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  INTRODUCTION: Footnotes before Footlights

  Unless you already work on Broadway, there are few ways to learn how it operates. This book shares information not readily available to the general public. This information is derived from current 2014 and 2015 industry rulebooks, union websites, the authors’ firsthand knowledge, Broadway professionals, and common practice. The experiential advice and opinions, unless otherwise designated, belong solely to the authors.

  Spelling “theatre” vs. “theater”: “Theater” is the common American spelling and “theatre” is the traditional British spelling. All Broadway houses use the British “re” ending and since this book explores Broadway theatre, that’s the spelling that applies throughout this text. The only exceptions are the names of theatrical institutions, such as Joseph Papp’s Public Theater in New York, that have transferred productions from their “theater” companies to a Broadway “theatre.”

  All salaries, fees, and expenses in this book are 2014/2015 numbers and will undoubtedly increase each year.

  If the reader wishes to suggest a correction, please join our community discussion at www.JustLearnSomething.us. Each show has its own story, and union regulations change with each negotiation. The authors will be updating material on this website as well.


  PART 1

  WHAT MAKES BROADWAY TICK


  Chapter 1

  The Danger Is Thinking You Know More Than You Do

  There is great danger in thinking you know more about Broadway than you do. Broadway theatre can provide one of the most exhilarating of experiences, whether you are in the audience, or one of the two hundred people who help to create each fabulous musical or riveting play.

  Most of us fall in love with theatre working in our first school production. It’s the teamwork, everyone working individually and collectively toward one goal, the results of which are actually attained in a short period of time and enjoyed together. It creates goodwill and camaraderie, a sense of major achievement, and a pride in self and others. In many ways, it’s similar to a school sports team. No matter how depressing the team scores, or how mediocre the school production, the pride we garner in that joint accomplishment often lasts a lifetime.

  The business aspects of Broadway are as impressive as the production values and technology that are unquestionably second to none. The quality and standards of a Broadway production are beyond the scope of theatre most anywhere else because the pool of talent vying for the Broadway stage has no comparison.

  Yes, London, England, can boast that the West End in Piccadilly is the breeding ground for transfers to Broadway. Chicago’s nonprofit Steppenwolf Theatre Company, or Seattle’s Seattle Rep, or Washington DC’s Kennedy Center can prove a long history of superior productions, many of which have moved to Broadway and have deservedly received Tony Awards. But only New York City’s Broadway district has forty live theatres that earn over a billion dollars annually, entertaining diverse audiences of almost 13 million people from every corner of the globe for all fifty-two weeks of the year.

  This is where a playwright knows that his or her work has the best chance to reach the largest audience and receive the best production in the hands of caring and skilled talent. And this is where regional and community theatres, high schools, colleges, and touring venues will find their next production to entertain, educate, and stimulate their audiences.

  Only Broadway productions have enough money behind them to sink the Titanic on stage, or fly a helicopter into Saigon, or burn down a house, or fly Spiderman and his nemesis in an aerial chase around the theatre, every night. Only Broadway can afford to bring celebrity film and television stars up close, live, and personal for an extended period of time.

  Broadway remains the goal of every new play or musical. Once you’ve played Broadway, you are suddenly a part of theatre history. That’s why thousands continue to flock to New York in the hope of being a “Broadway baby.” And after film and television personalities perform on Broadway, they are regarded as serious actors.

  Broadway is the Holy Grail for producers around the world. Without inhabiting an official Broadway theatre, no show can call itself a Broadway show. The Tony Award–eligible Broadway district runs north from West 40th Street to West 54th Street between Sixth and Ninth Avenues with only one exception, the Vivian Beaumont Theatre at Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts at West 66th Street. The smallest Broadway theatre has 597 seats (Helen Hayes Theatre) and the largest has 1933 (Gershwin Theatre). In past decades there were Broadway theatres with as few as five hundred seats but it is difficult to pay Broadway wages and expenses with so few seats today. Theatres in Manhattan with less than five hundred seats are considered Off Broadway (99–499 seats) or Off-Off Broadway (generally under 99 seats).

  Mentoring is the backbone of the Broadway community. You can bring book-learning and the love of theatre to the job, but you will never know all you need to know about putting on a Broadway show before you study and work under someone else.

  This is especially problematic for new investors who, due to success and experience in other businesses, want to contribute to a show and add the title “producer” to their credits. They may be the sole decision-maker for their own businesses, and not used to conferring with people who know as much or more than they do. It’s hard to step back, listen, and follow when it’s your money being spent and you are accustomed to leading.

  While studying Broadway management at NYU, two adult students introduced themselves as having been Broadway producers. They explained, “This time, before investing in a second production, we would like to know what a General Manager is supposed to do.” This book is written to offer an opportunity for would-be-producers and investors to learn about all of the people their money will hire, and what these people do.

  The famous Harold Prince won a record twenty-one Tony Awards for West Side Story, Company, Cabaret, Sweeney Todd, and dozens more. The infamous David Merrick won more than ten Tony Awards for the hit musicals and plays 42nd Street, Mame, Travesties, and Hello, Dolly among others. They were “lead producers,” the sole decision-maker for their shows. Every producer is not a lead producer. Your producing title may not entitle you to make any decisions at all. As a producing novice, you might want to first learn from the successes and mistakes of others.

