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    BARGAIN BEATS:

    MUSIC ON THE CHEAP


    “Extraordinary how potent cheap music is.”


    —NOEL COWARD

  


  Boston has long been an incubator for raw musical talent, thanks to the presence of the Berklee College of Music, the New England Conservatory, Longy School of Music, the Boston Conservatory, and strong music programs at our universities.


  Our bars and lounges have hosted the fledgling incarnations of the best rock’n roll the world has ever seen. There is also a dizzying variety of completely free outdoor concerts in the summer, featuring everything from alternative and jazz to classical and oldies.


  What follows is by no means a comprehensive list, as lounges and bars are adding and subtracting live music from their mix all the time, sometimes depending on the season.


  Below we’ve listed the places that are known for the high quality (and regularity) of the free tunes they showcase. Unless otherwise noted, venues listed here have no cover and no minimum. It’s good to be a music-loving Cheap Bostonian.


  ROCK/POP/FOLK/ALTERNATIVE


  All Asia


  334 Massachusetts Avenue

  Cambridge

  (617) 497-1544

  www.allasiabar.com


  The Catch Occasionally shows require a drink minimum and/or cover.


  This longtime locals’ favorite offers a number of no-cover musical acts nearly every night (music sometimes gives way to an open-mic or comedy night, so check the Web site before heading out). Acts range from modern rock to jazz to alternative. And when the munchies hit, there’s Asian cuisine just a waitress away. In rare cases, this bar has a drink minimum and a cover.


  Asgard


  350 Massachusetts Avenue

  Cambridge

  (617) 577-9100

  www.classicirish.com


  The Catch Cover charge on certain holidays.


  This renovated space partway between MIT and Central Square is open and airy but gets down with a wide selection of musical acts, including jazz, funk, pop, and rock. There’s no cover, except on some holidays. The live music is on Saturday nights (sometimes Fridays, too), and shows begin around 9:00 p.m. Updated music schedules can be found on the Web site.


  The Black Rose


  160 State Street

  (617) 742-2286

  www.irishconnection.com


  The Catch There’s a $5.00 cover most nights.


  This staple of Boston’s Irish community features low- and no-cover traditional Irish music Sunday through Thursday. (U2 played here in the early ’80s when they were virtually unknown in the States.) The bands start at 9:00 p.m. seven nights a week. On Saturday and Sunday there’s also sometimes no-cover music in the afternoon from 4:00 to 7:00 p.m.


  The Cantab Lounge


  738 Massachusetts Avenue

  Cambridge

  (617) 354-2685

  www.cantab-lounge.com


  The Catch Cover charge $3.00 Thursday, variable Friday and Saturday.


  The Cantab has been around forever and is a beloved, though noisy, local watering hole right in Central Square. Monday night features folk and acoustic music at 8:00 p.m.


  Tuesday is bluegrass night, starting at 8:00 p.m. Sunday and Wednesday feature the blues, starting at 9:00 p.m. On Thursday night there’s a soul review band that goes on at 9:00 p.m. On Friday and Saturday nights, Little Joe Cook and the Thrillers hold court at 9:30 p.m., as they have done for the past thirty years. Covers are variable but reasonable.


  Dick’s Last Resort


  Quincy Market at Faneuil Hall Marketplace

  (617) 267-8080

  www.dickslastresort.com


  If you don’t mind noise, flying napkins, waiters sporting too much “flair,” a warehouse-like ambience, and the hordes of ridiculously attired bachelorette parties that swamp this place on the weekends, you can actually hear some pretty good music seven nights a week. Shows begin between 8:00 and 8:30 p.m. and are typically acoustic guitar cover bands. Classic rock cover bands take the stage on the weekend, when shows start between 9:00 and 9:30 p.m.


  The Green Dragon Tavern


  11 Marshall Street (near Faneuil Hall Marketplace)

  (617) 367-0055

  www.somersirishpubs.com


  The Catch Cover charge $5.00 Friday and Saturday nights.


  This is one of the oldest continuously operating pubs in Boston, dating back to Revolutionary War days, and now it’s a popular hangout for the young and restless professional crowd that flocks to this part of town for the nightlife. Free rock cover bands take the small corner stage on Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday at 9:00 p.m. and on Friday and Saturday at 10:00 p.m. Sunday features live-band karaoke at 10:00 p.m.—this is your long-awaited chance to front your own rock band, if only for one song. Leave that hairbrush at home, ’cause they let you use a real mic and everything. Though there’s a small charge on weekends, if you’re in the bar before 10:00 p.m., you can see the show free.


