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LIVE-CINEMA 
WHAT IS IT? 
Live-Cinema is a common ground between Theatre and Cinema. Like a movie being cut in 
real time, the new form of storytelling allows a production to be presented to both in-person 
and satellite audiences through the integration of live-feed video sources and pre-recorded 
video playback. Camera operators are onstage with the actors, capturing video and streaming 
it live to a large video screen visible to the in-person audience.  (This is what differentiates 
Live-Cinema from something similar like a National Theatre Live broadcast. Live-Cinema 
uses the camera’s frame to tell the story, where as a National Theatre Live style broadcast’s 
concern is using the camera’s frame to can the exclusively theatrical experience.) 

 

WHERE DID IT COME FROM? 
Live-Broadcast technology has a long history entertaining and connecting in-person and 
satellite audiences, preceding videotape. There are many relationships that cameras, actors, 
and audiences can have together. This specific flavor of relationships, Live-Cinema, emerged 
over the 2010’s the continental European theatre, and quickly spread to its neighbors, the UK 
and Russia. Eventually another director, Ivo van Hove, brought the phenomenon to Broadway 
and Off-Broadway with shows like Network and his new revival of West Side-Story. Francis 
Ford Copolla has also recently held workshops at Oklahoma City Community College and 
UCLA School of Theatre to explore the artform further, and published the pinnacle Live-
Cinema and its Techniques in late 2017.  

 
HOW DID CHARACTER HOUSE LEARN ABOUT LIVE-CINEMA? 
While living in Berlin in 2018; Artistic Director Corbin Fritz attended Milo Rau’s live-cinema 
production of Lenin at the Schaubühne. Over the past year and a half, Character House has 
researched, created, and presented Live-Cinema productions. So far, we’ve produced Dr. 
Chekhov, Antigone, Russian Roulette, and Uncle Vanya in the Live-Cinema form here in 
Indianapolis, with intentions of continuing to produce and establish this bold new form.  
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WHAT DOES IT LOOK LIKE?  

Photo #1 

Photo #2 
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Photo #3 

Photo #4 
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Photo #4 
 

Photo #3 
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HOW WILL IT BENEFIT THEATRE RIGHT NOW? 
 

• Production broadcast possibilities: 
o The production video feed could be made available for purchase by 

satellite/at-home patrons. 
o The production video feed could be streamed to any audiences through 

internal and external networks; allowing for more flexible seating 
possibilities.  

 
• Video playback/editing possibilities: 

o Shoot a scene once in a specific location or with a prop or costume that 
is especially hard or expensive to build, then just play the scene back so 
you don’t need whatever the design element was that is prohibitive.  

o A scene outside in the rain is a good example of something you’d be 
able to playback. Or a field. Or a graveyard. The design possibilities 
become less restrictive in a way…more on that later.  

o A playback scene is a great way to cover a costume change, or give an 
actor a quick break.  

o Visual FX possibilities. 
 

• Video recording possibilities: 
o Capture the best performances and edit together a supercut. This can 

serve as a backup in case anything happens to the live stream to 
interrupt it, or could also stand on its own as the video available online 
rather than a new live stream every night.   

o Have high quality recordings for marketing, grants, actor reels, etc. 
o Build up a library of recorded productions. 
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HOW WILL LIVE-CINEMA CHANGE HOW WE WORK? 
 

• For Everyone 
o Live-Cinema integration presents a new approach to what theatre is in the modern 

era. Fundamentally, the dramatic world no longer lives onstage – it lives onscreen. 
The stage, instead, hosts the theatrical event of creating the dramatic experience 
live.  

o One must embrace that they are not betraying Theatre putting a screen between 
actors and audience. Instead, by allowing cinema to reside within the theatrical 
form, theatre is able to glean the benefits, omit the drawbacks, stay true to its core 
tenet of live mimesis.  

o Live-Cinema introduces a new way to stylize the storytelling through filmic elements. 
 
 

• For Producers 
o You’ll need gear. Included in this proposal is a list of everything you’ll need. The 

amount of gear you’re able to afford will influence how the rest of these notes are 
approached. It is entirely possible to produce high quality Live-Cinema with just one 
camera set up. 