  A Broadway investment is riskier than Wall Street or a Las Vegas gamble. Almost 80 percent of all Broadway shows lose every penny of their investment. Some of the other 20 percent of shows pay only a slight profit, and an even smaller percentage hit the jackpot. A major hit can pay a whopping 250 percent annual profit on its original investment for decades. No stock future or derivative can match that. But before you leap, the rule of thumb for Broadway investors is that you need to be able to lose your entire gamble without flinching, or you should not invest at all.

  Most Broadway investors admit that they want to be involved in the excitement. They want to go to an opening night party, meet the stars while they are in rehearsal, brag to their friends that they are part of a hit Broadway show, and have the connections to buy “house seats” (the best seats in the theatre) at a moment’s notice. That’s a very expensive piece of excitement in most cases.

  Some Broadway shows are produced by nonprofit theatre organizations or a combination of investors and nonprofit producers. The monster hit musical A Chorus Line was produced on Broadway by creator Michael Bennett and Joseph Papp’s nonprofit New York Shakespeare Festival. It was funded by a single donation from the Chair of the Board, LuEsther Mertz, heir to the Reader’s Digest fortune and beloved philanthropist.

  Costing $500,000 to transfer from the New York Shakespeare Festival’s Off Broadway Public Theater venue to Broadway’s Shubert Theatre in 1975, A Chorus Line became Broadway’s longest-running musical by 1983 and ran until 1990. At that time no show had earned as much money—hundreds of millions of dollars. The Supreme Court had recently declared that as long as the profit did not benefit anyone’s personal pocketbook, but instead returned to the stated purpose of the nonprofit institution (in this case, the production of theatre, education, and the arts), profit was a glorious result of nonprofit work.

  The largest loss in Broadway history began in 2010. The musical Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark raised a reported $75 million to open its production on Broadway. Most of its investment was lost by the time it shuttered in early 2014. The production needed to credit more than twenty investors, including major corporations, as producers in order to fund the massive production.

  Over the decades, the stakes have gotten higher and the number of investor virgins has had to increase due to the cost of producing on Broadway. Corporations like Disney and Paramount have changed the “mom and pop” nature of Broadway into a corporate world of bureaucratic committees.

  Dramas, comedies, and small musicals are less costly because fewer performers are needed. Actors are not by themselves expensive, but more actors mean additional salaries and costumes to design and maintain. Smaller productions usually involve less complicated sets and lights. Fewer stagehands are needed to run and maintain these shows. Wireless microphones may not be needed for amplification in smaller theatres, and both rent and utility bills are reduced. Writers and directors are paid less up-front fees and advances. All of this has been predetermined by nineteen unions and associations, and their rules negotiated and developed over time.

  While an average big musical in 2014 might cost around $12 to $16 million, an average nonmusical can cost around $3 to $6 million. Smaller costs sometimes allow lower ticket prices, but the lower prices translate into less profit potential. Nothing is easy.

  An experienced general manager, the most important advisor to a lead producer, will know how to balance potential income with probable costs as determined by the artistic needs of the script.

  Let’s not forget that the entire project hinges on the quality and success of what has been written and/or composed. Often we read how film actors and film directors use improvisation in scenes, rewriting lines and sometimes entire scenes. A film script is often just a well-designed guidepost at best, or a vague suggestion at worst. That is almost never true on Broadway.

  The script is the primary reason why a lead producer decides to raise funds. She or he believes that the script has the potential to become art and change the world, or at least make a lot of money. Hopefully both. Raising funds for a gamble like a Broadway show is very difficult. It takes major talent to be a lead producer and raise millions of dollars when there is about a 20 percent chance that the money will be returned.

  New York State and its Attorney General’s office regulate the raising of these funds. These laws are found nowhere else in the world. The rules are strict. The rules protect the investor, not the producer. These laws change depending on how many investors you have, and in what states or countries they reside. These laws dictate how and when funds must be paid back and the conditions under which the lead producer must also apply to the Federal government for approval. Specialized entertainment lawyers prepare the required prospectus given to every investor. It is detailed and brutal in some cases, listing the success rate of the lead producer and sharply warning against the risk.

  Being a lead producer does not mean that you know what you are doing. It’s about finding the script, falling in love with the script, and raising funds. It’s the general manager who turns the lead producer’s wishes into reality. General managers are hired for their personal contacts, knowledge of union rules, budget expertise, personality, and negotiating experience. The lead producer and general manager should feel comfortable with each other and respect each other. This does not always happen, so big problems often start here.

  General managers are best friends for hire. Even an alcoholic, obnoxious lead producer can find a general manager to work with, as long as the checks don’t bounce. Right or wrong, it’s a tough business to make a living and every project has the potential to provide long-term employment for the general manager and many others. If the project is interesting and seemingly worthwhile, a problematic boss may have to be tolerated, like any other business.

  At this point, the new show has a great script, a lead producer, an entertainment law firm, and a general manager. We are now at least six months to two years away from opening the show on Broadway and we’ve already paid up-front fees to the playwright, composer, and lyricist, the law firm, and general manager, perhaps exceeding $150,000. The lead producer needs deep pockets, and there’s no income stream in sight at this point.

  Welcome to Broadway.

  Next will come a director, technical supervisor, and designers, each with up-front fees, negotiations, and contracts. Perhaps another $150,000 will be needed. Lead producers spend their own money up front, unless they can raise “front money.” Investors who are willing to provide front money take a big risk by allowing the lead producer to spend their investments without waiting for full capitalization of the project. If the project never happens, front money is lost. In return, these risk-friendly investors receive extra percentages of the profit, if there are any profits (see Chapter 10: Producing and Investing).

