shut­
down of operations. 

The maln concern of an Inspector Is public 
safety. Correcting hazardous v iolations should, in 
any event, be your first concern too. If you can 
show that your theatre is safe and that you are 
attempting to keep it up to code, chances are good 
that you will not be overly bothered by inspectors. 

ROUTINE ON-SITE INSPECTIONS 
The fire department, department of buildings, 

and the bureau of gas and electricity all have the 
authority to make routine, on-site inspections. Past 



practice, however, indicates that small theatres are 
most likely to be visited routinely by the fire depart­
ment, with only an occasional electrical inspection. 

The fire department does routine inspections 
of all buildings within its geographical jurisdiction. 
Even such establishment places as Carnegie Hall 
and Avery fisher Hall are visited regularly. It is 
conceivable that you could operate for a year with­
out being visited, or you could receive a visit the 
day after you open, or-worse-the day before you 
open. Inspections usually occur in the even ing 
while the space is operating. 

The inspector will check to see that there are 
no violations of public assembly space or fire pre­
vention regulations, such as using combustible 
materials where not permitted, having more seats 
than allowed or obstructing aisles or exits. Be pre­
pared to present a complete set of all the records, 
drawings and permits as well as the lire inspection 
log. The importance of this cannot be stressed 
enough. (for an inspection checklist, see chapter 17.) 

If temporary changes have been made for a 
particular production, explain that they are tem­
porary, and the space will be changed back to what 
was originally approved. The inspector may let the 

Making It Legal: Introduction 

matter pass. But iC he returns six months later and 
finds these same •temporary changes; a lengthier 
explanation will be required. 

It is best to handle inspectors in a friendly way, 
developing a relationship that lets the inspector 
know that every effort is being made to comply and 
that the safety of the public is of mutual concern. 
Keeping a fire inspection log (see chapter 17) and 
presenting it to the inspector along with all the 
records, requisite statements, and permits will 
prove your good intentions. 

If you are visited by an inspector, don't panic. 
Nothing catastrophic Is likely to happen. Walk the 
inspector through the space and answer questions. 
but don't volunteer information that's not re­
quested. If a violation Is found, ask what is wrong, 
why, and how it can be remedied. Depending on the 
inspector, you may get either some very good ad­
vice or just a quote from the applicable code book. 

One Off-Off-Broadway theatre manager regular­
ly receives an 8" x 1 o· glossy and bio of the lire 
Inspector's nephew. The inspector is perennially 
distressed that the theatre does not call his 
nephew to audition, but there have been no written 
violations either. 
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ZONING 

J h z:oning . aws and codes affect­
lng small theatres are comp lea~ . . Don't t to 
grasp all the det • ils at once. Most ar • te ts and 
other trained professiona'ls fer to the law and codes 
again and again for specifJcs. Keep in ml d th.a:t all 
requlr rne.nts d , not pply to everyt ~eatr i uatiofl. 

USE GROUPS AND 
ZONING DISTRICTS 

Zoning re.ates sets !regulations thats pa.-rate 
dilfer,ent act'v'ties that go on ln cirty, so that they 
do not conflict ith one anot ;r. Under th dty of 
New York zon1ng resoiution, which is primarUy 
afore d by the department of 'butldings th e 

actMUes are divided itnto categorles called tl$e 

g-roaps. Theatr falls int Us Gr up . 
New York City is b.roken ,1 to zoniag districts 

where the var· ous use groups af\e permitted. Th r 
ar b e basic zoning district:s: residential ,(R), 
commercial (C), and manufaclUring (M). Thes 
basic d"str·cts exist in most cities. 

Humerical Designations 

DENSITY, Each of hese dis rkts is further 
broken down by a numerical designation that 

gener.ally in lcates density, or how m.uch of that 
activity cwi take p!~ce. F tins ance, a resident"~! 
district may be d ::/gnated Rl-s'ngle family 
detach d hous,es-or RB-high-ris apartment 
b ildin ; and commercial distdct may b deslg. 
nated C 1---s maU retai nd servi es hop -o CS­
heavy comm.ercfol serv:·c s, like arehou es. 

Use Group 8, which inc udes theatre activ.itles, 
is p l".mitted by right in :zones designat d C2, C4, C6, 
C , Ml ~ xclud·ng M s5B), 12, and M3. Should a 
theatre company wish to locat in one of these 
:z nes, the ose ca not be contested and no zoning 
vari nee is required. ene:ral y. w Ing category 
can be upgr· ded-th tis, commercial us can go 
into a manufacturing zone-----but 'it is more d iffic i 
to justify downgrading a cat,egory-pu rng a com­
mercial us Into a. residenfal zone. 

ESTRICTIO SAND REQ'UJREMENTS. Tom· ke 
matters even . ore complicated, each subcategory 
(C2, C4, e c,) also carries another numerh::a1 desig~ 
nation (C2-1, C4-5), which indicat s other re­
s rlctlons , such as maximum a owable floor area 
(the otal floor area of a bu i Id ing p rmitted on a 
zo ·ng I t) . nd bulldl g size, and require:ments 
.such as ·parking spaces and the amount of o e 
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must me for a ion ing variance. This can be a long 
r cess, and there arie o guarantees that you willl 

re eive it. 1 he foUowing is the procedure for get­
ting a varian ,e in New York City. Th prOcedure is 
similar in • ost it'es. 

