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Preface
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WRITERS ARE OFTEN TOLD to imagine the “ideal reader” for whom a book is written. I’m fortunate, because I think I have a pretty clear idea of who that is. If you are checking out a book with the title Building a Sustainable Theater: How to Remove Gatekeepers and Take Control of Your Career, there are a few characteristics that seem likely.

First, you’re probably talented. I’m not trying to flatter you, but if you are considering your theater career, then you were probably the kid in high school or college that was always engaged in shows in one way or another and received a certain amount of encouragement from teachers, peers, and audiences (and if you didn’t get encouragement and hung in there regardless, then you are definitely my ideal reader). You had people telling you that you should “think about doing theater for a living,” perhaps, or at least not laughing in your face when that idea crossed your own mind. You may already be in the midst of a career in theater, or on the brink of starting one. So talent is a given.

Another thing I think likely about someone who has picked up a book about “taking control” is that you’re at least somewhat dissatisfied with your current situation. Maybe you’ve been pounding the pavement for a while and haven’t gotten as far as you’d hoped, or maybe the economics of living in New York or some other high-priced metropolis is starting to wear you down. Perhaps you’re starting to think about financial security, or stability, or traveling less, or being closer to family, or starting one yourself. Maybe the jobs you’re getting don’t challenge you artistically. You might have gone into theater with a vision of making a difference through your work, and “show biz” has started to make you feel as if you’ve lost your way. You might even be thinking about calling it quits entirely. Or you might be someone just about to launch your career, and you find the prospect of moving to New York or Chicago or Los Angeles unattractive.

Or maybe none of these are true, but there is some other reason that has you considering alternatives. All I know is that, if you’re considering this book, you’re probably at least a little discontent.

In addition to being talented and discontent, I also suspect you have an independent streak. You have ideas about the work that you want to do, and you don’t like having to ask other people for permission to do it. In fact, you don’t really like being told what to do at all.

So: talented, independent, and dissatisfied. That’s my idea of an Ideal Reader!

I myself am a retired theater history professor who did his best to teach students to be independent and dissatisfied. Why? Because I’ve seen a lot of very smart, talented people in my life, and while a few went on to carve out careers in theater, film, and TV, many, many more never were able to get their foot in the door. I devoted lectures to going through the Actors Equity Association annual report in order to make clear to my students how the system worked—or didn’t work, actually. Theater is cavalierly wasteful about peoples’ talent, and that has always made me angry.

This book is a result of that anger. I have been working on the ideas for almost twenty years, beginning when I was writing a fairly popular blog, Theatre Ideas, from 2005 until 2012, where I promoted alternative paths to a theater career. In 2008, I received an Access to Excellence grant from the National Endowment for the Arts to develop some of these ideas more fully. I then wrote about similar topics for the Huffington Post and the Clyde Fitch Report, as well as for American Theatre Magazine.

When I retired from full-time teaching, I finally had the time to get everything down on paper. It helped that I was still mad about all the talent I’d seen wasted.

But this book isn’t about railing against the dysfunctional system. My favorite quote, which I had on the Theatre Ideas sidebar, is by the inventor Buckminster Fuller, who famously said

“You never change things by fighting the existing reality. To change something, build a new model that makes the existing model obsolete.”

This book is about a new model.

Have I Done It Myself?

Full transparency: no, I haven’t, but others have. As I said above, I’m a theater historian by trade, which means that not only do I think some pretty important things happened prior to the last 10 minutes, but that some of those things might provide a key to figuring out how in the world we created this totally dysfunctional “system” and how it might be redesigned to allow more people to share their gifts.

I’m dissatisfied with the status quo. Cranky, even. What frustrates me is seeing talented people become disillusioned and tired of trying to fit into a system based on scarcity, permission, and lack of a living wage. They get tired of struggling. As a theater historian, I know that it wasn’t always this hard. Or at least it wasn't hard in the same ways. There were other approaches to doing things that provided a reasonable living for artists, and I believe some of them can be adapted to work today.

But I make no guarantees, of course. The fact is that 50% of all small businesses in the United States fail within the first five years of their existence. A new theater is a small business, and a particularly challenging one at that. When I get nervous about this, I look at Actors Equity’s annual report, with its member median income of zero dollars a year, and I think, hell, I can do better than that!

Theater history provides some possible models, and there are things to be learned from other disciplines as well. Marketing and entrepreneurship books, for instance, are a source of inspiration, as well as philosophy, and sociology, and many other disciplines. I love finding something in an unlikely place that connects to the art form that I love.

I had a good friend who loved reading. She used to say about the writers for the New York Review of Books, which she never failed to read each week, that “they read those books so I don’t have to.” In other words, they did the work of curating and summarizing the mountain of available literature so she could learn things from books that she might not have been interested in reading in their entirety. Same here. Think of me as a concierge for your exploration of a different approach to your creative life.