§ You’ll need backup gear. I have made the mistake of ignoring this 
requirement to disastrous consequences. Just ask Bill. Learn from my 
mistakes. 

o You’ll need a Camera Operator (or two). Keep in mind, not only does a second 
Camera Operator require payment for services, it necessitates a second Camera 
setup. 

o You’ll need a Cinematographer. This person can also be a Primary Camera 
Operator. A Cinematographer is your person that knows what we, as theatre people, 
usually don’t about the technical aspects of exposure, shutter speed, frame rate, f-
stop, lenses, etc. Think of this person as your Camera Designer, in our terms.  

o This is a good time to integrate (multilingual) subtitles. The form already requires a 
screen – why not use it to make your work more accessible to audiences? 

o Live-Cinema, in the nature of cameras, requires high detail of design elements 
within the cameras frame. Do not mistake this for requiring realism. 

o The exclusivity of the camera’s frame introduces different design and 
implementation approaches. More on that later.  

o You’ll need to let your audience know what they’re in for. This is a new approach to 
a tried and true concept. People have different visceral relationships to being in an 
in-person audience vs satellite one. They may prefer to have different financial 
relationships with them too.  

o Integrate the cameras at tech at the latest. The earlier the better. Integrating 
operators? All the better.  
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• For Directors 
o You control what the audience sees and hears. This allows for a wide range of 

control over the production, often allowing for shortcuts. For example, an actor 
doesn’t need a different pair of pants, if all we as the audience see is their torso 
and head in the shot.  

o Don’t be afraid! Many theatre directors are concerned that their directing abilities 
won’t translate to screen – this is not as much of a concern as one would fear. The 
field of drama shares radically more in common among its forms than it differs. 
Communicating with actors and designers remain constant – the only addition is the 
cameras. This is why a positive relationship between the Director and 
Cinematographer/(Primary) Camera Operator is vital. 

o Learn a little about shot composition. The rule of thirds, the names for different shots, 
how to use your scenic and props designs to frame your shots and tell a story.   

o You’ll need to learn how direct and give notes to Camera Operators. They’re artists 
just as vital to telling the story as the Actors, the only difference is they’re Technicians. 
Often, they aren’t used to the kind of vulnerability theatre demands and inevitably 
exacts. Use your best judgement and be technically specific when you can.  

o Actors don’t have to be visible to the in-person audience all the time. This allows for 
incredible flexibility and creativity for efficiency and storytelling purposes.  

o Make a decision regarding the characters’ relationship to the camera.  
o Make a decision regarding your actors’ relationship to the in-person audience. 

Because an audience see’s the process of creating the dramatic world, there is no 
doubt in anyone’s mind that the folks onstage are actors and the folks onscreen are 
characters. Given this understanding, the lines between audience and actor can blur 
as much as you, and they, desire.  
 

• For Stage Managers 
o Camera cues, Video playback, and Broadcasting infrastructure can all be fully 

integrated into a production’s QLab cue list, making calling a Live-Cinema production 
virtually the same as a stage production.  

o Keep track of Camera operator blocking and preliminary shots as they emerge.  
o Add a Camera/Video notes section in your reports.  
o Make sure there is a strong, if not failsafe, protocol for keeping track of camera gear 

and charging status as well as backup gear impletmentation – just like audio usually 
does.  

o Seeing the stage is no longer necessary to call it. Everything can be done through the 
camera video feeds if needed. 

o Call for the screen, not for the stage.  
o You’ll need an extra pass of the show with the actors during tech: Dry tech, Camera 

Tech, Wet tech.  
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• For All Designers 
o The thirty-foot rule does not apply anymore. I am so, so sorry.  
o You control what the audience sees and hears. This allows for a wide range of 

control over the production, often allowing for shortcuts. For example, an actor 
doesn’t need a different pair of pants, if all we as the audience see is their torso 
and head in the shot.  

§ Film style designing, theatre style implementation. 
o Consider how the film will be colorgraded. Will it be black and white? Sepia toned? 

Are there colors that, mathematically, won’t fit in the visual palate, or can be 
removed? This also affects how the design elements are implemented.  

