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Welcome to Colchester Operatic Society 
We hope you will derive much pleasure from your involvement with us.   The Society is always 

seeking fresh talent in order to flourish and progress, and so we welcome you to our ranks.   A 

booklet of Society Rules is enclosed for your information and retention. 

 
The Society was formed in 1924 and from the beginning it was an enormous success.   The first 

production was ‘The Gondoliers’, which was staged at the Hippodrome Theatre, Colchester (now a 

nightclub) on 8th December 1925.   Shows were performed annually until the Second World War 

interrupted proceedings.    After a  gap of  seven  years  the  Society  lost  no  time  in  returning  to 

productions with ‘Beggars Opera’ in 1946.   The Society has become increasingly ambitious over 

the years, and in 1973 moved to the present performing venue – the Mercury Theatre with 499 seats 

in its auditorium.    Recent shows include South Pacific, Fiddler on the Roof, Calamity Jane and 

Sweeney Todd. 

 
In 1984 COS Second Edition (CO2) was formed to mount shows of greater interest to younger 

members of the Society.  Shows such as ‘Grease’, ‘The Wiz’, ‘42nd Street’ and more recently ‘We 

Will Rock You’, ‘Summer Holiday’ and ‘Footloose’ have been performed.   Several members of CO2 

have gone on to join the ranks of professional theatre. 

 

 

1         GENERAL INFORMATION 
If you haven’t already visited our website, please do so at www.colchesteroperaticsociety.co.uk as 

it contains useful information including past shows, reviews, rehearsal schedules, contact details, 

useful  links  a  Membership  Only  Area  for  which  you  will  be  given  a  unique  username  and 

password. 

 

1.1      The AGM 
The Society holds its Annual General Meeting (AGM) in June, during which the annual election of 

Officers and Members of the Executive Committee take place.   Various reports on the running of 

the Society are presented, followed by an Open Forum, which gives an opportunity for members to 

present their views. 

 

1.2      Membership Subscriptions 
Membership Subscriptions are due annually on April 1st.  However, if you join partway through the 

year, the subscription becomes due immediately.  You will not be allowed to audition if you have not 

paid your subscription. 

 
In addition to the membership fee, a show fee is levied.  The amount can vary from show to show, 

but will not usually be less than £30.
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2         THE SHOW LIFE CYCLE 
If the concept of staging a musical play is new to you, this section will be of interest. 

 

The company will normally assemble on a given day to sing-through the show with the Musical 

Director (MD).   This gives the company the “feel” of the show and might be the first time some 

members have heard the music.  In the following weeks the MD will concentrate on all the chorus 

numbers, teaching the voice parts to the sopranos, altos, tenors and basses.   The cast in turn 

concentrate on learning and memorising the music, although time will also be given to learn the solo 

audition parts. 
 

Before you know where you are, Audition Day arrives and everybody wanting to be in the show has 

to perform.  There will of course be those trying for a main part, but in COS the chorus have to 

audition too! 
 

With the cast chosen, the rehearsal chairs get put away and the Production Director starts building 

the action, scene by scene (you’ll need a notebook and pencil to take notes of your 

moves/positioning), act by act, up to complete run-throughs.  Just when you think “this will never be 

ready” it’s  the  time  to  try  on  costumes,  attend  the  Band  Call,  move  into  the  theatre,  get  

used  to  the cramped darkness of back stage and the hot dry brightness of the stage.  It’s Show 

Week.  Long Technical Rehearsal, Dress Rehearsal, First Night, Adrenalin flows, the best is given, 

crowds cheer, curtains fall again and again, then all too soon the theatre has to be cleared (by us) 

of all traces that we were ever there.   That’s the life cycle of a show.   Now for the detail…. read on. 
 

2.1      Production Opportunities 
If other aspects of production appeal, then there are many jobs behind the scenes for Members to 

involve themselves - perhaps some of the following might be of interest?   If so, then please make 

your interest/talent known to a member of the Executive Committee. 
 

•               Make-up Team 

•               Wardrobe 

•               Props 

•               Prompt 

•               Stage Management Team (Scene Shifting) 

•               Green Room (Back Stage Refreshments) 

•               Front of House (Programme Selling) 
 

Note.   Operating the Lighting is restricted to Mercury staff.   Also, Sound reproduction is passed 

into the capable hands of a professional company.    However, some assistance with both disciplines 

may be sought from within the membership from time to time. 

 

2.2      Frequency of Productions 
Currently the Society presents two major productions a year at The Mercury Theatre, Colchester. 