  Every show has its own story and so no one path is the same. By the end of this book, we will have strolled through the preproduction, production, opening, and postproduction stages that hopefully lead to long-running profitable shows.

  It’s not really a stroll. It’s a high-energy sprint during which every penny of a multimillion dollar show will have been spent, most of it within an eight-week window.

  Some of the invested cash will rent a theatre. Broadway theatres do not provide lights, sound, or other equipment. This is known as a four-wall deal, meaning that rent pays for nothing but the four walls. The theatre hires its own personnel: box office treasurers, house manager, ushers, doormen, porters, and security, and their salaries are charged back to the show.

  Management will also use the money to hire stars, supporting cast, understudies, stage managers, a company manager, press agent, marketing and advertising companies, musical director, stage crew, wardrobe crew, photographer, and on and on. Rehearsal studios, lighting and sound equipment, costumes, props, scenery, and union bonds must also be covered. Once a marketing plan has been developed, the cost of promoting the show will eat up considerable funds as well.

  The general manager and company manager are there because they know what these things are supposed to cost and keep these expenses within budget. The goal is the creation of a great show that makes everyone proud to have been a part, with ample ticket sales and profits so that the show can run for a long time and inspire investors to invest in another show.

  Of course, most of the time, the show will close quickly and lose all of its investments. Hard work will go unrewarded and hundreds of jobs will be lost. But optimism lives. The next show will be “the hit.”

  The Broadway community forgets that few outsiders know the facts that we take for granted. So, let’s cover some of the basics.

  Each Broadway show presents eight performances each week and is required to have one full day off in each week. Simple, it seems, except that many regional and Off-Off Broadway theatres set their calendars around weekends only, and in entertainment cities, like Las Vegas or Branson, Missouri, shows can perform as often as twelve times per week.

  Historically, many stages were built on a “rake,” a slant rising upwards toward the back of the stage so that audiences could see an actor standing behind another. So “upstage” is a theatre direction meaning farthest away from the audience. “Downstage” means closest to the audience. Stage left and stage right are stage movements from the viewpoint of the actor looking at the audience, the exact opposite of how the audience would move left or right.

  Broadway shows in the evening begin at 7:00 PM, 7:30 PM, or 8:00 PM. This is sometimes confusing for audiences because once upon a time, all Broadway shows began at the same hour. Today each show gambles that its target audience will be more likely to buy tickets based on show time. The audience may be comprised of young families (7:00 PM), or wish to have dinner between work and show time (8:00 PM), or prefer that lengthy shows begin earlier (7:00 or 7:30 PM) so they can get home at a decent hour. Some union employees receive extra pay if the show ends after 11:00 PM or runs longer than four hours. Since shows compete for similar audiences, the lead producer and managers will determine what time and days will best attract an audience and whether box office income will outpace extra union costs.

  Traditionally, Broadway shows perform on a Tuesday through Sunday schedule with Mondays off. This schedule includes two matinees usually on Wednesdays and Saturdays. Yet there are reasons to choose other schedules.

  Sundays cost more. Box office treasurers, stagehands, ushers, and musicians get a “premium” (additional pay) for performances on Sundays. Also, since fewer shows perform on Mondays, some productions prefer presenting on the less competitive Monday night. Beginning in 2014, some shows have experimented with Thursday matinees. Family shows like The Lion King, or Cats, or Wicked may choose to perform matinees and evenings on both Saturday and Sunday and take the less popular Wednesdays or Thursdays off entirely.

  Some long-running shows change schedules by the season. New York audiences tend to go out of town on weekends during the summer and so weekday performances may be increased. Due to cold and snowy winters, January and February often suffer during the weekdays when people want to get home after work; therefore the weekend has a better chance of selling tickets. Experienced managers, theatre owners, and box office treasurers understand the many considerations that keep a show afloat. Always, there are financial and union considerations when making changes.

  The Broadway community is relatively small and job opportunities are therefore small. Working on Broadway is seldom what you might expect, both in its lack of Hollywood-style glamour and its numerous unexpected surprises. The daily crises waiting for quick solutions require more than an MBA education and are unique to Broadway. Bad decisions can be costly and sometimes catastrophic. Seemingly good marketing ideas may not prevent a show from closing prematurely. There are no guarantees.

  There are no financial saviors able to invent an audience if the public doesn’t want to buy tickets. Even though this is the world’s richest theatre family, some actors net less than $900 in their weekly paycheck after taxes and fees for agent, manager, and union dues are deducted. The Tony Awards can be either a great asset or tremendous trouble (Chapter 6: Tony Awards). Critical reviews, even when they’re good, can hurt ticket sales (Chapter 9: How to Sell a Big Flop). The business of Broadway can be the total opposite of what the public and producers expect. Trouble can come from thinking you know more than you do.


  Chapter 2

  The Jobs

  The jobs on Broadway shows are plentiful, an average of one hundred to two hundred per show, and extremely varied. This chapter is an overview of the kinds of work available on a Broadway show. Those Broadway jobs below that require union membership in order to be hired are followed by (UNION). All other jobs in this chapter are available without union membership. Chapter 4 offers additional details about the unions that govern most Broadway workers, along with the union websites that carry information about how to become a member. There are also chapters devoted to many key jobs described below. The skilled applicants looking for work on Broadway far outnumber the positions available. The competition is fierce so whatever you can bring to the job (experience, knowledge, references, etc.) that can set you apart from the others will enhance your chances for being hired.

