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In Praise of Slams, Cabarets,
and the Love of Short Form Puppetry
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by Kat Pleviak, Mary Kate Rix, Tom Pleviak, and Joanna Iwanicka

: P
A Users Guide to Get You Going

oy ol want o host a slam but have no idea how to starc?

W know how that feels. Since we opened Sea Beast
Fuppet Company in 2009 hosting a slam was one of our
major goals but always seemed too dawnting to produce on
aur dwn. Howewer, a5 the years have rolled by we have seen
slams popping up all ower the country in theatars, bars, and
festivals as well as grabbing press in print and on the web
inluding their ewn network at puppecsmnetwark.com. 5o
woa decided if everyane elsa can do it why net wus?

To rake a lang stery short sk months after we askad

char questien, we hested our first puppet slam an June 23,
200 | called *Puppet Melidewn™ and (o went se well we are
planning o do it again in July 2012, Bur chese facos alone
dan't make for a pardcularly interescing article sa we pocled
our collectve expariance frem cur first slam and hive
placed ic here for you o use a5 3 guide o starting your own.
Unfortunacely, there is only so much we can cower in a short
article but f you, like us, find yoursell with the passion for
hosting a slam bur feal a kit shaky on the knaw-hew, we hopa
this guide will help you get starved on your cwn puppet slam
adventure.

Getting Started

Slams don’t happen on thelr owm; they take a lot of work,
and the mdre people you have to help, the better. Start by
assemlding a production team, or core growp of people willing
etk on the responsibility of making the slam happen. For
ot slam we had foar peopde on the peoduction team, but there
is o magic number. YWhat's important is that you identify and
priositize what needs to get done throughout the process and
divide the work up in & manageable way.

Bow thiat v hawee o team of |_||_~:_1pi|: commyitted 1o I!I.iI}CiTEI
your event happen we suggest that yvou some up with a mission
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statement for your slam. 1t may seem a bit formal bug it will
help you make decisions along the way and keep your team
and event feensed. Slams do not have any formal rules or
regulations; the only consistent factors we have observed are
that the picces be short and aimed at adults, so you can custom
tailor your event in any way you choose,

=Will vou inclede video submissions?

«Will vou pick a theme?

sWhat is gt definition -::-I'L|1,||_|E'-|_'lr.\-."::‘

With so many options iU's easy for an event Bo lose 115 way
and become muddled. Even though this will be a collection of
small works they should velate to one anothear in some way.

To help establish vour mission statement ask yourself these
two questions: Why am | produeing this event? and What do 1

want this slam to aecomplish? These answers will lead youn to
wour mission statement and et von an Your way,

The Budget

One of the higgest considerations when putting on a
slam 15 the budget. Slams don't heve to cost @ lot but there
are a few general expenses to keep in mind such as the venue,
marketing, and any special equipsent vou Tl need o provide,
For example, for "Puppet Meltdown” we needed to custom-
Banild & prgect om gereen for the videa portians af the show
Eeap track and catalog any and all expensas that come up
during vour process, This will b a valuable reference tool for
wvour next slam.

When it comes to start-up capital there are o few avenues
tir comsider: you ean find a partner fo sponsor vou such as
a local business or sister company, vou ean apply for loeal
grants from larger arganizations such as the Puppetslam
Network, or vou can host a fundraiser through a website like
kickstarteream. For our slam we partneeed with the Chicago
Puppetry Guild, who froated the meney for our slam and was
reimbursed using the ticket sales from the performance.

Marketing is another crucial part of any slam; you
wiant people ta show up, after all, For tight-badget slams
the Internet is your best friend! Social networking sites like
Facebaak and Twitter are axcellent, free-to-use methods to get
the word out. For Sea Beast an event page on Facebook, linked
i our company's Twitter page combined with hoth e-mail
blasts and word-of-mouth, worked marveloushy and didn't cost
us a dime,

Submissions

At this point you have vour staff and have figured out
your budget; 1875 time to find your performers. To do this you
first need to establish some guidelines and criterig=the things
you'e booking for from your prospective puppeteers and their
pieces. When setting yvour eriteria always go back to your
mission skatement to be sure each cholee vou maks supports
your overall goal. For “Puppet Meltdown” we judged each
submission using four general criteria.