Appearing Befo1e the Community Bo· rd 

The :rirst step takes place at the local Jevel. ft 
requires ntactlng the communir y board in your 
district and explaini g wh you are, what you are 
doing, and that you would like tog ton th agenda 
for the next meeti g o • the oaird. You wiH t en be 
given the date and the place oJ the me@ti g and 
placed on the ag@nda under "new business," 

Whe yoo ppear at the meeting, y, u ill be 
sked t.o explain who you are and to present yollr 

intentio ,s, your artistic direcfon , your past ex­
peritm e iri the theatre, and yo r fnan, ial viabiUty. 
Jf you have drawings of what you plan todo our 
space, present them at this time. 

The matter will b · d isposed to committee for 
co,nsi. eration and, no doub , you wH be asked to 
come to a comm Hee m eting and to talk again in 
more detai]. 

Next, a public h@afi.ng willl be scheduled and 
notice post d 'n the community that the issue will 
be open to pub Uc die bate. Any interested com mun­
icy poopl , a a t d and voice obje<:t,on to or· 
support. of your plan. The community board, taking 
public pinion into accoun will move on the re-

quest by voting either favoraib1y or unfavorably. 
(See chapter 6 for mor,e i formation on community 
boards.) 

Filing with the Department of Bull'dings 

The ext .step Is one of formality. Y u Hle plans 
with the d•epart " ent , f buildings for the· issuance 
of a new certificate of upa:ncy. S.ince your 
theatre is not a ]egal use you wm b "officiaUy 
rejected.'' You must be officially reje t-ed in order 
to appea! for a z ni,. g variance belor h • city's 

oard of sta da ds and appeals. 

Board of Standards and Appea1ls Hearing 

he appeals process is a legal hearing. You 
need to e represented by cl . he.r the architect wh 
submi ted the plans , or a larwy,er, or both. The 
board of standards and appeals wlll consider SI.I h 
things as the alteration of the charad r of the 
neighborhood, impai·rect use of adjacent property, 
nd he effect ot y, or use on public we fare. 

ll th community board has favorably advised 
t e board of standards and appeals r garding your 
zoning variance, it ls It ety that it w' II pass. 

o may further be required to appear before 
o her , it agencjes before a variance is grant d if 
your pro)ec lnvoJves city mo ey-elthe.r through 
direct funding or tax abatement. 



area on a .zoning lot. Parking requk ments ill 
vary with the distrl ta d the use. [n some cases 
they may b waived by a rnodificaUon granted by 
tbe board of standards and appeals , and revi w d 
by the department of buildings. 

or information on restrictions and require,, 
ments for specific num rical designations c ]I , he 
department of city planning. (Se Agency Chart.) 

Zoning Maps 

When looking f r a pa e, heck the .zoning 
maps of the areas in which you are Inter t d to see 
where the C2 , C4, C6, 8 Ml, M2. and M3 districts 

Zoning Map 8D, ew Yori« Ci(y. The (ldtown 
Redeuelopment (MW) a11d ,Garment District (GC) 
theatre areas are mart: d. 

Zoning 

are I ca ted, Once you hav found a spa e, check 
th location again t make doubly certain th ti i 
In on of these zoning dis tr· cts. Zoning maps ar 
vailable from the department o.f dty p[ainni g. H 

the inlormation on the map is not d ar, an th 
department of city planning, zoning informatjon. 
( ee Agency Chart.) 

GEmNG A ZONING 
VARIANCE 

· , despi e all fforls , the space you finally 
choose i in a nontheatre zone, then by law, you 
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B THE 

UILDING 
CODE 

B u1 ding codes a e written to in­
sure the safety of all tr-uctures and people who 
inhabit them. They estab ish equitements f r such 
things as material, construction, nu b r re. its, 
,em -rgen y light' g, ventilation, and plumbing. 

The Building Cod ot the lty .f New York is 
on of the most comprehensiv buildiing c des in 
he countr;,. En irely r written in 1968, it as been 

amended regularl since th n. [ serves well 111 

pr viding examples of th kinds of requir ments 
that must be met i constructing or converting 
sp ces tor us•e as mall theatres in urban com­
munities. 

Each of the other f e cities Mghtighted in this 
book uses ,either an adap ation of a nationally ap­
proved code like the Building Officials and Cod 
Admmi.strators' (BOC ) , de, or ne of Its own 
making. Each city adopts its ow building code so 
you must Inquire from t e department of bu' dings 
in your ity s t what code Is 1n use. You sho ld 
also r - gniz t at he building, fire and electrical 
odes as discussed here pres nt an overview of 
urrent code requirements in layperson's terms. 

th c d s are, for th most part, virtuaUy unin­
tel1ig"ble, ·t is advisabl to consult with someon 
conversant with your current local codes. 

The building ode is aw aJ'ld, l 'ke most other 
la s, Is subject to interpretati n by those who 
administer It. Pr else y how it will be lnterpr ted 
cannot b known untH plans are presented to the 
department of buildings for approval. The s,impler 
the Ideas for a space, the l s dlfficu1ty th.@n! 
should be In obtaitning approval. 