  This chapter is not meant to encourage or discourage anyone from joining the ranks of the unemployed hoping to work on Broadway. Passion, perseverance, and talent are welcome.

  Most Broadway actors are a community of “triple threats.” They excel in acting, singing, and dancing. The seasoned, consistently employed Broadway performers will tell you that they continue classes with super-talented teachers/coaches as often as possible because excelling in anything takes hard work.

  Off stage there are even more jobs. You can always find a detailed list of the support staff for each show in the Playbill program in very small print after the bios. Colleges rarely tell you about these critical support jobs, listed below, that allow theatre lovers to be a part of the Broadway family and make a living wage behind the scenes.

  An important note before we continue: Gender diversity in employment is important to many theatre people, yet it is not always the case. In terms of company managers and house managers, the ratio of men to women is about fifty/fifty. For stagehands, box office treasurers, and other key backstage positions, women represent a much smaller percentage. In positive terms, a woman who wants one of these jobs has an excellent chance of being considered across the entire community. Historically, the first team of superstar female producers hit the scene as late as the mid-1970s. Elizabeth McCann and Nelle Nugent became a major force on Broadway (Morning’s at Seven, Dracula, The Elephant Man, Amadeus) opening doors for many female producers thereafter including but not limited to Fran Weissler (Chicago), Lynne Meadow (Manhattan Theatre Club’s Casa Valentino, The Tale of the Allergist’s Wife), Daryl Roth (Proof, Kinky Boots), Carol Shorenstein Hayes (Fences, Doubt) and many more.

  One would think that the liberal theatre community would be ahead of the curve in hiring minorities both onstage and backstage. Not yet true. To be fair, very few older men on Broadway desire early retirement. When jobs open up, the opportunities are definitely there, especially if the applicant brings a variety of skills.

  Onstage, there is still a long way to go to convince directors that color and ethnicity should not hinder casting a role. Unless specifically defined by the script, most directors still think white when casting. In the 1970s producing giant Joseph Papp and his casting director Rosemary Tichler opened doors for interracial casting of all Shakespearean plays and the theatre world was forever changed, although not in consistent fashion on Broadway. Now things are much better than they used to be and attitudes are improving.

  How much can you earn working on a Broadway show? First, it is essential to understand that unlike most occupations, most theatre jobs are temporary. Shows close regularly, some prematurely, some open as limited-runs. The unions have always concerned themselves with making sure that its members can survive between employments since many of them don’t work fifty-two weeks a year. The minimum salaries negotiated for some of these jobs are intended to help with the unemployed weeks between shows.

  Except for six-figure theatre owners, millionaire lead producers, investors with hit shows, and celebrities in starring roles, no one should expect to make a fortune on Broadway. Based on union negotiations, salaries rise slightly each year, although they are not tied to the cost of living. More details can be found in appropriate chapters later in this book, but suffice it to say that a nonunion office administrator can earn about $450 per week with, and more often without, benefits, not much more than they did twenty years ago. A Broadway chorus singer/dancer earns $1,861 per week plus benefits. A production stage manager earns $3,058 per week plus benefits while a head carpenter can earn the same or more when overtime and extra duties are added to the minimum weekly salary of $2,321.25. The ushers, who actually do more than their titles suggest, gross about $400 to $500 per week plus benefits, and stage doorpersons earn about $700 weekly, including overtime, plus benefits. Note: these are gross figures, before deductions for taxes, union dues, agent and manager fees.

  Worker benefits (healthcare, pension, annuity, vacation pay, and payroll taxes) add between 33 percent and 50 percent in costs to the payroll. Therefore a $2,000 per week union employee actually will cost the production up to $3,000 in the budget. As the new Affordable Care Act system (Obamacare) rolls out over the next few years, this cost may change but no one is budgeting with this in mind.

  CREATIVE JOBS

  ACTORS, SINGERS, AND DANCERS (UNION)

  Without actors, New York City would have a dearth of waiters causing hundreds of restaurants to close. At any one moment, approximately 88 percent of the forty-nine thousand Actors’ Equity Association (AEA) union actors are not employed in the theatre. Having a second flexible job is almost a requirement. Add the enormous number of nonunion actors living in New York without an income from theatre and you can begin to appreciate the actor’s challenge. Often an actor’s height, weight, hairstyle, age, skin color, ethnicity, and gender have more to do with being hired than talent. Perseverance and patience are as important as performance. New York City has the most talented pool of performers available in the world and that helps make Broadway the gold standard.

  DIRECTORS AND CHOREOGRAPHERS (UNION)

  The director is the force guiding all creative decisions needed to turn a script into a live staged production. Sometimes the director and choreographer are the same person, sometimes not. The Society of Directors and Choreographers (SDC) governs their minimum fees and working conditions. They receive an up-front fee, a guaranteed sum as a royalty advance, and once the show is running, a weekly royalty based on the box office income.

  DESIGNERS: COSTUMES, LIGHTS, SET, SOUND (UNION), AND VIDEO

  The United Scenic Artists (USA) is the union for Broadway designers. Since each design requires a different process, the minimum fees vary tremendously between art forms. In each case, the designer earns a fee, a guaranteed sum as a royalty advance, and once the show is running, a small flat weekly amount for as long as the show runs.

  Many shows now employ video as part of the scenic design and so the scenic designer may collaborate with a nonunion consultant/specialist.

  FIGHT DESIGNER/CHOREOGRAPHER

  When a play requires a few minutes of punches, sword fighting, martial arts, wrestling, etc., the show will hire a specialist in safe, dramatic fighting to direct and rehearse the players.

