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Abstract


The purpose of this dissertation was to investigate what defines the Open Air Theatre 

experience, assess the value of this experience and whether it should be recognised as 

central to the way that the audience receive an Open Air performance.


The research process involved initial conversations with members of Open Air production 

teams that I have worked with, alongside audience members, which developed into email 

questionnaires to follow up these conversations. I directed my line of enquiry towards two 

of the most popular Open Air theatres in the UK: The Minack Theatre and Regent’s Park 

Open Air Theatre, as well as one of the most renowned European venues; Bregenz 

Festival’s stage on Lake Constance.


Through correlating my findings within a wider context of critical writing and theories, it 

became clear that many contributing factors help make the Open Air Theatre experience 

unique, and that this experience in it’s own right can often outweigh the influence of the 

performance. In order to allow these findings to inform the progression of Theatre Design 

for Open Air Theatre, the experience should be integrated into the performance and 

considered as part of the design process.
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What is the Open Air theatre experience, as an experience in itself, that should be 

acknowledged as part of the performance?


  When reading reviews, talking to production teams or listening to audiences recalling 

memories of an Open Air theatre performance, one thing that is repeatedly mentioned is 

the notion of it being ‘magical’. This magic is something that some find difficult to 

describe but I think the root of this magic is a culmination of all the different elements that 

make up the experience as a whole. It is almost impossible to identify one single factor 

that made this experience ‘magical’ but what I do want to try and do is clarify the Open 

Air theatre experience in it’s own right. By pinpointing what this experience is constituted 

of, I will investigate how this affects the reception of the performance itself or if it has 

become inextricably integrated into the performance. Performance theorist Marvin 

Carlson presents the idea that the arrangement and visual elements of the theatre space 

in its entirety, have an impact on the way that the audience understands both the explicit 

theatrical messages but also the semiotics presented to them,


 The way an audience experiences and interprets a play, we now recognize, is by no 
means governed solely by what happens on the stage. The entire theatre, its audience 
arrangement, its other public spaces, its physical appearance, even its location within a 
city, are all important elements of the process by which an audience makes meaning of 
its experience. (Carlson, 2014, p. 2) 

 This highlights how performances are no longer perceived as events to be judged solely 

by what takes place on stage. From the moment the threshold of the theatre space is 

crossed, the combination of all the semiotics presented to an audience member will 

shape how they receive the experience. Although still a place for escaping reality, the 

reality of the surroundings will undoubtedly influence how the performance is perceived, 

which is why it is so vital to pinpoint the affect they are having. 
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  The location of an Open Air theatre heavily impacts its perception by audiences, both in 

its physical location and the aesthetics of the location. For this reason, I have chosen to 

focus on three Open Air theatres with vastly different locations: the Bregenz Festival stage 

which sits on the edge of Lake Constance in Austria, Regent’s Park theatre which is a 

pastoral setting hidden away in urban London, and The Minack theatre, a coastal location 

on the edge of Cornwall. All three locations have been chosen as a space for Open Air 

Theatre due to what they have to offer as a backdrop for performances, whether that be a 

panoramic view or a pastoral cyclorama to enclose the action. This selection of spaces 

for outdoor theatre has long been a concern for architects when building a new outdoor 

theatre space, dating back to the Greek theatre. Carlson explores the reasons for their 

chosen placement, often at high points in the city in order to make use of this panorama 

for theatrical effect, “cultural monuments in their own right and also mechanisms for 

presenting to their users a striking panorama of artificial and natural space.” (Carlson, 

2014, p.62) By describing them as cultural monuments Carlson recognises that there is a 

sense of privilege associated with these which can inspire a sense of awe. I do not 

believe that Carlson views these cultural monuments in a negative light due to this 

connotation of elitism that accompanies it, but simply acknowledges that in Ancient 

Greek civilisation, the social hierarchy would only permit those in the top tier of the 

hierarchy to attend. However by combining this position of social power with the 

placement of them at the pinnacle of the city; which also creates the striking panorama 

that is described, it instantly heightens the sense of awe further. This is a result of the 

natural beauty and also a feeling of exposure. As an immediate response to this 

experience, the feeling of exposure resonates most strongly with an audience member. 

Yet the sense of awe at the natural beauty of the location is one which imprints on their 

memory and contributes to the ‘beckoning back’ theory which I will return to. 
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  Nowhere is this feeling of exposure more relevant than at The Minack theatre, where the 

stage sits on the edge of a cliff with the sea below, looking out towards a vast expanse of 

the Atlantic sea. This powerful view has the ability to affect the audience’s experience 

before the performance has started, as well as during, which is reflected in how 

emotionally interviewees reacted to the location. (see Appendix 2c-d). Applied theatre 

researcher Sally Mackey, carried out research which also had similar emotional 

responses, promoting the idea of the landscape leaving you feeling raw and exposed, 


You would suddenly look at what was going on on stage and then you would look up 
and see this beautiful, slightly scary huge landscape and you felt quite frightened. Then 
you felt reassured that this would always go on, one way or another. (Mackey, 2002)


The reaction felt by this audience member is clearly embedded in their experience of the 

performance, describing a feeling of a larger interconnectedness brought on by the 

landscape that surrounds the performance. It is interesting how the audience member 

describes this experience as working as a balancing effect with watching what was 

happening on the stage at the same time, as if the vastness and strength of the 

landscape was counterbalanced by the inconsequential role of the performance. I would 

argue here that the performance was actually transcended by the experience of the 

audience member, as a result of the landscape itself. Therefore in response to my enquiry, 

acknowledging the emotional significance that the landscape carries, and how these 

emotions can affect the performance is read, would seem essential.


