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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one to one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today I’m joined by Alistair Smith, editor of The Stage, 
one of the world’s longest running theatre publications. Alastair joined The 
Stage in 2004 and was first responsible for the news and opinion section, 
becoming editor in 2014. During his time at the publication he’s interviewed 
some of the biggest names in the world of theatre, including Sir Ian McKellen 
and Nicholas Hytner, and in 2010 helped launch the annual Stage Awards.  
 
Alistair, thank you for joining me.  
Thank you for having me.  
 
Alastair, The Stage launched in 1880. What was it like taking the editor’s chair 
in a publication that’s played such an important role in the theatre world? 
Well, it’s a very longstanding publication. Family owned, family run. So the same 
family that runs it today are one of two families that set it up in 1890, so there’s a lot 
of history there. I feel the weight of that sometimes, but equally I’ve spent pretty 
much all of my professional career at The Stage, so it’s what I’m used to. 
 
Tell us about The Stage, then. Who are the readers? Is it predominantly 
industry, is it actors, and how have you changed the publication during your 
time as editor?  
So The Stage is a trade publication for people who work in theatre or want to work in 
theatre. So it’s quite a wide mix really in terms of who reads us. You would say 
probably actors are the largest segment of our readership, or people who want to be 
actors, but also theatre technicians, producers, investors. And then there’s a 
reasonably small but still significant number of people who are just general interest 
theatregoers who want to read about theatre but don’t actually work in it.  
 
Would you describe yourself as a theatre buff?  
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I would now. I probably wouldn’t have done when I started working at The Stage so 
it’s definitely been something that I have picked up on the job. I’ve always loved 
theatre, but I came into it as a journalist rather than a theatre buff. 
 
And is that giving you a stronger sense of perspective, a journalistic 
perspective, to something that you’ve come to love rather than say a theatre 
buff, that might necessarily… their objectivity might be compromised by the 
fact that they love the theatre so much. 
Yes. I think we have to have a certain amount of objectivity; we’re part of the theatre 
industry but were also slightly apart from it. And I always say that when we’re hiring 
journalists we look for journalists who are good journalists rather than people who 
know about theatre, first and foremost. If they know about theatre that’s a bonus, and 
clearly it’s desirable, but the prime prerequisite of writing for The Stage is that you’re 
a good writer. So I think we often say that a good journalist can write about anything, 
about baked beans, about cars, and we’ve had people, we’ve interviewed people 
from other trade publications, and I think their transferable skills; you can learn about 
an industry and its people, and theatre has certain quirks and is unique. But equally I 
think the skills that you would need to write about journalism in any form or about 
any subject are the same skills that you would need to write about theatre. 
 
So when you feel it’s time to move on from The Stage, perhaps might you end 
up editor of the rail industry magazine or something again completely unique. 
It’s entirely possible. As I said earlier, I’ve spent most of my career at The Stage so I 
think I’d find it hard to leave the theatre industry now actually.  
 
You’re a lifer.  
Well, I don’t know if I’m a lifer but there have been lifers at The Stage before me. It is 
a wonderful world to be a part of. You talked about the sort of keeping distance, 
keeping objectivity, and that can be hard because it can be quite a magical place 
and it can be quite easy to, I suppose, go native, and so I think one of the ongoing 
challenges is to make sure that you don’t. But at the same time, I think you would 
find it hard to do the job that I do if you didn’t love what you were writing about. 
 
Yes, I think I’d rather be editor of The Stage than it is for the railway industry 
magazine because it just seems to be a fundamentally more enjoyable going 
on really. 
Yes, quite. And without wanting to put a slight on anyone who works in the rail 
industry… 
 
We seem to be dissing them at the moment. Sorry!  
I’m sure there are lots of lovely people who work in the rail industry.  
 
I’m sure there are.  
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I think the fundamental is that you meet interesting people, and you get to talk to 
interesting people and characters, and while we do approach it as an industry and 
give it the seriousness that any other business trade publication would, I think it 
would be foolish to say that it doesn’t have more colour than most businesses or 
industries or sectors. So yes, absolutely, it’s a great patch to work on. I think I would 
find it hard to leave that patch. In theory, going back to your earlier question, there’s 
no reason why someone who edited The Stage couldn’t edit Railways Today or 
whatever the equivalent is.  
 
How has The Stage changed and evolved under your watch, and how has the 
industry changed and evolved under your watch? You’ve been there many 
years. What changes have you seen? 
In terms of The Stage, The Stage has changed a lot in the 13 or so years that I’ve 
been involved with it. It was a publication that was having, like many trade 
publications or general publications that was primarily print focused, and clearly 
that’s not the world we live in any more, and The Stage has had to, and been glad to 
change and evolve with that. So I think from a publishing point of view, most of the 
changes that you would see at The Stage you would see in a lot of publications that 
are still around, and those that didn’t change are probably not still around. So we’re 
much more digitally focused. The website is developed hugely during that time. The 
paper has gone through two redesigns while I’ve been there, so just in terms of 
visuals it looks very different now to when I started. People are very different. When I 
first started The Stage there were an awful lot of people who’d been there for a very 
long time, and that had benefits but also it was a slightly sleepy place, I think it’s fair 
to say. And that’s certainly changed. I mean, probably in the last five or six years, 
we’ve really revamped the editorial team and I think, in terms of the content that 
we’re producing, it’s probably as good as it as it has been since I’ve been there at 
least.  
 