There are a handful of books I’ve read that I think might be worth exploring yourself, and I will mention them as they arise. Otherwise, I will summarize ideas I’ve encountered that I think are useful.

The picture I will paint in the pages that follow will be done in broad strokes. I’m not going to go into minute detail about, say, the process of filing documents to establish your theater as a Partnership or Limited Liability Corporation. It’s something that is important and that eventually you’ll need to do, but it’s different in every state, and frankly that’s what the internet is for. But by the end of this book, you should be able to start planning your own adventure.

My goal is to inspire you to do so. And then I hope you will tell me about what you learned in the process. Share your successes, share your failures. We need a community of people who are creating sustainable theaters across the country who will help others to follow their path.

I’ll be cheering you on!
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All change efforts have something in common: For anything to change, someone has to start acting differently.
—Chip Heath and Dan Heath, Switch

––––––––
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I’D LIKE YOU TO IMAGINE something for me. Imagine that you and a friend decide to perform a 2-person, 10-minute play that a playwright friend of yours wrote for you. The play is set in an apartment, and so you decide to do the show in your own apartment. You rehearse the play evenings for a week, and then you, your friend, and the playwright invite each of your parents to see the show, because there isn’t room for more than six people in your living room at one time. To make it seem official, you charge each of your parents fifty cents for a ticket. Since there were no royalties, and no production costs, the entire box office take—$3.00—is profit, and you divide it between you, $1.00 each.

Congratulations! Each of you made more doing theater than more than half of the members of Actors Equity Association.

That’s the reality of our theater ecosystem.

It’s Not Your Fault

The first thing I need to tell you is this: It’s Not Your Fault.

The Myth of the Theater Career that is internalized by artists through constant repetition first by authority figures and mentors, and then by peers, is that success is predicated on Working Hard and Wanting It Badly Enough. Oh, and a little luck. But mostly Working Hard and Wanting It Badly Enough, because you can’t control luck. If you’re having a hard time getting a foot in the door, well, you’re told, double down, take more classes, lose some weight, get a better set of headshots, audition more—GRIND! Work Harder! Want It More!

And if you’re still struggling, well, I hate to tell you, but you just must not be Good Enough. Sorry. The cream rises to the top, you know! (Other things also rise to the top—like pond scum, for instance.)

This whole story is utter nonsense. Worse, it is victim blame. The fact is that we have created a system that abuses artists and wastes their talents.

Let’s look at a few statistics. Each year, Actors Equity Association, the union for actors and stage managers, publishes a report in which they outline the statistics for the past year concerning employment. If you look at the report for 2018-2019—the last year before the pandemic, a year generally regarded as a very good one for AEA members—you get a portrait of what you’re up against.

In that golden pre-pandemic year, AEA had 51,938 “active members,” which is defined as members who “are continuing to seek work and/or pay basic dues in the union.” You know, the ones who are Working Hard and Wanting It Badly Enough. Of those active members, a total of 19,369 worked at least once during the season, an increase, we are told, of “1,535 over the past four seasons, which is a good trend to observe.” Yay, theater! But if you think about this just a bit longer, basic arithmetic paints a slightly less rosy picture: 62.7% of AEA active members didn’t work a day in the theater during that year. That’s almost two out of every three active members. And this was a good year!

It gets worse, I’m afraid.

Of those in the 36% who were lucky enough to find a job, the average number of total work weeks during the year was seventeen, or about one out of every three weeks. “This year’s work week total is the highest ever,” AEA crows, without acknowledging the painfully low bar, “surpassing the previous high established last season.” You have to be making a whole lot of money per week in order to survive, right? So what do those seventeen weeks represent as far as income is concerned?

Total member income for 2018-19 was about $479 million divided over the approximately 329,000 work weeks. That’s about $1455 a week. If you’re living in the environs of New York City, you’ll pay around 28.5% of that in federal, state, and local income tax, leaving you about $1050. You’ll be paying your agent 10% off the top, so now you’re clearing $900 a week. You also owe AEA dues of 2.5% of gross earnings, so another $36 (we won’t add in the $176 annual dues, which are billed bi-annually). When all is said and done, you’ll bring home around $850 a week or $3400 a month. Oh wait, I forgot: if you reach the 17-week average, you’re eligible for health care (yippee!), which will cost you $75 a month (if you have a dependent, the cost is a whopping $1051 a month). Now we’re getting closer to $3300 a month. (But in reality it is even lower than that because, as noted in an article in Broadway News about AEA’s support for an expansion of the Qualified Performing Artist tax deduction, “Experts estimate that entertainment professionals spend between 20 and 30 percent of their income on work expenses—from agent and manager fees to headshots, equipment and professional development.”) But for the sake of simplicity, we’ll use $3400 a month.