  Hennessy’s


  25 Union Street

  (617) 742-2121

  www.somersirishpubs.com


  The Catch Cover charge $5.00 Friday and Saturday.


  Seven days a week, bands perform light rock, hits from the ’70s, ’80s, and ’90s, and Top 40 covers at this hopping pickup joint in the Quincy Market area. Shows start at 10:00 p.m. on Friday and Saturday and at 9:00 p.m. on other nights.


  Kinsale


  2 Center Plaza (across from City Hall Plaza)

  (617) 742-5577

  www.classicirish.com/kinsale_music.html


  Live shows without a cover occur on Tuesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays. On Tuesday the shows begin at 7:30 p.m. and feature Irish music. On Friday and Saturday the shows begin at 9:00 p.m. and are mainly cover bands.


  Lucky’s Lounge


  355 Congress Street (corner of A Street)

  (617) 357-5825

  www.luckyslounge.com


  This hip, happening underground bar (there’s no sign, so look for the mysterious stairs on the corner of A Street and Congress Street going down into a basement) has a cool ’60s vibe that attracts lots of artists and writer types from the surrounding Fort Point Channel arts community. Appreciative of the fact that they’re mostly starving artists, Lucky’s offers up free live music on every night except Monday and Tuesday, all without a drink minimum. On Wednesday it’s usually jazz at 9:00 p.m. On Thursday Lucky’s features 1960s, 1970s, and soul music at 9:30 p.m. Friday night features local bands at 10:00 p.m., and on Saturday there’s a jazz trio at 10:00 p.m. But save yourself for the big daddy of them all—Sinatra Sunday, starting at 8:30 p.m. Yes, p.m. It runs past midnight.


  Matt Murphy’s


  14 Harvard Street

  Brookline

  (617) 232-0188

  www.mattmurphyspub.com


  It’s not Matt “Guitar” Murphy of Blues Brothers fame, unfortunately. But this teensy Irish bar does boast free live music Thursday through Tuesday nights, starting at 10:30 p.m. It is definitely one of the better free-music venues in town. On offer are jazz, reggae, fusion, and everything else in between. Side note: unbelievably, Esquire mag said this joint serves some of the best sandwiches in America. Wha?


  Get there early or prepare to stand, possibly in someone else’s back pocket. This place really packs ’em in. And remember: it’s out in Brookline. Allow extra transit time.


  Middle East


  474 Massachusetts Avenue

  Cambridge

  (617) 492-9181

  www.mideastclub.com


  The legendary Middle East is actually four spaces in one: Upstairs, Downstairs, the Corner, and ZuZu. Upstairs and Downstairs are stages featuring absolutely top-notch national and local acts. Ticket prices vary from $10 to $15, which is still quite a deal. The ZuZu and Corner spaces serve up eclectic Middle Eastern food and host a variety of free live music and other types of entertainment, like art openings and belly dancing with live musical accompaniment on Wednesday nights. Dates and times vary, and there is sometimes a small cover charge, so check the Web site before venturing out. The shows start around 10:00 p.m., the pay-per-view shows generally an hour or two earlier.


  Mr. Dooley’s Boston Tavern


  77 Broad Street

  (617) 338-5656

  www.somersirishpubs.com


  This is a fun place. Traditional Irish music fills the pub on Friday from 5:00 to 9:00 p.m. and on Friday and Saturday around 8:30 or 9:00 p.m., when there’s a small cover charge. An Irish seisuin, a traditional Irish music gathering, happens on Sunday from 4:00 to 7:00 p.m. Other nights of the week, bands sometimes show up, too—last time we checked in, on a Thursday, a Johnny Cash tribute band was hitting the stage.


  paddy O’s


  33 Union Street

  (617) 263-7771

  www.somersirishpubs.com


  The Catch There’s a $5.00 cover on Friday and Saturday evenings after 9:00 p.m.


  Light rock, blues, and Top 40 covers are on tap at this small locals’ place on Wednesday and Thursday at 9:00 p.m. and on Friday and Saturday at 10:00 p.m., and an Irish seisuin happens on Sunday from 4:00 to 7:00 p.m.