And the industry? How has that changed under your watch?  
I think that’s slightly outside of my control. 
 
But you’ll have seen the changes, because you’ll have covered it.  
Absolutely.  
 
How has it changed?  
Not that much actually. I mean, fundamentally it’s still the same thing that it was 
centuries ago. That’s one of the wonderful things about theatre is that it’s still live 
people in a room experiencing something together in the moment. I think that will 
always – I believe, some people might disagree with me – that will always be at the 
core of theatre, but actually some of the changes in terms of using digital technology 
to widen the reach of theatre, and actually you’ve seen that in journalism as well are 
similar challenges that theatre has faced. And so the advent of things like National 
Theatre Live, which are these cinema broadcasts… 
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I’ve done that, actually. It’s very good. 
They’ve been a big change I think in the way that people consume theatre, and have 
hugely broadened the reach of a number of productions. So that’s been a big 
development. Ticket prices have gone up quite a lot, certainly in terms of the 
commercial sector, since I first started writing about it. I remember as a reporter 
writing about the first time a theatre ticket in the West End broke the £50 mark, and 
now you’re looking at tickets going up towards £200. 
 
And that’s just for the stall tickets as well.  
Well, quite. For what they now call premium seats. And not all, I should say, not all 
theatres charge that much, and there are still cheaper tickets but certainly in terms of 
the price of the most expensive, the best seats in the house, and they’re sort of the 
asking price for those tickets. I mean, it’s trebled, maybe even quadrupled, in the 
time that I’ve been writing about theatre. 
 
Can you blame the producers when Harry Potter or Hamilton have got waiting 
lists of years now? I mean, they’re a commercial consideration. A lot of these 
theatres have had centuries of under investment, they’re rickety, and there’s 
some serious money being spent on them. In a sense it’s supply and demand, 
isn’t it, but do you think it’s pricing the poor out? 
Yes, I mean, that was more an observation than a criticism about theatre ticket 
prices. I know they get a lot of people quite hot under the collar, but certainly in the 
commercial sector, which is what I was talking about there, they’re working, as you 
say, supply and demand, there is a commercial imperative. They have investors. 
And if they don’t make money for those investors, or they can’t convince them to 
invest again, then no more shows. So no, I have sympathy. As you say, they are 
often in old buildings, historic buildings that need keeping up, the rents that 
producers have to pay to put a show on in those buildings are going up as well, the 
cost of everything has increased, so I don’t think it’s a case of greed. I think it’s a 
case of costs have gone up, and they’re being passed on to consumers. And when it 
comes to the really hit shows, I think theatres have got better at making the most of 
hit properties. So I think historically, what would have happened if you would had a 
Hamilton or a Harry Potter 15 or 20 years ago is that the top price tickets would have 
been priced at £50 or less, but touts would have brought them up – physical touts, 
rather than online touts – marked up the prices hugely, sold them through concierge 
services, and people were still probably paying significantly more for them.  
 
It’s just the cast and the theatre wasn’t getting the money. 
Exactly. So I think in terms of what’s happening now is that the theatre producers 
have found a way of, to some degree, cutting the tout out of that so that investors, 
casts, producers, right’s holders get more of that pot – which is has to be a good 
thing, because it means the money’s not being leeched out of the industry, it’s going 
to the people who are creating the work. So no, I think there are plenty of good 
reasons why the ticket prices have gone up, but they undoubtedly have. 
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Do you ever feel sorry for producers when they take a creative risk on a new 
play, because if it fails they could lose a lot of money, and understand a little 
bit why they often play safe? I suppose if you got a successful show then why 
would you ever cancel it? I mean, my office is near Shaftesbury Avenue and I 
walk past the Thriller show all the time, and I think I moved to London like 10 
or 12 years ago and it was on there, and I’m thinking, “How can that still be 
on?” But it must be on because they must be filling the seats every night.  
Yes, it’s popular. You know, people enjoy it.  
 
Am I wrong to slightly sneer at that, then? I probably am.  
I think you probably are.  
 
I have seen it actually.  
I’ve seen it as well. 
 
It was all right.  
Of the type of show it is, it does it very well. And I think that might not be your or my 
taste in theatre.  
 
They call them ‘jukebox musicals’, don’t they? 
Yes. So that’s a jukebox musical, and some are better than others. But people enjoy 
them and I don’t… as long as people enjoy them, why shouldn’t Hollywood create 
blockbuster films as well as independent art house films? I think there’s room for all 
types of theatre within the West End, and actually if you look at the line-up of shows 
in the West End now I think it’s quite a healthy mix, and within that mix there should 
be room for shows like Thriller Live just as much as there should be room for a star-
led Chekov revival or Shakespeare or a brand new play that is slightly risky and 
doesn’t have a star attached to it. And I think probably the mix now is as good as I 
can remember it being, but certainly you need those popular, populist shows to drive 
large numbers of bums on seats. 
 