DEFINITIO S 
familiarity with the roDow'.lng terms will be help-

ful ln understanding buiJdi'Qg code requirem nts. 

Aoo stairs, tairs between two Doors 
that do not Hl t r ,q ujrements for an exi . 

Assessed valu . . The alue of th b ii ding 
as determined by the city fo,r purposes of 
taxation. ]t does not necessarily reflect what 
the building may sell for on the op n market. 

Cerdikate of Occupancy (C of 0) Th d cu­
:ment, issued by the d partment of buildings, 
which authorizes use of a certain space for spe­
cified activi.ties by acer ·n numb of p pie. 

Conidor. An ,endosed publi passageway pro­
viding access from r,oonis or spaces to it 
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]!)e-ad load The wejght of aH permanent 
at rials, equipment, andconstructlon s p­

po.rted by a buildl g, lnduding its own weight. 

Exit. A means of egr,ess from 'the lnter.ior of 
a. building to an pen exterior spa that is 
provided by th us ,oft e foaowing, either 
singly or in ombina ion7 exterior door open .. 
ings, stairs or ramps, exit passageways, hori­
zontail exits, interior or exterior stairs, odlre 
escapes. Does not include access stairs, aisles, 
corridors r corrid rd rs. 

Exit passageway. A horizontal extenslo of 
stairs or ramps, a passage ]eading from a 
y rd or court to an open exteri.or space. 

Jlre-r-esi ta.nee nlti»g. Ar ing, given ·n 
hours, which indi ates the amount of time a 
wall, floor, or ceiJng must rema.i!n intact nder 
conditi.ons of fire, Fallo Ing are ratings men­
'Honed .In this te t, wlith d initions applied to 
wall co strnct on. 

1 hour 

2 h ur 

3 hour 

5/ "Sheetrock, both sides 
of waU on wooden studs 
Two 5/8" ]ayers of Sheetrock, 
both sides of wall on st or 

a: uminu m studs 
6" masonry wan with plas er both 
sides, or 8" masonry wall without 
pfaster 

(Th pr:lndpal concern a theatre has w-ith fir 
ranngs is to be certain that he me.ans of egr,ess 
from the space conform t the ra ings required. for 
theatr use.) 

fire-retar-dant:. Materials th at ha e been 
pr ssur i pr -rnat d wRh chemicals so as 
ti redu e combustibility. 

First. story. The fi st story above grade. 
J-1,.. .... .., ... ,, if ti,.,. h .. n,Hn<11',.,.., ,f,,11 h,. . .,~ ... nt-

flam proof. Materials that have been exter­
nally treated with chemicals I order to 
r duce com'bustib ity. 

Flame-spread rating, The de,gree of Harne 
r-esi.stance of materials used for interior f1nish 
• r decorative purposes; determined by the rate 
of flame spread in the standard tunnel test 

Grade. The finished surface ,of the ground, 
it er paved or u ,paved. 

Uve load. The weight of a l oc upants, 
materials, and equipment that are 1ike:ly to be 
moved or reloc~t,ed ·n a bui ding, and that 

ust be supported by the bu i]ding in addi­
tion to th dead load. Live load is rated in 
pounds per sq. ft. 

Load-bearing walls ud columns. Wans 
and columns which support the "'all and 
Hoo•r construction abo,v _. 

on.combustible material. A material that 
w·11 not ignite when heated to a temper: turn 
of 1,200 degrees Fahrenh it. 

Means, of eg-ress. Th path fan • . This, 
can be a door; a door and a stairweU; or a 
door, a stairwell and a passageway. 

Occupancy,, The type of ac iv"ty for which 
a building or space is used and/or the number 
of persons us:ing a space. In a theatre sp ce, 
this indudes audience, actors and employees. 

Place of Assembly pemiit. P Tifflit required 
by and obt,fned from th. department of 
buildings Hy, hav more than th normally 
permit.ted numb r .f p rsons using a space. 

Sale area. An interi ror exterior pa,ce 
that serves as a means of eg,ess by providing 
a transiUona:1 area from an assembly p]ace, 
and that also serves as a normal means of 
,· ntry to the assein y place. 

Unit widlh of egress. UsuaUy 2 2 ': u11 • t for 
stairs and enclosed passageways refers lo how 

t'"li-r .nl" 'n"l! <5"1"11' r'"ln rrnrn 
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THE 

ELECTRICAL 
CODE 

T he Electrical Code of New York 
City Is one of the country's most stringent. At 
present, many cities use It as a model for their own 
electrical codes. 

Licensed electricians and electrical engineers 
use this code as a reference for all electrical work, 
and it does cover everything from plug types to 
transmitting stations! Much of the code deals very 
technically with electrical Installations and equip­
ment, and will not be discussed here. This chapter 
discusses only the sections of the electrical code 
that deal directly with theatres, and describes 
briefly what is required to keep a system up to code 
standards. 

Article 26 of the electrical code is the section 
that specifically addresses theatre. No matter how 
small a theatre may be, it will be required to meet 
the electrical code's specifications. 

STAGE LIGHTING 
EQUIPMENT AND 
IHSTALLATIOH 

The Electrical Code divides all electrical equip­
ment, wiring, and installations into two principal 
categories: permanent and portable. 

