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Keynote: Visions for the future: a key part of society  

Gemma Bodinetz, Artistic Director – Liverpool Everyman and Playhouse Theatres 

Introduction 

Gemma has directed numerous successful productions nationally and took up her current post in 

2003 having previously worked as a director in most of the theatres in the land. They are about to 

open a brand new Everyman theatre, any minute now, that really does have audiences at its heart. 

Gemma Bodinetz 

I’m honoured to be here and it is indeed game changing to 

choose the least experienced person as the final keynote 

speaker! This is actually a speech about an epiphany, it is 

about somebody who thought marketing was a dark art 

about brochures and leaflets and selling shows, somebody 

who has been in Liverpool for ten years and who has fallen 

in love and is building a theatre and running another one. It   

is an extraordinary thing and a massive privilege and somehow those two things have worked 

alongside each other. 

When Deborah and I, our executive team, arrived, we had already been told that the Everyman 

wasn’t fit for purpose and we’d have to think about rebuilding it. It was a very frightening moment, 

it was a much-loved theatre – anarchic and wild and as imaginative as the city that it sits in. It was 

passionately owned and loved by the remarkable city that I live in. But it wasn’t fit for purpose, 

there was no disabled access, it was almost literally falling down, it was a danger to work in and 

we discovered that there wasn’t anything intrinsically precious about the bricks and mortar that it 

was made up of. It also had, in its bowels, a very famous and much-loved bistro – possibly more 

loved than the theatre at certain times in its history. We didn’t just renovate it, we razed it to the 

ground. This speech is really about that moment, what preceded it and I suppose the epiphany for 

someone like me is that there is nothing that I do as an artistic director that I wouldn’t call in some 

way ‘communications and marketing’ and I’ll go on to talk about that. 
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Gemma then showed a clip of the Everyman 

Finale Film – the ceremony, street parade and 

closing speeches from when they knocked the 

Everyman down. The parade was preceded by a 

couple of days when the whole of our rather 

shabby theatre was open to the public and they 

had headsets and heard stories – some of them   

had contributed those stories – famous actors who had worked in the Everyman took them on a 

tour of the theatre and ended up in the auditorium. Hanging in the auditorium from the ceiling were 

labels and on those labels we asked people to write their messages of hope or their memories 

about the Everyman. We’ve collected hundreds of these and they will go into our archive. People 

sat in the auditorium and cried, and thought, and some people stayed for hours. We decided that 

for the procession, we could have had Jonathan Price or Julie Walters or Pete Postlethwaite, but 

actually the elderly gentleman that spoke at the end had been in the first ever production in 1964 

and the young girl that spoke is a part of our youth theatre. Most of the procession was made up of 

our communities and our youth theatre.  

 

The conversations began seven years before when we asked; how do you knock down a theatre 

and build it back up again and grow an audience? How and what should that theatre be and how 

should it respond to a city not a million miles away from Middlesbrough in terms of many of the 

indices in terms of poverty, teenage pregnancy, and all of those things? 

The first step for me was writing a vision statement for a new building. Our architect Steve 

Tompkins asked me to do that and apparently I’d written the most purple-prosed vision statement 

he’d ever seen! It was partly from a terror that I had about serving such an iconic city and I began 

to have, a phrase we keep using, ‘a conversation with my city’. But actually the whole building did 

and my conversation was sometimes literal, I was literally walking around, having a conversation 

out loud in my head; what plays do you want? Why do you want that play? Why don’t you want 

that play? What sort of building would you like? With the communications team we then really 

began to have that conversation, we knew that this theatre was a whole new opportunity and I 

began to learn that every single decision I made about that theatre, and when I say ‘I’, I am a part 

of a big team, but ultimately I suppose as design champion those decisions rested on me. Every 

single decision; and I include ‘colour of grout in the ladies toilets’, says something about who you 

are and how much you care. I am terrified about when we open this theatre as we’ve all cared so  
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much about every choice we’ve made. We held a Room 101 session; there were huge 

consultations with artists, writers, our communities that we work with out in various part of 

Liverpool, our regular audiences and we asked them; what do they love, what do you want to keep 

at the Everyman? Three very strong messages came back: people loved audiences on three sides 

– the democracy of the old Everyman, people loved the neon sign – it was actually very 

troublesome, a little like Fawlty Towers as I would walk up the hill to work it would sometimes say 

‘ryman’ or ‘Ever an’. It used to drive us mad but the city loved it. And, people loved the bistro. And 

so we’ve kept those things. But, what the Everyman was never, what Liverpool is at its best, was 

sentimental. The Everyman at its best is iconoclastic, forward thinking, revolutionary, getting a 

company of actors and going out when there’s a strike, creating a play in the moment. I didn’t want 

to and it wouldn’t have been right to create a museum. We knew that and could feel that’s not 

Liverpool. All the buildings it hated, all the things it hated; the Metropolitan Cathedral that they call 

‘Paddy’s Wigwam’, the mad Lamb Banana that’s now everywhere – they’ve grown to love. We 

knew that if we kind of designed something by committee that sort of pleased everybody we’d end 

up with something beige. So your conversation has to be visionary as well it’s kind of channelling 

your audience but being brave enough to imagine what they might want and what they might hate 

but come to love or at least say; ‘do you know what, it’s different’. We kept those elements but 

decided that we must improve on them. We’ve got a Green building. As green as theatres can be 

– all naturally ventilated, fully disabled access including any crew using wheelchairs being able to 

put lights up on a grid. We’ve tried to take the spirit of the Everyman; iconoclastic, political – and 

imagine what the concerns would be for the future and one of the things that we thought, any 

artistic director back then would want now, would be to comment on one of the biggest issues we 

have and that’s what is happening to the planet. We didn’t want a new building to feel precious. 