I suppose that the counter-argument is that it’s holding up the theatre and 
locking it for something that could have been more creatively adventurous and 
not, again, not to sneer at it, but for example I had a coffee at The Ivy Club 
earlier this morning and it’s opposite The Mousetrap. And I don’t even know 
what that theatre’s called, but The Mousetrap has been there for literally 
decades upon decades. So is there a small kind of churn rate? If you are an 
exciting producer that’s got a really hot property, would it be a problem that 
you just don’t have anywhere to host it? You’d have to join a queue? 
Absolutely. I think that is a problem. People often talk about finding a West End 
theatre using the analogy of planes coming into land and there not being any room 
on the runway. So I think there is a… if you’re talking about the historic commercial 
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West End you’ve got a stock of about 35 to 40 theatres, commercial theatres, and 
maybe half of them are available because the others are taken up with, as you say, 
long-running shows. So I think that is a problem for producers. But the West End 
isn’t the only place to take a theatre show; you can tour it, take it outside of London, 
you can create your own venue – people have created pop up venues in places like 
Kings Cross that have done very well – you’ve got new theatre that opened a few 
weeks ago in Tower Bridge called the Bridge Theatre, which is run by Nicholas 
Hytner, who you mentioned earlier, and Nick Starr who used to run the National. And 
they’ve launched a new commercial venture which is funded by, I think, venture 
capital, and that’s the first commercial theatre of scale to open in London since I 
think the 1960s. And that’s opening outside the West End. And I think it’ll be 
interesting to see how successful that model is, because historically commercial 
theatre in London has happened in the West End. And if that model can be 
expanded, then I think there are potential opportunities for people to do, to produce 
theatre, commercially, with lower costs attached, because you don’t have the historic 
venues, you don’t have the rent that you have to pay on those venues, you don’t 
have the problems that those venues have. As beautiful as many of them are, they 
are problematic and expensive. 
 
So it’s not even that you have any legroom on some of them, you don’t even 
have any knee room!  
Yes, yes… some are better than others but absolutely there are some that are not 
comfortable theatres. That said, it is extremely expensive to do refurbishment work 
to those theatres because many of them are listed. So I know that a number of the 
theatres, seemingly simple things like installing air conditioning, because you’ve got 
a listed building, can cost 10, 100 times what it would if you were doing it to a 
standard office block or something. 
 
And presumably if you have to close the theatre for four weeks to do it then 
you’ve lost four weeks worth of revenue. 
Absolutely, yes. Rent. So they are not easy places to run and I have sympathy for 
the people who operate and own those theatres. And mainly they are sort of 
individuals or companies but they’re not massive conglomerates that own these 
theatres, and they’re doing it because they love theatre, they love theatres. And if 
you look at someone like Cameron Mackintosh, who owns a number of West End 
theatres, he’s put an awful lot of his own personal wealth into restoring those 
theatres and restoring them beautifully. And we’re lucky that there are people like 
that in the business who, admittedly, have made good amounts of money from the 
business, but are then willing to reinvest it in the fabric. 
 
Yes. The theatre industry strikes me as something that if you are just 
motivated by pure return on investment and cold hard cash you’d be better off 
picking an entirely different industry altogether. You do it for love, don’t you?  
Yes.  
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What’s your relationship like as a journalist with producers and the business 
side of it? Because I presume there’s a little bit of healthy tension, you’re there 
as an objective writer, you’ve got to be able to criticise them without fear or 
favour. But on the other hand, there is only a finite number of productions and 
theatres and you have to build your own contact book and have a healthy 
working relationship. How do you manage that personally? 
Yes, absolutely. And I think you’re right, there is a certain amount of tension – I 
would be slightly worried if there wasn’t. I think that’s healthy. I think you have to 
have a relationship built on mutual respect, you’re not always going to see eye to 
eye with those people, and there will be times when as a as a publication we have to 
be critical of things that are going on within theatre, or things that people are doing. 
But I think as long as they know that when we do approach those stories, we’re 
approaching them from a position of knowledge and respect for the industry, then 
they tend to understand the position that we have and the value that having that sort 
of critical friend, you know, the value that that brings. Obviously that’s not always the 
case, and sometimes you fall out with people. I think that is a natural part of being a 
journalist, and unavoidable, and especially in what is quite a small world of theatre. 
But generally, as you say, these people are in it for the love, and if they see that you 
have a genuine affection and regard for theatre, and you are, whatever you are 
doing, whether they agree with it or not, you were doing it in what you believe are the 
best interests of theatre and in an honest and decent way, then they tend to be pretty 
reasonable about it. But yes, you don’t always see eye to eye, and I think you just 
have to deal with people as you would want them to deal with you. And most people 
tend to be pretty reasonable. You have the odd one that isn’t. But that’s life. 
 
