TAKIN’ IT EASY, 1916 by Smirk Theatre
Report written by Thomas McGrath
Report prepared for the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund Trustees in partial fulfilment of
the conditions of receipt of an LRMF Award, November 2019.
Performed at The Edinburgh Fringe Festival from the 12th-24th of August 2019.
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Abstract
Smirk Theatre is a newly founded theatre company, which had the pleasure of taking
the new comedy “Takin’ It Easy, 1916” written by Adam Oliver to the Edinburgh
Fringe Festival. The following report recounts the process and challenges of taking a
show to the Fringe and the outcome for the team as a whole.

Introduction
“Takin It Easy, 1916” was originally written as part of the ‘Writing for Theatre and
Performance’ module, in conjunction with the Theatre and Performance Studies dept.
at Warwick University. It has since been realised as a performance in the IATLmanaged space of the Humanities Studio. This was made possible following a
successful application and panel process to receive Freshblood society funding and
endorsement. Over its short two-night run the show garnered tremendous
enthusiasm from theatre-goers, resulting in a necessary last-minute seating capacity
adjustment to account for oversubscription. Following the final performance, the show
received swathes of positive feedback from students. In particular, individuals
commented on the success of the new student script, on the basis both that it was
technically well written but moreover that it provided a fresh entry to the University of
Warwick theatre scene which had recently been saturated with shows of a notably
grittier, darker and hyper-realistic tone.
Following its debut success, the team involved was enthusiastic to take the show to
the Edinburgh Fringe festival, under the guise of a Smirk Theatre production. The
objective for this was to showcase the new writing, acting and production talent that
Warwick has to offer on the public stage. The success of our Freshblood application
can be partly attributed to the socio-political relevance of the play’s thematic
underpinnings, which question the morality and foresight of pro-leave pre-Brexit
public attitudes. However, the levity with which the script is imbued allows for a show
that is both more approachable for a wider audience and subtler in its approach to
challenging discourse.
This experience provided a brilliant opportunity for all involved to fulfil their roles in a
new setting which was open to a much wider audience demographic. It also delivered
the conditions for valuable inter-creative and inter-institutional networking, with the
potential for mutually beneficial future collaboration. On a more personal level, we
believe the endeavour offered the opportunity for Smirk Theatre to establish itself as
a competent member of the independent theatre community, and has provided the
conditions for potential professional spring-boarding as the core of Smirk Theatre
look towards a career in creative production.
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Methodology
Smirk Theatre is constituted of its three core members as follows:
 Adam Oliver: Writer
 Thomas McGrath: Producer
 Guy Jack: Director

Pre-Edinburgh: Finding a venue
It was pivotal to find a suitable venue for the show early on in the process to make
sure the show would have a home for its stay in Edinburgh. The team decided to
contact theSpace UK to book one of their venues. Contacting them early allowed the
possibility of securing a slot from 8pm till 9:05pm which was practical in terms of
organisation. The chosen venue was called the Perth Theatre and could hold up to
fifty people in its thrust layout. The location of the theatre was very important as it
was located on North Bridge which is a very central area in Edinburgh.

Finding new cast members
As three members of the original cast of six were not able to take part in the Fringe
run, the team were required to cast three new actors. Auditions were opened at the
end of the second term of university. The auditions were advertised on social media
and various students who the crew believed would be interested were also
messaged. Each audition took fifteen minutes and would involve an initial
introduction to the project and the members of the team followed by a performance of
a selected extract for the character chosen by the auditionee. The auditions ended
with either a second performance of the text re-directed by the director and writer, or
a performance of an extract for another character.

Adding new crew members
Whilst the team already included a marketing manager and a marketing assistant, the
crew felt the need to find an additional two members, especially as they no longer
had an assistant producer. After some discussion, the crew decided that stage
management, tech and social media/digital marketing were the most important roles
to fill. Following an announcement made on the Smirk Theatre Facebook page, two
candidates quickly expressed their interest and after sitting down with the producer
for a confirmation meeting, a stage manager and tech/social media manager became
a part of the team.
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New marketing design
Preceding the first run of the show, the producer and director designed the banner for
the show with limited knowledge of graphic design and basic tools to execute their
ideas. With the objective of the Fringe in mind, the crew saw it fit to redesign the
banner for the show and create a logo to represent the theatre company. These new
designs were kindly created by two students from Warwick. The banner would be
used for social media purposes and was also used for the flyers, the posters and the
t-shirts, keeping an important consistency throughout the marketing.
Figure 1 Smirk Theatre logo. Designed by Lydia Shaw.