  MUSICAL JOBS (UNION)

  Composers and general managers will consult together about whom to hire in the key positions of orchestrator, musical supervisor, and arranger based on their previous experiences, friendships, and professional recommendations. The jobs are explained below, and there is more about these positions in later chapters (see Chapter 4 and Chapter 21). In general, these jobs are extremely specialized and in some cases a bit political.

  MUSICAL DIRECTORS/SUPERVISORS often perform as the show’s conductor as well, and establish the feel of the music into a coherent show as conceived by the composer. She or he rehearses the musicians and vocalists. In addition, the musical director/supervisor oversees the consistency of musical interpretation for the show if and when it goes on tour.

  ORCHESTRATORS turn the composer’s songs into instrumental charts for the musicians to play, and the conductor to interpret.

  VOCAL ARRANGERS turn the composer’s songs into vocal charts for the soloists and choral performers to sing.

  DANCE ARRANGERS work with the choreographer to create musical interludes for dances and musical staging.

  MUSICIANS perform the music live. Their numbers vary per the show’s orchestrations and budget restrictions, and are subject to union minimums for each Broadway theatre.

  VOCAL CAPTAIN is not found on all shows, but is hired to keep the cast’s vocals fresh and precise, especially on long-running shows.

  MUSIC CONTRACTOR is the casting director for the orchestra’s musicians.

  SYNTHESIZER PROGRAMMER is the designer of a variety of sounds used on a digital electronic keyboard instrument; this designer can be nonunion.

  SUPERVISORY JOBS

  GENERAL MANAGER

  The GM rises to this senior position having collected professional contacts and developed relationships with people in all departments over an extensive theatre career. She or he is the producer’s right hand and advises the producer in all matters. The GM creates an accurate budget, hires the staff to “make things happen,” and supervises all financial matters and expenditures including the investors’ returns. The GM follows the law, working directly with attorneys, represents the producer with union issues, and makes decisions for the show based on previous experience and/or the producer’s directives. The GM usually negotiates for the show’s stars and key supervisors.

  Unlike the company manager, the nonunionized GM is not exclusive to one producer and often works on multiple shows at the same time. You only get to be a GM if a producer hears about your reputation and decides to hire you. The GM is given a sizeable up-front management fee to cover the preproduction planning and, just before rehearsals begin, receives a weekly salary for the life of the Broadway run.

  GENERAL PRESS REPRESENTATIVE AND PRESS AGENTS (UNION)

  The press agent is the liaison between the media and the show. Writing skills are important, but so is experience in writing successful press releases, a pleasant professional phone voice, and the ability to think outside the box. The hours are superlong and nonstop, but also exciting at times. The critics, journalists, editors, bloggers, television reporters, and performers must all find the press agent trustworthy, helpful, smart, and personable.

  Press offices work on multiple shows and projects. A general manager, with the producer’s approval, will decide which agency to hire. The general press rep (the boss) will choose the show or projects to which each agent is assigned. A hopeful press agent must apprentice for a number of years, attend required union seminars, and pass a union test.

  TECHNICAL/PRODUCTION SUPERVISOR

  There are a small handful of qualified technical supervisors, also called technical directors (TDs) or production managers or supervisors, who can be considered the general manager of all technical elements and technical staff in a Broadway show. There are currently no females in this group. The TD sometimes supervises many shows at the same time, making sure that the designers’ visions are carried out at a price that fits the budget, and the show is operated by a trusted and skilled crew. He is hired because he knows everyone and everything technical. He receives a significant up-front production fee to cover a tremendous amount of preshow planning and, once in performance, a weekly fee as a retainer or royalty. If and when the show goes on tour, this is the person who supervises every detail about replicating and adapting the Broadway production to other stages, knowing the financial obligations and union realities outside of New York City.

  CASTING DIRECTOR

  Before the 1980s, this position did not exist on Broadway. In those days, office staff would send out role descriptions by hand and by fax to agents who would then call the producer’s staff directly to schedule an audition. The director and often the producer would attend the auditions and see a limited number of actors over a brief period of time.

  As the workload increased and as Equity rules about auditions leveled the playing field, a need grew for a specialized person to oversee the process and to help make decisions based on familiarity with the actor’s past work. Casting offices can be as small as two people and as large as forty, handling movies and television along with Broadway. They are paid an up-front production fee of $30–$35,000, depending on the number of roles to be filled, followed by a flat weekly fee to cover the ongoing search for replacements throughout the show’s run.

  COMPANY MANAGER (UNION)

  Often hired only one week prior to the first rehearsal, the company manager is the right hand of the general manager and represents the business concerns of the show on a daily basis. Company managers work at least six days a week. Calculating and determining a wide variety of union payrolls and benefits; overseeing box office income; paying creative royalties, investor returns, and all bills; supervising budget controls; and contracting all employees are just some of the duties. This job deals with all crises, events, projects, marketing, legal, accounting, and insurance concerns while being production central for all questions, approvals, and hires.

  A general manager must trust the company manager to understand all union rulebooks as protection against penalties. Union membership for the CM requires two years of apprenticeship under a working manager, eighteen seminars, study groups to learn union rules, and then a six-hour written and oral exam before the union will certify a manager ready to work on Broadway.

  New York State right-to-work laws allow a producer to hire nonunion managers without this preparation, but for a limited time and only one show, after which the manager must join the union.

