
 
Beginner’s Guide to the Theatre 
 
Welcome to our beginner’s guide to the theatre. If you’ve never 
been to the theatre before and want the ‘inside info’ on things like 
where to buy tickets, what to wear, when to start clapping and even 
where to park your car, read on for lots of useful hints and tips and 
answers to all those embarrassing questions you never thought 
you could ask! 
 

 
 
1. Buying tickets 
 
In Person 
 
Probably the easiest way of booking your tickets is to go to the box office in person. This way 
you are able to see the theatre layout and view the selection of seats available. The box office 
staff will be able to advise you which seats you can get that give the best possible view of the 
stage for your money. You will also be able to pay by either cash, cheque or credit/debit card. 
 
On the Phone 
 
If you don't have the time to spare to book your tickets at the box office, then the quickest way 
is simply to get on the phone. You will need to have your credit/debit card details ready before 
you ring. It will also be useful to have an idea where you would like to sit in the theatre - you 
can ask the box office for advice on this or look the theatre’s website before you call, as some 
theatres display a seating plan online.   
 
Online 
 
For the more technically minded, theatres often provide the option to book your tickets online 
which is likely to be very straight forward. Many theatres will also let you select your seat 
online from a plan, or will tell you which area of the theatre you are booking for when you 
select your tickets. You will need your credit/debit card details in order to pay for your seats. 
 
 
 



On the Night 
 
There is also the possibility of buying your tickets on the night which means you wouldn’t 
need to plan in advance, but the problem with this option is that it doesn’t guarantee you a 
good seat or, if it is a very popular production, you might not get a seat at all! 
 

 
 
Cheaper Tickets 
 
Don’t forget to check when booking your tickets if there are any concession prices available. If 
you’re under 16, a senior citizen, registered disabled, a full time student, registered 
unemployed or booking for a large group or on behalf of a school party you could get reduced 
price tickets.  
 
Talks 
 
Some theatres also have regular performance talks before or after the show. These are a 
useful way to find out more about the production what is happening on the stage. They may 
also look at the creator of the work and the historical background to the piece. Numbers of 
tickets for these are often limited - although they are quite often free - and are on a first come, 
first served basis, so check with the box office when booking if these are taking place and if 
they are, be sure to book early. 
 
Accessibility 
 
Many theatres also provide audio described performances for the benefit of the visually 
impaired and sign language interpreted performances for the deaf. Call the box office or 
check the theatre website to find out more about these.  
 
2. Where to sit 
 
Most theatres having seats in three main areas; on the ground floor (these are called The 
Stalls), on raised levels above this (there are normally one or two raised levels which are 
often called things like ‘The Dress Circle’ or ‘The Upper Circle’ – more commonly known as 
‘up in the Gods’ or ‘the cheap seats’), and in private boxes around the stage (not surprisingly 
called ‘Boxes’). All theatres are different, though, so it’s always best to ask at the box office or 
check the theatre’s website if you’re unsure which seat to choose! 



 
The Stalls 
 
The Stalls are on the ground floor of the theatre behind the orchestra and conductor. These 
seats usually range from lower price for the first couple of rows (as you may have to crane 
your neck to see), to top-price in the middle/front area, to mid-price further back to cheaper 
seats on the back few rows. If you think you’d prefer to see real detail in the performance 
(faces and expressions etc) rather than the overall effect, these seats would be best. For 
some performances such as ballet the seats further back in the stalls tend to be better as in 
most theatres these are slightly raised, allowing you to see the dancers’ feet more easily. 
 
The Circles 
 
The next level up is normally called ‘The Dress Circle’. These seats (especially central ones) 
are generally the most expensive as they have the best view of the stage. Despite it being set 

back from the front (above the stalls), these 
seats still allow you to feel close to the action. 
 
Some theatres also have a level above this, 
often called ‘The Upper Circle’. These seats 
usually range from mid-price at the front to 
cheaper seats at the back. The back seats are 
situated at the very top of the theatre. Views can 
often be restricted here, yet if you have good 
eyesight and/or a pair of binoculars then they 
are great for seeing quality shows on a budget - 
especially if you are trying something new. 
 
The Boxes 
 
If a theatre has Boxes, they can be found on 
either side of the stage. Despite the glamorous 
image that boxes have gained from seating 
royalty, these seats may not provide a very good 
view. In older theatres, boxes were originally 
designed for the high society to sit in and be 
seen by the public and not to see what was 
happening on stage.  



