Review Writing Tips
While there is no perfect formula for review writing, there are some basic techniques you should
consider in order to write an effective, engaging review. A review is both a report of an event and an
appraisal of it. As a report, it should give basic factual detail, such as the place and date of the
performance, the full name of the company and the name and author(s) of the text (and the text it is
based upon, if applicable). It is also important to credit the director, costume, set and lighting
designer(s) and actors. Make sure to access a program, rather than try to improvise without one.
Programs often include all the facts you need, as well as directors’ notes, which might help you get
an idea of the company's objectives and viewpoints.

Prepare yourself beforehand. If it is a classic work, like Richard III by Shakespeare or a historically
recent work like Waiting for Godot- read the play, or at least become familiar with it or if based on a
book similarly become familiar with the original text if possible. Bearing in mind that theatre
directors can change their focus on the work of a traditional or contemporary playwright and adapt
from an original text.
In the review itself, don't get caught up retelling the plot - we already know what happened to
Macbeth and Hamlet. But, in the case of a new play, you will need to give a synopsis of the plot as
part of your information. Having said that, the synopsis should only be brief, and not simply
paragraphs recounting the narrative.
Your review is a personal piece and can be in any sequence you wish, but it might be advisable to
start factually and work your way gradually to the evaluative comments. A sequence like the
following works well:







An introduction indicating the name and nature of the production.
A paragraph or two briefly outlining what happens.
A paragraph on the director's role - what styles has he/she used, what interpretation has
been imposed?
An account of the performances, the design (costumes, set, lighting) and how well these
aspects highlight the ideas and themes in the work.
Don't generalise - superlatives or condemnation are not much use without examples. Always
try and find an instance which illustrates your point. Don't just say it was ‘wonderful’ or,
worse still, ‘boring’, without context to the production.
A conclusion appraising the success of all these elements.

Remember that the production sets its own terms of success - within budget, expertise, the quality
of the concept, whether it’s a touring company etc. Be reasonable within those terms. Be gracious.
You are assessing a production, rather than writing an essay arguing why the company did or didn’t
ruin Romeo and Juliet. You can be honest, but not insulting. Your task is to give a clear and vivid
account of the performance.
It helps to read other reviews, but not ones on the show you are covering. You either end up feeling
you can't repeat ideas or that you are in a debate with another reviewer, or sometimes you might
inadvertently take those ideas and use them as your own. Trust you own judgment, it doesn't matter
what the others are saying. If you want to read reviews to get an idea of how some good ones are
written, though, look in The Australian, The Adelaide Review, The Guardian, New Yorker, etc.

Theatre reviewing will help you develop your understanding of drama and the theatre. It will
improve your theatre literacy skills. The task of reviewing will make you more responsive to what
you see and improve your creative and critical thinking skills.
Theatre reviews should:
 Give an accurate impression of the performance for someone who has not been there
 Convey a considered, personal judgement of the quality of the experience
 Consider how a text was interpreted.
Here are some other things to mention:
 What kind of play is it? What is it about? Mention the genre and style of the piece. Is it
dance, drama, music? Is it absurdist, realism or contemporary? Is it elaborate, simple, rough,
naturalistic, or a mixture of styles?
 What is the nature of the theatre experience? You must note your own responses, but as
theatre is a public event, you should make mention of how others respond, the atmosphere
of the evening, and the social context.
Suggested style guide:
 List the details of the show, theatre, date at the top of the review
 Use the full names of the author, playwright, crew, actors, theatre director in the first
instance. Subsequent mentions must be referenced by surname.
 Use title case and italics for the show name
 Use short paragraphs
 Don’t use too many gushing superlatives (‘amazing’ is way overused. Try something different
– there’s a list below)
 Check your facts: spelling, grammar, dates, names, historical references etc.
 Talk about all of the aspects of theatre (set, costume, design, lighting, script, direction,
music, sound, acting, theatre)
Use some new words
General adjectives associated with performance:
Outrageous, shocking, persuasive, compelling, inspiring, affecting, absorbing, daring, provocative,
obscure, delightful, captivating, morbid, surreal, challenging, nostalgic, complex, spectacular,
chilling, foreboding, enchanting, astonishing.
Words to describe the mood or tone:
Entertaining, facetious, sensational, didactic, bombastic, forceful, servile, persuasive, chauvinistic,
nostalgic, querulous, guarded, indifferent, sensible, earnest, fervent, wistful, embittered, detached,
sincere, tolerant, jocular, cautious, pensive, thoughtful, passionate, conservative, arrogant, critical,
ponderous, antagonistic, ardent, admiring, disrespectful, bitter, cynical, satirical, sardonic, sarcastic,
quizzical, ironical, anxious, resentful, disappointing, cautious, neutral, despondent, pessimistic
Words to describe the direction:
Skilled, purposeful, exciting, clever, thought-provoking, challenging, stimulating, visually exciting,
aesthetic, earnest, cautious, sincere, sensitive, sensitive, aggressive, theatrical, dynamic, confident,
bold, adventurous, conservative, lacklustre, predictable.
Words to describe the set:
Elaborate, realistic, understated, rough, skeletal, simplistic, minimal, abstract, naturalistic,
unrealistic, cubist, surreal, stylised, traditional, representational, imaginative, lush, dense, open,

