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Xinyi Shen is an independent theatre producer and project manager based in
London and Shanghai. She has obtained a BSc. Economics at University
College London, MSc. Economic History at London School of Economics and
Political Science and MA. Creative Producing at Royal Central School of
Speech and Drama. Currently she works for Xiao Nian Qing Theatre Company
in China. Her main producing works include: Devising Theatre Pill of
Immortality (Producer, Nanjing University of the Arts Museum), Cassie and
the Lights by Patch of Blue Theatre (Producer at 2019 China Theatre Academy
Award, and won Outstanding Production Award), RSC's Matilda the Musical
China Tour (GWB Entertainment Project Manager Assistant), Short Film
Storm of Steel (Producer, RSC Showcase), We Live by the Sea by Patch of
Blue (Producer, Beijing Fringe Festival, Hangzhou Contemporary Arts
Festival), Devised Movement Theatre Lingering Games
(Producer,
Siobhan Davies Studio, 2017 World Stage Design Scenofest), musical The
Addams Family and Hair the Musical UK Tour (Investment management), The
Fool by Rao Xiao Zhi Theatre Studio (UK Associate Producer, 2016
Edinburgh Fringe Festival), musical The Memory Show ( Co-Producer,
Drayton Theatre. Supported by UK Alzheimer’s Society and won
BroadwayWorldUK Best New Musical), Tea Set (Co-producer, London and
Edinburgh Tour). She has also created and managed a number of intercultural
projects with Royal Central and Slade School of Fine Arts. In Shanghai she is
the executive producer for Game of Freedom (The Asian Building Shanghai),
and The Insanity (1862 Theatre Shanghai).
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Ying Ming Theater (Hereafter YMT): What is a
“creative producer”? Please introduce the
professional courses of the university’s master’s
degree program.

Xinyi Shen: A “Creative Producer” is a term often used
by colleges and universities to describe the quality of
new-era theatre producers. Apart from the traditional
skills and techniques required to produce a show, a
creative producer is also capable of innovatively making
theatre more adaptable to meet the fast development
pace of modern society, usually involving
interdisciplinary and cross-cultural practices in both
producing and managing shows or events.

I studied Creative Producing at the Royal Central
Academy of Speech and Drama. The calendars in British
universities are different from those in Chinese ones. A
year of study is divided into three terms, with Christmas
and Easter as the interval. During the first term, the tutor
teaches skills and theories, including producing skills
and industry studies. For this term, I learned production
theories, such as budgets, sources of funds from various
sources, publicity, audiences, programming, and focus
on some of the current industry issues, etc. But in
general, Creative Producing is a very practice-based
subject and needs to establish industry contacts from
when you are still a student.

Therefore, our university invites a few theatre industry
practitioners as our guest tutors to give lectures based on
their experiences each year. When I was studying there,
one of our guest tutors was Sunita Pandya, the producer
of Southbank Centre. She related her teaching to her
work at the Southbank; we also went there to take
classes.

Another course in the first term was Culture Landscape, taken
together with students from other courses. Our tutor will focus
on the theatre landscape mainly in the West End and off-West
End of London, and talk about the history and culture of the
UK, Europe, and other parts of the world. Although producers
are not required to be academic, we are supposed to give
feedback in-depth and be able to conduct a certain level of
academic research.

From the second term, the course includes two parts. The first
part is about practices, and the second is about reflecting on our
practices in academic studies. It is necessary to complete as
many internships and projects as possible inside and outside the
school. Not only should there be initial attempts in line with the
future direction of one’s career development, but also
networking and accumulation of contacts. At the same time,
you need to choose your thesis topic. You write the thesis as a
wrapping of your practices and academic studies and submit it
by the end of the summer holiday.

YMT: In the third term of the school, what extracurricular
practices did you do?

Xinyi Shen: One of my extracurricular practices was working at
the Yellow Earth Theatre Company as a production assistant.
Where I worked one day per week. Chris, my supervisor, asked
me to compile a list of relevant contacts throughout London for
promotional purposes. I remember that more than 200
individuals and institutions needed to be contacted and updated.
I enjoyed contacting them and completed this task efficiently. I
still remember at the end of the internship the feedback I got
from Chris was about my efficiency, he said I completed the
work within two hours while he was expecting two weeks.
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Another practice was working with Kibo Productions
for their projects at the off-West End and Edinburgh
Festival. I maintained the collaboration with them even
after graduation doing various publicity and preproduction work. One of the actors we worked with at
the time has now become a well-known actress, and I
am happy for her. I also worked as a producer for a
movement theatre company of four girls for their
performance at the London Vaults Festival.
YMT: To become a producer, how do you gain work
experience?
Xinyi Shen: I relied on personal connections at the
beginning and took the initiative to apply for as many
open opportunities as possible. I had a senior who
graduated a few years earlier than me and started her
own company. She often hires me to do production
management for her projects and recommended me for
other opportunities. For example, I managed a dance
performance for about half a month at the Edinburgh
Fringe Festival, which allowed me to learn many things

