Want to read at the CPC? Create your own 

“Off-the-Grid” event!

Since its modest beginnings in 2004, the Concord Poetry Center has become a well-respected and well-recognized venue for poets and poetry aficionados interested in readings, courses, and fellowship centered on poetry. The annual fall benefit reading has attracted between 150 and 250 attendees for three seasons in a row, and the variety of courses in literature and poetry writing/performance supplies greater Boston with an alternative to the traditional academic approach to workshops and credit-based study.

The planning and hosting of poetry readings is another important element of the CPC agenda. Four times each year, the CPC’s “Community Reading Series” features an established poet, one or more up-and-coming poets (CPC members), plus younger, often high-school-aged poets from the local community who read their poems and gain reading experience plus public exposure to their work. This highly successful series has taught the CPC advisory board several things: 1) poetry reading events like this in the Concord area attract an educated, highly engaged audience; 2) Sunday afternoons seem to be ideal for poetry readings in Concord; and 3) there is a great deal of interest among CPC members in reading their poetry: The CPC member slots for these readings are currently booked into the plan-able future.

To help satisfy the growing list of CPC members who want to read in public, a new concept has been successfully launched, which we’re calling the “Off the Grid” series. No, not THAT “grid.” We don’t expect members to head into the hills with parchment and kerosene to perform poetry without electricity. We mean the “calendar grid” -- i.e., the calendar of events planned and managed by the various CPC committees, the ones that take weeks of planning, orchestration, and budget. 

The idea is simple: Create you own poetry reading event!

The Off-the-Grid Concept

If you’re a CPC member who wants to read at the Emerson Umbrella, but your Community Reading Series event is at least a year away, or you haven’t been able to schedule one yet, the Off the Grid series gives you a way to create your own event by using the CPC as your venue, the CPC email list to help publicize, and the CPC media contact list to alert local news outlets about the event. It’s not that difficult. The only actual rule for your participation in an “Off the Grid” event is that you be an up-to-date member of the Concord Poetry Center. Beyond that, it’s up to you... and I mean EVERYthing is up to you. 

What follows are some rough guidelines based on the preparations and results of the first Off the Grid event, featuring CPC members Jonathan Weinert, Leslie Williams, and Mike Perrow on Sunday, February 25, 2007.

Note that these are GUIDELINES! Which means you can choose to use or ignore what you read here. Still, these are the things we recommend for a successful event. 

Off-the-Grid Guidelines

Scheduling

Schedule your event so that it won’t compete with other, similar events in the area, including other off-the-grid events (see “Important!” below). The Concord area is full of potential audience members, and they quickly spread the word among themselves about upcoming readings, etc. Don’t imagine they’ll flock to hear you when Robert Pinsky is reading across the street at the Concord Library!

· Obviously, check the CPC Website (http://www.concordpoetry.org/) and be sure your proposed date doesn’t conflict with anything else the CPC is doing. If two formal CPC events are scheduled four weeks apart, consider planning your event smack in the middle, allowing two weeks after and before the CPC events.

· Check with local libraries -- especially those with active reading series. Concord, Lincoln, and Acton come to mind.

· Check the schedules for well-known reading series in the area, like Blacksmith House, Grolier, etc. in Cambridge.

· Consider a Sunday afternoon reading, since that has proved to “work” in the past, and it minimizes conflicts with some of the Cambridge-based events that tend to happen on weeknights.

· IMPORTANT! Since the event you’re planning is “off the calendar grid” for all published events upcoming at the CPC, you need to know when and if other off-the-grid readings are being planned to avoid conflict. Your reading date is, ultimately, for you to decide. But if avoiding a conflict with your fellow CPC members who are also reading is important, CONTACT MIKE PERROW (mgperrow@us.ibm.com) with your proposed reading date, so he can let you know whether or not another off-the-grid event is being planned for that time.