 
• For Scenic/Costume/Props Designers  

o Consider the shots needed. Do you need all four walls, or just three? Does the 
back of the flat, even though the in-person audience can’t see it, need to be 
finished for the camera? How tall do the walls need to be? Etc. See if the Director 
has any shots in mind already and go from there.   

o Consider the folks onstage. If the Producer wants to use wired cameras vs wireless, 
consider the needs of the technicians for passthroughs and masking. The more 
flexibility the better.  

o Consider framing. One of the easiest ways for a Director to make a shot look good is 
by using the environment to frame the shot. Consider windows or gaps in walls, how 
stairs fall, fireplaces, etc. Large or small, frames for all.  

o Usually, things can get smaller. A 10x8 room is small onstage, but with a camera, 
you can bring an audience in with you. You could even have several of these rooms 
onstage in a way that just would not have read as well if the stage was the exclusive 
storytelling vessel.  

 
• For Lighting Designers 

o Consider your instruments.  
§ Because of video frame rate differences between what we use in the US 

vs Eurasia, often times cheaper Chinese lights will flicker or scan in oddly 
to a camera’s sensor using US settings. Incandescent lamps are always 
fine with video. 

o Work with the cinematographer. No one has to go it alone! If there’s an issue with 
exposure or anything like that; the LD and Cinematographer can be the greatest 
of allies or enemies. The former is a better choice.  

o A blackout onscreen does not necessitate a blackout onstage. But it can if you 
want it to.  
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• For Sound Designers 
o Underscoring is your friend. Movies typically have a whole lot of sound.  
o A plan for microphones will be needed. Actors acting for the camera have a 

predisposition to speak quieter. Area mics may be a solution – body packs may be a 
solution.  

o You’ll need two feeds. You’ll have to mixdown your in the theatre design to a 2 
channel feed for satellite audiences.  

o Have a work session with the cinematographer to address delay. If the camera 
operator is working with a wireless rig, often there may be a delay of <0.1 seconds. 
Though this is marginally acceptable by most audiences, in a situation like the Russell 
Theatre where there is enough distance between an in-person audience and the 
actors, manipulating the audio delay can help erase the latency even further. 

 
• For Actors 

o Awkward blocking may occur. Blocking that may feel forced onstage may look 
great onscreen. The same goes for timing.  

o The camera will adjust for you. If you think you didn’t hit your mark; trust the Camera 
Operator knows the shot, meet you where you’re at, and will deliver it to the audience 
for you.  

o The camera is your priority audience. 
 
 
 
*QUESTION: Does the video screen have to be the priority storytelling device? 
 
ANSWER: Great question! From my work and experimenting with the form– yes. Why? Because if 
the camera’s frame is not the most important story telling viewport for the audience, the presence 
of cameras and technical elements onstage can pull an audience out of the performance. But by 
utilizing the camera’s frame as the exclusive entrance to the dramatic world, the entire production 
process, including the cameras and technical elements onstage, is accepted by an audience to be 
the theatrical event. By separating the functions of screen (drama) and stage (theatricality), the 
audience is able to digest the experience better.  
 
A case study of a Live-Cinema production that did not follow this rule (and suffered for it) is Ivo Van 
Hove’s most recent revival production of West Side Story (see Photo #4). Ivo’s priority for storytelling 
is the stage picture for his in-person audience and not his camera frame. That’s why he makes the 
aesthetic choices such as the one in this Photo #4 – for the stage picture. But because Ivo uses the 
frame of his stage as the primary entrance to the dramatic world, and not the screen, the screen 
becomes distraction (much to the chagrin of patrons giving this new artform a chance).  
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WHAT GEAR DO WE NEED? 
 
This was the system we used for Uncle Vanya to much success. It is, however, 
definitely the budget option.   
 
 
Camera Panasonic Lumix G85 $845.98 BUNDLE 
Kit Lens 12-60 mm w/O.I.S. - BUNDLE 
Zoom Lens 45-150 mm w/O.I.S. - BUNDLE 
2x Camera Batteries Panasonic DMW-BLC12 $26.99  
SDI to HDMI  Adapter $43.90  
HDMI Tx/Rx Hollyland Mars 400S $649  
2x Tx/Rx Batteries 2x  Sony NP-F750 $37.99  
HDMI Adapter Micro HDMI -> HDMI $9.49  
Camera Light Dimmable Variable Temp $35  
Shoulder Rig Neewer Barndoor Shoulder Rig $149.99  
Video Switcher Blackmagic ATEM Mini $295  
 

TOTAL PURCHASE COST $2,092.36 

 

 
 