Now log onto Apartments.com and do a search ­to find out how much you can expect to pay to rent a studio apartment in, say, Brooklyn. How much do you have left for all the other expenses of life?

And as an active member of Equity who has been employed, you’re considered one of the winners! Belt out a chorus of “What I Did for Love,” baby!

The purpose of this isn’t to depress you—although it is definitely depressing—but rather to make explicit that the game is rigged against you, and that’s the case no matter how hard you work or how much you want it, or whether you’re one of the lucky ones. It’s simply not sustainable or economically viable for artists.

And yet it is almost impossible to get members of the profession to acknowledge this. “Don’t stomp all over my dreams,” they cry out. “It’ll be different for me! I will Really Work Hard and I Want It So MUCH!”

There’s Gotta Be a Better Way

This is not a book that will help you to more effectively manage your career in the traditional way. There are plenty of those books out there already filling the tables and shelves of the Drama Book Shop. This is a book for trailblazers and bushwhackers.

I’ll be describing some strategies and techniques that will empower you to become an “independent artist.” So what do I mean by “independent”? Think of the Declaration of Independence, in which the Founding Fathers declared themselves free of the control of England. Same thing here: independence means freedom from the control of others.

It is the freedom to control what you do, when you do it, and where you do it without asking permission of an external authority. It is the freedom to be in charge of your artistic development—the projects and experiments you need to do to expand your skills and imagination and fully embody your vision.

You’re in charge. You’re the boss.

I see this as a very specific form of entrepreneurial thinking.

Oh, God—I said it. That word: entrepreneurial. It freaks artists out because it sounds like business instead of art. It sounds like something tedious and dull. It sounds like the office job we do in order to keep a roof over our head while we pound the pavement. And it sounds like selling our souls to capitalism.

It’s not.

It’s freedom.

It’s your opportunity to pick yourself instead of waiting to be picked by some gatekeeper.

But what a term: entrepreneurship. (Although if you say it with a bad French accent, it is much more fun.) Twentieth-century economist Joseph Schumpeter referred to entrepreneurship as a “gale of creative destruction,” a process “that incessantly revolutionizes the economic structure [of an industry] from within, incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new one.” That sounds way more fun. I like the idea of being a gale of creative destruction.

The main difference between an entrepreneur and an artist is that the vast majority of entrepreneurs create a business with the intention of selling it as quickly as possible—they always have an exit strategy in mind. Artists, on the other hand, create a theater in order to make more theater. In that respect, a sustainable theater is less like a software startup than a family farm or a local restaurant: you're creating something for the long term.

This book is about change, innovation, rebooting the system for making art more widely available and artists more strongly empowered. Disruption. What business guru Seth Godin called “making a ruckus.”

It isn’t about career management.

It isn’t about how to gain more attention within the current system by having a better headshot or resumé or audition piece or website.

It isn’t about networking or working your way up from the bottom, or asking permission to implement your ideas.

That’s how employees think.

It’s about creating a whole new system that will make the old system irrelevant—at least irrelevant to you. We’re exploring the development of a different approach to your artistic life that is sustainable and fulfilling for you. And if you succeed, you become an inspiration for someone else to try, and then they become a model for someone else, and pretty soon there is an alternative path.

The goal is the development of a new model of artistic production that puts artists at the control board. Not boards of directors. Not government agencies or foundations. Not gatekeepers. Artists (I include people with administrative experience in this category, by the way). And that helps make an artistic life sustainable.

But the first thing I need you to do is Forget Everything.
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I’M BEGINNING THIS book with Chapter 0, because it is actually something you have to do before you begin moving forward. It is a foundational attitude necessary to begin your journey.

Basically, you have to forget everything you think you know about theater. Not forever; just for now. Let me explain.

[image: image]Remember the beginning of Dorothy’s journey in The Wizard of Oz, when she is instructed to “follow the yellow brick road”? Her first steps on that journey actually take her in a spiral, not a straight line. Had she stopped after the first few steps, she would have found that she was facing in the opposite direction from where she ultimately wanted to go! But it was necessary for her to walk in a circle to shake off her natural sense of direction (Kansas is all about straight lines, right?) and open herself to a new approach.

That's what I'm asking you to do, too.

To start your journey, you have to forget everything you think of as truths about how theater is made, what it looks like, and who has to be in the audience. You have to abandon your preconceptions and assumptions. Only then will you be able to consider your creative life afresh.
Sociologists refer to these underlying assumptions as “doxa,” the ideas that are “given,” that “go without saying.” They are the ideas that we absorb during our creative life that seem unquestionable, but they are also stories that may be standing in the way of following our creative path. So:

	If you think that theater needs to be done in special buildings—forget that.