Figure 2 “Takin’ It Easy, 1916” first banner design. Designed by Thomas McGrath.
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Figure 3 “Takin’ It Easy, 1916” Warwick preview performance design. Designed by Matt Owen.

Figure 4 “Takin’ It Easy, 1916” final banner design. Designed by Lizzy Plant.

Marketing for term 3 previews
Before the start of rehearsals for the Warwick University previews, the team met to
discuss the marketing strategies for the upcoming preview performances. It was vital
to get audiences to watch the previews to give the actors a sense of what performing
the show to a live audience would be like. This also gave the actors the opportunity
7

to test their comedic timing and adapt to the audience’s laughter or lack thereof. Up
until that point the only marketing method employed was through the official Smirk
Theatre Facebook page. An Instagram account was opened to broaden the range of
viewers and social media presence. Short clips of rehearsals were shared to the
Instagram page as well as official rehearsal pictures and a cast release. Long-sleeve
t-shirts were designed for the cast and crew to wear as a form of constant
advertising.
Figure 5 Example of rehearsal pictures posted: Featuring Niall McDaid, Katie Rushton and Alexandra Keaney.
Photography credits: Lizzy Plant.

Figure 6 Example of rehearsal pictures posted: Featuring Niall McDaid, Dan Stubbs-Benbow and Ben Chapman.
Photography credits: Lizzy Plant.
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Transport and accommodation
One of the most vital aspects of preparing to take a show to the Edinburgh Fringe is
arranging the accommodation for the team to reside in during their stay. After
referring to the Fringe website, Thomas used a booking agency named Edlet to book
the accommodation. The apartment that was settled on was situated only twenty
minutes from The Mile and could host up to twelve people. As far as travel was
concerned, due to the fact that everyone in the team were based in different areas
within the UK, it was left up to each individual to book their own transport. The
railway was the most common way of getting to Edinburgh and was employed by
most of our team apart from our director who travelled by coach, a cheaper
alternative albeit more time consuming.

New production costs
Having performed the show once, the team had a number of props and set that were
ready to be used. However, the crew wanted to embellish the set and improve the
costumes to enhance the immersive aspect of the production. With new actors being
involved, it was necessary to buy new costumes as the ones for the previous actors
would not fit the new actors. All of the props and costume pieces were purchased at
various charity shops in Leamington Spa such as British Heart Foundation, Age UK
or Barnardo’s.

Rehearsals for Warwick previews at Humanities Studio
Rehearsals began at the start of the third term of university with the newly casted
actors and the previews planned for the end of the term. With the Edinburgh Fringe in
mind, the blocking had to be adapted to the new stage the actors would be
performing in. Therefore, Guy had to make sure the actors’ faces were visible and not
blocked by other actors with the new viewpoints brought by the thrust setup of the
venue. The transition from university show to Fringe show was translated by an
increase in professionalism. There were two to three rehearsals every week, one of
those being a character workshop during the weekend to help the new and old actors
adapt and build on each other’s characterisations.

Reading audience feedback + review from The Boar
For the two preview shows at Warwick University, feedback forms for the audience
were prepared that Thomas invited people to fill out at the end of the performance.
This was very useful for the team to gather an idea of what audiences’ favourite parts
of the show were, what parts they didn’t specifically care for and what parts they
found confusing. It was also essential on a technical side as it provided Guy with
insight on sightlines with the new thrust setup. The team also invited the student
outlet of The Boar to come review the show. One of their writers spectated on the
first night and provided the team with a very positive review. This review would later
be integrated into the flyers as promotion for the show.
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Developing a marketing plan for the Fringe
In the month leading up to the Fringe, the marketing team discussed strategies for
Edinburgh. A Twitter account was opened to broaden social media presence, give
quick alerts and to contact other theatre companies or reviewers. The official trailer
was also completed with footage from the process up until the previews and was
released on all social media to build hype around the show.