  I would not go as far to say that every audience member has this experience, and many 

believe that the landscape and the theatre are equally influential on the other. Mackey 

illustrates in a statement about the power of the landscape at The Minack, that they can 

work to empower each other, “the landscape was more powerful because of the presence 

of the theatre and, of course, vice versa”. (Mackey, 2002) This is a widely shared opinion 

which I also discovered in my own interviews, with many agreeing that a key element of 

the Open Air Theatre experience was the sense that the beauty of the location. The 
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aesthetic appeal of the surroundings worked in favour of the theatre and in turn the 

performances. Director Kasper Holten describes that working with the panorama of the 

lake alongside the design is something which he focused on with Es Devlin for Carmen 

(2017) at Bregenz, 


 In Carmen, we’ll see a story that doesn’t just put theatre on a lake, but that includes 
the water, includes the sky above us, includes the setting. And that the nature helps us 
tell the really dramatic moments in this story. (Holten, 2017) 

 Nature working with the theatre to help tell the story is the key element here. When this is 

utilised fully I think that Open Air Theatre, as a storytelling medium, is the strongest.


  There are many instances when the setting of Open Air theatre has undoubtedly 

heightened the action and emotion onstage, for example the production of Titanic (2012) 

at The Minack theatre when, quite fittingly for a show about a disaster at sea, the sea 

came alive and as an audience member described in her blog, “it wanted to be in the 

performance so it gathered itself in to swollen rollers and flung spray up over the Minack 

rock below the stage.” (Titanic at the Minack Theatre, 2012) Although stories such as this 

strengthen the idea that nature can work in favour of the performance’s magic, I did 

notice through my questionnaires and through my research of academic sources on the 

experience of Open Air Theatre that this is not always the case, especially when the 

weather conditions are taken into consideration. If by coincidence you happen to visit the 

theatre on a day when the weather perfectly matches the atmosphere of the performance 

this can enhance the suspension of disbelief and aid immersion in the performance, but 

the opposite can also be true if the weather is mismatched. Environmental performance 

researcher Evelyn O’Malley describes in her own research, the negative effect that 

weather can have on the performance when it does not compliment the weather 

described in the drama, “disjuncture between performed and real weather - a cituitous 

tempest and dry, balmy weather in Cornwall - and disjuncture between different temporal 

scales…undid as much of the thematic complementary between performance and 
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location as it generated.” (O’Malley, 2016) By acknowledging that the weather may not 

co-operate with the performance shown on the stage below, we are acknowledging that 

there can not be a guaranteed sense of realism to outdoor performances, despite the fact 

that the show may have been originally programmed for that particular theatre due to it’s 

association with the location of the theatre. I do not believe that this necessarily 

contributes to a negative experience however, especially in modern day theatre when the 

approach to theatre making is moving ever further away from idolising realism as the 

pinnacle of theatre.  


  The issue of weather, especially in the UK, is intrinsically rooted in the experience of 

Open Air theatre itself, although often being presented as a nuisance or downside of 

theatre based outdoors. I can appreciate that bad weather, specifically the rain or cold, 

can be a disappointment on a summers evening and could ruin what would have 

otherwise been a positive experience. However I think that it has come to be expected, 

and almost enjoyed. In the same way perhaps that there is a community that enjoys 

camping even though it is expected that it may be cold and damp, but they go for the 

experience, escape from reality and the connection with nature. Similarly, the same can 

be said for the appeal of Open Air theatre and the conditions that the audience are 

sometimes objected to. This is shown by the loyal community of Open Air Theatre 

devotees who return with blankets and raincoats in hand each year, to take pleasure in 

this connection with nature and with other audience members. Executive Director at 

Regent’s Park theatre, William Village, explains how he often observes this enjoyment 

despite the weather, 


Whatever the weather, the classic British resolve sets in and the audience relish the 
chance to experience theatre outdoors as climate and light transform. The wind rustling 

through the trees and the cooling breeze, as dusk turns to night, are shared by 
everyone, actors and audience alike. (Village, 2010, p. 10) 

 What Village describes here is not only the relationship between nature and the audience 

but also the sense of a shared experience that is felt by audience members and actors 
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alike through facing and enduring the climate together. This awareness of a sense of 

shared experience is acknowledged widely in both outdoor and indoor theatre but I 

believe that in this instance it is made stronger by a sense of unity between audience 

members in the face of unfavourable weather in order to benefit from all else that the 

Open Air setting has to offer. Unity between an audience can also extend to a unity 

between performers and the audience, breaking down the barrier between both parties 

and helping them to feel equal and connected with the performers.  This mutual resilience 

can assist the performance, often becoming part of it through a shared joke and breaking 

the fourth wall as demonstrated by an Open Air performance of Hamlet (2013) at The 

Globe, “on a baking hot afternoon, Francisco’s complaint “ ’Tis bitter cold” brought ironic 

laughter from the groundlings wilting in the sun.” (Johnston, 2013) Moments like this 

illustrate perfectly why the Open Air experience itself should be acknowledged as part of 

the performance and even woven into the performance in instances such as this. By 

creating a connection facilitated by a sense of mutual resilience between audience and 

performer this helps promote a stronger sense of empathy towards characters and a 

higher level of emotional investment in the story being performed. 


  This sense of unity in the face of the weather encourages a different mood in the 

audience all together, as reviewer Sarah Batschelet illustrates in her description of the 

audience at Bregenz festival, “lap blankets over knees, sheer polyurethane pelerines 

donned incase of rain, cheerful buzz of visitors finding their seats, Lake Constance at 

twilight as a backdrop to the stage - all combine to make the event something of a jolly 

Volksfest.” (Batschelet, 2017) The audience and mood that Batschelet describes is a 

much more casual and amiable one than is present at many indoor theatres, especially 

when compared to conventional theatre venues such as West End purpose built theatres. 

