Careers in technica

What designers and technicians do, how they train, and why they love their jobs
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BY MIKE LAWLER

RE A THEATRE student who loves
You're smart

Y Ol

working backstage
reliable, determined, and as

creative,
vour kindergarten teacher might have

noted on your very first report card,
vou work well with others

Perhaps you have one ol the fol
lowing jobs in your future

It's been several years since the
publication of Careers i Technical
Theater, my book detailing dozens
of ways to make a living behind the

scenes. Some things have changed

since then, but much has stayed the
same. The core specialties listed here
are as vital to theatre production d
they have been tor decades. While

many of them necessarily evolve with
the technology that drives certa
fields. at least one job category I
something that we can truly all an
emerging field.

Each of these jobs can be found
in some form in all areas of the pet
forming arts: theatre, opera, dance,
rock'nroll, theme parks, and so on.
Some positions are found more fre
quently in some fields, but there is
so much crossover that it becomes
nearly impossible to separate it all
out. This leads to another important
thing to remember while envision-
ing your dream job: for those of us
working in the arts, adaptability is
essential. A production manager with
a position in a small professional the
atre in a mid-sized city will not have
the same working life as another pro-
duction manager employed by a bal
let company in a major metropolitan
area. However, each will retain the

same essential duties and responsibili-

ties, though one of them may also be
a technical director. And while you
might have a very specific career

in mind—wrangling wigs for

company, say, or engineering s
for concert tours—you It < 1
find opportunities that excite .
certainly more chances t

grow in your craft, 1if y (

In the scene shop at S
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yond those boundaries. A job is a job,
and you might be surprised where the
search leads.

When 1 asked theatre professionals
around the country what they liked
about their jobs, a few common ideas
emerged right away, First, almost ev-
eryone replaced the word “like” with
“love™ Galthough, admittedly, a few used
the opportunity to complain). Most of
them also mentioned how much they
enjoved solving ereative problems and
the way their work was always shift-
ing and changing: the problems being
solved provide plenty of variety to keep
things interesting. 1 think this says quite
a bit about the types of people who
thrive working in the ans—they have a
passion for what they do, they embrace
challenges, and they take pride in their
ability to adapt and think creatively. An-
other favorite comment was the lack of
a desk or office.

Note: the survey you'll see referenc-
es to here are the initial results of an
ongoing 2014 Tech Theatre Earnings
Survey, an update to a similar study I
conducted in 2006 for my book.

Production Manager

a.k.a.: Production Director, Director
of Production, PM

Job description: Along with tech-
nical directors (whose duties they
occasionally share), the production
manager is an essential member of
any producing organization. Respon-
sible for the time, money, and people
required to mount a production—es-
pecially technical elements such as
scenery, props, costumes, lighting,
sound, and other technology—PMs
spend their days creating and modify-
ing schedules, budgets, and contracts
and supenvising production staff. Each
department under the production man-
ager's supervision has its quirks, but
his or her primary function does not
shift: coordinating people and informa-
tion to bring shows in on time and un-
der budget, meeting or exceeding the
expectations of the organization where
production values are concemned.
Union affiliation: Not generally
members of any union. Production
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Cincinnati Playhouse in the Park crafis/'dyer Dean W. Walz creates one of the more than
Jifteen bonnets that are being worn in the Playbouse’s production of Pride and Prejudice

this spring.

managers are commonly former or
current stage managers and may be-
long to Actors’ Equity Association (see
Stage Manager) and are sometimes
active members of IATSE.

Training: Because production man-
gers need to be broadly knowledge-
able in technical production, typical
training can vary a great deal. The
most common educational back-
ground tends to be stage manage-
ment, though it is becoming more
common for high-level production
managers to have training that is fo-
cused specifically on production man-
agement or technical production—
and there are many programs geared
to this field at the university level.
Range of compensation: Produc-
tion managers are less likely to be
freelancing independent contractors
(unlike designers, costumers, wig and
makeup artists, and many others pro-
filed here) and therefore have more
stability and regularity in their pay-
checks. They tend to be the highest-
paid members of the production staff,
as they generally report directly 1o the
artistic director and are responsible
for all areas of production.