At Edinburgh: Tech and dress rehearsals
When the team arrived in Edinburgh on the 10th, there was little time before the first
performance on the 12th. The dress rehearsal took place at 9:30am on the 11th in the
Fringe Central in a room booked for two hours. The dress rehearsal was vital as it
was a reminder for the actors of the blocking, lines and their characters. The tech
rehearsal was in the evening at 7:55pm at the venue itself. The lighting design was
applied to the venue setup and practiced by the tech member of crew. The set and
props were brought into the venue and placed accordingly to make sure all parts of
the set were positioned correctly and lit up well. The team practiced the transitions
between scenes with the lights and the music. Once the tech rehearsal ended, the
team put all of the set and props in an allocated storage space and left ready for the
first performance the following day.

Breakdown of a day at the Fringe
A day at the Fringe would mostly revolve around flyering and performing. The day
would start at 10:30am or 1:30pm depending on the individual allocated flyering slots
for the day. Each flyering slot would last a total of 3 hours which meant that the
morning groups would flyer from 10:30am-1:30pm and the afternoon groups would
flyer from 1:30pm-4:30pm. Flyering consists of handing out flyers to passers-by on
The Mile or other crowded areas and pitching the show to convince them to attend
the performance. Flyering is very competitive in Edinburgh so it was always important
to stand out and adapt to one’s surroundings and the people to approach.
Catchphrases were a way to grab people’s attention. Being honest and
straightforward was essential, as people didn’t have much time to stick around and
speak to every single person promoting a show. In the evening, whilst the actors
were getting ready for their performance, three crew members would do an additional
hour of flyering before each show. Depending on the number of tickets sold on the
day, discounts or ticket deals would be applied to initiate a push in sales right before
the show. While three members of crew were flyering, the actors would be required to
be ready and meet in the kitchen by 7pm. They would then leave the accommodation
at 7:10pm to arrive at half past to allow plenty of time to settle in before
show time. Everyone would be ready at the venue for the get in which began at
8pm. The team had five minutes every night to get everything ready to perform and
greet the audience in the venue. The show would then last 50min and the space
would be cleared by 9pm. All time outside of flyering and performing was free time for
the team to rest, explore Edinburgh or watch shows. As a part of networking between
theatre companies, the team would often go to watch other companies’ shows in a
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pre-agreed deal that they would come watch “Takin’ It Easy, 1916” in return. This
was a great way of seeing other theatre companies’ productions as well as increase
our audience numbers.

Attracting reviewers
During free time, an emphasis was put on constant communication with other Fringe
goers and theatre companies as well as theatre professionals. To get the show
reviewed by professionals, the initial step taken before arriving to the Fringe was to
send emails off to various reviewing outlets with a press release attached. Once
arrived at the Fringe, theSpace had an organised event which was attended by
numerous reviewers and photographers which was a very useful way for our team to
network. While on the Mile, it wasn’t unlikely to run into reviewers who would often be
wearing an orange lanyard and it was always worth attempting to pitch the show to
them. In the end, our team managed to attract two unofficial reviewers and two
professional reviewers to write about the show. It was very interesting to read their
opinion on the show and rewarding when they were positive.
Figure 7 Official press release for “Takin’ It Easy, 1916”. Written by Thomas McGrath.
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Limitations
A busy term 3 schedule
It was the core three team members’ first time being in charge of a production
heading to the Edinburgh Fringe, and close to no one in the cast and crew had firsthand experience. Therefore, it was important to adapt as the process went on and
learn from mistakes rapidly. For instance, when actors were late for a rehearsal, the
crew had to become a lot stricter with regards to punctuality. Another problem was
that due to his involvement in another play, Adam was unable to attend as many
rehearsals as he would have liked. Adam was insightful when giving notes on
characterisation and had a lot of comments to share, however he was unable to do
so in rehearsals in term 3. Therefore, the workload was shared between Guy and
Thomas and any other crew members who were available to spectate the rehearsals
and the previews to give feedback on how the show looked. This put more pressure
on Guy but was handled well as the previews were a success and the actors had
gotten to work on their characters throughout the term.

