Utah Theater Bloggers Association

Utah is known for its support and care of the arts, from top-notch high school productions to innovative college shows to quality community theater. This makes for an environment to learn about theater from a variety of different productions, but until now there really wasn't a public forum for theater-goers to share and discuss their theatrical opinions.

Thus Dave Mortensen, a local producer and recent BYU graduate in Theater Arts Studies with an emphasis in producing, began the Utah Theater Bloggers Association (UTBA), a Web site where people could post reviews, discuss shows, and read others' critiques of productions.

"I was looking for a way to support local arts," Mortensen said, "and in some way lift the theater in Utah to the next level by providing a social forum that discusses theater events."

Mortensen is careful not to claim too much authority for the site. "By taking the name Utah Theater Bloggers, right up front we're saying this is not the New Yorker. A blog review can be much more casual than what you'd be reading in the paper, or it might be the same quality."

The reviewers are made of of "patrons to professionals," according to Mortensen. Reviews could be written by someone who has worked in theater for years, by college student studying theater or by someone who simply enjoys attending shows.

"There's a wide variety and we welcome other people to post reviews along with ours," Mortensen said. "We certainly don't claim to be the definitive response of 'This is what the show is about, and this is how good it is.'"

The site has been well received in the theater community. Many smaller theater companies welcome the publicity opportunity to be reviewed because they usually don't get coverage from local newspapers. Some companies have had bad experiences when press coverage compares them to larger, more established theaters. UTBA acknowledges that these are different levels of theater, and should be critiqued differently.

"We want to do a responsible response to the production," Mortensen said.

Jason Langlois, a junior Theater Ed major, has reviewed a few shows for UTBA.

"Something I really like about UTBA is that it's always spun as positively as possible," Langlois said. "So that it's not, 'This show was terrible.'" Rather, Langlois said, the reviews give insights into which of the show's conventions worked, which didn't and why.

Christian Cragun, a senior in theater arts education, provided a director's perspective on this type of forum.

"I wanted that discussion," Cragun said. "I wanted to hear more about what people thought, especially people who have some professional experience in the theater because I really respect and value their opinions. I want to know how they felt the show went over, how they connected with it or how they didn't connect with it because I continually want to improve."

Cragun also pointed out that this forum puts a little more pressure on theater makers.

"This is a system of accountability for them so that they know that people are aware of what they are doing and what choices they're making," Cragun said. "It's not just that they get the people in their seats. They get people in their seats and then they have to be aware of what those people thought and felt about their production."

UTBA continues to grow. They have a force of 24 reviewers and 53 reviews under their belt.

"How fast its grown is kind of a testament to the apparent need that there was for this," Mortensen said. "Our ultimate goal is to review every theater event that happens in the state."

They are headed in that direction.

"The whole point of it," Langlois said," is to create community within Utah for people who love theater, and to tighten that community, and it does a good job of that."

Read reviews from the Utah Theater Bloggers Association at utahtheaterbloggers.com.