The actual weeks depend largely on negotiation with the management of The Mercury Theatre, but 

normally they fall in late January and September/October each year. 
 

In addition, a themed concert is usually performed once a year at various venues around 

Colchester and North Essex.
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3         REHEARSALS 
COS hold rehearsals twice a week on Monday and Thursday evenings between 7:30 & 10:00pm. 

The whole company is usually called both nights while the music is being studied with the Musical 

Director (MD).    Once the show has been cast, the Production Director (PD) dictates who is required 

on rehearsal nights.  There may be the occasional Sunday rehearsal too, where vital extra time is 

available to stitch together the rehearsed scenes into acts, and acts into whole show run-throughs. 

 
It is very important that you attend all rehearsals on time.    Before you commit to being in any show 

you will be asked to declare any planned absences you will have due to holidays etc.   If these dates 

coincide with setting rehearsals it would be helpful for you to provide a ‘stand-in’ to take notes for 

you.  If this is not done, it is possible you may not be included in certain scenes. 

 

3.1      Rehearsal Schedule 
The MD and PD will work with the production team to produce a rehearsal schedule of ‘calls’ (when 

you are required to attend).  The schedule is usually available from the first rehearsal along with a 

synopsis/plot of the show, character outlines and the audition parts for both chorus and principals. 

 
Although the schedule is designed to map out the progress to show week, it can be subject to change 

so always listen to the announcements given during rehearsals or contact someone if in doubt.  The 

schedule will also show the venue for each rehearsal, while directions on how to get to the venue 

can usually be found on our website.  If you are unable to attend a rehearsal, please inform the 

Secretary or the designated contact as shown on the Rehearsal Schedule. 

 

3.2      Musical Scores and Libretti 
The Society will always provide Musical Scores and or Libretti (the words) for the show in production. 

These are available to members to hire at a small charge, which includes a returnable deposit when 

the book is safely returned (e.g. clean from any soft pencil marks that may have been made during 

rehearsals). 

 

3.3      Music Rehearsals 
Music rehearsals are held with the MD and usually continue up to the Auditions.   During these 

rehearsals, Members will have to learn the music by heart.  It is not necessary to be able to read 

music, although a basic understanding can be helpful.  A small hand-held digital recorder or smart 

phone used to record sections of the rehearsal will be of huge help to you when learning your part. 

 
At these rehearsals seating is set out by voice group. i.e. Soprano, Alto, Tenor and Bass.  Music 

rehearsals can sometimes continue for a short while after auditions in order that principals can learn 

their parts.  These are important rehearsals, so if you do not understand what is required, or cannot 

place your notes, do not be afraid to ask for help from the MD/rehearsal pianist.
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3.4      Auditions 
Various auditions are held throughout the year as membership of the Society does not guarantee 

you a place in a show or concert.    Please see the accompanying pamphlet on the Audition Process 

for more detail.   Sufficient to say here that anyone wishing to join as an active member and take 

part in a production is required to audition, additional auditions are required for principal roles.  

Principal audition pieces are announced early and usually comprise passages of dialogue from the 

Libretto and one or two of the musical numbers where appropriate. 

 

3.5      Floor and Setting Rehearsals 
With the show cast and the music learned, the Production Director (PD) takes over.   The PD will 

already have worked out entrances, exits, placement and bits of ‘business’, for everyone.   It is 

therefore very important to listen and concentrate to what is said to you.   You will find a small 

notebook and pencil invaluable to note down your moves and actions.  Some ‘revision’ rehearsals 

will be under the control of the Director’s Assistant, who is there to help you repeat the Director’s 

earlier instructions. 

 

3.6      Rehearsal Dress and Personal Props 
It is important that floor movement is practiced in clothes similar to those that will be used during 

show week.   If you rehearse in jeans and trainers you might find it difficult to dance or fight in a long 

dress or robe, or hat, or to tap dance, so be advised by the PD as to suitable attire for floor 

rehearsals. 

 
It’s also useful to provide yourself with personal props as soon as you know you’ll need them.  A 

mug, a bucket, gun, walking stick etc., take on a life of their own when they become “real”.   Do you 

walk on with it or find it set on stage?   How do you get to pick it up, put it down, produce it with a 

flourish rather than fumble?   It’s easy with just air in your hand but trickier with an object. Plenty of 

practice with props makes for a slick show.   Jumble sales and Charity shops are often good places 

to collect an assortment of costumes, shoes and props which could be useful, not only for rehearsal 

but for the show. If in doubt - ask someone!
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4         PREPARATION FOR THE SHOW 
Main costumes will be provided by the Society via professional costume suppliers and your 

measurements will be taken by members of the Costume Team during rehearsals.   You may be 

informed that there are a few items that you will probably need to provide in order to make the 

costume complete. 