3. Arriving at the Theatre 
 
It is probably best to arrive at the theatre at least half an hour before the performance starts. 
This will give you some extra time to collect your booked tickets, buy any pre-performance 
drinks and programmes that you may need and generally get comfortable before the curtain 
goes up. 
 
The time on your ticket refers to the time when the performance begins, as opposed to when 
you should arrive at the theatre. It is always important to check the starting time on your ticket 
as they do vary from theatre to theatre and from performance to performance. Unlike a 
cinema, no adverts are shown before the show, so you must arrive on time!  
 
If you do arrive late, it is usual for an usher to escort you to your seat at an appropriate time. 
The front of house staff will have been told by the director of the show when to admit 
latecomers, to ensure the actors and audience aren’t interrupted at a quiet moment.  
 
Getting There 
 
If you intend to drive to the theatre then it may be wise to give yourself extra time in order to 
find a parking space, as it can quite often be easier said than done - depending on the 
location of the theatre. Remember up to 1800 people could be arriving at the same time as 
you. Check with the box office which car parks they recommend and ask if there are any 
special deals with local car parks. 
 
Alternatively, most theatres are near a bus route or you could park your car somewhere safe, 
away from the theatre, and take a taxi to the entrance. This will ensure that you aren't held up 
trying to park as the curtain rises! 
 
4. At the Theatre 
 
Food is available at the majority of theatres and all offer a selection of confectionery and soft 
drinks as well as a fully licensed bar. Always ask at the bar before taking your drink back into 
the auditorium with you – some theatres allow you to do this if drinks are in plastic glasses, 
but others ask that you finish your drinks within the bar/foyer area. Drinks are often available 
before the performance starts and sometimes theatres offer the opportunity to order your 
interval drinks in advance which is a great way to avoid the queues. Often at the interval the 
traditional tub of ice cream can be found for sale in the auditorium.  
 
 

 



Most theatres will also sell programmes, souvenir brochures and other related merchandise – 
anything from colouring books and tiaras at pantomimes to CDs and T-shirts at musicals. 
These are normally available before the performance and in the interval, but as not all stay 
open until the end of the performance, make sure you buy what you want when you see it so 
as not to be disappointed. 
 
5. Dos and Don’ts of the Theatre 
 
One of the most unwelcome things in the theatre has to be the mobile phone. Mobile phones 
(along with anything else that bleeps, buzzes or makes any kind of electrical noise) can put 
the actors off and annoy other audience members, so these should be switched off well in 
advance so as not to make your first visit to the theatre an unwelcome one! 
 
Theatre regulation states that latecomers will not be admitted into the auditorium until a 
suitable break, or the interval so as not to distract the performers and the rest of the audience. 
If you are late, many theatres have a screen in the foyer / bar where you can watch the 
performance until there is a suitable opportunity for you to enter. 
 
Cameras, video and tape recorders are not allowed in the auditorium and smoking is not 
permitted within the theatre building.  
 
Once you have taken your seats in the auditorium it’s best to stay seated until the interval as 
if you leave you will not be allowed back in until a suitable break in the performance. So make 
sure you go to the loo before the performance starts!  
 

 
 
When to Clap 
 
It is difficult to say when to clap as each production is different. It is traditional to applaud as 
the conductor takes his or her stand in the pit, both at the start of the performance and when 
the show recommences after the interval(s). You are also free to applaud during the 
performance whenever a song has finished or to show your appreciation for the performance 
as and when you feel it is deserved, and naturally at the end for the performers as they take 
their bows at the final curtain call. If in doubt, join in when everyone else around you starts to 
clap. 
 
Children are welcome to attend the theatre, but it is important that they know what behaviour 
is expected of them before they go. Although the performance tends to be exciting and 
enjoyable, noise from the audience can be very distracting for the performers, so children will 
be expected to sit quietly in their seats during the performance. It is worth asking the box 
office's advice as to whether the performance is suitable for children and to see if there are 
any matinee (afternoon) performances available. 
 



6. What to wear 
 
There are still many people who believe that a trip to the theatre is out of the question 
because they have nothing smart enough to wear as their best evening outfit is still at the 
cleaners! 
 

 
 
However, people no longer wear full evening dress, in fact, if you did, you would certainly 
stand out from the crowd! Instead, it is very much the case that anything goes; just make sure 
that you are comfortable. Some people do dress fairly smartly simply in order to make an 
evening out slightly more special but it really is no longer a requirement. Most clothing is 
acceptable. 
 
This means that the theatre is far more accessible than it ever used to be, and so there really 
is nothing to stop you going along to see a production straight from home or work and 
experiencing some real magic of the theatre first hand. 
 
Remember, you are there to be entertained. So enjoy! 
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