There’s a cliché, isn’t there, that critics tend to become more cynical the more 
that they do it. How do you avoid that? I remember I used to read the late 
Philip French’s reviews of film, but in the last few years of his writing he just 
seemed to not like anything, and I used to stop reading is reviews, I thought, 
“He’s only going to slate it, and I don’t know whether it’s any good or not. I 
mean, it might be terrible.” How do you how do you stop that happening, how 
do you stop that creeping cynicism kicking in? 
Well, I think the first thing to say is I’m not a critic. So from a personal point of view, I 
couldn’t tell you, because it’s not something I do. I think that cynicism of critics is… 
it’s difficult because there needs to be a healthy amount of cynicism. If you’re just a 
fan and you love everything, and you’re just so happy to be there that you’re raving 
about everything, then I don’t think that’s a very healthy thing for your readers. What 
you’re supplying them is not going be very useful. So I think you need to be slightly 
cold-eyed about these things. But yes, if you’re not enjoying anything, then why are 
you doing it?  
 
Fair point.  
I think from that person’s point of view, if they’re seeing five shows a week and 
they’re hating all of them then they’re probably in the wrong job. 
 



	
	

	 8	

You mentioned earlier about how The Stage has evolved to go into digital, and 
you’ve got the website. I hate to use kind of industry jargon like ‘touch points’, 
but when you think of a reader and someone who consumes your journalism 
as a brand, what are the touch points? Is it subscribers in print? What is the 
digital operation? Can people pay by direct debit? Are they largely website 
readers now? When you when you picture a typical reader in your mind, are 
they looking at a computer screen or an iPad or are they holding a physical 
copy? 
Our typical reader would be looking at a mobile phone. If you think about the number 
of people that read us via digital platforms rather than print ones now, I mean, the 
difference is huge. You’re talking… we have something like, I think it’s 10,000 
subscribers reading us every week across all the platforms. But then we have 
something like 200,000 registered users online. We have over 400,000 unique users 
a month to the website. 
 
Obviously then digital dwarfs… 
It completely dwarfs the print readership. The print readership would be a very 
focussed industry readership, probably tend to be slightly more senior, both in terms 
of the jobs that they do and age, and then online would be people who are a mixture 
of younger readers and people who maybe aren’t quite as embedded in the industry. 
So obviously, if we have millions of people reading this over the year, there are not 
that many people who work within theatre. So it has to be people who have genuine 
interest as part of that, and not just UK based. So I think – I’ll get this slightly wrong, 
it’s either a fourth or fifth – the biggest city if you look at who reads us online is New 
York.  
 
Wow. So online visitors to the site just readers of the paper that are accessing 
it online. They’re a different demographic entirely. 
They’re not an entirely different demographic but it’s a broader demographic, a 
broader and younger one. We have quite a complicated, although for us it works, 
system of how you access the website which is a little bit, I suppose, a little bit like 
the Financial Times old model which is you register, then you get a certain number of 
articles, and then you have to subscribe. So you get five articles after you’ve 
registered for free each month and then you have to subscribe if you want to access 
more than that. So we introduced that model, must be about 12 to 18 months ago, 
and it’s worked for us as a niche publication, and actually we thought that that would 
significantly reduce the number of, I suppose, casual readers we had online. But it 
doesn’t seem to have done at the moment, they just seem to be dipping in for their 
few articles a month. So in terms of the overall user figures online, they’ve kept 
pretty steady while we’ve also built what was a new revenue stream of people paying 
to access on us online. And we’ve seen some migration from print to online as well. 
And I think that will continue. The general trend for us is that our print readership is 
going down, our paid print readership is going down, and our paid online readership 
is going up. 
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Is there a commercial and an editorial challenge in terms of, you mentioned 
there that people are dipping in and they’re using their three or four free 
articles and then you hope that they would pay for it but they’re not quite 
doing so, because in one sense you could say, “Well, we’ll just flick a switch 
on the content management system and say you get two articles free and hope 
that when they click the third they’re going to pay.”? Or is there also an 
editorial or content led strategy to try and say, “Well, of those type of people 
what can we give them more of that will mean they’re going to want to click 
on?” I mean, is there online only content? Is the online version of the site the 
paper version and new material? 
Yes. In short. So everything in print also appears online. And then there is more 
content as well. So it’s a bigger offering, but to go back to the first part of your 
question, I think it’s about offering something that people can’t get elsewhere. If 
we’re writing about precisely the same things in precisely the same way that a reader 
could access for free through another website, then why would they subscribe to us? 
Why would they pay to access what we’re writing about? So I think what it does is it 
actually reinforces a lot of the kind of traditional values of journalism, which is making 
sure that your first with the story… 
 
Distinctiveness. 
Absolutely. If you’re not as distinctive, then why would people bother? So I think 
actually, it strengthens the arm in terms of the content offering, it makes that more 
important, because if you’re just churning out what everyone else is doing then that 
business model doesn’t work. So you need to be trying to either cover the same 
things in more depth, or cover things that other people wouldn’t cover. So one of the 
big areas for us is that… this has coincided with a real diminution of arts coverage in 
the national press over the last five to 10 years. And so I would say that the evolution 
of The Stage has sort of gone in the opposite direction to that, which is as expert arts 
coverage elsewhere becomes less available, it allows us to make a unique selling 
point of the fact that we are offering specialist expert coverage of an area that 10, 15 
years ago was covered quite well by the nationals but is less so now. So that change 
has not been good for the theatre sector, but it has been good for us in terms of us 
saying, for example, a lot of the nationals don’t review outside London as much as 
they used to. So if there’s a big opening in Sheffield or somewhere, 10, 20 years ago 
you’d have got many of the nationals sending people there on the press night to 
write reasonably lengthy reviews that would have appeared in probably the issue the 
day after, or a couple of days after. That happens less and less now. So often we 
might be the only national publication at a shows first night.  
 