 

4.1      Personal Items 
These vary from show to show but you may need to provide your own shoes and gloves.  Ladies 

will need to provide tights, jewellery, ribbons and handbags as and when necessary.   For men, 

braces and collar studs are often a necessity.   Socks are also a personal item as well as 

handkerchiefs and other such items.   The Society usually hires lady’s wigs although some people 

prefer to purchase their own as they are a regular requirement. 

 

4.2      Calls Prior to Opening 
There are some special calls that you need to attend as the first night of show week approaches. 

 

4.2.1     Costume Call 
Costume Call usually takes place one afternoon/evening during the week prior to show week. The 

costumes are received, sorted by cast/character name and hung on rails by the wardrobe team.  It 

is important that the cast try their costumes on at this time to ensure they are a good fit, in good 

repair and appropriate for their character.   The PD will often be in attendance in order to check that 

costumes meet their requirements.   Between them, the PD and Wardrobe team will advise members 

on any extra personal items that may be needed to accessorise the costume (braces, belts, socks, 

shoes, tights, jewellery, etc.).  If necessary, in extreme cases, replacement costumes will be ordered.    

After checking out with the costume team, cast members will be expected to take their costumes 

home with them (press them if required) and take them to their designated dressing room in the 

theatre prior to the Technical Rehearsal. 

 

4.2.2     Band Call 
The Sunday prior to show week will usually be used for Band Call, though this may vary as it is 

dependent on the availability of the members of the band/orchestra.  This will be the first and only 

opportunity for the MD to rehearse with the band/orchestra before show week and is therefore vital 

to the success of the show.   The MD has a lot of work to complete in this short period to ensure the 

band parts are corrected and the band understand the musical interpretation required. For obvious 

reasons this rehearsal is solely under the control of the MD.  The company is invited to take the 

opportunity to sing with the orchestra, as it is quite different to singing along with the rehearsal 

piano/keyboard.  Please understand that this is not a movement rehearsal.  The sound team will 

also attend as it is an important time for them and the Musical Director to understand the balance of 

sound between orchestra and singers. 

 
Normally during the Band Call, the stage management team will be busy at the theatre getting the 

set  and  lighting  in  order,  so  the  Band  Call  is  always  at  a  different  venue.    Look  out  for  

the announcement as to where it will be and the time you are required.
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4.2.3     Technical Rehearsal 
The Technical Rehearsal takes place at the theatre, usually on the Monday before opening night. 

There is no orchestra for this rehearsal so it’s keyboards again.  Not only is this a fully costumed 

run-through of the show but it’s also the Stage Management Team’s only rehearsal.  It’s their only 

chance to get right the entire scene shifting, marking out, lighting, sound, props, announcements 

and special effects. 

 
Costumes are worn in case you have a large hat or train, or different kind of footwear from that you 

are used to. 

 
Beware.  Scenery (flats, trucks and furniture) can be heavy and cumbersome, so when the 

backstage crew say “get out of the way” it’s usually to ensure your safety.   Next time you are in that 

position, hopefully you’ll remember and make way before being asked. 

 
The Technical Rehearsal can be a long affair, with many interruptions and repeats.  It is therefore 

important that you concentrate and listen, as changes to setting details, entrances, exits may be 

necessary for logistic reasons. 

 

4.2.4     Dress Rehearsal 
The Full ‘Dress Rehearsal’ is the next evening and is expected to run without interruption.   The 

orchestra will be in attendance.  It is usually at the dress rehearsal that photographs are taken for 

‘Front of House’.  There will also be copies provided for purchase by members. 

We are ready to run.
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5         SHOW TIME 
There are a few things to observe during the run of the show. 

 

5.1.     Parking and Security 
There is NO PARKING AT THE MERCURY THEATRE.   Most people park in St Mary’s car park 

and take the short walk over the footbridge. 

 
Access to backstage is by electronic key-pad.  The security code for this will be disclosed to the cast 

on the first Monday and will remain unchanged for the run of the show, unless otherwise advised. 

 
Everyone is required to sign in/out on the sheets located on the wall just inside the stage door, by 

the Green Room when you enter/leave the theatre.    This list is important as it allows Stage 

Management to check that the cast is complete before curtain-up.   It also allows the theatre 

management to check people off if there is a fire drill or bomb scare. 