  Toad


  1912 Massachusetts Avenue

  Cambridge

  (617) 497-4950

  www.toadcambridge.com


  This great little bar, with live music all seven nights of the week, is so small that it’s sometimes necessary to ask the bass player in the band to “move it on over” should you actually want to use the bathroom behind the stage. Now that’s intimate. The quality of the music at this place never ceases to amaze—you’ll encounter lots of Berklee grads trying out new stuff, for starters. And there is never a cover. Repeat: never. Get there early and claim your spot at the door end of the bar. Rock, jazz, and blues are the staples here; shows start after 7:00 p.m. and the bar stays open until at least 1:00 a.m. every night. Check the bar’s Web site for nightly details.


  JAZZ/BLUES


  Bristol Lounge


  The Four Seasons Hotel

  200 Boylston Street

  (617) 351-2052

  www.fourseasons.com/boston/lounge_35.html


  This swanky bar at the opulent Four Seasons (known as “Boston’s living room,” or so they claim) is a hidden gem when you’re looking to hear some high-quality jazz for free in a pinch. The drinks here are pricey, but there’s never a cover or a drink minimum (that would be so gauche); nurse that glass o’ wine carefully. Surprisingly for these swank digs, the bar menu leans toward Red Sox-themed small plates. And, best of all, there’s free jazz on Friday and Saturday nights in the lounge from 6:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m. One tip: Come looking nice, or stay home.


  Good Life Downtown


  28 Kingston Street

  (617) 451-2622

  www.goodlifebar.com


  Renovation has left this bar/restaurant without much of its previous Rat Pack cool, but the music is still pretty hot and cheap to hear. Mostly it’s hiphop and house DJs, if that’s your thing, or cover bands.


  Les Zygomates


  129 South Street

  (617) 542-5108

  www.leszygomates.com


  This gorgeous French bistro was one of the first restaurants to colonize the previously dodgy “Leather District” of Boston, and it helped raise this area to its current hip level. Most nights, things are standing room only here despite a snooty staff. The stage features live jazz music, often with a vocalist, Wednesday through Saturday from 8:00 p.m. to midnight. Sit at the bar and relax: There’s no drink minimum (though there is an excellent wine list, if you feel so inclined). Tables are reserved for diners.


  Top of the Hub


  Prudential Tower

  800 Boylston Street

  (617) 536-1775

  www.selectrestaurants.com/tophub/index.html


  Everyone in Boston knows about the Top of the Hub, but not everyone knows it offers live jazz seven nights a week. The lounge has the best view in town—from the fifty-second floor of the Prudential Center, second-tallest building in the city. Shows begin around 8:30 p.m. during the week, 9:00 p.m. on Friday and Saturday, and 8:00 p.m. on Sunday.


  Wally’s Cafe Jazz Club


  427 Massachusetts Avenue (near Huntington Avenue)

  (617) 424-1408

  www.wallyscafe.com


  Since 1947 Wally’s, a dingy, dubious-looking hole-in-the-wall in a not-great section of Massachusetts Avenue, has been the undisputed king of the Boston jazz club scene. It’s just right. Wally’s has live music seven nights a week and never a cover. It also happens to regularly host some of the best jazz, funk, Afro, and Latin musicians in the world, plus each new crop of Berklee grads (the world-famous jazz school is just a couple of blocks up Mass. Avenue). If there’s a top jazz or blues musician in town, chances are excellent that he or she will make the required pilgrimage down to Wally’s.


  Music starts at 9:00 p.m. each night, with cool jazz jams on Saturday at 5:00 p.m. and on Sunday at 4:00 p.m.


  CLASSICAL/CHAMBER/EARLY MUSIC


  Boston Lyric Opera


  45 Franklin Street, fourth floor

  (617) 542-4912

  www.blo.org


  You can see the BLO at many of the Waterfront Performing Arts Series nights in Columbus Park during the summer (see below). But here’s a little secret: You can also attend the company’s opera performances for free at other times during the season—if you are willing to volunteer a little time. Cool, huh? The opera actively seeks volunteers in their administrative and ticket offices, at performances, and to staff their gala fund-raising events. Contact the BLO directly to let them know you’re interested in helping out.


  Boston Symphony Orchestra Community

  Chamber Concert Series


  (617) 638-9300

  www.bso.org


  BSO does free concerts out of the goodness of its heart, Sundays at 3:00 p.m., at various sites in the metro area about once a month from October through May. Admission is free, but you must reserve your tickets two weeks prior to the concert. Also note that most of the performance venues are not in downtown Boston, but rather in outlying communities up to an hour away that usually require a car to reach. A few performances are right in town. Call or e-mail for exact dates, times, places, and tickets.