Adapting to a new structure
Another challenge faced was that of the new blocking with the thrust set up. Our
Fringe venue presented a different layout to the Humanities Studio, which meant our
director had to re-block most of the scenes to make sure audience members would
be able to see the action at all times. An emphasis was placed on having the actors
standing diagonally rather than face to face so people on the sides of the stage
would always be able to see at least one of the actors’ faces. It was also important
for the actors to learn to project to their sides as well as towards the front of the
stage, giving the action more depth and variety. In the end, this challenge improved
the show as it made Guy and the actors work on their directing and acting skills and
had to present a certain amount of flexibility in the way they handled their roles.

Responding to a stretched budget
One of the mistakes made was not accounting enough money from the budget for
costumes, set and props. The crew did not realise that a lot of costume for the new
actors was going to be purchased. At the time, it was also complicated to get enough
cash flow for these items, but the crew managed to split the cost between
themselves and repay each other later. The contingency for production costs was
stretched but did not end up pushing over-budget, however it was quite a tight call.
With retrospect, our crew should have allowed for more production costs to improve
this element.

Challenges of a newly written comedy script
One of the limits the crew discussed near the end of the Edinburgh Fringe run was
the limits of a newly written comedy script like “Takin’ It Easy, 1916”. Whilst it was
effective in its desired outcome of making an audience laugh and spend a fun time, it
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was hard to see how to take the show any further. This was especially clear once the
actors were performing at the highest standard possible with their written characters.
It being our writer’s first piece of writing, he believes a following script of any nature
would require more thought-provoking aspects in relation to the characters and the
storyline. As the play relies a lot on jokes and one-liners, it was hard for the story to
develop quickly so that is an idea to think about for the next play we decide to put on.

People management
One of the challenges at the Edinburgh Fringe for the core members of the team was
to manage the whole team at all times. Having only had past experience in managing
a team during rehearsals and shows, it was unexpectedly hard for the core members
of the team to make sure everyone was in good mental and physical shape at all
times throughout the experience. However, the team managed to improve by working
on their communication skills and making sure they were talking to everyone in the
team. A low moral would have made it very hard for everyone to work efficiently and
therefore it was important to make sure everyone was always in a good mood, even
if that is not possible at all times.

Flyering techniques and rain
Flyering can be very tiring and it is easy to get lazy and attempt to use easier
methods that involve cheap gimmicks and negative energy such as sitting down. It
was therefore important for the core members of the team to lead by example to
induce a trickle effect in the team and make everyone flyer in a convincing and
productive way. Another problem faced with flyering was the weather. When it rained,
it became a lot more complicated to talk to passers-by and the flyers would get
soaked. To deal with this problem, our team would flyer in covered areas whilst it
rained or would take a break and wait for the rain to calm down which luckily never
lasted a whole day whilst we were at the Fringe. If the rain were to have persisted we
would have bought plastic sleeves to cover the flyers to avoid them getting wet.
Umbrellas and raincoats were also necessary apparel to keep on working in the rain.
Figure 8 Flyering in the rain. Featuring Alexandra Keaney and Adam Oliver. Photography credits: Lizzy Plant.
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Analysis
Actors can be pushed and keep learning immense amounts when a performance is
worked on for nearly a year. Looking back at the performances in the first term of
university and comparing them to the final performances at the Edinburgh Fringe, it is
clear that the actors have improved immensely. This is due to the amount of work the
actors and director have put in throughout the rehearsals working on characterisation
and delivery. The characters in the play started off one dimensional and throughout
the process, they flourished and became more and more genuine and layered
characters that felt real and believable.
Experience in taking a show to the Fringe is vital. Talking to people who have been
before as performers or audience members helps avoiding making obvious mistakes.
For example, the crew would not have known what type of venue to book had they
not spoken to a producer who had been to the Fringe before. The crew also wouldn’t
have known about the amount of money it would take to bring a show to the Fringe or
to account for hidden prices such as company insurance.
Planning ahead of time is essential. Breaking up the team and detailing everyone’s
role is very important to attribute tasks accordingly and stick to the agenda for the
production process. However, plans shouldn’t be rigid and must be adaptable as
there are a lot of factors that can shift during the production process.
The whole team consider that “Takin It Easy, 1916” had a successful run at the
Edinburgh Fringe and were reassured by the number of audience members who
enjoyed it. Having sold and reserved a total of 225 seats throughout the twelve
performances, the team is delighted with the amount of people who came to watch
the production. This was especially the clear through the audience reception with
numerous people congratulating their favourite characters after the show. However,
the team also learned that a comedy play was tough to impress reviewers with. One
non-professional blog reviewer who came to watch the play was unimpressed by the
comedy and did not enjoy the production, whilst two other reviewers from the
EdFringeReview were critical of some aspects of the show but praised the comedy,
the acting and the directing. The reception of the show taught the team that whether
it is thoroughly enjoyed or not, it is important that criticism should not dishearten and
rather motivate the team to keep working and improving as no project can be entirely
perfect.