  PRODUCTION STAGE MANAGER AND ASSISTANT STAGE MANAGERS (UNION)

  As a member of the Actors’ Equity Association union, stage managers must have the complete trust of the director, the producer, the crew, and the actors since they are the protectors of the quality of the show on a daily basis, especially in the director’s absence. There is a hierarchy among the multiple stage managers with assignments that include cueing onstage changes for the lights, props, set pieces, and sound, policing backstage equipment, monitoring actors’ entrances, replacing an actor onstage in an emergency, and rehearsing understudies and replacement actors on a weekly basis. The company manager and stage managers must be partners with constant communication between the backstage and business side of running a show. Stage managers earn more than a company manager even though management hires and fires stage managers.

  CREATIVE-RELATED JOBS

  DESIGNER ASSISTANTS (USUALLY UNION)

  All designers for scenery, costumes, lights, and sound need assistants. Hopeful assistants apply directly to the designer of a show. A general manager negotiates with the designer to put an upper limit on the number of union-salaried design assistants, but the designer will often engage an additional assistant or two paid personally by the designer. Broadway’s next great designer starts as someone’s assistant.

  ASSISTANTS TO THE DIRECTOR, CHOREOGRAPHER, PRODUCER, ETC.

  Key staff members are under a great deal of stress. They need pleasant, resourceful, diplomatic, and hard-working assistants who can handle mundane errands and, sometimes, difficult situations. These are short-term positions with long hours, usually ending on opening night. Each director, choreographer, star, producer, and manager has their own unique personality, and they will each have their own method of hiring and firing. An assistant can learn a lot through observation and make invaluable contacts when it all works out. A great letter of introduction with a strong recommendation can open doors to working with extraordinary Broadway artists and leaders.

  For large corporate producers like Disney Theatricals and Cameron Mackintosh, an assistant director is an important position, taking over or supplementing directing duties from the show’s director for touring and international companies when the director is not available. In a sense, the producer has hired someone who will be consistently available to oversee the quality of productions around the world. In some cases, the production stage manager of the original show on Broadway moves up into this position.

  PRODUCTION AND BACKSTAGE JOBS

  HAIR AND WIGS (UNION AND NONUNION)

  Hair and wig designer. Hair stylist.

  WARDROBE (UNION)

  Wardrobe supervisor. Wardrobe assistants (as many as two dozen in large musicals). A star’s dresser.

  CARPENTERS (UNION)

  Production carpenter and head carpenter. Multiple assistant carpenters including fly-persons, automation, winchmen, riggers, and more.

  ELECTRICIANS (UNION)

  Production electrician and head electrician. Multiple assistant electricians including spotlight operators and portable board operators. Also automated lighting programmers.

  VIDEO OPERATOR/PROJECTIONIST (UNION)

  When a production utilizes video design elements, the projectionist/technician is often an electrician with special skills.

  SOUND (UNION)

  Production sound engineer. Assistant sound engineer(s).

  PROPS (UNION)

  Production prop master, head prop master, and assistants.

  TUTORS

  Productions employing child actors are legally required to provide educators. They coordinate with each child’s school to keep them current with class work while in rehearsal. Companies like On Location Education provide certified teachers backstage and on tour.

  CHILD WRANGLERS (UNION)

  All shows with underage actors require backstage adults to guide and train the youngsters on backstage etiquette, and make sure that they are ready for their cues. This is particularly important for shows with very large numbers of young actors like Annie, Matilda, and Billy Elliot. Wranglers have just recently become members of the Wardrobe union (see Chapter 4).

  STAR DRESSERS (UNION) AND PERSONAL ASSISTANTS

  Sometimes a star comes with a regular assistant to help with their day-to-day needs. If prearranged, this personal assistant will be added to the show’s payroll temporarily. On the other hand, a star’s costumes may require special handling, especially when there are many changes during a show. In this case, someone from the wardrobe department may be assigned as a personal dresser and often becomes close friends with the celebrity for life.

  ANIMAL TRAINER

  There are only one or two people who can provide a trained animal that can deliver eight live performances each week. The trainer is also backstage at every performance. The most popular of these Broadway specialists is Bill Berloni.

  THEATRE OWNERS AND VENUE-RELATED JOBS

  Forty Broadway theatre venues are owned and run by eight companies: Shubert Organization, Nederlander Organization, and Jujamcyn Theaters are the largest and most powerful, owning more than three quarters of all Broadway theatres. Other Broadway venues are controlled by four nonprofits: Roundabout Theatre Company, Lincoln Center Theater, Second Stage Theatre, and Manhattan Theatre Club. One theatre is owned by Disney Theatrical Group.

  These organizations have numerous executives, lawyers, finance, and general staff to oversee some of New York City’s most valuable real estate. They supervise repairs, renovations, design, taxes, finances, utilities, and adherence to fire regulations and city codes. The owners also decide what shows rent their theatres and negotiate rental terms that have a weekly guaranteed rent, bolstered with a percentage of the box office income ranging widely between 3 percent and 14 percent based on many factors. The theatre owners hire and pay the following positions:

  HOUSE MANAGERS A.K.A. THEATRE MANAGERS (UNION)

  The House Manager (HM) is the center of all business at the theatre. Using the weekly box office income, the HM deducts the theatre’s payroll, pension payments, real estate taxes, utilities, supplies, and other invoices approved by the theatre owners. The balance of the box office income is then given to the show’s managers who will pay the show’s weekly expenses. The HM is also responsible for making on-the-spot decisions to resolve audience problems during the performance, yet will wait for the approval of the theatre owners and sometimes the show’s GM and CM for larger issues. Each theatre owner defines the financial duties and work hours of the HM differently, depending on how much work they wish their centralized office staff to handle.