The audience can feel quite segregated due to the different ticket levels at such venues, 

occasionally even using different entrances and exits dependent on ticket prices and 
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different ways of manoeuvring around the building, as described by Carlson, which began 

in the 19th century and is demonstrated presently at the Old Vic theatre in London, 

“separate entrances for those seated in separate areas of the theatre and suiting the 

connecting interior spaces to the elegance of the public destined for each part of the 

auditorium.” (Carlson, 2014, p. 151) Although some Open Air theatres do still have a 

range of ticket prices based on quality of view and the proximity to the stage, the sense 

of a shared experience along with no physical barriers between ticket levels instigates a 

much more relaxed mood which is widely appealing to a broader range of audience 

members. 


   The perceived increase in accessibility of Open Air Theatre has many contributing 

factors. Primarily, the more relaxed atmosphere makes it a much less sanctimonious 

place, with no judgements or preconceptions about dress code expectations or a 

behavioural code of conduct. I recognise that the idea of a dress code is outdated and in 

many theatres is no longer the case, however for someone who has not experienced the 

theatre before, this is the clichéd view of the theatre experience and the expected 

standards that accompany it. Due to the outdoor location of the performance and the 

background noise and distractions that accompany it, the idea of a perfectly silent 

audience is removed. This makes the event much more accessible to families, children 

and learning disabilities, who perhaps want to experience the theatre or introduce their 

children to the theatre but are scared of disrupting the performance in an immaculately 

undisturbed environment. As Village describes, the Open Air theatre attracts many first 

time theatre-goers, “It is this experience which gives open-air theatre its perceived 

accessibility, with many people seeing their first theatrical production, and even more, 

their first Shakespeare play, at our venue.” (Village, 2010, p. 11) By acknowledging that 

the relaxed atmosphere of the audience at an Open Air venue improves the accessibility 

of the performance, it is then possible to incorporate this into the performances and tailor 
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the shows towards a wider audience. This is evident in the programming of many outdoor 

venues, which often include a variety of shows aimed at children and well known classic 

shows, such as Shakespeare, to make these popular bodies of work more easily 

accessible.


  Regulars at Open Air theatres will know that it is not always what goes right that 

contributes to the performance but also, what goes wrong. It is not only the performance 

but also distractions and interruptions which make the experience more unique and 

memorable. For example, as Village depicts, “The occasional intervention of nature 

delights our audience… an owl swoops across the whole auditorium and into Juliet’s 

bedroom, whilst a fox sits with the audience on the grass bank.” (Village, 2010, p. 10)  

Moments like this may distract from the story onstage but they also create a small 

moment of awe or comedy to the performance. Returning to the point I made before, this 

can also bring about a sense of shared experience between the audience, a shared sharp 

intake of breath as the owl swoops overhead or a shared moment when all audience 

members stop to watch the fox walk amongst the seats. Rather than simply being 

engrossed in the onstage action, Open Air Theatre can create other focal points which 

bring the audience together and participates as a part of the Open Air experience itself. 

The way that Village describes the experience is similar to the way that Director and 

Chairman of the Regent’s Park theatre, David Conville, also describes the welcome 

distractions by nature, which can be constructive in creating a wonderfully rich 

experience, “A pastoral charm is most potent then, since indoors the eye does not flicker 

beyond the scene, and birdsong is not luring the ear.” (Conville, 2007, p. 14) Here the 

pastoral charm of the Regent’s Park theatre is described, but this can also be true of 

other locations. I think that one of the key phrases used here is “charm” which 

encompasses much of what constitutes the Open Air Experience. An indistinct charm and 
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beauty, not necessarily strictly conducive to the performance itself but something that 

makes it much more special than that.


  On the contrary, many would argue that these distractions, although a nice 

accompaniment to a performance, are disruptive to the performance itself and detract 

from the storytelling. Street-theatre performer and Director Bim Mason acknowledges that 

indoor theatre creates a much stronger sense of focus, “Indoor theatre provides a much 

more supportive environment. The lights and absence of unwelcome sounds enable a 

much more total theatrical illusion - they also give focus which makes possible greater 

subtlety and emotional depth.” (Mason, 1992, p. 87) I would agree that indoor theatre 

enables a more emotional theatre experience, as it focuses much more on the text itself, 

the actors and a more intimate performance style, which is supported by the lack of 

distractions in an enclosed environment. Mason quotes Les Sharpe, in which he 

describes that the concentration is placed on visuals when working on a large scale such 

as an Open Air Theatre venue, “If working on a large scale there are not the same 

opportunities for explanatory text, sequential and literal plots. They are inappropriate on 

this scale. Visuals are more immediate, they have more resonance.” (Sharpe, in Mason, 

1992, p. 125) By placing the importance on the visual spectacle, it is true that indoor 

theatre may produce a more emotional and intimate performance but I do not think that 

this is the motivation of Open Air Theatre, which instead focuses on what an outdoor 

venue has to offer the experience as a whole rather than just facilitating the performance.


  It has also been highlighted that Open Air theatres have their own unique way of creating 

focus within a performance. Village describes how Regent’s Park Theatre transforms at 

dusk and channels the focus towards the onstage drama, “Regulars will know though, 

that the highlight is at dusk… the backdrop of trees turns to darkness, the theatre closes 

in and you become ever more focused as the drama unfolds.”(Village, 2010, p. 11) This 

device of using the natural environment to the advantage of the performance’s design,  
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and accepting that there will be inevitable distractions, is widely at the heart of Open Air 

Theatre. Instead of striving for a sterile environment in which there are no distractions 

from the outside world, Open Air Theatre chooses to incorporate the natural resources as 

part of the experience and create a situation in which the audience is both immersed in 

the environment and the story. 