Of the thinty-seven production
managers surveyed for this article
(mainly those working in regional
theatre in the United States), six of
them reported an annual income over
$100,000, but the majority earn be-
tween $35,000 and $50,000.

Why it's a dream
job: “I love the
view from here. I
love trving to know
how it all ends
before we begin. 1
love choosing my
words carefully. [
love always learn-
ing something new. I love simplify-
ing. I love translating. And of course,
I'love it when a plan comes together.”
—Michael Brob, production manager,
American Players Theatre, Spring
Green, Wisconsin

Stage Manager

a.k.a. Production Stage Manager,
Equity Stage Manager, Assistant Stage
Manager, SM, PSM, ASM

Job description: The work of a
stage manager is the most essential
link between the disparate depart-
ments, artists, technicians, performers,
and managers involved in a produc-
tion. A qualified stage manager is
equally comfortable working with
actors and stagehands—as confident
discussing a complicated cueing se-
quence as helping an actor remember
his blocking.

Because professional stage manag-
ers are usually members of Actors'
Equity Association, their otficial job
duties are clearly defined by the
union. They include calling all re-
hearsals, assembling and maintaining
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e prompt book, ensuring the “form

/and discipline™ of both rehearsals and

performances, maintaining the artistic

/ intentions of the director after open-

ing, and much more.

Union affiliation: If they are union
members, professional stage man-
agers belong to Actors’ Equity As-
sociation (AEA). This is because a
stage manager is the most direct link
between performers and technicians,
designers, and directors. The stage
manager is also in charge of rehears-
als and performances and, therefore,
an actor's immediate supervisor.
Training: There is no shortage of
training programs for stage managers
in the United States. Apprentice and
intern programs for aspiring stage
managers are also common, though
typically quite competitive.

Range of compensation: AEA stage
managers are guaranteed a minimum
weekly salary based on the type of
contract they are working under—
and there are dozens, including SPT
(Small Professional Theatre), LORT
(League of Resident Theatres), and
COST (Council of Stock Theatres).
Within these types, there are yet
more tiers and categories of salary
requirements based on the number
of performances per week. Depend-
ing on where a stage manager is
working, he or she could make as
little as $200 or as much as $2,500
per week. Of the twenty-eight stage
managers surveyed for this article,
nearly half of them reported an an-
nual income between $20,000 and
$35,000; six reported an income
over $35,000, but only one listed
yearly income as over $50,000.

Technical Director

a.ka.TD

Job description: This job title is one
of the more fluid on this list.

While technical directors are
sometimes lumped together with
production managers (especially in
smaller organizations), they are ide-
ally much more narrowly focused
in their work on the scenery de-
partment. People under their direct
supervision—depending on the size

Joel Herrera and Christy Penny creale a tree for Of Mice and M

shop.

and budget of the organization—in-
clude scenic carpenters, shop super-
visors, scenic artists, and sometimes
the entire props department as well.
TDs are charged with bringing a
scene designer’s vision into reality;
they rely on their expertise in con-
struction, engineering, and related
technology to get the job done.
Union affiliation: Some TDs are
members of IATSE, depending on
where they work.
Training: Training to become a TD
is perhaps one of the more common
tracks for those interested in techni-
cal production and is available at
most levels of academia; however,
many working TDs trained on the
job.

en in Seattle Rep’s prop

Range of compensation: Of the fifty
technical directors surveyed for this
article, the income was evenly spread
among most of them between $20,000
and $75,000. Of the remaining TDs
who responded, six reported earning
less than $20,000, while three bring
home more than $100,000 per year.
Why it’s a dream T
job: “It’s like a new 7
game every day.
Give me an idea, let
me tinker with it for
a while until I get it
to work, and I'll pro-
duce it in full scale
for you.” —Adam Maxficld. icchnical
director, PlayMakers Repertory Com-
pany, Chapel Hill, North Carolina
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