  Emmanuel Music at Emmanuel Church


  15 Newbury Street

  (617) 536-3356

  www.emmanuelmusic.org


  Each Sunday at 10:00 a.m., Emmanuel Music, an orchestra and choir started three decades ago by New England Conservatory students, offers a free Bach cantata immediately after the church service. The cantata lasts about twenty to thirty minutes. What’s a cantata? An atmospheric, fugue-like musical piece with interspersed series of solos, duets, and group sections. That’s what. Very moving stuff.


  King’s Chapel


  64 Beacon Street

  (617) 227-2155

  www.kings-chapel.org


  The Catch Suggested donation of $3.00. But you don’t have to. Really.


  This Beacon Street Unitarian Universalist (UU) chapel offers free recitals on Tuesday at 12:15 p.m. They run about thirty to forty minutes and feature all types of music—jazz, folk, classical, world music. Not a die-hard Christian? Worry not: Unitarian Universalism is among the most diversity-accepting faiths on the planet.


  MIT Chapel


  84 Massachusetts Avenue

  Cambridge

  (617) 253-2826

  www.mit.edu/mta/www/music/events.html


  There are free noontime performances each Thursday in this hauntingly beautiful chapel designed by world-renowned architect Eero Saarinen. The music is mostly classical or baroque.


  Newton Free Library


  330 Homer Street

  Newton

  (617) 796-1360

  www.newtonfreelibrary.net


  Now this is an amazing find. At Newton’s library, every single Sunday-afternoon concert is free and open to the public, and there are some tasty licks indeed being served up: jazz, folk, handbell ringers, classical pianists. You’d pay big bucks to hear any of these performers out in the field, yet here it’s free; all you need to do is show up before they fill up. The classical concerts are typically at 2:00 p.m., but check the Web site for times of special events. Oh, and mute that cell phone. Please.


  Old South Meeting House


  310 Washington Street

  (617) 482-6439

  www.oldsouthmeetinghouse.org


  In addition to a good slate of lectures and other cultural offerings, some musical events offered at this historic church are free or cheap (figure $5.00 per person). Check the Web site for full information. Musical styles vary from classical violin to acoustic guitar with Latin rhythms. Very global, very eclectic.


  Rutman’s Violin Shop


  11 Westland Avenue

  (617) 578-0066

  www.rutmansviolins.com


  The Catch Donations accepted. Make one.


  Russian emigree Ilya Rutman’s store, which specializes in string instruments, doubles as an impromptu performance space; do these folks love music or what? In its tiny recital area, which holds up to fifty people, you can see the classical stars of tomorrow today. Performers are often students from Berklee or the New England Conservatory. The easiest way to find out what’s coming up is to check the Web site, which is updated regularly, rather than calling. Only call if you want to perform. Ilya? Take a bow! (Get it? Never mind . . .)


  PUBLIC CONCERTS AND FESTIVALS


  Walking through Boston in summertime sometimes seems a little like walking through a concert hall; there’s music almost everywhere—downtown, along the river, tucked into plazas, sometimes even inside a subway or bus station at the peak of rush hour. Most public concert series begin in mid-June, when the weather finally turns consistently warm, but Boston’s outdoor music lovers know that no matter what the weather is doing when you leave your house, you always pack backup rain gear anyway. These public concerts are enormously popular in Boston—especially the ones that take place on the Esplanade—so go early, bring a folding chair and something to chow on or sip, and enjoy all these gloriously free tunes! This is one of the facts of Hub life (along with the Red Sox’s World Series victories) of which locals are secretly proudest.


  Cambridge River Festival


  Memorial Drive

  Cambridge

  (617) 349-4380

  www.cambridgeartscouncil.org/community_river.html

  Second or third Saturday in June, noon to 6:00 p.m.


  A revered annual event in Boston, the River Festival occurs along a mile-long stretch of Memorial Drive between JFK Street and Western Avenue that is closed down especially for the party (be prepared for traffic snarls). It features music from around the globe, arts, crafts, and food, all by the side of the Charles River. The festival is organized by the Cambridge Arts Council.