  Differentiations between performances, caused by disruptions or even changing weather 

conditions throughout the run of that particular show mean that each night the audience 

will have a different experience to the performance the night before. (see Appendix 2c) 

Mason claims that, “Outdoors the changing conditions and interruptions mean that each 

performance is a unique event whereas indoor performances tend to be more of an easily 

repeatable product.” (Mason, 1992, p. 87) By returning to my discussion about the way 

that weather conditions, interactions with nature and disruptions can affect a 

performance, it would seem true that; if these all have an impact on how the audience 

interpret the performance, the performance would be perceived differently if these 

conditions were different. The weather, for example, will have a direct link with the 

atmosphere and mood of a performance. An audience member watching a show in wind 

and rain as compared one watching the same performance in bright sunshine, will have 

quite contrasting experiences. Not only will the enjoyability of the experience be 

influenced but also the physical mood in the environment from which the performance 

must either build upon or transform. Similarly, disruptions to a performance or extraneous 

circumstances on the night can cause different audience reactions. For example, the 

different implications that an animal interrupting a performance might have, in contrast to 

a sea rescue taking place behind the stage at The Minack (see Appendix 1). Indeed all of 

these will impact on the experience that the audience is met with and the overriding mood 

and memories that will be taken from this experience. The atmosphere created by all the 

different circumstances and conditions of that particular performance will be impossible 
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to recreate, which is what Mason is describing. An indoor performance which is not 

exposed to any of these complications will create a more performance focused 

experience which can be more easily replicated every night. This will assist the actors in 

their delivery of a rehearsed product, however does not allow for the same amount of 

improvisation and artistry that Open Air theatre requires. When interviewing Zoe Curnow 

(see Appendix 1), she expressed a requirement for the actors voices to be well developed 

in order to respond to any disturbances and weather conditions. The performers are 

required to not only engage their vocal training in order to create a successful outdoor 

performance, but also employ a high level of artistry in order to be able to react to any 

changes or disturbances, allowing them to not go unnoticed but instead use these to 

shape how the lines are spoken. (Moseley, 2005) These moments that require a reaction, 

and the way that the performers mould these moments to facilitate the performance, are 

all ingrained in the Open Air Theatre experience. By becoming integrated into part of the 

performance, it is important that they are recognised as such.


  Some companies, where it is suitable for the show, want to incorporate the natural 

soundscape into their performance. In an unfortunate vicious cycle of events, in bad 

weather conditions it may be necessary to use microphones in order to be heard over the 

wind and waves (see Appendix 1) but as a result, the natural soundscape is lost. In order 

to combat this, companies in the past have chosen to enhance the original soundscape 

by recreating the sounds over the speakers that surround the audience. This is arguably 

counterproductive, in the sense that by using pre-recorded sounds it loses the 

authenticity which was the motivation behind utilising the locations natural soundscape in 

the first place. This decision, driven by the intention to draw a connection between the 

real location and the location of the drama through the soundscape, is at the risk of 

getting lost amongst other artificial technical effects when replicated through speakers. 

O’Malley’s post-show interviews however, found that this occasionally created a positive 
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reaction, “For some audience members…the convergence between real and recorded 

sea sounds suggested a merging, a coming together of play and place, an opportunity to 

get lost in the performance.” (O’Malley, 2016) Although this quote argues that recorded 

sounds can enhance an experience by heightening the sense of place, it also perfectly 

describes the varying reactions to Open Air Theatre. It agrees that no one has the same 

experience. What will have been an enlightening and humbling experience for some, 

other’s will have a different outlook on the event and prefer the comfort of an indoor 

theatre.


  When describing outdoor theatre, Peter Brook categorises it into the ‘popular theatre’ 

category which is widely more popular and accessible to the general public, in 

comparison to theatre which is geared towards an elitist society. Director Peter Brook 

expresses that,


It is always the popular theatre that saves the day. Through the ages it has taken many 
forms, and there is only one factor that they all have in common - a roughness. Salt, 

sweat, noise, smell: the theatre that’s not in a theatre. (Brook, 1990, p. 73) 

 What is described here is the sensory contributors which make this ‘popular theatre’ 

unique and describes a quality of roughness that accompanies it. Open Air Theatre 

appeals to all the senses in a way that indoor theatre can not do without an element of 

fakery or artificial replication. By this, I do not mean that the audience are completely 

immersed, as I think that immersion implies that the audience is immersed exclusively in 

the story being performed and every appeal to the senses is made in order to enrich the 

narrative. However what I am describing is the immersion in a complete experience of 

fusing the performance with the natural surroundings. The combination of the sensory 

stimulus such as the sounds, the sensation of the breeze hitting your face, the smell of 

the salty sea air or the grass beneath you that you are sitting on, combined with sight of a 

natural panorama inhabited with human performers trying to set a story amongst all this. 
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This full body experience is what Brook rightly describes as appealing to the Everyman, 

not afraid to embrace these as part of the experience.


  It has also been said that Open Air Theatre can in fact feel very artificial owing to the 

juxtaposition of the constructed reality of the performance against the natural 

environment. O’Malley describes this issue that can arise when creating a fabricated 

world in a very realistic and natural setting, “the more realistic the setting, the less realistic 

a performance seems because the place of performance undermines the credibility of the 

illusion.” (O’Malley, 2016) The problem with using lessened credibility as a downfall of 

Open Air Theatre, is that the description of credibility assumes that the intention is to 

create an environment which is convincing and believable as the setting that it is trying to 

convey. I do not believe that this is the intention of Open Air Theatre, as part of the charm 

is the fact that there is an honesty surrounding the performance. This honesty is related to 

the location and also the technical support which must be used in order to convey the 

performance to the audience successfully, such as microphones, speakers and lighting 

structures. There are no wings or concealed fly systems to hide behind, so by all 

mechanisms being laid bare, the stage does not pretend to be what it is not. Instead the 

experience itself is created through the audience being onboard in an acknowledgment 

that they have not come to witness a realistic and and wholly constructed world. It was 

made apparent through my interviews with people who have worked on Open Air Theatre, 

that audiences tend to make allowances for, and often even block out any technical 

support that is required or can not be concealed (see Appendix 2d). By the performance 

and actors being perceptive of this understanding, the performance becomes more 

authentic and less forced. 