vivid, jagged, symbolic, shiny, lavish, detailed, sparse, functional, elegant, delicate, durable,
romantic, impressionist, expressionist.
Words to describe costumes:
Outrageous, transforming, flattering, stylish, elegant, chic, bright, dull, plain, elaborate, ornate, evil,
revealing, tailored, period, symbolic, ornate, vivid, lavish, stylised, colourful, extravagance, simplistic,
beautiful, dainty, alluring, luxurious.
Words to describe the makeup:
Skilfully applied, realistic, period, fantastical, shocking, simple, elaborate, vivid, stylised, abstract,
traditional, clever, minimal.
Words to describe sound:
Menacing, rhythmical, repetitive, haunting, eerie, overpowering, complementary, engulfing,
pulsating, lapping, trickling, swishing, blaring, lyrical, grating.
Words to describe lighting and effects:
Simplistic, minimal, abstract, eerie, dull, gloomy, bright, majestic, shocking, forbidding, shadowy,
luminous, flickering, twinkling, hypnotic, pulsating, flashing, thematic.
Words to describe style and/or genre:
Comedy, classical, symbolic, expressionistic, absurdist, naturalistic, representational, tragic, comic,
satirical, melodramatic, surreal, period, traditional, contemporary, existentialist, avant-garde,
romantic, allegorical, farcical.
Words to describe character:
Miserly, clumsy, careless, conceited, cocky, ambitious, mean, merciful, confident, generous,
gracious, greedy, gregarious, garrulous, noble, needy, humble, grotesque, irritable, lazy, loyal,
patient, pragmatic, placid, serious, eccentric, quarrelsome, industrious, petulant, enlightened,
reliable, determined, cruel, arrogant, sophisticated, slovenly, vivacious, cantankerous, fussy,
obsessive, unpredictable, neurotic, uncouth, vicious, mature, shrewd, insular, feminine, effeminate,
calculating, callous, self-indulgent, flippant, jaded, compassionate, zealous, brash.
Words to describe performance:
Dynamic, disciplined, pedestrian, uninspired, complex, flat, skilful, agile, versatile, emotive,
compelling, surprising, delightful, demanding, under-stated, lively, energetic, restrained, inspired.
Words instead of ‘good’:
Capable, quality, fine, adept, accomplished, masterly, skilful, seasoned, vigorous, adept, highstandard, superior, skilled, proficient, choice, sound, supreme, prominent, pre-eminent, potent,
important, distinguished, illustrious, influential, awe-inspiring, grand, splendid, majestic,
monumental, resplendent, brilliant, impressive, magnificent, imposing, enjoyable, profound.
Words instead of ‘effective’:
Powerful, practical, emphatic, moving, affecting, compelling, competent, impressive, potent,
striking, telling, cutting, penetrating, sharp, successful, efficacious.

Finally – how do you rate the theatre experience, would you recommend it to others?

