Full blog: Luke Burton Q&A
Introduction:

Luke Burton has spent more than three quarters of his life at South Hill Park and is mostly
known as being the face of the Studio Theatre. We sat down with him to hear what it was
like injecting love, energy and passion into what was previously a mostly under-utilised
space, and how he turned it into one of the most beloved fringe performance spaces in the
South of England.

What was the first thing you got involved with at South Hill Park?

The first thing | did here was when | was 10, over 30 years ago! | used to play in a brass
band and we did concerts there. When | was 16 | worked in the bar collecting glasses, and
then when | was older | got involved in community shows before joining as a House Manager
in 2009. Then in 2011, the then-Chief Executive Ron McAllister talked to me about running a
studio theatre company. So | spent 12 years as manager of the Studio Theatre Company
from 2011 to 2023.

What was the Studio like when you took it over?

It was a very quiet, unkempt kind of space without the time or people to put the love into it,
which is why | think they were keen for me to take it over. | came in, painted it all up nicely,
and after a couple of years we managed to secure funding to get the seats redone. And it
just became this hub of excitement with a real buzz to it. And people really love to go and
watch shows there, but also to bring shows there as well, when they want a smaller venue. It
opened people’s eyes to the place | guess.

Have you seen people's attitudes towards the Studio change as well?

Yeah, | have. People didn't even necessarily know it existed before we came in there and
pumped this life into it. And then all of a sudden it was the talk of the town, asking what's
coming up next? We did six or seven shows a year and people would be booking for them in
advance, and excited to come and see what was coming next. It developed a reputation for
producing really good quality theatre.

What is it about the Studio that you love in terms of theatre production?

I love a black box space because then you've got this blank canvas to do whatever you
want. And over the years we've seen it be all kinds of different things: a 12th century castle,
an East End front room, a pie shop. You can do whatever you want, you know, you've got
that blank canvas and people come in there and could build a full set or they just use a
couple of bits of furniture, but you still get the same feeling of transformation from it.

And what do you think that the Studio brings to South Hill Park?

It's a good opportunity for community actors — as well as professional actors — but
community actors especially to have a chance to audition for and perform in or direct a
straight piece of theatre, instead of the amazing big musicals they might do on the Wilde
Stage. For some actors, that’s not their thing, so the Studio gives theml opportunities
throughout the year to come and get involved in just a straight theatrical piece of theatre.

The Studio compared to a Pros Arch Theatre is so much more intimate. You've got a whole
front row of audience on stage with you, feeling everything, and even the back row of the



audience is only really a metre or two away from you. So they're really involved in that piece
of theatre with you, you can see them laugh, you can hear them cry. You can feel that
coming off of them as well and that really is amazing, you feel it on stage, they feel it and
you feel it together as a big community.

What has kept you coming back to South Hill Park for so long?

I’'ve been coming here for over three quarters of my life. It’s such an amazing place and
we’re so lucky to have it. It's an amazing arts centre where you can have social interactions
and just be fully creative. That’'s what has brought me coming back: it gives me this massive
creative outlet where | can achieve what | wanted.

What | always wanted to do was offer opportunities for like-minded people but also for
people that have never had any kind of experience in theatre and want to find a way in.
We've achieved so much; I've had people from all kinds of walks of life, from doing loads of
theatre to having watched a show and think I'd like to give that a go. And then being able to
offer those opportunities and seeing how it affects people having done it is amazing, that's
what kept me going.

And what does South Hill Park mean to you personally?

| spent my childhood here, | met my wife on the Wilde Stage, | now have two children, so it's
everything. It was my work life, but also my social life. | was here all the time, always here
doing something socially or work related. At some points in my life | was here more than |
was home. It will always hold such a special place in my heart.

What are some of your highlight productions from over the years?

There are so many. Almost all 56 shows that | produced for the Studio Theatre Company are
highlights in one way or another. Our first ever production of a Sherlock Holmes musical was
massive, because it was the catalyst that started off what it became. Four Knights in
Knaresborough was another favourite, because it was so well put together. When someone
comes to me with a show and says, ‘it’s set in the 12th century about four knights living in a
castle,’ your first thought is ‘how are we going to do that?!’ But then you do, you find a way,
and it's so special when you pull it off and people tell you how amazing they thought it was.

What has it been like working with so many directors in the Studio?

So working with multiple different directors over the years, they all have these different
visions, they come to me with a good idea of what they want to do or they want to develop
their vision as they go. We're so open to that, working as a team to get to where we want to
go. However crazy or out there it is, there's a way to make it work. And that's the beauty of
the studio is that, yeah, you've got a blank canvas and you draw what you want to do.

Do you have a favourite memory or moment from the Studio?

During our production of Wuthering Heights, we had the late, great David Rhodes, who
thought it'd be a good idea to wear some false mutton chops, because he wouldn’t grow a
beard, but they looked ridiculous. They weren't even the same colour as his hair. They
looked like he plastered them on. So a couple of the cast members decided they would go
about taking them and hiding them and then came up with this elaborate story that a ghost
had obviously taken them and they were really convincing in this. So it was some great
acting off stage as well. He was convinced, and it became this story for years that just sort of
carried on, which is ridiculous | know, but still, a great memory from over ten years ago that
still gets talked about.



But just every show has joyous memories because we've been so lucky to work with
hundreds of different cast, crew and directors. And each time it just felt special, like a real
community of people coming together and making magic.

What mental wellbeing benefits have you found from the arts and do you think the
arts brings to people?

It's a great opportunity for people to get together and to feel like a community, where you
might not get that elsewhere, coming together and sharing creative ideas in a theatrical
world. It really makes you feel like you belong and you have a sense of belonging.

And for certain people, it helps with communication, time management, all those sort of
important life skills that you might not gain elsewhere. You can come together in this kind of
atmosphere and it just works. Everyone bonds and make each other feel special.

Where do you think you'd be if you hadn't found South Hill Park?

| have absolutely no idea where I'd be. | probably wouldn't have gone to university and
studied theatre. | wouldn't have found my love for theatre. | liked theatre at school, and
joined the summer schools here. Without that, | don't know where | would have gone or what
| would have done. | probably wouldn't be doing what | love doing. I'd be in some dead-end
job with no other creative outlet.

That’s a lot of shows to have overseen, did you always have a personal involvement?

| dread to think how many scripts I've read over the years. Each year, I'd sit down and think
about planning a whole year of shows, how will it work, what fits where, who is going to
direct, how will | be involved etc? And we’d often be running two or three productions at the
same time, so it all involved so much of my time. But because I'm so passionate about it, it
was fun. To me, it was always personal. It was stressful, for sure. But when it all started to
come together, it just felt right.

Plus | was personally involved with lots of the shows, and would often audition. My main
passion in the theatrical world is to act, so if a show came along that | liked the look of, I'd
audition. And I'd try to direct once a year, where | could fit myself in amongst all the new
directors showing interest.

So it was always a really collaborative project. It may have been me sort of at the head of it,
but | wouldn't have been able to get anywhere without the team of people | had that wanted
to get involved as well. Be that actor, director, writer, whatever. Everyone was interested and
wanted to put their passion and creativity into it as well. And that's why it was so successful.

What are your hopes for the future of the studio?

David Stacey has taken over the role of leading the company and he’s fantastic. He’s the
perfect person to take over, he knows exactly how it runs and he’s got so much passion. It’s
already really carrying on in the same way, so my hope for the studio is that it just keeps
going on. And | think it will.