there during my summer holiday. Also, because of her
recommendation, I could meet many teachers from the
Central Academy of Drama in China, from whom I got
more opportunities. Since I learned that the National
Theatre of China was collaborating with the Royal
National Theatre for the Chinese version of “War
Horse,” I became the translater for the production team
when the Chinese company came to the UK.
There were also many opportunities within the school.
Just before the course completion, I collaborated with
two students from MA in Acting for Screen for a short
film. We managed to take a team of 20 people to the
countryside for an 8-day filming. I was both the
producer and line producer, doing work from filming
schedules to the daily living of our crew. I needed to go
scouting with the creatives and plan the filming
schedule, also make sure the smooth running of the
camera, props, lighting, and art departments. I also
negotiated meal deals with the local pizza places and
found a local farm owner to set up a temporary
scaffolding. Although I seemed to have shed a layer of
skin after the 8-day shooting, I feel so rewarded. The
trip was worth it.

Bridging London Theatre Exploration Project: Guest Speaking
Image © Xinyi Shen
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“Lingering Games 吾有”在World Stage Design的演出团队合影
Image © Xinyi Shen

YMT: How did you deal with cross-cultural projects?
Xinyi Shen: From 2014 to 2019, I have been working as an independent producer in
London. I applied for the graduate entrepreneur visa under the support of Central, and
collaborated with the school on a summer course designed especially for anyone from China
who are interested in theatre, especially devising theatre, the majority of the participants are
theatre students and professionals. This course is embedded into a 2-week theatre experience
in and outside London. This project, named “Bridging London Theatre Exploration”, is a
professional theatre program, covering visits to various theatres and institutions in London
and other parts of the UK, allowing participants to learn about the UK theatre industry and
experience its unique culture here. There are guest speakers, show watching, theatre visits,
and the devising course in Central where participants will create a short performance and
showcase it to a small number of audiences at the end of the course. The project lasted from
2015 to 2019 and I believe it benefits our participants to a great extent, as well as myself, as
it is a successful business model that allows for financial gains and acts as the foundation for
consistent networking with people from all fields.
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Bridging London Theatre Exploration Project: Guest Speaking
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YMT: Based on your work experience in the UK and China, could you talk about theatre
production in the two places?
Shen Xinyi: I have been thinking about how to become a successful producer in the UK as an
Asian producer. I ask myself what kind of projects I should do and what my mission is. In the
beginning, most of my projects with China’s theatre companies were about overseas liaison and
local co/associate production. On the other hand, as a producer based in London, I also met
many excellent directors, artists, and creators. I was constantly looking for ways to support
them, achieving more collaborations with resources I could have from both countries. For
example, in 2017, I produced Patch of Blue Theatre Company’s play “We Live by the Sea” at
the Beijing Fringe Festival and Hangzhou Contemporary Art Festival. I also produced a devised
physical theatre production “Lingering Games
” in World Stage Design held in Taiwan.
Later I became more involved in projects related to performing rights and original touring on a
bigger scale. I worked with Shanghai Fresh Vogur in the rights acquisition of NYMT’s musical
“Growl” and its training program for children. I also worked on the “Matilda the Musical”
China tour.
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These experiences prompted me to continuously observe and get involved in the
development of the theatre industry in both China and the UK. There are differences in the
production process, the industry system, budgeting, the censorship system in China, the
communication, and even the aesthetics of audiences, etc. These differences reflect the
different demands and rules of various institutions, companies, and individuals in the two
countries. I think it’s necessary to always keep an open eye on current events and actively get
involved in them.

Verse Unbound's Co-Production: The Memory Show
Image © Xinyi Shen
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YMT: What do you think of the theatrical collaboration between the
countries?
Xinyi Shen: I think the past few years have seen a process in which both
countries constantly explore how to collaborate better. As an individual, I
constantly initiate new projects, and wheater successful or not, every
attempt would give me something in return.
For instance, I wanted to expand my clients for the Bridging London
projects but have encountered various obstacles. I did two programs at
that time. One was a contemporary art course in collaboration with the
Slade School of Fine Art, and the other was a devising course with the
Royal Central School of Speech and Drama. These two projects were
professional-oriented, and the market was niche. But after these years,
they gradually got more attention, not only because our projects gained a
certain reputation, but also because the general need and awareness of
studying art and theatre abroad are getting higher. Many of the
participants applied for university programs in London and became a
student there. In addition, Chinese theatre companies are more aware of
getting performing rights, and as a result, I get more requests.
Moreover, various types of cross-border collaborations are on the rise. I
worked with a few international schools to develop drama courses within
the school curriculum. Some more independent artists need producers to
help them commercialize their theatre works.