People kept saying to us; ‘you should never have to dress up to go to the Everyman’. But, 

Liverpool likes a really good night out and people get really dressed up in Liverpool so I didn’t want 

to give them a ‘worthy shed’ that felt ‘right on’ so we’re a bit ‘bling’ and we’re a bit rustic and earthy 

and sexy as well. One of the sexy things I’m in love with at the moment is our bare brick  

auditorium and one of the things that we’ve listened to is the 

love for that building so we’ve recycled every single brick 

from the original chapel that it was based on and we’ve used 

those to build a modern experience. People can still touch the 

old Everyman if they want but we’ve listened and we’ve tried 

to imagine how that might be better than what they’ve had 

before.   
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The bistro! What a responsibility. People loved it and it was wonderful. Unfortunately the people 

that ran it retired at around the same time and we were about to renew it but we knew that we had 

to have it. It was so loved … the ‘funeral’ procession was as much about the bistro as it was the 

theatre. We thought however that we would do it a bit differently – we thought we’d have a wood 

burning stove and tried to imagine it for a younger generation. We talked to the young people in 

our theatres and discovered that actually they didn’t use the bistro as much and they weren’t really 

into a slice of quiche. So we tried to imagine what they might want and hope that it feels sexy and 

that the price range is relevant and that there’s a fully inclusive way to use the bistro.  

Some of the things that we’ve put in the building are useful but also declarations of intent. Do we 

need a writers’ hub? I suspect that another artistic director might use that space for something 

else but we wanted to say that this is a city of writers, you are all writers, and the problem that our 

communications team often has is that Liverpool would rather do something than watch it which is 

quite hard for a theatre. There’s a lot of writers out there and we wanted to say ‘this building is for 

you’ so we have a visible room, fully connected to the Internet, a quiet place to write, a place 

where anyone can sign up to a time that they want and get in there – a declaration of intent. As is 

our youth and community space, the same size as the stage and open almost 24/7 with its own 

entrance. We thought about having a studio theatre but we thought ‘no’, this is for our community, 

this is the Everyman after all. Our youth theatre is integral and we don’t look upon it as a youth 

theatre … it is a mirror organisation. 

 

Virtually every department (except finance) of our 

organisation has a mirror group of young people learning the 

skills of technicians, communicators, directors and 

programmers. This growth of Young Everyman and 

Playhouse (YEP), was built for the new Everyman. People 

had to be knocking on the doors before it opened, they 

needed to own it before it was ready. These are some   

images of productions for our young actors, written by our young writers alongside marketing 

materials designed, written and produced by our young communications team.  

Talking of declarations of intent … somewhere in the conversations about shutters and cathedrals 

and the name ‘Everyman’, Steve the architect came up with the idea that the shutters should be 

‘every man and woman of Liverpool’. 

 



Arts Marketing Association      AMA conference report 2013 

5 
 

 

Gemma showed a film about 

the making of the shutters – 

going out into all the 

communities that the Everyman 

works with, inviting people to 

take part, taking photos of 

people and the process of 

looking at all the photos and 

editing them down to 150, 

printing those out life size and 

then whittling them down to 105 

– a good balance of people.  
 

I’ve talked a lot about channelling a city and having this conversation but here’s a brief example of 

what that means in reality. We were doing some work with a ‘gang’ called The Rec Heads, so 

called because they hang around the ‘recreation’ ground. They had been causing trouble and we 

were doing some work in a neighbouring area and they’d been throwing stones and generally 

being a bit difficult. They were on the fringes of criminality so our community team asked them 

what it was they wanted. What they really wanted was to be able to play football at night but they 

couldn’t because there were no lights. So, our technical team and our community  

team went out into the community and asked for domestic 

lighting, fairy lights, lampshades and anything people had to 

spare. Our technical team then taught the young men how to 

rig the lights around their football ground and it became like a 

beautiful installation. So beautiful in fact that the city council 

then paid £25,000 for them to get proper lighting to be able to 

play football.   

The amazing bi-product of that was that those young men had learned a real skill. I think if we’d 

asked them if they’d wanted to be electricians they’d had said ‘no, that’s boring’, but because we 

said ‘would you like to learn about theatre lighting’ they got really excited. We set up Young 

Technicians and then trained some of the ones that turned up regularly and then teamed up with 

the Illuminos Brothers (international team who provide extraordinary lighting and video 

experiences) to help our Young Technicians to create an amazing lighting display for the 
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community of Trinity Vaults in the middle of social housing in North Liverpool. All of those Young 

Technicians, except one who went to do football training in America, have gone on to further 

education to learn about becoming theatre technicians.     

 

That initial question; ‘what do you want?’ is, I suppose, where 

we begin as an organisation. But they’d have never said ‘I’d 

really like to work with the Illuminos Brothers, I hear they’re 

great’. You have to take that initial ‘we want to play football at 

night’ and try to imagine what they might not be able to 

imagine and create work of an international standard and 

something that they can own.   

I suppose that’s been the philosophy behind the Everyman, the very building of it, the choice of 

grout, and I try to imagine what it is that people might want. You’ve heard a lot about 

conversations – the whole Everyman is predicated on the most extraordinary conversations.  

 