  Fourth of July Celebration


  The Hatch Memorial Band Shell

  Charles River Esplanade (access by Fiedler Footbridge off Mugar Way at Beacon and Arlington Streets)

  www.july4th.org

  Concert at 8:30 p.m. on both July 3 and July 4


  This is the big daddy of outdoor concerts, the one that attracts over a million people who line both sides of the river just to be near the annual Fourth of July concert by the Boston Pops Orchestra, the dramatic cannon finale of the “1812 Overture,” and, of course, the world-class fireworks display. John


  Williams would be proud. The concert is broadcast around the world and has come to be known as “America’s Fourth of July Celebration"; the event caps off a week-long series of happenings throughout the city. (If you don’t like crowds, on the other hand, it’s a good week to get out of town.)


  Die-hards who want to be as close as possible to the performance by the Pops and their special guests arrive at the Hatch Shell well before 9:00 a.m. to snag one of 8,000 wristbands given out that allow in-and-out access to the Oval, the grassy seating area immediately in front of the Hatch Shell. Once the wristbands are gone—and they usually are by mid-morning—everyone else must find seating outside the Oval. But don’t fret: the view of the fireworks from the Oval isn’t so great. The best of all worlds is to find a seat farther down the Esplanade, where you will have a clear view of the sky directly over the river (where the fireworks explode) as well as the show. Small blankets and low beach chairs are allowed in the Oval, as are coolers, but alcohol is strictly prohibited throughout the Esplanade, and yes, security guards do check.


  For those who are in it just for the music, the Pops does almost the exact same concert at the Hatch Shell a night earlier (on July 3), also starting at 8:30 p.m. This one, of course, lacks the “1812 Overture,” cannons, and fireworks, but is a fine evening of free classical music anyway.


  Harborfest


  Locations throughout Boston

  (617) 227-1528

  www.bostonharborfest.com


  It’s a precursor to the big Fourth of July celebration (see above), and it takes over the city for about a week leading up to July 4 (and sometimes continues until a day or so after the holiday). Harborfest takes place all along the Boston Harbor waterfront, from the Charlestown Navy Yard to Castle Island. There are Revolutionary reenactments, tall ship tours, walking tours, and concerts. Many of the events—lectures, walks, short kayak trips—require a fee, but most of the concerts are free. Venues include a stage set up on the plaza in front of Boston’s uglyrific City Hall. Consult the Web site for time and location information.


  Waterfront performing Arts Series


  Christopher Columbus Park

  Atlantic Avenue (North End) and elsewhere

  (617) 635-3911

  www.cityofboston.gov/arts/default.asp

  Tuesday evenings during summer, 6:00 to 8:00 p.m.


  This series actually runs year-round, though few realize it; there are a smattering of events in Dorchester and at downtown’s Strand Theatre, and a good annual Martin Luther King Day performance at changing venues. But this fest kick into a higher gear in summer, when you can expect nearly once-weekly free evening music by the harborfront. Local performing arts organizations such as the Boston Lyric Opera, Boston Pops Ensemble, ballet troupes, and the White Heat Orchestra are showcased during the popular outdoor concert series.


  WBOS Copley Square Concert Series


  Copley Square

  www.wbos.com

  Thursdays at 6:00 p.m., mid-July through mid-August.


  I give this one a gold star, just because it’s so improbable. Thanks to local rock station WBOS, some of the cooler alternative and pop artists in the country—folks like Martin Sexton, Fountains of Wayne (love them!), Howie Day, Aimee Mann, and Tracy Bonham—have taken the stage in the middle of Copley Square for this wonderful concert series that draws thousands of alt-rock groupies to the Hub of the Hub. It also seriously gnarls up the local traffic patterns (shocker) around Newbury Street and environs. Save yourself the hassle and take the T (subway) Green Line to the Copley stop; you’ll emerge directly across the street from the stage.


  WBOS EarthFest


  The Hatch Memorial Band Shell

  Charles River Esplanade (access by Fiedler Footbridge off Mugar Way at Beacon and Arlington Streets)

  (617) 822-9600

  www.earthfest.com


  EarthFest is a free annual concert that started out to celebrate Earth Day, but since April 22 is usually cold and rainy in Boston, the sponsoring radio station began holding this event in late May instead. I wonder if the Earth even noticed. It starts at about 10:00 a.m. and goes on until 6:00 p.m. The day is filled with popular live music acts (both for kids and adults, on separate stages), food-sampling opportunities, and education. There are more than a hundred booths set up on the Charles River Esplanade for the purpose of educating people about the environment and nonprofit ecological organizations. You’d be surprised who they rope in to perform at this thing: in 2008, the lineup included acts like Cracker, the BoDeans, and the English Beat, most of whom hadn’t been heard from since approximately 1986. What, R.E.M. wasn’t available? Still, it’s completely gratis. Baby boomers, rejoice!