  THEATRE ENGINEERS (UNION)

  Control and maintain heat, water, and air conditioning at theatres.

  BOX OFFICE TREASURERS AND ASSISTANT TREASURERS (UNION)

  Use and maintain the computerized system of ticketing and sales, generate reports, analyze audience statistics, handle and protect money, credit card receipts, discounts, and seating maps while serving the customers with information and patience.

  PHONE AND ONLINE SALES AGENTS (UNION)

  An extension of the box office, operating outside the box office space but often in the theatre itself.

  STAGE DOORPERSONS (UNION)

  Provide basic security for backstage access and communication central for actors and staff.

  TICKET TAKERS (UNION)

  Collect and validate tickets at theatre entrances.

  USHERS (UNION)

  Direct the audience to reserved seating and police the audience for decorum and safety.

  PORTERS/CUSTODIANS AND CLEANERS (UNION)

  Maintain the cleanliness of the theatre before, during, and after performances. Porters sometimes help direct box office traffic.

  EXECUTIVE ASSISTANTS

  A handful of super-people who handle the communications and business lives of theatre owners.

  SECURITY GUARDS

  A security force that watches the streets around each theatre, protects the owners’ offices, sets up barriers for special events and opening nights, and works closely with the New York Police Department.

  RECEPTIONISTS

  Field a large number of calls from producers, audience, government officials, etc. Other staff works in accounting, merchandise, and events.

  NONPROFIT INSTITUTIONAL JOBS

  Nonprofit theatre institutions mostly operate in the Off Broadway arena but also produce shows on Broadway. A very few nonprofits own their own Broadway theatre; others transfer a successful Off Broadway show to Broadway by collaborating with a commercial producer or raising the funds themselves.

  The most active nonprofit New York–based companies with a history of Broadway transfers include Roundabout Theatre Company, Manhattan Theatre Club, Lincoln Center Theater, Second Stage Company, and the Public Theater/New York Shakespeare Festival.

  These companies hire many nonunion staff workers at lower-than-Broadway salaries who support all of the company’s work on and off Broadway. The following jobs are unique to nonprofit organizations:

  SUBSCRIPTION DIRECTOR AND STAFF

  Nonprofits develop a member-based audience that supports the theatre and its productions, in exchange for extra institutional benefits including discounts.

  AUDIENCE DEVELOPMENT DIRECTOR AND STAFF

  Online and printed communications, group sales letters to schools, promotional events, merchandise, and the theatre’s branding including logo and graphics all fall under this department.

  DEVELOPMENT DIRECTOR AND STAFF

  Nonprofits earn money from ticket sales but it is never enough to run a year-round staff and production costs. The development department researches and writes grant proposals, designs and produces fund-raising events, and courts theatre-lovers with deep pockets to cover the balance of the annual budget. They become the personal face of the nonprofit providing a one-on-one connection with people of means who support the theatre.

  OUTSIDE CONSULTANTS AND RELATED JOBS

  ADVERTISING AGENCY REPS

  The major ad agencies specializing on Broadway assign each show one or more liaisons to concentrate on the needs of that one show.

  ARTIST AND LITERARY AGENTS AND MANAGERS

  Creative people, who have reached professional working status (actors, designers, writers), are usually represented by an agent, and sometimes a manager. Agents must apprentice before they can become a licensed agent, subject to the conditions set forth by the unions. These regulations protect artists from rip-offs, and limit the agent’s share to 10 percent of their client’s work income. Managers, on the other hand, are not licensed nor regulated, and have no required training, but can guide an artist to a successful path through their contacts and business acumen.

  INSURANCE BROKER

  There are only a few insurance companies that hire and train agents specializing in theatre and entertainment. “Theatrical umbrella” policies are common on Broadway.

  BANKING ASSOCIATES

  A few key banks have specialists who understand the unique deposit and spending methods employed by general managers to keep a show running smoothly.

  PAYROLL SERVICES

  Different unions require different dues, benefits, vacation pay, etc. A few Broadway payroll specialists have these calculations built into their payroll system.

  SCENIC BUILDING SHOPS (UNION)

  On Broadway, all scenery must be built by a union shop and must receive fireproof-certification. Scenery from other theatres cannot be re-used on Broadway for this reason. Stagehands sometimes work at these scene shops when not working on a Broadway production.

  LIGHTING RENTAL SHOPS (UNION)

  Lighting equipment and cables do not come with a Broadway theatre and must be rented or purchased. These union shops re-use, re-build, upgrade, and re-design the equipment that a lighting designer needs. Electricians can sometimes find temporary employment between shows at lighting rental shops.

  SOUND RENTAL SHOPS (UNION)

  As with lighting, sound equipment and cables do not come with a Broadway theatre and must be rented or purchased. Sound engineers can find employment here between shows, if available.

  ATTORNEYS

  Entertainment lawyers are a very small, specialized group. Only New York and California have detailed entertainment laws regulating investments, safety, licensing of agents, and theatre obligations.

  PHOTOGRAPHERS

  The most famous images of Broadway were photographed by a few trusted photographers: Carol Rosegg (Victor/Victoria, Grease, La Cage aux Folles), Joan Marcus (Wicked, The Lion King, The Book of Mormon), and Martha Swope (A Chorus Line, Cats, Into the Woods, The Wiz) to name a few. They hire their own assistants. While they are not in a union, they must know and follow the rules of the other Broadway unions. Their understanding of the theatre’s unique onstage lighting makes this a specialized skill.

