DIGITISATION: WE’VE SEEN THE FUTURE – DOES IT WORK? 

Paul Allen

You cannot get a ticket for London Assurance at the National Theatre for love or money, but on June 28 you could go to a cinema which is probably much closer to where you live and slip in for £10, not for the film-of-the-play but for live coverage of the stage performance via hi-tech digital cameras which will get you as close to Fiona Shaw’s Lady Gay Spanker as a seat on the Lyttelton stage.

This is what NT Live is like. You are not in the same room as the actors, any more than watching the football World Cup on a big screen in a pub is like being in a stadium in South Africa. But you will still be with a live audience and you will see things in close-up that nobody up in the stands will. And it’s better than football because there is a script, which the actors will (probably) stick to and, therefore, the cameras can always be pointing the right way at the right time.

Will this mean the death of live theatre in every big city? Just as cinema was going to be, and then radio and then television and probably Aeschylus’ introduction of a second actor 2,500 years ago? No. Is it the future of live theatre? Not that, exactly, either. It is a different kind of experience and it is one that hasn’t yet reached the point of breaking even financially, but it is getting closer all the time.

London Assurance marks a significant step forward on the journey. The first NT Live season started with Phedre and was to have ended with Alan Bennett’s The Habit of Art. It was all carefully planned, costed and marketed from the outset and went (largely) according to plan. London Assurance is an add-on, and shows the NT now challenging itself to respond at much shorter notice to audience demand – and the cinemas ready to trust the product.  

The second significant step forward is that by the time you read this, one of the big reps will have joined the dance. In February this year, at a conference convened by NESTA (National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts), NT Live’s producer, David Sabel issued an invitation to TMA members and others to be part of the National’s second season. The production will be the partner organisation’s own (it is a big rep of the kind the NT is used to co-producing with) but it will be done at the NT’s risk, with NT expertise and as part of the NT ‘brand’. 
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