=First, medinm: what kind of puppetry is featured in the
pieca?



The selection crew reviesing submissicres from laft 1o right Mary Kae Ris,
Koot Plevizi, Tom Flewiak, joanna beanicka  Phego by Char Pleviak

«Second, length: how long will the pisce run?

«Third, tech: how complicated are the technical
resquirements for the piees?

=And finally, =kill level: How polished is the pisce? Does it
look performance-repdy?

Having set criteria before vou start vour process will help
you meke those hard decisions during the selection process
and make it easier to communicate with puppeteers who don't
make the cut.

{Cmce your eriteria are established it's Hme to put the
ward out and bring in some artiits, You can use the social
miedia sites you are wsing in vour marketing campaign and
the myriad of puppetry websites such as puppethub.com
and puppetslam,.com to announce your event. For "Puppet
Meltdowm™ we feund it helpful to have a standardized
application that interested performers could acquire throu
our website and then email hack to us. This ensured we b
all the information we needed and clearly communicated owr
preset guidelines to the performers. We asked for the names/
number of the performers, the title and a brief description
of the prece {including stvle and running time), the technical
requirements needed for performance and a video of their
piece or, in the case of works in progress, of a similar pieee the
artist had already performed.

The Venue

The venue sets the stage for your event so [_Ijl_'}:, one that's
right for vour show,

«First, comnsider the lecation, Iz it in an essily accessible
area?

sBocond, think about the size. How big is the space?
Make sure the house 15 nght for puppets. Don't go too
big; puppet performances generally benefit more from
smaller, more intimate settings than from bigger houses

»Third, consider the house rules. Be aware of any
restrictions the venue may hive and make sure your slam
can abide by them. If yon need to alter the space in any
way make sure vl dizguss that with the venue betore you
book the space.

Any space with enough room for performers and an
audience will do, but as thiz is a live performance vou'll
prisbably be best served renting a designated performance
Epace. TJ':E'SE Venikes ars hoke |'il:E|._l.-' to have the II‘;'I_'FIrl in|]

The Puppetng Jocrsal

cquipment you need and a staff that understands the
requirensents of vonr event,

Tech and Rehearsal

With vour submissions and venue set, now vou nead to
figure out how to make vour event run smoothly. We highly
recoanrmend having a tech relearsal, Bring vour performers
together and show them the space; it's a chanee to discuss
each L‘l'iF'i!E with FOUr pe riormers and show them what I:]1_|:'1.'
citn expect to have available the night of the show. This does
nod have to be a full run of the slows for owr slam we asked
for at least one representative from each puppet company
to come for & 30 minute tech session, just to talk through
their parformances and give tech cues to the board operator.
Sometimes puppet shows can gel messy =0 it's good to discuss
ithe uze of powders, liquids, and special effects within each
act, just to make sure the pieces are following the rules of the
venue, Az slams often invelve a lot of people, schedulez may
not always align; =0 it is not unusual for tech to be held on the
day of the show,

Jeamna bvanicks satting ap tha tech for Puppet Melidosn,
Phizges by Mary Kate Rix

When you finish your tech you meed to place all the pieces
in grder. Consider for each piece the technical requirements,
set-up and take-down tinee, subject matter and medium. You
want to be mindful of both the physical and artistic flow from
piece to piece. It's your job to think of the evening as a whoke,

The Performance

Finally, the big night arrives! The audience is seated, vour
performers ave ready, and all vouwr bard work and preparation
are ahout to pay off. In a perfect world your job would be done,
hut things handly ever go the way we ]_1|.e|:|:|. After all, it wouldn'
b Tive theater if something didn't go wrong. You'll never be
able to anticipate everyihing that might happen, s just be
flexible and prepared in case something does go wrong. To that
end the importance of good teamvwork cannot be overstated,
Don't be afeaid te delegate te your production team. Be honest
about vour abilities and limitations and azk for help when yvou
need it Don’t be a hero!