	If you think that theater requires sets, lights, costumes, even multiple actors—forget that.

	If you think that theater needs to be done in front of a particular audience—forget that.

	If you think theater needs tickets and a box office—forget that.

	If you think that theater needs a text—forget that.

	If you think that theater needs to be nonprofit—forget that.

	If you think that the goal of doing theater is fame—forget that. (Especially forget that.)


All of these things ultimately may or may not be true—or, at least, true for you—but they must be intentionally examined and consciously chosen, not simply inherited from authority figures, mentors, and the Grand Myth of Theater in the US.

The economist E. F. Schumacher, in his book Small Is Beautiful, wrote “All through our youth and adolescence, before the conscious and critical mind begins to act as a sort of censor and guardian at the threshold, ideas seep into our mind, vast hosts and multitudes of them. These years are, one might say, our Dark Ages during which we are nothing but inheritors: it is only in later years that we can gradually learn to sort out our inheritance.” In my experience, the Dark Ages for theater people extend far beyond youth and adolescence. Ideas about theater careers and how theater is done are constantly hammered into us by our teachers, by other theater artists, by the stories told in the media. Eventually, we come to believe in TINA: There Is No Alternative.

But there are alternatives—we've just forgotten them. Or more likely, we were never told about them in the first place.

Someone Else’s Dreams: A True Story

This is an excerpt from Seth Godin's fabulous book The Icarus Deception: How High Will You Fly? (Highly recommended.) It illustrates the way our preconceptions about "the way theater is done" shapes our career path. Godin writes:


“Sarah loves to perform musical theater. She loves the energy of being onstage, the flow of being in the moment, the frisson of feeling the rest of the troupe in sync as she moves. And yet . . . And yet Sarah spends 98 percent of her time trying to be picked. She goes to casting calls, sends out head shots, follows every lead. And then she deals with the heartbreak of rejection, of being hassled or seeing her skills disrespected. All so she can be in front of the right audience. Which audience is the right one? The audience of critics and theatergoers and the rest of the authorities. After all, that’s what musical theater is. Its pinnacle is at City Center and on Broadway, and if she’s lucky, Ben Brantley from the Times will be there and Baryshnikov will be in the audience and the reviewers will like her show and she might even get mentioned. All so she can do it again.”
This is her agent’s dream and the casting agency’s dream and the director’s dream and the theater owner’s dream and the producer’s dream. It’s a dream that gives money to those who want to put on the next show and gives power to the professionals who can give the nod and, yes, pick someone.”

Sound familiar? He then continues with some important truths that I hope might resonate in your heart and mind:


“But wait. Sarah’s joy is in the dance. It’s in the moment. Her joy is in creating flow. Strip away all the cruft and what we see is that virtually none of the demeaning work she does to be picked is necessary. What if she performs for the “wrong” audience? What if she follows Banksy’s lead and takes her art to the street? What if she performs in classrooms or prisons or for some (sorry to use air quotes here) “lesser” audience? Who decided that a performance in alternative venues for alternative audiences wasn’t legitimate dance, couldn’t be real art, didn’t create as much joy, wasn’t as real? Who decided that Sarah couldn’t be an impresario and pick herself?
The people who pick decided that.”

This is why I suggest that the first step is forgetting everything. Because the dreams of the people who do the picking—the gatekeepers—are powerful; and they limit your options. They box in your imagination. It’s like a 3-card Monte game you see on the street of a major city. The guy who’s running it, who’s dealing the cards, convinces you that there are only three choices you can make: left, right, and center. What’ll it be? What’ll it be? What’ll it be?

The Dealer then does his best to distract you from focusing on what is most important to you, so that you lose sight of the important card. And most of the time you do. All of the games in a casino are rigged to favor the house. But there are other games to be played, games that have many more cards and give you a much better chance of winning. You just have to walk away and find something else.

The Most Important Thing You Need to Forget

Here’s the most important obstacle that you need to set aside: that you need permission to create your art. You do not need to be “picked,” as Godin says. You can be in control of what you do, when you do it, and for whom you do it. Artists do not beg for permission to create art. This should be your mantra.

The goal is to remove all the tracks of A Chorus Line from your mental playlist. It does not provide a model for an artistic life:


[ALL]
God, I hope I get it
I hope I get it
How many people does he need?
[BOYS]
How many people does he need?
[GIRLS]
God, I hope I get it
[ALL]
I hope I get it
How many boys, how many girls?
[GIRLS]
How many boys, how many...?
[ALL]
Look at all the people!
At all the people
How many people does he need?
How many boys, how many girls?
How many people does he...?
[TRICIA]
I really need this job
Please God, I need this job
I've got to get this job.

To quote another song from the same musical, “That ain’t it, kid. That ain
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