At the Hull Truck Theatre.  
Yes, I mean, for example. And the Nationals might send someone in later or they 
might not send someone in at all. And so that’s given us an opportunity, and I think 
it’s meant that we’ve reassessed the way that we approach reviews. I think they 
were an area that we maybe didn’t take as seriously as we should have done 
historically, and as we’ve seen other people not take them as seriously, we’ve said, 
“Actually, this is something that’s really important.” 
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It’s an opportunity.  
It’s an opportunity for us, and it’s a service we can offer to the industry who are our 
readers. I often think about going back to the conversation about us being a trade 
publication. It’s market intelligence for the theatre industry. I’m sure if you spoke to 
someone in theatre they probably wouldn’t talk about it in those terms, but is 
essentially market intelligence. And if we can offer a broader and deeper view of that 
than anyone else, then that’s a reason for people to read us. So yes, we’ve invested 
quite heavily in developing our stable of critics around the UK and making sure that 
the quality of the reviews is as good as we can make them, that we get them out as 
quickly as possible, that we cover as much as we can. And that has really worked for 
us at a time when a lot of other publications are cutting back. 
 
Do you have an eye on the commerciality of the operation as well as the 
editorial side? So for example there you mentioned that you get five free 
articles a month. But presumably these visitors are still of some commercial 
use to you in terms of you can have adverts on the website, and those people 
see those adverts, which means you can charge the advertisers? 
Yes, absolutely. I think there’s always a balance between editorial independence, 
which is crucially important and thankfully has always been very well understood at 
The Stage. The family who that run it for years are wonderfully kind of hands off in 
terms of that side of things and understand the value of having independent authority 
of editorial. But I think more and more as an editor, you have to be aware of the 
commercial side because it is commercially harder for all publications now. So, 
absolutely, you have you have to be aware of the value of what you are producing 
and whether people are willing to pay for that, and also you have to think about how 
it fits into the sort of the wider commercial considerations of the publication. So 
recruitment is a huge area for us in terms of revenue, so The Stage would be the 
place that you would go to look for theatre jobs. And so obviously, in terms of the 
type of editorial that we write, it’s important that we write content that people who 
might be looking for those jobs want to read, because it’s our job to bring those 
people to the paper so they can read the adverts about jobs. So it’s all intertwined. 
Without those revenue streams we wouldn’t be here as journalists doing what we do, 
but at the same time there needs to be a healthy line I think between the two parts of 
the building. And I sort of feel that my role as editor is to is to link up those two parts 
of the organisation in some ways so that the journalists who are underneath me don’t 
have to be a part of that. 
 
They can focus on the journalism. 
They can focus on the journalism. And that’s I think that’s a healthy way of operating. 
 
Who do you regard as your competitors? Because you are a dominant player 
in a in a in quite a niche industry, and very well respected, and rightly so. But 
there seems to be dozens and dozens of these almost algorithmically 
generated websites out there. Now, if you Google Harry Potter for theatre, 
there will be a few reviews but there will be lots of these obscure websites that 
seem to be run by a database, that are presumably wanting clicks for the ticket 
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sales. Is it like death by a thousand cuts that even though they’re all small 
compared to you, because there’s so many of them that they take away your 
traffic, or is it just that you just have to focus on doing your own job and not 
pay heed to what they’re doing? 
What you’re talking about there really is content marketing, I think, and there are a 
lot of sites out there which, as you say, are ticket-selling sites, which have low-quality 
content that is for SEO purposes really to try and get people to the sites they might 
buy tickets for West End shows, of which those sites take a commission. And that’s 
their business model. And you’re right, there are a number of them. Some of them do 
it better than others. It’s not our business model. It’s not really our market, because 
we’re not in the business of selling tickets, really. And also that’s for, I would 
suggest, a very general theatregoing readership rather than… I said earlier we have 
a sort of a theatregoing readership that is a segment of our audience, but they tend 
to be, I suppose, the expert end of the theatregoing audience, people who are really 
highly engaged in theatre, and I’m not sure that that’s who those websites are going 
after. So I wouldn’t see them as core competitors. While we’re the only trade 
publication for theatre in the UK, and actually one of the few in the world, we do have 
competitors but they tend to be competitors for parts of our market rather than a sort 
of full-on, obvious face-to-face competitor. So there are other recruitment offerings 
that are less editorially driven that clearly from a revenue point of view are 
challenges for us. I mean, the nationals in some ways, and from an editorial point of 
view the Guardian writes very well about theatre. I would say there used to be more 
competitors in that area than there are now. So in terms of theatre reviews, obviously 
there are other places to read theatre reviews. But yes, there’s a website that that 
focuses more on the fun side of theatre that does good content for that market, but 
again it’s not really our market. So my feeling is that we have a niche, and the best 
thing we can do is focus on that, and write about it as well as we possibly can, and in 
as much depth, and offer people content about that niche that they cant get 
elsewhere. And from a commercial point of view that’s the right attitude rather than 
the other approach, which would be to try and become more generalist and go for a 
huge potential audience, but then not serve them as well. And then I think you’re 
getting into that kind of murky middle ground. And actually you either I think need to 
be a massive media organisation, or actually you need to be a small specialist one. 
And I think those are the two kind of healthy… I mean, actually we were talking 
earlier about the fact that you interviewed Lionel Barber not too long ago, and some 
of the things that he was saying about the Financial Times very much rang true with 
me in the sense that they are a specialist publication that’s done very well by serving 
its specialism well.  
 