Verse Unbound's Co-Production: The Memory Show
Image © Xinyi Shen
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YMT: What do you think the current
career prospects for creative producers
are? How to do career planning?
Xinyi Shen: I think the current career
prospects for creative producers are broad.
While commercial companies and artistic
institutions can still provide decent capital
and market support, producers can achieve
relatively stable development. In an open
environment, producers can work in other
fields too. We should evaluate our
capabilities and what is our desired job to
choose which kind of companies we want
to work for, work with, or start our
businesses. It is also good if you gain an
understanding of working within the
governmental sector in China.

I think producers should be innovative,
self-motivated, and bold. We also need to
have good partners, and good teamwork, to
identify our audience and learn how to
reach them, how to make a show
sustainable and how to communicate with
people from various positions. There is not
one path that is the same, nor are there
standard answers for every step you take.
As long as you have the vision, courage,
and skills, you can find your own path.

《我们住在海边》在杭州大剧院可变剧场的演后谈
Image © Xinyi Shen
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Poster for We Live by the Sea image © Xinyi Shen
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YMT: What do you think of the future of being a
producer as a profession in China?
Xinyi Shen: Producers need to have multi-layers of
qualities and skills. On the one hand, they must have
excellent production skills and rational thinking. They
should be able to do planning and execution, find funds,
write contracts, make budgets, be aware of industry
trends and make decisions. They should plan carefully
each step they take to obtain maximum returns, at the
same time understand the risks it comes with it.
On the other hand, producers should also have excellent
literary and artistic aesthetics, good communication
skills, and an empathetic heart to understand and
support creators. Moreover, they should understand
what the audience expects and be prepared to cultivate
the desired relationship between the audience and
production.

I have the impression that the profession has not yet
gained such recognition in China. The scope of work is
quite confusing, and there are no university disciplines
that specialize in training producers. However, I see
there are more and more producer-centered production
companies emerging especially in Shanghai and
Guangzhou, which are leading the theatre industry to be
more commercial. It is good to a certain extent, as I
expect the theatre market to have a more mature system
and can have more external funds and resources to
support and promote theatre development. If producers
have more discourse power, it will contribute to
industry development to a great extent. In the future, the
choice of producers will largely determine what Chinese
audiences will watch and receive from the stage. From
this perspective, it is one of the most important roles in
the industry.

Poster for We Live by the Sea image © Xinyi Shen
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At the same time, the director-centered system has
certain advantages in China because of its unique
cultural characteristics. A complete denial of a
phenomenon is not reasonable.
YMT: What is the difference between a creative
producer and a curator? And a dramaturgy?
Xinyi Shen: Creative producers refer specifically to
theatre productions, or some may extend to the
management in the cultural and media industries. The
curator relates to the role of artistic exhibition curation.
The two have a similar working scope but in different
fields. Dramaturgy, from my understanding, is a
supervisory role on the artistic level, annotating and
arranging the programming of repertoire and texts. It is
a role independent of the director, screenwriter, and
producer.

YMT: Do you think producers have a say in artistic
creation?
Xinyi Shen: I think producers have the right to choose
what productions they want to do and the quality of the
productions by choosing the casts and creatives they
want to work with. Generally speaking, in terms of
creation, a producer can determine and intervene to
some extent during pre-production, but once decisions
are made the rest is to trust your team. In this sense, I
think casting and forming a creative team is something
worth thinking about as a piece of good theatre is a
result of teamwork.

Photo from Cassie and the Lights image © Xinyi Sh
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YMT: How can freelance artists, up-and-coming
performers, and recent college graduates access producers
and gain more opportunities?
Xinyi Shen: In my opinion, theatre companies, no matter how
big or small, all need producers to take care of a lot of things.
On the other hand, it is a mutual selection process and
depends on what stage the company/produce is at. Many
artists in the UK produce their own works at the beginning of
their career development and choose to have a producer to
work with at certain stages. The producer can take care of
funding and managing productions so that artists can be more
focused on the creative aspects. In some cases, a producer
may manage several companies at the same time. For an actor,
it is an agency company that they could work with if they
want.

■
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