  TICKET AGENCIES AND GROUP SALES SERVICES

  Hotels hire nonunion ticket agents directly. Online and phone sales are handled by companies such as Ticketmaster and Telecharge (owned by the Shubert Organization) who hire many nonunion personnel to answer the phones and process ticket orders.

  Independent group sales offices market discounted tours to schools and community organizations, sometimes hiring actors for part-time work.

  TKTS (UNION), the half-price ticket booth on West 47th and Broadway, is manned by union treasurers. Additional TKTS windows operate in lower Manhattan and downtown Brooklyn. These treasurers operate as an extension of the box office with seating locations and availability strictly managed from each theatre’s central box office computer. Managers often hire theatre-lovers part-time to promote their shows to those waiting in line to buy tickets.

  MERCHANDISING SALES ASSOCIATES

  Nonunion people are hired through outside companies such as Theatre Refreshments Inc. to sell drinks and snacks in theatre lobbies. These jobs can be a worthy alternative for actors looking for a flexible part-time job that allows them to attend auditions.

  MERCHANDISING DESIGN AND PRODUCTION

  The show designs its own merchandise and finds a company to produce the products. In many cases, the licensed refreshment vendor will also sell merchandise in the lobby. In other cases, the producer may be permitted to hire their own people, like Disney Theatrical Group.

  WEBSITE DESIGNER

  This work is sometimes arranged through a marketing director or ad agency, or is sometimes designed by an individual who shows up at the right moment.

  ONLINE MARKETING

  Like the website designer, this work is sometimes handled through a marketing director, ad agency, or an individual who shows up at the right moment.

  STUDY GUIDE CREATION/PRINTING AND EDUCATIONAL OUTREACH

  Special projects for shows that believe they have a significant school audience and educational value.

  APPRENTICES, ASSISTANTS, AND INTERNS (NONUNION (UC))

  Administrative assistants and interns are often engaged to assist these people: general manager, company manager, press representative, casting director, advertising agency, artist and literary agents, production photographer, legal counsel, accounting, travel services. In 1980, the starting salary for most office assistants was $250–$400 per week. In 2014, these introductory jobs paid from $400–$550 per week. The tremendous competition for entry-level administrative jobs keeps the salaries low.

  Every show hires production assistants (PAs) usually for no more than four to eight weeks from first rehearsal through the show’s opening night, doing errands, copying, filing, and observing. They are paid a small amount of expense money. The US Supreme Court has recently created employer guidelines for internships to be sure it is more than getting coffee and copying. This is good news for those who can afford to start at the bottom. The real benefit is watching how a professional show is put together and possibly getting a recommendation for your next job.


  Chapter 3

  Who’s in Charge, and What Are They in Charge Of?

  The hierarchy of Broadway is both logical and chaotic. It is obvious that an assistant works under a supervisor. On Broadway, there are some assistants by the nature of their expertise who are above some supervisors. Some managers, sharing equal decision-making powers in one area of their jurisdiction, autonomously control decisions in another area, but then must defer to someone else in still other areas.

  Power does not flow cleanly between roles. For example, the technical supervisor listens to the designers who listen to the director on creative issues, and the general manager and producer on financial issues. As the budget watchdog, the company manager can also oversee the technical director’s decisions. It’s a multilevel collaboration that works well when each person is cooperative, friendly, and willing to listen to one another, and more importantly, knows their place in the process of putting a show together.

  The producer is responsible for raising the money. In a capitalistic Broadway theatre venture, the producer is the ultimate boss over the show. However, the producer often doesn’t know as much as an experienced general manager regarding . . . well, almost everything. Therefore, the staff and crew will respond as much to the general manager as the producer.

  
    Abbreviations used in this chapter and in the theatre world at large:

    GM = general manager

    CM = company manager

    PSM = production stage manager

    SM = stage manager

    HM = house manager

    TD = technical director or production supervisor

    MD = musical director or supervisor

  

  The staff, crew, and cast learn that the company manager (CM) represents the voice of the producer and general manager (GM). Since the CM is more visible on a day-to-day basis once the show is in performance, the CM becomes the top boss to most people.

  Since the theatre is a separate entity from the show and is occupied on a rental basis, the theatre personnel have a separate hierarchy. The house manager (HM) is most visible on a daily basis and speaks for the theatre owner, so the theatre staff and crew will treat the HM as their boss.

  The production stage manager (PSM) runs the show at every performance, and in so many ways is the equal to the company manager and house manager, yet the company manager is the PSM’s boss in other ways. The cast will respond to the PSM as though they work directly under him or her. If the PSM wants to go over the CM’s head, then the director and general manager will resolve the issue. It’s a confusing collaboration that works well after all parties learn the subtleties of each person’s responsibilities and jurisdiction, and respect the boundaries.

  It should be helpful to frequently reference the chart (on this chapter’s final page) while reading this book. This industry is not like corporations with CEOs, presidents, and vice-presidents who oversee managers and workers in linear paths of power. On Broadway, every direct line of supervision has many exceptions and requires a lot of explanation.

  At the top: Producers must hire a general manager (before making assumptions about a budget, please!) and an attorney (to get an “option” from the show’s author, or authors, and write a government-required investment prospectus). The general manager is usually involved in the legal discussions and writes an initial budget at that point, consulting with the director in creative affairs and with the producer at all times.
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