  Within the broader context of theatre, a similar method of allowing the backstage 

workings of the theatre to be visible to the audience was employed by Bertolt Brecht. The 

half-curtain which was somewhat of a trademark device in Brechtian theatre, served the 
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purpose of allowing a partial cover for set and costume changes but also gave the 

audience a window into the backstage mechanics and workings. The purpose of leaving 

these in open view to the audience was to remind the audience that they are observing a 

piece of constructed theatre, and to stop them becoming too absorbed in the drama 

onstage. (Jones, 2010) Although this method of distancing the audience from the drama 

is not Open Air Theatre’s intention, it is clear that Brecht also recognised the weight that 

visual messages, as simple as leaving the back of the theatre visible to the audience, had 

on their experience of the performance. When applying Carlson’s theories on the semiotic 

implications that this could also have on audience members, it is clear that this would 

impact the way that they viewed and made meaning from the performance. This is 

another demonstration of why it is crucial to acknowledge that the experience in itself 

should be accepted as part of the performance, due to the influence it has on the way 

that performance is read and understood.


   It would be impossible to quantify and evaluate the effect that the Open Air theatre 

experience had on every single audience member of every performance which is why it is 

so hard to develop research on this subject, as theatre and performance author Dennis 

Kennedy explains, “audiences are not (and probably never have been) homogeneous 

social and psychological groups, their experiences are not uniform and impossible to 

standardize.” (Kennedy, 2009, p. 3) What can be done however, is to recognise that there 

is a loyal community of Open Air Theatre enthusiasts who are susceptible to the 

“‘beckoning back’ phenomenon” that Conville (2007, p. 124) endorses along with many 

others describing the same loyalty by audiences. This loyalty proves that the Open Air 

Theatre is an enriching and positive event, as I have discussed, there are many elements 

that contribute to this overall experience.


  Throughout the course of my research, what has struck me is the weight that the 

experience itself carries. This is both as part of the performance, in how it affects the 
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response to the performance, but also on its own. Open Air theatre venues are gaining an 

ever-growing loyal audience that often come to simply experience the venue itself, 

regardless of the performance (see Appendix 2a). It could be argued that this popularity is 

due to the venues succumbing to the tourist demand but Conville’s “beckoning back 

theory” (2007, p. 124) would prove otherwise. A tourist attraction would suggest a fleeting 

visit as opposed to a dedicated infatuation to the location that draws you back each year. 

This infatuation is caused by, and links back to the ‘magic’ that I originally referred to, 

comprised of the different elements of the Open Air Theatre experience that have been 

discussed. As Carlson describes, the performance itself is no longer the only theatrical 

experience that is important, 


In the ordinary theatrical experience, the performance itself is foregrounded as the 
highly complex object presented for our reception, and this foregrounding often 

encourages a kind of bracketing of the rest of the event structure in analysis of the 
experience. It is clear, however, that the physical surroundings of performance never act 

as a totally neutral filter or frame. They are themselves always culturally encoded and 
have always, sometimes blatantly, sometimes subtly, contributed to the reception of the 

performance. (Carlson, 2014, p. 206) 

 Over the course of this dissertation, I too have explored the different ways that the 

physical surroundings of an Open Air theatre space can affect how an audience 

experiences the space in conjunction with the performance. Whether that be the visual 

location and the emotions it unearths, or the way that the conditions within the 

performance space can strengthen or dislodge a storyline, or how natural disruptions can 

distract from the performance or create a unique event and a relaxed environment that 

promotes accessibility. Through gaining an insight into the different factors of Open Air 

Theatre, their influence on audience members, and how this shapes the experience of 

visiting the theatre, it is possible to assess what implications these could have if 

acknowledged and respected as part of the performance. In realising the potential that 

these factors have on engaging an audience and creating a unique and unparalleled 

experience, the community of Open Air theatre makers have the opportunity to harness 
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their power by integrating them into the performances. The findings of this essay will 

unquestionably inform my practise when designing for Open Air performances, as it has 

become clear to me that the audience respond most positively when the performance 

works in harmony with the natural location and both are allowed to inform each other. The 

set designs which work most coherently are those which accept the natural settings as 

part of the design, so that any disturbances or interruptions are allowed to become part 

of the charm and part of the ‘magic’ that draws audiences back.   


  

 Word count: 5466 words 
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Appendices


Appendix 1: Interview transcript with Zoe Curnow, Director of The Minack Theatre


How do you think that Open Air venues actually affect the performance? 
This venue is very very different because of the shape of the stage which is very unusual 
and because of the rake on the stage which is very unusual, and the way the stage works. 
Traditionally on a theatre stage you step forward to pronounce your, make your 
relationship with your audience, and here actually you would step backwards to do that, 
and when the actors step too far forward it’s a real challenge because a lot of the 
audience can’t see them. So in terms of, this stage is really unique from that point of view 
and trying to work with the directors of the shows that come in, it can be a challenge 
because some of them get it and some of them don’t. And when they don’t get it, it 
becomes a nightmare for us, to try and make the show work as well as we can. The 
nature of the open air-ness, obviously there is a projection issue, that you don’t have so 
much indoors. You probably saw, we use the plate mics in certain areas, but as soon as 
they turn their heads, that can be a real challenge, so there’s a real thing about they’ve 
got to have reasonably well developed voices, which we noticed last night, one or two of 
them didn’t and that makes it much harder. The lighter voices are much harder to pick up 
sound wise, and then they are also much harder if anything happens weather wise, which 
of course is always a big challenge. So you can have a beautiful still night and it sounds 
amazing, and then the next night you can have a really strong wind which we might have 
tonight, and actually it’s completely different. So you’ve got to have technical staff which 
are good enough at adapting to that. Fred always talks about how our sound system is 
set, there’s settings on our sound system for ‘windy day’, ‘high tide’, ‘big sea’ you know, 
and he says that jokingly but it kind of is true, there are settings with different delays 
going through the speakers up the theatre. Because obviously with the size of the theatre 
here as well, you know, the wind can make a big difference to the sound at the very top 
and on the very still nights sometimes you can hear the delay in the speakers because it 
is so still, but on other nights you’ve got to crank that up even more. So there are loads of 
extra challenges that you don’t have [indoors].