14

Personal Reflection
Personal reflection by Thomas:
As it was my first time in the role of a producer bringing a show to the Fringe, I
learned an immense amount of valuable knowledge. Firstly, learning on the job whilst
being adaptable was aspects I had to quickly come to terms with. I understood that a
producer’s job description can be drastically different depending on the project and
“Takin’ It Easy, 1916” was unlike any other project I produced at Warwick. This was
mainly because it was the first time I was in charge of a project with a large budget
which required a high level of professionalism and concentration. This project helped
me grow a lot as a producer as I had to be efficient at solving problems and making
sure we were able to complete the objectives we had set out with this production. I
also learned that being prepared and gathering as much knowledge and information
before and during the project is vital. I was very lucky to be able to contact numerous
people who had already been to the Fringe before, who gave me advice to make our
own show a success. This taught me the importance of having contacts in the same
field, as it was incredibly helpful to have a sense of direction and an idea of what
would be achievable or not when taking a show to the Fringe.
I vastly improved on my communication skills with venue representatives, reviewers,
and sponsors. I also improved on my team management skills, taking a lot more
initiative than I had done previously. These skills will be very useful in the future for
the jobs I would like to pursue in my career.
After a year’s work, I got to see the show being performed at the Fringe and having
been heavily involved in its staging and directing, it was fascinating to see how it
stood up with audiences that didn’t know the writer before watching it.
I learned what it would take to produce with more success. With what I’ve
experienced, I would plan on contacting reviewers earlier, make sure I do not miss
any of the networking events at the Fringe and bring a production to the festival for
the whole month rather than a couple of weeks to gather momentum. Having seen
the reception to the script I would enjoy building on it: the sense of humour of the
play was acclaimed but I’m sure audiences would appreciate more depth to the
characters and the story.
The project gave me a reinforced passion for working on comedy plays and new
writing. There is a lot of potential with Smirk Theatre and we would be more than
willing to work on another production together with our newly gathered experience.
Finally, I learned how important it is to be passionate about a project. Our team never
let go of the idea that this production was worthy of going to the Fringe. This
mentality led us to fulfilling our objective and I am extremely proud of that.
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Summary






The results of showcasing the acting, directing, writing and production talent
from Warwick University at the Edinburgh Fringe festival has been very
positive with this production.
Many links were created between Smirk Theatre and various other theatre
companies at the Fringe.
The show has been reviewed by blogs, professionals and watched by 225
audience members throughout its Fringe run leading to a variety of acclaim
and criticism.
The team has worked very hard to improve on their knowledge and skills
regarding their respective roles and what it takes to bring a show to the Fringe
and make it a success.
The team has gained a lot of creative inspiration and motivation for future
Smirk Theatre productions.

Recommendations
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We recommend talking to people who have already been to the Edinburgh
Fringe Festival when planning on taking a show.
We recommend attributing two producers to alleviate the organisational
pressure, especially if one has never been to the Fringe before.
Being adaptable and always on top of things, ready to learn and take in a lot of
information. Always having a positive and forward-thinking attitude, especially
when in charge of a production.
Keeping tabs on how the budget is spent, it is very easy to go overboard and
spend too much. Being careful about unexpected costs is essential, it is
important to always plan to overspend rather than underspend.
We recommend the LRMF committee to keep funding these projects as it has
taught us some incredible life experience and hard skills in the careers most of
the members of Smirk Theatre wish to pursue. It truly has been an
enlightening experience and a great springboard going forward for everyone
wishing to keep making projects whether it be together or not.