Permanent, also called stationary, refers to any­
thing attached to the wall and not intended for 
repositioning. In a theatre this would refer to all 
internal (in-house) wiring, including fuse boxes, 
outlets, disconnect boxes, and patch panels. 

For permanent theatre installations, all wiring 
must be run In conduit, electrical metallic tubing or 
surface metal raceways, both on stage and in the 
house ( over the seating area), as per article 26. In 
addition, all wiring must comply with many other 
specifications listed throughout the electrical 
code. If you are planning a permanent installation, 
it is necessary to hire a licensed electrician, since 
the code has many technical specifications for per­
manent wiring. Only a licensed electrician can file 
the specifications of changes and "sign off" when 
the job is done. 

Portable is defined by the code as any electrlcal 
equipment that is capable of being readily moved 
due to Its use. In a theatre this refers to lighting 
Instruments, all rented equipment and cable, and 
any installations that must remain flexible. (All of 
the stage lighting equipment and boards used in 
Broadway houses are considered to be portable by 
code standards.) 



.Portable Switchboards 

Portable control boards ("switchboards" in 
electrical code terminology) must plug Into an out­
let specifically designed ror this purpose, with 
enclosed fuses capable of handling the total 
amount or power used by the board, and an exter­
nally operated switch. This outlet is commonly 
referred to as a "disconnect box" since it is capable 
of switching off or disconnecting all the power 
going to the board. This box should be mounted 
near, but not in, the dimmer room in order to 
provide easy access to it in case of an emergency. 

Portable Cable 

Portable cable or any nonpermanent wiring has 
many specifications for theatrical use. The cable 
must be flexible, which means that the outer cover­
ing should be rubber or thermoplastic, and the 
insulation for each conductor wire should be rub­
ber or thermoplastic. The cable must be rated for 
hard usage and for use in damp places. The gauge 
(size) of the conductors cannot be smaller than 
#18, which means zip cord is not permitted (#14 
and # 12 cable are most commonly used in 
theatres). 

The plug connectors used on portable cables 
cannot cause mechanical strain on the connec­
tions. (Pin plug or twist lock connectors are most 
commonly used in theatres and will meet this 
specification.) And, of course, the receiving half of 
the connection must be attached to the live end of 
the cable. 

If cable is purchased or rented from a theatrical 
supply house, then all these specifications will be 
met. But if you plan to make up your own cables, 
read the code and double-check with an electrician 
before you purchase the supplies. 

The code does not mention the running of 
cable, but theatrical electricians who have had ex­
perience with inspectors agree that neatness 
counts. This means tying or taping the cable every 
three to five feet along the pipe on which It runs. 
This will also relieve strain on the plug connec­
tions. II an inspector sees sloppily run cable, you 

The Electrical Code 

may be required to redo it or install metallic tubing 
or raceways through which the cable must run. 

Portable Strips, 
Plugging Boxes, and Arc Lamps 

Portable strips, portable plugging boxes, and 
portable arc lamps are all mentioned In article 26 of 
the code. The requirements for all of these will be 
taken care of for you ii you either rent or purchase 
this equipment. 

DRESSING ROOMS 
The code requires that condu it, electrical 

metallic tubing or surface metal raceways be used 
as the wiring method in dressing rooms, which is 
the same requirement applied to permanent instal­
lations. 

The code further specifies that the lamps in a 
dressing room be protected by guards sealed or 
locked in place. These are usually metal or plastic 
baskets specially made to cover the light bulb and 
help to prevent contact with flammable materials. 

HOUSE LIGHTS AMO 
WORK LIGHTS 

House lights and work lights are not specifical­
ly dealt with in the electrical code section on 
theatres. Depending upon the situation, they could 
be classified as portable or permanent, and should 
be wired accordingly. 

EMERGE~CY LIGHTING 
Emergency llghting, which is also a building 

code requirement for public assembly spaces, Is 
dealt with in more specific terms in the electrical 
code's article 31. Emergency lighting includes the 
exit lights and any additional lights necessary to 
properly illuminate, in an emergency situation, any 
portion of the theatre to which the public has ac­
cess during the performance. Alt hough not re-
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quired by the code, it is a good idea to include the 
areas used by the actors and technicians. 

Alternate: Power Supply 
Emergency lighting systems must have an al­

ternate power supply in the event of an electrical 
power failure under such circumstances as a black­
out or fire. There are two basic ways in which to 
provide this alternate power supply: 

■ Generator-powered system, supplied by a 
source other than the main electrical 
power supply. 

• Battery-powered system. Many small theatres 
find this the most practical solution. 

General Provisions 
All emergency lighting systems must comply 

with the following: 

■ Wiring for emergency illumination must be 
entirely independent of all other wiring. 

• The system must be capable of automat­
ically switching to the alternate power 
supply (generator or batteries) in the 
event of electrical power failure. 

• Emergency lights cannot be controlled by 
any stage lighting controls (including dim­
mer boards). 

• The only switch or manual cut-off allowed 
in the emergency lighting system is at the 
main service. The switch must be acces­
sible only to authorized persons and should 

be located in the lobby or another con­
venient place at the front of the building. 