Is there a reason why you don’t mic up the [actors]? 
Sometimes we do, and in fact, Sunday Phil was saying, ‘we are going to have to mic up 
the woman playing Isabel”. I don’t know, was she wearing a mic last night?


I don’t think so but we were right near the front so [it wasn’t an issue] 
I don’t think they did, occasionally they do. You get that age old issue if you just mic up 
one thats an issue for the sound guys. It’s like with musicals, sometimes they only turn 
the mics on for the songs and then turn them off for the dialogue. You kind of go, if you 
are using radio mic, use radio mics. We have that with the kids, we work the kids really 
hard to get there voices up there so that we don’t have to radio mic them. We wouldn’t 
have wanted one child radio mic’ed for Goodnight Mr Tom, it just doesn’t work.

  We used to have our other challenge here, that our speaker line’s about ten lines back 
on the lower terraces, so everything forward of that had to be heard acoustically, which 
obviously was a bit of an issue when you switch to radio mics. A few years ago now we 
invested in some front fills now that we put along where the barbed wire is in the show 
[Birdsong], just to boost the sound at the front as well, because actually if you sat at the 
front it wasn’t great sound-wise.
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Lighting-wise with Open Air, obviously every show has to work on a matinee.


That was what we were wondering actually, yesterday with the the trenches.. 
Yeah it’s really tough! They will get away with [it], with the smoke and everything, they 
may use the lights as well to try and send some lights through the smoke, it depends a bit 
on the cloud cover. Some companies do run their lighting through matinees, because it’s 
kind of “that’s the way we are going to do it’. But I suppose it’s a real thing when people 
are planning their shows. So we had it with Goodnight Mr Tom where we had some really 
dark moment which worked beautifully at night, we had to try and make them work during 
the day. Someone dying in a spot with smoke, and the lights going off and them being 
able to clear the stage, you cant do that on a matinee. One of the reasons why we have 
waited so long to program Sweeney [Todd] here, is that we have always been very 
worried about how it would work as a matinee. So it’s a huge challenge actually. Directors 
have to be really careful working with the lighting designers that they don’t get too carried 
away with what you can achieve with amazing lighting, because as soon as the lighting is 
taken out of that, you are left with a much weaker show.


It’s alway extra dimensions I think, in many ways it’s easier on a square stage with a pros 
arch and a roof. And projection, since projection has come in and cgi, and all of those 
effects have come in, they are a huge issue here. We have had O What a Lovely War, 2014 
it must have been, and they relied.. they used a lot of projection. The first time anyone has 
done it here actually. And that was a huge technical challenge to make that readable in a 
matinee.


Where did they project onto? 
They had a screen up behind the stone table, they put a big screen up. It looked really 
ugly actually, have a look at the photos, it didn’t look great. But they projected images of 
the trenches onto that, and it did just about hold off in the matinee. Of course it has to 
work at the beginning of the show as well because it is still daylight for most of the year. 
So as those sort of technical innovations came in, that’s quite a challenge. People using 
gobo washes to create a forest and things like that, lovely in the evening.


Is there anything you wish you could change about an outdoor venue? 
Apart from having a roof? We would never do that here, it would not be what it is. I think 
you have to celebrate your challenges and go with it and make it work. 

The Minack is really interesting as a case study, when Rowena was building it, very much 
she would build something one year and if it worked she would keep it and if it didn't 
work she would blow it up. She liked blowing things up. She never sat back when she got 
old, and couldn’t do much more physically, she never sat back and said “I’m finished, this 
is how I want it to look”. It’s a real dichotomy because the trustees that we’ve got here are 
very much, “we want everything preserved here like Rowena left it” but Rowena Cade 
never finished it! She would have blown things up, she would have looked at what’s 
happened there this week and gone, “wow that works, I’m going to build that out of 
concrete for next year”, and created it so it is always there. We would never be allowed to 
do that now. One of the last things she built was the Juliet balcony on stage right, which 
is kind of great for when we do Juliet except actually if you are on the cliff edge of the 
gully you can’t see it anyway, so it’s got issues in terms of restricted views. It masks that 
lovely staircase that goes up behind the circle, which in itself is a lovely entrance, but 
actually a lot of the audience can’t see it. Phil and I did actually put to the test that we 
wanted to get rid of it. Phil always believed, because he knew Rowena, he always 
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believed that she would have taken it down, and possibly put it back up again for another 
time when Juliet was on and taken it down again! The look of the stage itself was much 
more fluid in her day, and we could actually play with things more.