Original Proposed Budget
Venue cost
Venue hire for The Perth Theatre situated at The Hilton Hotel, North Bridge,
Edinburgh, EH1 1TH: £1950+vat payed in 3 instalments:
 First instalment, already payed: £468
 Second instalment, due 01/05/2019: £1170
 Third instalment, due 01/07/2019: £702

Subtotal: £2340

Travel and accommodation
Return train ticket from London to Edinburgh via trainline with railcard:
 £146.40x10=£1464
 Airbnb for 15 nights in Edinburgh for 10 people: £5617

Subtotal: £7081

Edinburgh costs
Marketing:
 Flyers: £150 for 7,500 A5 sized flyers
 Posters: £50 for 300 A2 sized posters
 Fringe registration: £295
 Company insurance: £100
 Living costs for 15 days: £20 a day per person so approximately £3000 for the
whole trip for 10 people.

Subtotal: £3595

Production costs
Having already performed this show once, most of the costumes, set and props have
already been sourced or purchased. However, we are recasting certain actors and
are anticipating having to buy those costumes in different sizes and having to buy
more props.

Subtotal: £75
Grand Total: £13016
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Statement of Expenditure
Venue cost
Venue hire for The Perth Theatre situated at The Hilton Hotel, North Bridge,
Edinburgh, EH1 1TH: £1950+vat payed in 3 instalments.

First instalment: £468
Proof of payment:
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Second instalment, due 01/05/2019: £1170
Receipt:

Third instalment, due 01/07/2019: £702
Receipt:

Planned Subtotal: £2340
Paid Subtotal: £2340

Travel and accommodation
Travel to Edinburgh: Covered by each individual member of the team. Price differs
depending on their initial location.
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Unite Student property: covered by each individual member of the team by a £391
payment.
Total cost of accommodation: £4692

Edinburgh costs
Marketing:
10,000 flyers and 100 posters: £155
Receipt:

Fringe registration: £393.60
Receipt:

Company insurance: £100
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Receipt:

Rehearsal space at the Fringe Central: £60
No receipt but email confirmation:

Living costs for 15 days: £20 a day per person so approximately £3000 for the whole
trip for 10 people.

Planned Subtotal: £3595
Paid Subtotal: £3708.6
Paid Subtotal (excluding living costs): £708.6

Production costs
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£10: Brown suitcase (Emporium Vintage)
£3.38: Wicker baskets (Robert Dyas)
£36.48: Ladies shoes, lady’s jumpers, ladies fashion top x2, ladies skirt x2,
ladies dress (British Heart Foundation)
£4: Ceramic ducks, Teapot (The Re-Useful Centre)
£6: Men’s trousers, tie (AgeUK)











£14: Homeware kitchen+dine, Men’s top, Home decorative x2 (British Red
Cross)
£2.75: Bric-a-brac (Sense)
£1.98: Toy lion (Salvation Army)
£4: Bric-a-brac (Sue Ryder)
£1.99: Men’s Hanging GA (Barnardo’s)
£10.99: Replacement Bunting (Amazon)
£3.23: Fake bread (Amazon)
£61.95: Two foldable tables (The Range)
£34.93: Four foldable chairs (IKEA)

Receipts:
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Planned Subtotal: £75
Paid Subtotal: £195.68
Planned Grand Total: £13016
Grand Total Spent (excluding costs covered by the team): £3244.28
Grand Total Spent from Lord Rootes Memorial Fund grant: £3000

Projected Ticket Sales
Incoming:
Ticket price: £7
Venue capacity: 50
Number of performances: 11
Incoming from 100% ticket sales: £4200
Incoming from 100% ticket sales with 15p per ticket retained by venue: £4116
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Actual Ticket Sales
Incoming:
Ticket prices: £7.50 full price, £6.50 concession price
Venue capacity: 50
Number of performances: 11
Total of 225 tickets sold or reserved.
Total of 143 tickets sold either full price or concession.
Amount incoming from ticket sales: £924.61
This amount will be split between all 13 members of the team equally to help cover
personal costs for transport, accommodation and living costs in Edinburgh.

Additional Notes:
The LRMF funding specifically helped cover venue hire, production costs and
Edinburgh costs.
The Lord Rootes Memorial funding lowered our breakeven point for ticket sales to
approximately 14%. This breakeven point was reached.
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