■ The emergency lighting system must be 
tested frequently to assure it is in proper 
operating condition. Electrical and lire in­
spectors on routine inspection may ask 
that the system be tested. 

There are many emergency lighting systems on 
the market. JI purchasing or installing one, it is a 
good idea to seek expert advice to make certain 
that the system will comply with the code in your 
situation. 

GROUNDING 
The electrical code requires that all build­

ings-commercial and residential-have grounded 
wiring. The requirement is retroactive, so it applies 
to both old and new structures. As the old wiring 
of so many buildings Is not grounded, this require­
ment is not being strictly enforced as yet. Ground­
ing, in its simplest form, means the addition of a 
third wire (ground) where previously two wires 
were acceptable. Inspectors can, however, require 
that a two-wire system be grounded if they deem it 
necessary-usually where safety is Involved. 

Grounding is required if any rewiring Is done or 
if new wiring is added to the old, ungrounded sys­
tem. Fortunately, grounded cable and Its corres­
ponding electrical hardware are not appreciably 
more expensive than their two-wire counterparts. 
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THE 

FIRE PREVENTION 
CODE 

The fire prevention code is prob­
ably the easiest with which to comply. Its require­
ments are based mainly on common sense and are 
designed for the safety of the public. Although 
there are variations from city to city, the New York 
code is representative, with the notable exception 
of Chicago's code, which is one of the most strin­
gent in the country, due to the Great Chicago Fire 
of 1871 and the Iroquois Theatre fire in 1903. 

The New York City fire prevention code has a 
number of regulations specifically designed for 
theatres and does enforce these regulations by means 
of routine inspections. It is only a matter of time 
before the fire department will make an inspection, as 
it does patrol its districts systematically and is aware 
of newcomers. You must pass an inspection by the 
fire department in order to receive your license. 

There are some regulations in the fire preven­
tion code that the New York building code also 
covers; these will not be mentioned again in this 
chapter. 

INSPECTION CHECKLIST 
Fire department inspectors have two different 

sets of checklists. The one they use depends upon 

the size of the theatre being inspected. The follow­
ing items make up the checklist that applies to 
theatres with 299 or fewer seats. Each checklist 
item is followed here by a brief explanation and 
some suggestions from the fire department for 
meeting safety standards. 

GOOD HOUSEKEEPING. All rubbish and debris 
should be disposed of, especially around the 
stage, backstage, and seating areas. Any storage 
areas should be maintained in an orderly fashion. 
It is strongly suggested that all paints and flam­
mable liquids be kept in a closed, but ventilated, 
metal cabinet. Also, it is suggested that electrical 
cables be run overhead, and not on the floor, espe­
cially where there is heavy traffic and a chance 
that the cable may be worn through. 

PORTABLE EXTINGUISHERS. Portable 2 1/2-gal­
lon water-type extinguishers should be placed 75' 
apart for every 2,500 sq. ft. and should be mounted 
on hooks or shelves at least 2', but not more than 
4 1/2', off the floor. The extinguishers must be 
tagged with the last date of inspection. It is also 
advisable to place a CO2 extinguisher where the 
control boards are located, in case of electrical fire. 
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SPRINKLER HEADS IN EACH DRESSING ROOM. 
Theatres often wait until they are inspected by the 
fire department before going to the expense of 
installing sprinklers. If your space was built under 
the old code, which does not require sprinklers, it 
is possible that you may not have to install a 
sprinkler system, providing extinguishers are lo­
cated within this area. However, the inspector may 
insist on the installation of sprinklers, neverthe­
less. If your conversion is under the new code, 
sprinklers will be required. 

SMOKING. Smoking is prohibited inside of any 
theatre in New York City. Plainly visible "No Smok­
ing" signs must be posted. No person may smoke 
in areas that are so posted. 

(Exception: Smoking on stage may be per­
mitted only when it is a necessary and rehearsed 
part of a performance and only by a regular per­
forming member of the cast.) 

LOCKED OR BLOCKED EXITS. Any exits to be 
used in an emergency must be left unlocked during 
all public performances and access to them must 
remain clear and unobstructed. 

THEATRE LOG BOOK. Every theatre must keep 
an fire inspection log. This is the responsibility of 
the theatre "fireguard," a manager on hand at 
every performance to conduct an inspection and 
insure audience safety. Reproduced on the follow­
ing pages are the instructions for keeping a log 

book as issued by the fire department, a blank log 
book form, and a page from a log book used by one 
small theatre. 

FLAMEPROOFING AFFIDAVIT FOR SHOW 
SCENERY AND HOUSE DRAPERIES. For each 
new production, you are required to have a sworn 
affidavit stating that all the materials used in con­
struction of the scenery are flameproofed. This 
affidavit should be filed with the fire commis­
sioner, and a copy should be kept on file at the 
theatre so that you may show it to the inspectors. 
Reproduced below are the latest regulations from 
the fire department governing flameproofing, and 
examples of the standard affidavit used. 

Flameproofing done by the fabric manufac­
turer should last the life of the fabric. Flameproof­
ing sprayed on will last for one year and should be 
repeated annually; however, acceptance by the fire 
department may be renewed for up to three years. 
(See F.P. Directive 1-78 Rev.) 