That was one thing that Jill said, that every member of the audience has a very 
different experience, depending on where you are sitting, do you think that is 
important? 
It’s a bit of a shame, we sell a certain number of seats restricted view, with the box office, 
we have about 10 restricted view seats in the theatre but actually we have a lot more than 
that, depending on the show. And yet you don’t want to be saying to directors, “you can’t 
use that bit” because 12 people can’t see it. It’s a real challenge, and actually it’s easier 
with our own shows, with Goodnight Mister Tom we set a lot of it around the rock, that is 
a quite blocked place from a lot of seats, but because it was our own show we were able 
to go, oh well with those twelve seats we won’t sell them until last. It gives us more power 
when it’s our own show, we know the impact on ticket sales and we are not having to 
take money off another company. It is really tricky actually. Most of our staff here 
understand what is and what isn’t restricted view, so there’s a whole training thing around 
that. In an ideal world would you give everyone a clear view of the stage? It wouldn’t be 
possible here. You would lose the magic. Or you would be changing the theatre 
significantly to achieve that and I don’t think we would ever do that. So yeah I do think 
that it is a different experience, and some people do come every week, some people have 
their favourite seats that they want, you know, at the front. But people who come here 
regularly move around and some people ask, “oh I want to sit over there” and some 
people actually just go with it. I think once you realise that you’ve only paid fourteen 
pounds and you are a theatre-goer up country, you actually appreciate how cheap that is. 
I think if you are not a theatre-goer and you don’t go regularly, fourteen pounds is quite a 
lot for an experience, it’s a different sort of thing.


Last night the lighting was the strongest out of probably all the outdoor theatre I 
have seen, do you use special sorts of lighting/ is it very advanced? 
We bought it last year, it’s all LED now, we switched to LED’s. From our point of view I 
think it works really well because we have a different lighting designer every week with 
every show, our technical manager doesn’t actually see the show until tonight. Lots of 
them are amateur lighting designers so actually with this lighting rid we have much better 
stage cover. Otherwise it’s much harder for them until they start using specials… so using 
a general wash is much better.


Because it is quite a natural stage and setting do you think it helps if the set is quite 
minimal? 
I think it’s lovely to see different things on our stage, I think if we are going to program 
different sorts of work then we have to accept that. I’m really up for giving people the 
chance to make their own thing. We have seen some wonderful things that work. One 
which worked really well was The Clockmaker’s Daughter, where they covered a lot of it 
up. I mean some of the puritans that came in and said “why did you do that” but actually 
to me that says that we are a theatre. Everyone knows how we look when we are in our 
bare form. But I think that you should be allowed to design the show. I mean clearly you 
can’t do Sweeney Todd on a bare stage, it’s just not going to work.


With the audience being exposed are there any extra risks? 
Audience members get taken unwell here all the time because they come and they sit in 
the hot sun and the are elderly and they pass out and the actors have to cope with that, 
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the have to carry on performing. Last week’s Thursday matinee they carried on the 
second half with a helicopter going overhead, a lifeboat going backwards and forwards 
looking for somebody and the coastguard was coming up over the rocks. And the actors 
they just kept going. We do try and talk to the directors and say, you need to tell your 
company that if anything happens… when I went to Regent’s Park they had an elderly 
person passing out too and I thought, thank goodness for that it isn’t just us!


Do you think that plays, musicals or operas work better, do you have a preference at 
all? 
No we will program anything, and we have moved that way a bit more in the last few 
years. Traditionally if you look at our programme, you will traditionally see adaptions of 
Shakespeare and a few musicals. We are trying to bring in some more contemporary now, 
working with the small professional companies helps us do that because they are willing 
to tackle stuff. We have sort of worked out that monologues work, our children’s 
storytelling is phenomenal. We used to think that monologues wouldn’t work on The 
Minack stage, but about eight years ago now we had a season where we had a lot of 
serious plays, we thought we haven’t got much for children so we started storytelling. The 
kids actually sit on the stage as well as on the circle so actually we sell up to 800 tickets 
for storytelling and it sells out, and storytellers can deal with that. 
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Appendix 2a: Email Questionnaire with Zoe Curnow - Director of The Minack 
Theatre


What do you think draws audiences to open air theatre? 
The experience: it is more of an obvious total experience as audiences usually eat as part 
of their visit, it is often closer to their home, and quite possibly cheaper than indoor 
theatre experiences.


In a few words, how would you describe the experience of open air theatre? 
Weather dependent, more relaxed than an indoor performance


Is there a community within open air theatre and if so how is that community 
different to regular theatre goers? 
Can be - we certainly see that here at the Minack - there is a real sense of shared 
experience especially when something exceptional happens like bad weather, 
outstanding weather or dolphins.


Do you think open air theatre is more or less accessible and why? 
It is generally more relaxed, but not sure that makes it more of less accessible to 
audiences. Possibly less of a barrier than people entering a building which they may not 
be used to.


Do you think that the experience of open air theatre as an experience in itself, 
informs the audiences reception of the performance? Are the performance and the 
experience linked or are they two different attraction points for audiences? 
Definitely linked from the audience point of view. There will be some people who come 
here as it is a show they have always wanted to see, but those are very definitely in the 
minority for a Minack audience. Most of our audiences come for the overall experience.


Do you think that disruptions in the performance caused by the outdoor 
surroundings enhance or distract from performances? 

It depends on what they are and when they are, but they will always make the experience 
more memorable for the audience.
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Appendix 2b: Email questionnaire with Peter Farley - Spectator at Bregenz 
Festival.


What do you think draws audiences to open air theatre? 
A sense of excitement rather like that of going to a festival or sports event such as a 
football match.

Open-air events, including circus, and popular music gigs, and arena events seem to be 
perceived as a more egalitarian and not just the province of the elite or middle-class.


 

In a few words, how would you describe the experience of open air theatre? 
I think I have answered this above.


Is there a community within open air theatre and if so how is that community 
different to regular theatre goers? 
I think certain types of open air theatre attract a regular audience who get into the habit of 
always attending annual events such as the opera at Kenwood House or the Bregenz 
festival.


Do you think open air theatre is more or less accessible and why? 
More accessible for the reasons given above. Answered in question 2.


Do you think that the experience of open air theatre as an experience in itself, 
informs the audiences reception of the performance? 

Yes, but also the design and direction have to take into account that the performance is in 
the open air. 


Are the performance and the experience linked or are they two different attraction 
points for audiences? 