· Finally, consider using our own in-house reading coach and member, BetsyAnn Duval, to practice/perfect your reading. She is available by the hour and has an incredible, intuitive ability to bring out your best performance.  She will work with your group and help orchestrate all aspects of your reading. You can contact her at: betsyann.duval@verizon.net
Coordination with Emerson Umbrella

There is no law requiring you to hold your reading at the CPC -- i.e., in the Emerson Umbrella (EU) space -- but there are good reasons to do so. First, the Concord community that regularly supports events at the CPC knows this venue, and it is centrally located in town with ample parking. (Compare parking at the CPC to parking in Harvard Square any night of the week!) Second, there are multiple rooms within EU that can possibly be secured for your reading; you just need to check. Third, the CPC is part of an arts community based at the EU, so the more we can get people to think of the EU as a place for poetry, the better for the overall arts community in the Concord area.

· After you’ve agreed on a date, call the main office at EU (978-371-0820) and explain what you’re doing. You’ll want to know if a noisy event is planned for the time of your reading, so that you can arrange for a room far from the disturbance. The most logical place to read is the Poetry Room, 204, but since our room is adjacent to the dance studio, when dance lessons or recitals are going on there, room 204 is not a good option for a poetry reading. The administrators at EU can help you figure out the best room for your event.

· Get to know the EU space. The dance studio may be available, but will that feel cavernous for the size of audience you plan for? On the other hand, is the poetry room (#204) big enough? For the first Off-the-Grid event, we had hoped to secure the dance studio, but a swing-dance class had been scheduled there. We were allowed to read in the Musketaquid Room on the ground floor, which was the perfect size, bright, and well beyond audible range of the dance studio. 

· Some EU spaces cost money by the hour, or half hour. (Our poetry room, 204, belongs to us so is free for any member to use.) At least this is true of the “Downstage” performance area, a small performance space in the basement. This is probably true of the main auditorium, as well. The EU office will let you know what, if any, fees apply.  NOTE: If you choose not to use the poetry room,  for whatever reason, you’ll need to pay the EU office any fee for use of a different room in EU. 

Publicity

The size of your audience will depend on your own publicity effort, and this will constitute the lion’s share of the labor. Consider dividing this work among those of you who will read.

· Word of mouth is perhaps your most effective publicity method, since you know best who’s likely to come hear you read. 

· Strategically placed posters will definitely help. Think of the towns surrounding Concord, and the gathering spots where people likely to be interested in poetry might see your signs. Starbucks or other non-fast food establishments will usually let you place an 8.5 x 11 inch on a community bulletin board, or in a window (be prepared with your own tape and thumbtacks!) Consider Lincoln, Carlisle, Acton, West Acton, Lexington, Sudbury, as well as Concord Center itself. Don’t forget to post your “ad” on the bulletin board on the landing inside the main doors of Emerson Umbrella. You’ll get some interest from Arlington, Medford, Somerville, and Cambridge, too.

· The CPC email list is a very effective communications method for letting other CPC members know about your event. Plan your first email blast two weeks ahead of time, then a second blast four days ahead of the event. Note: this email list is available to all members when they join—it is a Yahoo-based list-serve.

· The CPC media communications list includes email addresses for community calendar editors for most, if not all, newspapers in eastern Massachusetts. Ask Mike Perrow for the list (mgperrow@us.ibm.com). You won’t need to send to ALL of these, but pick 30-40 (it can’t hurt) that are closest to Concord or have large enough circulation (in your estimation) to pick up the news item you send. And DO NOT send a formal press release; a short, fact-filled blurb is all most daily or weekly papers want to see. For example:

John Berryman and Robert Lowell Reunite at the CPC!

Poetry sensations John Berryman and Robert Lowell return from the grave for one more dynamic reading, in Concord, MA. Come hear these legends of American verse, who have not read together since 1963.  

DATE: Saturday, June 17th, 2007

PLACE: Concord Poetry Center, 40 Stow Street, Concord, MA 01720, 

TIME: 8:00pm (Reception and book signing follows) 

Admission is free, but donations to the Concord Poetry Center will be appreciated!

For more information, call ____________ or email: __________________


That’s about the right length. Just the facts.

Planning the Event
How many readers are you? Who’s reading first? Last? Whether one of you is the ring-leader, or you decide on your qualitative details democratically, here are a few things you might consider in creating an optimum “experience” for your audience.

· Plan on ONE HOUR OF READING, total. E.g., if there’s three of you, limit each reader to 20 minutes, or a little less. Usually, the introductions, announcements, etc. take a little time, so one hour of poetry will amount to about an hour and fifteen minutes for the whole event. More than an hour of poetry, and even the die-hard fans start nodding... ok, not always true, but don’t imagine everyone you want to hear and appreciate your work is a die-hard poetry fan.