  THE WORLD IS YOUR RADIO: MORE FREE MUSIC


  The proliferation of competitive music schools in the Boston area means that it is a veritable embarrassment of riches for cheap-but-hip music lovers. Local music schools and university music departments regularly host student recitals, and these aren’t your garden-variety students—think Itzhak Perlman in his younger days. There are also frequent instructor recitals, as well as workshops offered by visiting musicians. All of the schools listed below hold frequent free performances. Dates and times vary, so check out the Web sites for the latest offerings.


  Boston Conservatory


  8 The Fenway

  (617) 912-9222 (box office)

  www.bostonconservatory.edu


  The Conservatory offers lots of free performances from students, faculty, and visitors. Senior projects are also free and open to the public.


  Boston university


  Tsai Performance Center

  685 Commonwealth Avenue

  (617) 353-8725 (box office)

  www.bu.edu/tsai


  The Tsai hosts frequent student and school-organized musical performances and competitions (largely classical, it should be added), and most of them are free. If you love classical music, their events calendar should be one of your go-to Web sites on a weekly basis.


  Longy School of Music


  1 Follen Street

  Cambridge

  (617) 876-0956

  www.longy.edu


  Little known even by locals, Longy is right in Harvard Square. Concerts typically take place at the Edward M. Pickman Concert Hall at 27 Garden Street in Cambridge, though they sometimes take place in the Longy recital rooms, also located on Garden Street.


  New England Conservatory


  Jordan Hall

  30 Gainsborough Street

  (617) 585-1260

  http://concerts.newenglandconservatory.edu


  The Conservatory’s Jordan Hall is a lovely combination of opulence and intimacy, and it is arguably one of the most beautiful places to hear classical music played by those who have made it their life. Yes, these wonderful events are free.


  WFNX Concert Series


  City Hall Plaza

  Cambridge Street

  (781) 595-6200

  www.fnxradio.com

  Various dates, usually 6:00 to 9:00 p.m.


  Love alt rock, new music, and heavy metal? These concerts are just packed with your musical compadres, and things can get mighty lively when the speakers get turned up to 11. Each show features several bands. WFNX’s largest free show is the Disorientation Tour—a welcome-back concert for students in September. The event kicks off in the early afternoon and is filled with music and booths—an alternative festival. Check the Web site for updates on artists and times.


  
    
      New Year’s without Tears


      First Night Boston


      36 Bromfield Street, Suite 204

      (617) 542-1399

      www.firstnight.org


      When it comes to city-wide Festivus-type events, First Night Boston takes the cake: it’s a universe unto itself. The nation’s first coordinated New Year’s celebration, Boston’s event has grown by leaps and bounds since it started out in 1976. Most Bostonians wouldn’t miss it today, thanks to the tons of performances and events in the hours leading up to the big bang moment at midnight: children dancing, composers conducting, puppets cavorting, artists being obscure, and so forth.


      Yet it’s hardly a cheapie’s dream: a button to get you into many of the events now costs a stiff $18 per adult. Of course, you are supporting the arts, and that’s good. And you could argue that the unlimited nature of the button makes it a cheap deal. Fair enough. But here at CB Boston, we’re after more of a bang per non-buck. So, in addition to (or instead of) buying the button, consider these options.


      Volunteer a little of your precious time to help out with the myriad tasks (planning, setting up music stages, organizing, publicizing, trash pickup . . .) involved in the massive First Night effort. As your reward, you’ll get free entry on the Big Night (though you might be busy, you’ll also meet some cool folks). To volunteer, call First Night directly at the number listed above.


      Fireworks occur not once but twice on New Year’s Eve, and obviously they’re free, because they’re up in the sky. First, at 7:00 p.m. on Boston Common, the mayor of Boston concludes a parade and initiates a twelve-minute (why twelve? who knows?) family fireworks display keyed to families with young ’uns who might be fast asleep by the midnight hour.


      Then, at the actual turning of the calendar (midnight), another set of fireworks—this one packed by professional Italian guys, the best in the world—blasts off over Boston Harbor. Cool! Total price for the dual displays? Nada.