PERMITS 
The fire department requires a number of spe­

cial permits for the use of open flame, flash paper, 
flash pots and the like on stage. While the fees vary, 
several hundred dollars will be required to cover 
the cost of these permits and additional special 
inspection charges. All permits must be kept on file 
and shown to the fire inspector upon request. 
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APPLICATION 
PROCEDURES 

PRELIMIMARY 
PROCEDURES 

Before committing yourself to a space, com­
plete the following steps. The procedures outlined 
here apply to New York City, but nearly identical 
procedures are in effect throughout the country. 

Check Zoning Map 

I. Co to the maps and publications room at the 
department of city planning and check the zoning 
map of the district in which the potential theatre 
Is located. Double-<:heck the zoning designation, 
making sure that theatre is permitted. 

2. Check with the zoning information desk of the 
department of city planning regarding the sub­
designations, to find out what restrictions or re­
quirements are placed on this location. 

Check Certificate of Occupancy (C of O) 

I. Look on the existing C of 0, which should be on 
file with the building's manager, to check the 
building's classification. 

2. If the C of O is not available, take the exact 
address and go to the index room at the depart­
ment of buildings where C of Os are on file. 

3. If a C of O does not exist, you will be given a 
block and lot number on the building's folder, 
which will allow you to look up the building clas­
sification listed on the last altered building ap­
plication for the building. 

4. Even if a C of O exists, look up the building's 
last legal use, the live load rating of the floor, and 
whether any outstanding violations on the build­
Ing exist. 

5. Double-check all information, using the check­
list provided at the end of chapter 15, to make sure 
that theatre is permitted in the building and that all 
the necessary requirements for theatre use are met. 

Do not take an agent's, building manager's, or 
owner's word on any of these matters. 
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APPLICATION 
PROCEDURES FOR 
PERMITS AND LICENSES 

The process of filing plans and applications for 
the various permits and licenses a theatre needs to 
operate legally can take anywhere from two 
months to hall a year! 

A lot of this time can be saved by hiring an 
architectural firm that does its own expediting with 
the department of buildings. It will organize the 
filing of applications, keep track of their progress, 
and insure that they do not become mired in 
departmental red tape. 

Occasionally, architects don't do their own ex­
pediting; in such cases you may want to hire a 
professional expediter, recommended by the ar­
chitect. 

If you do your own expediting (not recom­
mended), be prepared lor a great deal ol phone 
calling, paperwork and follow-through. The ap­
plication procedures outlined in this section in­
volve a considerable amount of red tape; patience 
and perseverance will be necessary. 

Altered Building Application 

This form, obtained from the department of 
buildings, must be filed even If no alterations or 
renovations are to be done, in order to indicate a 
change of use so that a new C of O may be issued. 

The filing fee is a minimum of $55. lf renovation 
work is planned, the fee will be based on the cost 
of the renovation but may not exceed 30% of the 
total. 

Written permission lrom the building's owner 
must be obtained for renovation work, and plans 
must be filed showing the proposed alteration. Two 
sets of these plans must be filed by a licensed 
architect or engineer, who will stamp them to verify 
their accuracy. 

The plans for renovation filed with this applica­
tion will be reviewed by a plan examiner to see if all 
the building code requirements are met. The ar­
chitect who has stamped and flied these plans will 
be notified if the examiner has any objections. If 

either you or the architect feel the examiner's inter­
pretation of the code with regard to your p lan is not 
accurate, a review may be requested. The chief 
engineer of the department of buildings will then 
evaluate the appeal and determine the validity of 
the interpretation. If a decision is made in the 
examiner's favor, then appropriate changes must 
be made and the plans refiled. 

Once the plans are approved, a work permit 
will be issued. Construction work can be done only 
by a licensed general contractor, or by you- if you 
state that you will be acting as your own general 
contractor. You will be required to sign an affidavit 
stating this, as well as stating that you will obtain 
proper liability coverage for anyone working on the 
construction. 

As the end of the construction approaches, 
arrangements must be made for fi nal inspection by 
a construction inspector from the department of 
buildings. The inspector will check that the con­
struction conforms to the plans submitted with the 
altered building application. If any changes have 
been made, they must be in compliance with the 
code, and a new set of p lans indicating all these 
changes must be submitted before final approval is 
given by the inspector. 

Once final approval is given, a new certi ficate 
of occupancy will be issued by the department of 
buildings. 

Plans for the Department of Buildings 

It is possible to save money by drawing up the 
required plans for the altered building application 
yourself. However, a licensed architect or engineer 
will be needed to review, stamp, and file the plans. 
The cost for this service will be considerably less 
than if professionals had done all the drawings. This 
can, however, be "penny wise and pound foolish." 
A licensed architect is always recommended. 

The drawings must indicate the existing struc­
ture and any proposed changes being made, includ­
ing the materials to be used in construction. They 
must be accurate and drawn to scale. The plans 
must include the following information: designated 
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stage area, designated audience area with a seating 
arrangement, designated exits and aisles, and loca­
tion of exit lights and emergency lights. Also In­
clude plans for the rest o f the space, including the 
location and size of the dressing rooms, lobby, 
offices, rest rooms, shops, and storage areas. It is 
important that the drawings be accurate. 

For further information, consult sections 27-
157, 27-158, and 27-159 of the New York City build­
ing code. 