To halp avald unexpected problems there are o fow
simple things vou can do to be prepared for backstage
disasters. Having some extea equipment and materials for
emergencies 15 a good catch-all satety plan. Everything from
extra tape, safety ]":-mﬂ:, and even a sewing kit are good to
hawve on hand, and having a first aid kit is never a bad idea.

PASE 7
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TYou should alse be prepared in case a performer cannot do
their piece, Tn onr case we had several pleces pull out during
thie wesks betore the show so we brought a tew of our own
pieces to fill in, 1 wou do have pleces poll oot of your lineap be
mindful of how this affects the flow of your performance and
be ready to switch things around if needed,

During the performance things ave going to he sy
backstage from start to finish. To help with traffie contrel
v sheuld have a fun crew mamber available to meee feorn
the box office to backstage. Having a presence throughout
the venue will keep you aware of everything that's happening
backstage and in the audience and will be invaluable in
alerting you to any problems that may arise. For production
staff communication headsets are great, but if they are not
an option at your venee, texting on your phone makes a great
makeshift walkie-talkie,

Eor “Puppet Meltdown” we had o crew of six running the
showe: two people in the booth running cues, a stage manager
and an aide communicating with the performers backstage,
and two peaple who were available as extra stage hands
floating between the front and back of the bouse in case of
emergencies and to take photos of the event. Our venue took
care of tieket sales and concessons; however, don't forget to
have at |least one person running each of these it this service
is mot provided. Again, as this is o slam, never forget that
your main job beils doemn to hospitality. You need to make suve
vour investors, performers, avdience and venue are all happy,
Feep this im mind and yon will ensure evervone has a good
tirmee aned you will get to do other slams o the future,

Post Show

f:llrlEl'ﬂ[l.—IjlfiﬂHh O 5I'h.-!il| lam! Mow thare are st a fiets

final loose ends that need tying up betore we leave this event,
=First, you should ealeulate how much money was
generatad and if you made & profit

=Mext, once the profits have been totaled vou'll need to
l_'l:_::.-"l_l:_: ck wour Invesiors.

«Then yvou'll want to follow up with your performers and
venue and thank them for their work, If any payment wias
agreed upon for the performers this is alse a good time to
inform them of when and how theyT be receiving their
payment. Having & system already in place tor pavment
wheen you put out a call for submissions will help with any
discrepancies that might arise after the show. Paypal is

a good option for this if you're not comfortable sending
checks in the mail.

When you contact your performers give them an
opporiuniky to provide vou with feedback about their
experience; this will help you improve your process the next
time aronnd, Oooe your investars and performers have been
squared away vou and vour production team should sit down
and dizeuzs the slam overall: what went well, what went
wrong, and what can be improved upon for next time. Based
o the ||'r||1'|l.~: madle, The B il Hive and negative fesdhack from
the pertormers, and the overall reception by the eudienes yon
shonld be alibe o figare out how often you want to repeat Ehis
prosess 50 vl can start gearing up for your next amazing
slam!

Sea Beast Puppet Compay wirs fosnded in 2007 and resides in Glen
Elbm, IL Their misshon i5 te bromate exvcefence in puphetry thraugh
irgiaive storpieting and provkde on ofdartunity fr people af all
ages o view e performances, The compxany s comsbrised of
Arsktic Director Kar Pleviak, Mary Kare fix, Torn Mewak, and Joanma
bamaicka,
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“Annies Tale,” by Mary Kate Rix. Phoco by Kat Plewsak
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“hnother Man's Treasure” hr-_r:.ll: Plasiale, wich Megan Thisd.
Phars by Tom Phewak
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