 

5.2      Dressing Rooms 
All cast will be pre-allocated to the dressing rooms prior to the technical rehearsal.   All female chorus 

members are usually together, female principals together, etc.  Please remember that you will be 

sharing with a number of other people so try to be as considerate as possible to those around you.  

You are advised to leave your valuables at home.  At the end of each performance you are expected 

to leave the dressing room clean and tidy, and completely cleared at the end of the run. 

 

5.3      Costumes 
It is your responsibility to take care of the costumes which have been provided for you.   The 

Wardrobe Team will be available for small (or sometimes major) alterations and repairs.   Items such 

as shirts and gloves etc., which tend to become dirty during the show are your responsibility to take 

home and wash, and iron.   Wardrobe will always advise you which items can be safely washed at 

home. 

 
Following the final curtain and before you leave the theatre, you are required to put your costumes 

back on the hangers they came on and, along with any hats, shoes or any other accessory that were 

associated with your costume, check them  all back in with the wardrobe team.   This is a necessary 

step to ensure all the hired costumes are complete and ready for return. 

 

5.4      Make-up 
Make-up is provided by the Society, but members may prefer to use their own.   However, this must 

be checked prior to the performance as often uniformity of colour is required.   If preferred, there will 

be a make-up team on hand who will be happy to apply the make-up.   Remember - it is strictly 

forbidden to appear ‘front of house’ in either your stage make-up or costume!
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5.5      Wigs 
If you are required to wear a wig(s) during the show, these will be provided.    It is your responsibility 

to take care of them so please observe the following wig care instructions- 

 
•               Handle your wig carefully and, if possible, use a wig stand/head to store it when not in 

use. (Or stuff it with newspaper). 
 

•               Do not place your wig (or anything else) on the light bulbs around the mirrors - they will 

damage your wig when they are turned on! 
 

•               Do not brush your wig out of the style in which it is received - it has been ‘dressed’ in a 

certain way to represent the period of the show. 
 

•               Do not use electric rollers or hot brushes on your wig. You may use ordinary rollers or 

pins to keep ringlets etc. in reasonable condition. 
 

•               Only a quality hairspray may be used. PLEASE SEEK ADVICE PRIOR TO USE. 

 

5.6      Stage Announcements 
Throughout  the  show  the  Stage  Manager  will  make  announcements  via  loudspeakers  in  the 

dressing rooms and other areas backstage to warn performers and back stage crew, calling the 

orchestra  to  the  pit,  giving  a  “time  to  curtain  up”  countdown,  calling  “beginners”  to  the  stage, 

advising stage crew prior to the time when a scene change or entrance is becoming due.    The 

backstage speaker system also relays the on-stage action.    Whilst the performance is in progress, 

all participants should be alert to the show’s progress and always ready for their next entrance.   

There is usually a CCTV feed in the Mercury Green Room, so it’s fairly easy to track the action 

wherever one is backstage. 

 

5.7      Off-Stage Discipline 
Please remember that all that separates backstage from the audience is either a thin canvas 

structure or a curtain.  Please try therefore, to be very quiet when standing in the wings and save 

your voice for when you are actually on stage.    Be aware that if you can see the audience from 

where you are standing off-stage, then they can see you!    One must also be aware of the 

temptation, when passing behind a backcloth, to touch it carelessly or allow your costume or the 

draught created by your passage to move it.  Similarly, when making an entrance or exit through 

draperies or open tabs (curtains), try not to touch them as a small movement is visually amplified 

throughout the expanse of the fabric.    Draperies and curtains can be easily moved, thus 

unintentionally unmasking the next scene and revealing that which is not intended! 

 

5.8      Green Room 
While the Society is in the theatre, the Social Committee run a wonderful tuck shop of snacks, 

sweets, cakes, tea, coffee and non-alcoholic soft drinks, all available to purchase throughout the 

rehearsals and the run of the show.  It’s a great place to wait for your next entrance, but don’t get 

too comfy.
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5.9      And Finally 
Always give yourself plenty of time to get ready for the performance.   Allow time for the unexpected, 

e.g. delayed trains or buses.  There is nothing worse than arriving on stage flustered because of 

lack of preparation time.     Your performance and enjoyment may well suffer accordingly.   Stage 

Management expect you to arrive and sign in at the theatre at least half an hour before curtain-up.  

If you have not signed in by then, they assume your non-arrival and have to make decisions on how 

to deal with your absence.    If you are running late….  phone/text someone and make it known. 

 
We hope you have found these few pages informative and helpful.   Please ask anyone for extra 

information at any time. 

 
 

 
ENJOY YOUR MEMBERSHIP OF COLCHESTER OPERATIC SOCIETY. 