And doing what they do well, well, if that makes sense, and not over-expand 
into areas that they don’t know so well. 
Quite. They know what their niche is, they serve that niche really well, and they work 
it.  
 
I completely respect that. Going back to this tension that we discussed earlier, 
this role of critical friend while you’re in the industry, and you’re of the 
industry, but you’ve also got to cover it journalistically, you guys have 
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investigated areas like low pay for rep actors and the dominance of public 
school-educated performers. Is that something that you’re particularly 
passionate about? 
The theatre is a really hard industry to make a living in, and a lot of our readers are 
people who struggle to have a successful career. 
 
The cliché of course, of the actor resting between jobs is obviously they’re 
poor because they don’t have the work. 
There are lots of actors and not as many jobs for those actors, but not just actors. It’s 
generally a low-paid profession whether you’re on stage or off stage. I mean, going 
back to this idea that people do it for the love. 
 
But that seems to be systemically stressful right from the get go. 
It is, absolutely, and I have unending admiration for anyone who… 
 
Sticks it out. 
… who sticks it out. I mean, especially actors. The determination and commitment 
that you require, I think, to make a living, a career, out of being an actor is quite 
extraordinary, and I think most of the general public underestimate that. You know, 
they see red carpets and they see the glamorous side of the business, but for all the 
people who are picking up awards at the Oscars or appearing at first night parties, 
there’s this huge sort of iceberg underneath the water… 
 
Of heartbreak. 
… of heartbreak, absolutely.  
 
I’m laughing, but it is, it’s awful.  
Yes, but that conversely they’re doing something that they love and I’m sure it’s 
usually rewarding when things go well. But it’s not an easy profession to go into, and 
people should go into it knowing the realities. And I think that that is part of our job as 
The Stage, is to not sugar-coat the realities of the industry that we’re writing about so 
that when people do go into it then they know what to expect. And we have a lot of 
people who read us online, in print, wherever, who are aspiring students, whether 
they’re actors, aspiring actors, or technicians, whether they want to be a director or a 
manager. And if the story that we were telling them was of a land of milk and honey, 
we would be doing them a disservice. So I think these realities of the business are 
things that we have to cover, we have to cover honestly, and in detail. And like any 
industry, theatre has its problems, and a lot of them have to do with pay, low pay, 
and lack of access to it from certain groups of society. 
 
Does it discriminate against people coming from less affluent backgrounds 
because their family cannot afford to support them? We have that in my 
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industry, in PR. I personally don’t believe in unpaid internships, you should 
pay everyone, because not everyone can afford to look after their son or 
daughter when they move to London to start a career in PR and do two years 
unpaid. If person is talented but from a poorer family they’re not going to able 
to move to London in the first instance, and that first rung on the ladder is not 
available, and therefore the ladder is unavailable. 
It’s exactly the same problem as it is in journalism. More and more now, training is 
expensive. Having the tuition fees debate is something that’s not unique to theatre, 
but it has affected theatre. It is more expensive to train than it once was, and then 
once you are out of training there is an expectation that you might take on low or no 
paid work to get experience and lines on your CV, and get spotted by a casting 
director, and only certain people can afford to do that. Most of it’s in London. Only 
certain people can afford to pay the rent or live with family. All these things are 
working against people from certain backgrounds, and I think this is one way that 
theatre is different to journalists more PR, is that it is almost exclusively a business 
based on networks. So, if you don’t have those networks then how do you break into 
this world? And if it becomes self-perpetuating, I think. It’s a really big, endemic 
problem for theatre and it’s not an easy one to answer, especially the networking 
problem, because theatre is a really fast-moving industry, and on a lot of levels the 
networking culture works for it because it allows it to move fast, make quick 
decisions about who’s in a show. People work with people they’ve worked with 
before because they know they can do the job. But if you’re outside that circle, it can 
be very hard to break into it. And I think that is a big problem. And actually, that 
again is part of the role of The Stage. If you’re not part of this world we should be 
that conduit that opens up to you. 
 