· Consider how to introduce each other. One idea: For the first reader, it might work for the last reader to introduce her/him. After that, each reader can intro the next one. Another idea: Is there going to be someone at the reading who can serve as the master of ceremonies? If so, then that person can intro each reader in order.

· A reading of this sort, where you’re seeking exposure to your work as opposed to polishing your celebrity status, probably works best with more than one reader. But more than four may get a bit choppy, if you stick to the one hour recommendation. An optimum number of readers is probably three. This is an informed opinion, nothing more.

· Established poets, for obvious reasons, consider the order of readers a big deal. Typically, reading last is the “honored” position, since the final reader’s words are the ones the audience members have in their heads as they leave the event. This may not matter to you, or to your fellow readers, but bear in mind that this conventional wisdom regarding the last reader slot is something you should discuss among yourselves. It’s important, so that, say, your ring-leader’s honestly “arbitrary order” doesn’t get misinterpreted, or that someone who reads first doesn’t feel slighted upon further reflection at the bar later that evening. (We poets are so damned sensitive!)

· RECEPTION, anyone? Questions and answers? These sorts of extras are not necessarily expected by attendees at free events (see the Miscellaneous Considerations section below regarding “free” or not), but they are good ways to extend the experience and to more broadly include your audience in the event. At the first Off-the-Grid, we brought fizzy water, and WAY more wine than was necessary, and cheese/crackers/cookies. (We had to make a last-minute run to Concord Provisions for more plates and napkins.) The conversation was lively, and the reception lasted just as long as the reading itself. (People like to talk to poets, it seems. You are a poet who wants to be talked to. Coincidence?) 

· Consider the traditional “afterward only” reception as well as the “rolling” reception, where a half hour or so before the reading is allowed for informal gathering and chit chat, which can then continue after the reading is done. Our receptions are set up and held in the poetry room (204) regardless of where the actual reading may take place. 

Day of the Event

Make sure all of you know when to arrive, who’s bringing what, etc. Plan to arrive at least one hour before the event... ok, this is obvious stuff, but here are some things to consider regarding the CPC space specifically.

· Chairs are scattered throughout the building, but the bulk of them are stored in those long rolling carts on the ground floor, usually near the “Downstage” area. Use the elevator as needed.

· Bring paper, red markers, and tape to make any signs you’ll need. And you’ll need at least a few signs. Even if some people know exactly where the reading will be, many (most) will not. Draw arrows. Be concise. Put signs on rooms where the event will NOT be held (e.g., if people go to room 204, they’ll see that the reading is actually being held where you indicate). PLACE ONE SIGN in the very front entrance, so people can get oriented immediately.

· If you plan to hold your reception in room 204 (the poetry room) make sure someone has the key, because that door is locked. The sexton will probably be somewhere in the building, and he has a key to all rooms, but you should coordinate with the EU admin staff ahead of the event if you need to get into a room other than the one that’s been assigned for your reading.

· Be sure to clean up everything... and restore all chairs, etc. to their original state, especially if you’re using a room other than 204. There is NO ONE else who will take care of these details at the EU.

Miscellaneous Considerations

· Admission/Donations: The first Off-the-Grid event was billed as “free,” but we ended up asking for donations just to see, more or less, what would happen. It’s ok to ask for donations, and to note some suggested amount if you wish, but make it unobtrusive. This can help cover your expenses. At the first event, we brought wine/cheese/etc., and while we didn’t use the donations to cover that expense, we could have that and contributed the remainder to the CPC. In any case, our sign read: “Donations / to the Concord Poetry Center / are most appreciated!” We made $85. Yeehah!

· Cell phone numbers: Be sure you and your fellow readers have each others cell phone numbers. You may need to do some last minute running-around, both inside and outside the large building. It’s good to be able to contact each other as time gets close to the event.

This Document

...is a work in progress. As more of these events are held, let’s keep adding to the list of considerations, since the WHOLE point is to make the Off-the-Grid series something any member can participate in, without any further assistance beyond these guidelines. Send updates / comments / complaints / additions to Mike Perrow, at mgperrow@us.ibm.com