They are linked in the sense that, at an open air event you are very aware of 
the performance space within the landscape. However, if the performance is engaging 
enough, it will form the main focus with the surrounding landscape becoming a given just 
as a theatre auditorium largely disappears in one’s imagination when the performance is 
taking place.


Do you think that disruptions in the performance caused by the outdoor 
surroundings enhance or distract from performances? 
Of course, outdoor performances can be halted due to severe weather conditions, 
however, the audience member’s brain will naturally edit-out any minor distractions such 
as a plane flying over or an ambulance siren because the spectator has already 
psychologically accepted the environment.
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Appendix 2c: Email questionnaire with Paul Longhurst - Director, performer and 
spectator at The Minack theatre.


What do you think draws audiences to open air theatre? 
1 - Novelty. It's a good water cooler conversation.

2 - Romance. It's a wonderful feeling to let the elements and the theatre wash over you.

3 - Drama. When the theatre, the surroundings and the weather combine it intensifies any 
dramatic element.


In a few words, how would you describe the experience of open air theatre? 
Theatre is created in the moment by the actors and the audience (unlike, for example, 
cinema or books). It is the only immediate and ever changing form of storytelling. Open 
air theatre adds another element to that equation. 


Is there a community within open air theatre and if so how is that community 
different to regular theatre goers? 
A shared experience unites people and open air gives people a lot more shared 
experience. I would say open air theatre audiences are closer at the end of the piece. 


Do you think open air theatre is more or less accessible and why? 
Less accessible as purpose-built theatre usually have accessibility inbuilt whereas open 
air theatres tend to be more natural and harder to access.


From a directors point of view, what are your aims from a performance in an open 
air setting and does it differ to how you would approach an indoor performance? 
As already mentioned, when nature is added to the equation of the storytelling, it's 
randomness and power must be considered and respected. Telling a story with great 
characters is the prime objective and the open air offers more opportunities for this (as 
well as for distractions).


Do you think that the experience of open air theatre as an experience in itself, 
informs the audience's reception of the performance? Are the performance and the 
experience linked or are they two different attraction points for audiences? 
I believe a director must link the experiences as much as possible in order to be 
successful. Of course, theatre can be good if not linked, and it can be bad if linked, 
however, an audience who has those two experiences complimenting each other is richer 
for it (imo).


Do you think that disruptions in the performance caused by the outdoor 
surroundings enhance or distract from performances? 

Enhance - depending on the audience and cast. 
A performance is created fresh every time. Theatre is theatre because it is different every 
time it is experienced. Disruptions are another element which differs every night and 
audiences love to know they were there that one time that x happened, and it will never 
happen again. A cast and an audience which can include these in their experience will 
have a  unique and special experience.  
A cast and audience who battle with these disruptions are doomed to fail.
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Appendix 2d: Email questionnaire with Adam Hoskins - Conductor and 
spectator at Regent’s Park theatre.


What do you think draws audiences to open air theatre? 
I think the appeal of Open Air Theatre, especially to the average theatre goer, can be the novelty 
of the venue. Accustomed to regional or high-end theatrical venues, the average theatre goer 
finds something exciting in the idea of something wholly unnatural, the idea of a staged 
performance often with augmented lighting, costume, scenery etc, in an extraordinary place.


In a few words, how would you describe the experience of open air theatre? 
My own experience of Open Air Theatre as a viewer was a production of Into the Woods in 
Regents Park, London. This magical telling set within a woodland over three nights perfectly 
encompassed the natural scenery, supported and heightened by a steel constructed set. They 
sought to highlight and utilise the naturally occurring woodland and trees to provide the setting 
and backdrop for their play, whereas most regional productions in a proscenium setting rely on 
projection, traditional backdrops or adaptive scenic design that suggests a heavy woodland in 
which the action takes place. As the second act of the play began, a darker tone plays out on 
stage; this was perfectly accompanied with sunset and the final acts of play were delivered in 
natural moonlight.


Is there a community within open air theatre and if so how is that community different to 
regular theatre goers? 
I run a small site-specific opera company that has performed in unique and unusual places, often 
National Trust properties where we use the location as the scenery and setting. As a University 
Lecturer, my work often leads me to working with students of theatre who produce open-air site 
specific work. I’m not aware of specific communities of performer or creatives but the open air 
theatre I know of who have a following, including new opera companies that construct temporary 
or even permanent opera spaces in parklands and woods.


Do you think open air theatre is more or less accessible and why? 
The escape from the traditional confides of the black box/proscenium theatre we see common in 
the Uk can be something that is interesting to the theatre goer-an additional element is added to 
the performance-the novelty of the outside. The Minack theatre is famous for its stunning natural 
backdrop and this can be an effective natural backdrop, heightening the enjoyment for an 
audience.


Do you think that the experience of open air theatre as an experience in itself, informs the 
audiences reception of the performance? Are the performance and the experience linked or 
are they two different attraction points for audiences? 
I do find I judge less harshly an open air theatre. I make allowances for technical difficulties or 
artistic choices that, were they in a black box or pros., I’d expect more of. I feel it depends on the 
audience goer in each situation. Some may attend purely to catch a production of a piece they 
enjoy, in spite of where it is being staged. Some may purely enjoy the venue and novelty and 
therefore see any production that is mounted in the season.


Do you think that disruptions in the performance caused by the outdoor surroundings 
enhance or distract from performances? 
At Regents Park, there were moments were trains and planes would make noise over the 
performance but never at an extreme detriment to the quality of the performance. There is an 
almost ethereal, natural, primitive quality to see theatre staged in an earthy, natural surroundings. 
Having performed A midsummer night’s dream in an open air amphitheatre, I can say that the 
disruptions by external were soon forgotten, much like the disruption of 1500 other people 
shifting, eating, chewing and whispering can somehow be blocked out in a large traditional space.
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