Here are the movers and shakers, here are the people that you need to know 
and you need to get on the radar of. 
Absolutely. If you don’t have someone to introduce you to those people, let us 
introduce you to those people. We can tell you about them. So that if you’re having a 
conversation with people in a green room about the latest shows that are happening, 
you have the information, you know who the producers are. These are names you 
recognise. And I think that is part of our role, to inform people so that they can break 
through that barrier. 
 
I certainly wouldn’t want you to name names, but how much do you pick up on 
the grapevine that you could never print? I used to work in politics for well 
over a decade and I always used to laugh at the political coverage when I was 
reading in the newspapers because it was literally only half the story. The 
other half they couldn’t print because, rightly, they couldn’t stack it up or it 
was just rumour, but there was lots of stuff that you knew was going on that 
that never saw the light of day. Is most of what’s going on in the theatre 
industry on the pages of The Stage, or is there lots of kind of things going on 
behind the scenes? 
Well, I think that’s a question you could ask any journalist about the patch that they 
cover, and normally it’s only a small part of what is talked about in newsrooms that 
sees the light of day, and I think that’s true of theatre as well.  
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And rightly so, of course. If you can’t stack it up… 
Then you shouldn’t print.  
 
Absolutely.  
Absolutely, yes. But I don’t think that is any more in our case than others in terms of 
what we write about. We go through the same process of deciding whether we could 
stack it up, whether its legally sound etc. as anyone else. 
 
There must be things you’ve come across where you’ve thought, “Right, that’s 
one for the memoirs but not for not for the next edition.” 
Yes, absolutely. But I’m not going to talk about those! 
 
You can’t blame me for trying to tease it out of you.  
I think… I mean, the one thing I would say is that the theatre industry is quite a small 
world. I mean, it’s opaque in a number of ways, and it quite likes that. So it can be 
hard to break through that opaqueness sometimes, and that can be frustrating. A 
good example of that I suppose is West End box office figures which, unlike 
Broadway where they publish box office figures for individual shows at the end of 
every week, the West End has always resisted doing that. So on a very basic level 
it’s very hard to know for certain how well certain shows are doing and whether 
they’re playing to half empty houses or they’re selling out. And there’s a lot of smoke 
and mirrors around that, and I think it would be nice and healthy if the theatre was 
more open about things like that. 
 
How does it work in terms of the demand management software when you’re 
buying a ticket? I mean, this is me asking you as an industry observer. So for 
example, EasyJet will have a plane going to Amsterdam and it’s got a finite 
number of seats, and the nearer you get to the flight date the more expensive 
those seats become. And yet it seems to be the opposite with theatre in that 
the more seats that are available, the nearer you get to the date, the prices 
become less. Or certainly that’s been my experience. Or has that changed 
recently? 
What you’re talking about there is dynamic pricing, which is something that the 
theatre industry has tried to… I mean, it’s a mixture of dynamic pricing and I suppose 
discounting as well, is what you’re talking about. So if you’ve got – and this goes 
back to the supply and demand conversation we were having earlier – but clearly if 
you’ve got a theatre that has 1,000 seats and you’ve got a show that’s happening 
that night and you’ve only sold 100 of those seats, it makes sense to discount the 
other 900 to try and get as many people into those seats as possible. Conversely, 
you want to try and fill those seats as early as possible, so there might be an 
argument for discounting early to try and get people to buy them and then create 
demand that you then up those last few seats to more expensive prices. There are a 
number of ways that different producers and shows approach that.  
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So it’s on a per show basis. But the only analogy is because an aeroplane has 
a finite number of seats and so it has a theatre. And yet it seems to be handled 
completely differently. 
Yes. I mean, there are similarities but it certainly it’s different to, for example, cinema 
where if you’ve got a very successful film you can put it on more screens. It’s not as 
straightforward as that because you can’t replicate the cast, you can’t suddenly 
perform in two places at the same time. 
 
And I suppose if you’ve got double the demand for a flight to Amsterdam you 
can get another plane and put on two flights per day. 
Absolutely. Whereas that’s hard in theatre for a number of reasons. I mean, you 
sometimes have shows in the West End that also have touring versions, which I 
suppose is, to some degree, similar to that. But it’s by no means straightforward, and 
going back to what we were talking about earlier about the demand for theatres, it’s 
not like there’s another theatre available. So if you’ve got Harry Potter, for example, 
which is selling out, and will do so probably for both of our lifetimes, your only option 
really is to do a version of it elsewhere. So they are opening one in New York, and 
soon in Australia. I suppose they could do a sort of an NT Live style thing with it, but 
then would that dissuade people from going to see it live? They could do a touring 
version, but then technically are they going to able to take that show into some 
theatres? Are the theatres equipped for it? 
 