      Boston Common becomes a field of outdoor sculptures (some of them in ice!) and art installations in the days leading up to December 31. Yet you don’t need a button—and you don’t need to brave thousands of semi-inebriated revelers—to see this art if you don’t wait until the last moment. Check areas of the Common like the Frog Pond, the Visitor’s Center, and the Soldiers and Sailors Monument. Or simply stroll around.


      Finally, if you do break down and buy a button, fear not: that money isn’t thrown away at the stroke of the new year. Not at all. In fact, the button keeps working as a cheapie’s stealth discount card through the winter, scoring you anything from discounted (by as much as 50 percent) tix to string ensemble performances around town to $2.00 off at the Gardner museum, $10.00 off certain haircuts, half-price New Year’s Eve parking in certain garages, and free cookies (with purchase of a coffee) at the Seaport Hotel’s bakery. Use it or lose it, baby—that’s what we say.

    

  


  WODS Concert Series


  The Hatch Memorial Band Shell

  (617) 787-7000

  www.oldies1033.com

  Mid-June through mid-September. June shows Saturday 7:00 p.m.; July through September shows, usually Wednesday 7:00 p.m.


  Each year for the past two decades, Oldies 103.3 has held their free summer concerts at the Hatch Shell. There are typically five concerts per summer, and they feature the “oldies but goodies” of the ’50s and ’60s. Past shows have featured Gloria Gaynor, Frankie Valli, and KC and the Sunshine Band. Station officials and (compact?) disc jockeys are at the Hatch Shell as early as 2:00 p.m. giving away free goodies, so you can even make a day of it. Bring blankets and lawn chairs. Shows run about two hours. Check the station’s Web site for info on dates and performers.


  
    THE PLAY’S

    THE (CHEAP) THING:

    FREE AND CHEAP THEATER


    “If you must have motivation, think of your paycheck on Friday.”


    —NOEL COWARD’S ADVICE TO ACTORS

  


  Boston’s theater scene has exploded in the past few years. Once the province of a few well-known theaters that hosted traveling productions of Broadway favorites, the city is now home to a slew of new, smaller theaters featuring homegrown productions—a trend powered by local elites hungry for more homegrown “cultcha.” The city is now packed with brand-new and refurbished historic theater spaces, some ornate and some basic.


  Today, there is something out there for everyone who loves theater, especially if you are a Cheap Bastard. That’s because much of the best is free. When it’s not free, it’s available on the cheap. If you are willing to usher during a performance, the universe of free Boston shows grows even larger. Ushering is a great way to sample all the diversity (and, sometimes, perversity) in Boston’s vibrant, eclectic, and active theater scene.


  IT’S SHOWTIME! UM, WHEN, AGAIN?


  The best way to figure out what shows are heading your way is to consult one of the many Web sites devoted to Boston theater. Among the most comprehensive is from Stage Source (www.stagesource.org), operated by the Boston Theatre Alliance, which maintains a quarterly listing of every performance going on in the area. It tells you the hottest coming attractions and their performance dates, too, so you can get your name on that volunteer list in advance. Other good resources for keeping yourself in the know are Theatre Mania (www.theatremania.com/boston), Boston Theatre Scene (www.bostontheatrescene.com), and the Web sites of the daily newspaper the Boston Globe (www.boston.com), and the hip weekly the Boston Phoenix (www.thephoenix.com).


  VOLUNTEER USHERING


  Can you walk and chew gum at the same time? If so, you’re already halfway to a lucrative part-time career as a volunteer theater usher. Most of the theaters and performance troupes in Boston are actively seeking people to help out in a variety of ways, and, in exchange, they’re willing to let you stick around and see the show for free.


  Note that some of the most well-known spaces in town, such as the Wang Theatre, Wilbur Theatre, Colonial Theatre, and Opera House, use unionized ushers (who knew?) and do not accept volunteer help. However, most of the rest of the city’s stages welcome volunteer ushers with open arms. The job couldn’t be much easier, given the perks: After helping paying ticket holders (those poor suckers) to their seats, the ushers are often allowed to fill whatever seats are left empty once the doors are closed, lights fall, and the curtain rises. If no extra seats are available, many theaters will make folding chairs available. In rare instances, ushers do have to stand during a performance. But that’s a small price to pay to watch award-winning thespians do their thing, right?