Certificate of Occupancy Application 

Although a C of O will not be issued by the 
department of build ings until all renovations, 
plumbing, and electrical work have been inspected 
and approved, you should file for a new C of 0 
immediately upon filing plans, to set the procedure 
in motion. You will need the building owner's 
authorization to file. 

If your space is located in a building of three 
stories or fewer, a new C of O will need to be 
obtained for the entire building. If your space is 
located in a building of four or more stories and the 
amount of space occupied Is less than 20% of the 
entire building, then you will need a C of O for the 
space you actually occupy; however, if you occupy 
20% or more o f the building, then you will need a 
new C of O for the entire building. 

Application for Permit for a 
Place of Assembly 

Although this permit, commonly known as a 
"PA license; will not be issued until after the new 
C of O is issued, you should initiate the filing proce­
dure with the department of buildings at the same 
time the altered building application is filed. You 
will need to file this permit only if your proposed 
occupancy exceeds 74. 

A separate set of plans must be filed with this 
application, indicating seating plans, any alternate 
seating plans, and the location of the exit signs. 

The fire department receives notification when 
this application is submitted and then schedules an 
inspection. This must be made before the permit is 

approved. If you apply for a cabaret license as well, 
you must also pass a more stringent fire depart­
ment inspection before receiving that license. 

The place of assembly permit must be renewed 
annually. The filing fee is $55. 

Applications for Sign Permits 

This application, obtained from the department 
of buildings, covers any exterior signs. A licensed 
rigger files this application, stating that the rigger 
Is either doing the work or supervising it. Plans 
must be submitted showing the size and location of 
the sign, the materials used in its construction, and 
the means of supporting and anchoring the sign. 

If the sign is to be illuminated, an additional 
application from a licensed electrician wlll have to 
be filed with the department of gas and electricity, 
stating that the electrician is either doing the wiring 
or is supervising the work. A schematic plan of the 
wiring must also be filed. 

The fees for sign permits are based on the instal­
lation costs and on the square footage of the sign. 

Permits for Awnings and Canopies 

Applications for awning or cloth canopy per­
mits must be filed with the bureau of highways, 
department of transportation, because they extend 
over the sidewalk. 

Marquees and solid canopies are considered 
permanent construction and therefore part of the 
building. The building code is very restrictive 
about their construction and erection. 

The stringent requirements regarding the con­
struction and materials used in the manufacture of 
awnings necessitate the filing of a notarized letter 
from the manufacturer stating that the awning con­
forms to these requirements. Make sure the ap­
plication for this permit has been approved prior 
to purchasing or setting up the awning. This way 
you will be guaranteed that the manufacturer com­
plies with the requirements . 

This application also will apply to any signs, 
banners, or pennants that project from the wall. 
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Once obtained, permits must be renewed an­
nually. 

Application for Inspection and 
Certification of Electrical Work 

To be in strict compliance with the electrical 
code, a licensed electrician must Ille an application 
for a certificate or electrical inspection with the 
bureau of gas and electricity for any electrical work 
-installation, alteration, or repairs. The licensed 
electrician will describe in detail the work to be 
done and submit wiring diagrams in duplicate. The 
application must be filed before work begins. 

If the electrician is filing an application for work 
that is to be done by an unlicensed contractor, this 
must be stated on the application. 

There are filing fees involved: an initial filing fee 
of $5, payable upon application, and an additional 
fee based upon the type and amount of work. (See 
rates listed on the application.) This additional 
filing fee must be paid before a certificate of electri­
cal inspection is validated by an inspector. Alter 
the work is completed, an inspector will come by, 
check the work. and issue an inspection certificate, 
which you will be required to keep on file. 

If the electrical work being done is to correct a 
written violation, the procedure is the same, but 
the filing fees are doubled. 

Permit.s to Install or Alter Plumbing 

II any plumbing work needs to be done, a 
licensed plumber must apply for a permit and file 
schematic plans. The application must state that 
the plumber is either executing or supervising the 
work. This application should be filed at the depart­
ment of buildings before work begins. A plumbing 
inspector must approve the work before the 
department of buildings issues a final approval. 

Fees will be based upon the same schedule that 
applies to the altered building application, except 
where the alterations are under $1,000 and involve 
neither structural changes nor a change in oc-
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cupancy. In the latter case the fee is $1 I for the first 
$500 and $22 for costs over $500 but under $1,000. 

Requirements for the Handicapped 

When the cost of any alterations made within a 
12-month period immediately following the filing or 
a building application exceeds 50% of the replace­
ment cost or the building, then the entire building 
must provide for those with physical disabilities. 
Also, ir there is a change in the occupancy clas­
sirication of the building, then the entire building 
must be made to comply. If there is a change In the 
use of a space In the building, only this space must 
be brought into compliance. However, if the cost of 
any alteration is less than 50% of the replacement 
cost, the handicapped accessibility need only be in 
the areas altered. 

VIOLATIONS 

If you are Inspected by any of the departments 
and violations are found, they must be presented 
to you in writing. Generally, you are given 
anywhere rrom 24 hours to 30 days in which to 
comply; only if a gross violation has occurred will 
you be threatened with immediate shutdown. To 
comply, you must hire the appropriate licensed 
professional to remove the violation within the 
specified period of time. If the inspector returns to 
check on the violation, you must have proor in 
writing that you have hired a licensed professional 
to do the work. It is possible to hire the licensed 
professional only to file and sign the proper ap­
plications for inspection and to supervise the work, 
with your theatre providing the actual labor. 