Or they could do a DVD of the performance. But I’ve always been slightly 
underwhelmed by those, really. I don’t mind it if its live and its relayed via 
satellite, but whenever I’ve seen extended footage of a theatre production on 
the telly, it doesn’t come across the same as being in the moment.  
Well, it’s that liveness, and it’s going back to you asking me earlier about how has 
theatre changed, and it hasn’t really, because that that liveness is the crucial 
element of it. So yes, absolutely, I think you lose something when it is presented in 
another medium. But to go back to the ticket pricing question, there are only certain 
options available to you. And actually, another option would be to suddenly bump up 
the ticket prices hugely, and most of the producers don’t do that. A lot of theatre is 
not priced its market value, which is a strange thing to say. 
 
We’re back to the love rather than the money again. 
So Harry Potter, they could charge far more than they are for those tickets, but they 
choose not to. And I’m not sure there are many other industries that would do that.  
 
Last couple of questions, then. What’s the best thing you’ve seen recently, and 
what’s the best thing you’ve seen ever?  
So the best thing I’ve seen recently I would say the revival of Follies at the National 
Theatre, which the Sondheim musical. I would say is the single best musical 
production I’ve ever seen, I thought it was exceptional.  
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Do you get special seats or do you review anonymously? Do you barge in and 
go, “I’m the editor of The Stage, don’t you know?”  
I really don’t! And as I said, I don’t review. But I am lucky enough that I do get invited 
to come and see things.  
 
And I imagine you get recognised as well, because it’s a small industry.  
It’s a small industry, absolutely, yes. And normally the way that these things work in 
theatre is there is a press night which the press are invited to as well as normal 
people.  
 
Are the actors especially nervous that night? “As well as normal people” I 
quite like that. Norms. 
I think if you ask them, they probably would say yes, there’s quite a lot riding on that. 
And often it’s the focus of the development of that work, it’s when it supposedly 
should be ready fully for the first time. So they have these press nights, which critics 
tend to attend, sometimes I go along to those. Sometimes I just go along during the 
run as an ordinary punter. And so, I don’t have a special seat, no.  
 
And the best thing you’ve seen ever? 
The best thing I’ve seen ever, I think… I’m a huge fan of Canadian director Robert 
Lepage, who is I suppose as close as theatre to has to a kind of hauteur type figure, 
and he did a collaboration with Cirque du Soleil in Las Vegas called KA, which is 
absolutely extraordinary from a technological point of view in terms of pushing the 
boundaries of what you can do in a live space with staging. That is the best thing I’ve 
ever seen. I was completely bowled over by it. There’s no real narrative to speak of, 
but in terms of the physical prowess of the Cirque du Soleil performance with the 
impressive technological staging by Robert Lapage, who is a genius, that’s probably 
the thing that has bowled me over the most. And maybe in terms of sort of being 
moved into a theatre, possibly Jerusalem or possibly there was a production of The 
Crucible a number of years ago directed by Dominic Cooke – who actually 
interestingly also directed Follies – with Iain Glen, which was absolutely 
extraordinary. So I would say probably those three things in terms of all time and 
Follies in terms of recently.  
 
One of the final questions I often ask interviewees, people sitting in the hot 
seat as it were, is what’s next? You mentioned earlier that you’re an industry 
lifer, so I imagine you’re going to stay at The Stage unless you get fired, which 
I imagine you won’t do. So I’ll repurpose the question and say where are you 
going to take The Stage next? What’s top of your To Do list? Where do you see 
the publication being, say five or 10 years from now? 
So, few things. One of the big projects we had this year, which has just happened 
and will carry on happening, was a new awards called the Debut Awards, which 
were recognising people making their professional debuts in theatre. And I think 
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there’s more for us to do in that area of early career development and advice for 
people looking to break into the industry. And I think that’s a role that we can very 
usefully play. We are at the moment, and one of the big projects I’ve got on for next 
year, is developing a careers advice resource with funding from the Andrew Lloyd 
Webber Foundation, who are… I mean, they do what they say on the tin. Andrew 
Lloyd Webber set up a charitable foundation, and that is going to be a big resource 
for people looking for information about how to get a career in theatre really. Where 
the training is, what the potential jobs are. And I think that’s a real area for us to 
expand into, and sort of own actually, that we should be the one stop shop. If you 
want to have a career in theatre you should come to The Stage for that information, 
and then we should be able to guide you throughout your career. And I think that 
early stage area where sort of advice with schools almost, and this will be an online 
resource, is something that we’re looking at, and I think will be quite a large part of 
my focus for next year. And I think more on the technical side, doing more for people 
who work in technical theatre. We’ve had conversations around how we can engage 
with that part of the business more, and I think that will be a focus next year as well. 
So there’s plenty to do, and at some point more need to relaunch the website as 
well, you know, that never sleeps – but I think the focus for anyone in a specialist 
publication has to be about making the digital offerings as good as they possibly can 
be. And I think we’re realistic about the fact that, as much as we love print, it 
probably won’t be there forever, and so it’s making sure that everything else you do 
is robust, and that if one day you do turn off the print side of what you do, that you 
haven’t lost your audience and you’re delivering to them what you were always 
delivering to them, but just through a different medium. 
 
Well, Alistair, as an occasional but enthusiastic theatregoer it’s been a 
fascinating insight into the industry and the way you’re covering it as well. 
Keep up the great work and thank you for your time.  
Thank you.  