If the inspector Identifies a violation verbally, 
then you are not required by law to correct it; but 
it is wise to do so, since you may be issued a written 
violation the next time around. 

If you need help or advice in correcting a viola­
tion, or dealing with an agency, contact your local 
theatre service organization for assistance. 
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APPENDIX: 
EVALUATION 

CHECKLIST 

SPECIFICS Date or visit: _ ____ _ 

Weather: sunny rainy hot cold damp dry snowy 
Building address: ________________ _ 

Building orientation: N S E W NE NW SE SW 
Contact: ____________________ _ 

owner agent other_____ Phone: ______ _ 

Rent per month: ______ Annual rent: ___ ___ _ 

Total square footage: Cost per sq. ft.: ____ _ 

Dimensions: height width depth total sq. ft. 

I st fl. 
2nd fl. 
3rd fl. I 

NEIGHBORHOOD 
Nearest subway stops: ___ _ ___ _______ _ 

Nearest bus stops:-----------------
On-the-street parking: ______________ _ 

restrictions: _ ____________ _____ _ 

Nearest parking lot: ___________ ____ _ 
hours:_________ fee: ________ _ 

Street and sidewalks: potholes cracks crumbling irregular 
good 

Street lights: well-lit adequate poor 
Garbage collection: regular irregular none 

Neighborhood: residential commercial manufacturing 

Building type: brownstone storefront loft 
other _______________ _ 

Building age: __________________ _ 
Previous use: _ _ ________________ _ 

Neighbors: business residence occupied vacant 
right ____________________ _ 
left ___________________ _ 
above _ ___________________ _ 

below _____ ______ ______ ___ _ 

Building's zoning designation: _ _ _________ _ 

Nearest restaurants and pubs: _________ __ _ 

hours: ___________ _________ _ 

Nearby shops, hardware stores, etc. : ---------

Special factors: Urban Renewal landmark building 
Equity contract restrictions _ ______ _____ _ 
city-owned federal-owned other: ________ _ 

General impression: __________ _____ _ 
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WILL IT MAKE A THEATRE? 

EXTERIOR CONDITIONS 

Facing: board brick brownstone clapboard other ___ _ 
geneq1l condition: ________________ _ 

Steps: stone wood concrete other _________ _ 
general condition: ________________ _ 

Doors: wood steel metal glass other ________ _ 
frames: wood steel dimensions: ________ _ 
general condition: ________________ _ 

Backyard: dirt concrete other ___________ _ 
dimensions: __________________ _ 

general condition: ________________ _ 

INTERIOR CONDITIONS 

Floors: wood concrete linoleum tile other ______ _ 

live weight load: ___ lbs. per sq. ft. 
general condition: ____________ ____ _ 

Stairs: wood marble concrete metal stone 
open enclosed width: ______________ _ 
general condition: ________________ _ 

Corridors: wall construction: ____________ _ 

width:____ general condition: _________ _ 

Elevators: yes no passenger freight manual automatic 
dimensions: _________ _ capacity __ Jbs. 

Walls and ceilings: brick plaster sheet rock concrete block 
drywall other __________ _ 

general condition: ________________ _ 

Columns: yes no measurements between: _______ _ 

MECHANICAL SYSTEMS 

Heating: steam hot water forced air unit ventilating 
oil electricity 
age: ____ general condition: __________ _ 

Air condit1onlng: throughout roof units none 
general condition: ________________ _ 

Electrical: NC DIC 
service: to floor: _phase __ wire __ amps _ volts 

to buildings: _phase __ wire __ amps _ volts 

circuit breaker panel fuse box location: ____ _ 

number and location of outlets: ___________ _ 

additional service required: yes no 
general condition of wiring: ____________ _ 

Roof access: ladder stairs trap door 
Roof: new old holes leaks cracks bubbles 

general condition: ________________ _ 

Roof parapet: wood molding gutter drainpipe other __ _ 
general condition: ________________ _ 

Fire escapes: yes no 
general condition: ________________ _ 

Repairs needed: __________________ _ 

General impression: ________________ _ 

Windows: 
frames: 
glass: 

number: __ dimensions: _________ _ 

wood steel aluminum 

broken cracked missing panes 
general condition: ________________ _ 

Basement: finished unfinished material: _______ _ 

beams: wood steel concrete & steel 
floor: dirt wood tile Iineoleum other _______ _ 
general condition: dry damp water marked 

repairs needed: 
general impression: 

Plumbing: clear patched broken 
number and location of bathrooms: _ ________ _ 

number and location of sinks: -----------­
hot water heater: adequate inadequate inoperable 

capacity: ___ gallons 
general condition: ____________ ____ _ 

Security: doors: locks gates bars 

windows: locks gates bars 
number of exits: ______ _ alarm system: yes no 

Emergency systems: sprinklered extinguishers fire alarm 
emergency lighting 

Repairs needed: ________ ______ ____ _ 
General impression: ___ _ ____________ _ 
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