  The dress code varies by venue from formal to casual. Ushers are usually required to show up about an hour before the show to learn the seating plan, get familiar with the layout of the theater, and get other basic information so that they can answer theatergoers’ questions—and then it’s go time. Some theaters also ask that volunteers participate in some light cleanup after the show (darn!), so don’t make any early dinner plans. And it’s bad form to simply skip out on this simple chore. Cheap doesn’t mean immoral.


  There’s a very active ushering subculture in the city of Boston, so if you’re interested in joining this crowd, make your interest known well in advance. Ushering slots usually fill up quickly, especially for the most popular shows (like musicals). Most theaters that use ushers have a hotline, or an e-mail address, and will let you reserve a preferred date and performance up to three weeks in advance if it’s available for ushering. Some will even allow you to book entire parties of ushers for a particular night, a terrific way for a gang of friends to go to a show for a grand total of . . . nada. And that’s right in your price range, isn’t it?


  If the show or company you’re interested in isn’t listed here, try giving them a call anyway (most administrative offices open at or after 10:00 a.m.). Theaters are constantly changing their policies, so you never know when they might start using volunteer ushers. There might also be other volunteer opportunities (such as administrative or marketing positions) that could also net you free seats for shows.


  Above all, don’t be the least bit shy about asking!


  Actors Shakespeare Project


  191 Highland Avenue, Suite 2E

  Somerville

  (617) 547-1982 (house manager)

  www.actorsshakespeareproject.org

  ushers@actorsshakespeareproject.org


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 3-4


  This Shakespearean troupe performs in a variety of spaces throughout the city (mostly in Cambridge), winning awards and accolades from far and wide, including kudos from such unlikely observers as New York magazine (which cited actor Alvin Epstein’s performance as King Lear as “The Best Performance New York Missed” in 2005). If you don’t want to miss it, too, make sure to call or e-mail the house manager at least a month in advance. The house manager keeps a database of ushers that they’ve used in the past, and contacts them several weeks before a new performance starts to see who is interested. That’s a list you want to be on.


  American Repertory Theatre


  Loeb Drama Center

  64 Brattle Street

  Cambridge

  (617) 496-2000, extension 8817 (volunteer usher hotline)

  www.amrep.org


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 2-4


  The grande dame of local theater, the ART has been offering award-winning plays in Cambridge since 1979. Founding director Robert Brustein and creative director Robert Woodruff have earned the ART a reputation as “one of the best three theater companies in the country,” according to a review in Time. Classic theater and cutting-edge premieres are the name of the game here, and there’s a long list of regular ushers who make it a point to get in early for upcoming shows—in other words, don’t dawdle if you want to see the ART for free. Ushers don’t even need to seat people at this venue; they merely hand out programs, take tickets, greet guests, and answer questions.


  Call the volunteer usher hotline two weeks before a show opening to reserve your spot; leave a message on the machine, and wait for them to (hopefully) call you back. Make sure to leave open two potential dates that you can usher. The house manager checks the hotline on Monday mornings.


  Another Country Productions


  P.O. Box 560192 (administrative offices)

  West Medford, MA 02156

  (617) 939-4846

  www.anothercountry.org


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 1-4


  Another Country Productions, which is in residence at the Devanaughn Theatre (see listing below), is a fringe theater favorite in Boston. Creators of SLAMBoston, a monthly, high-octane, short-play competition, ACP features regular productions that deal with diversity, inclusion, and gender issues. Contact the company’s artistic director, Lyralen Kaye, to volunteer for an usher spot. ACP prefers to hear from volunteers up to a month before a scheduled show, but Kaye encourages people to call at any time, as usher vacancies sometimes crop up at the last minute.


  Blue Man Group


  Charles Playhouse

  74 Warrenton Street

  (617) 426-6912

  www.blueman.com


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 12


  They’re wacky, they’re rhythmic, they’re blue. This show, which defies description, has been packing the Charles Playhouse with delighted, slightly confused audiences for nearly twenty years. Although the theater uses a lot of ushers, make sure to call well in advance, as some shows (weekends, holidays) book up fast. Ushers must wear all black, but there are also some special considerations: Don’t wear anything that you don’t mind getting drenched with paint and other drippy stuff. Open-toed shoes are also verboten. Arrive an hour before showtime to get a briefing on the seating situation, usher for about half an hour, then enjoy the show—and keep your head down! Volunteers have to stay behind to help the house staff clean for about twenty minutes after the show, as well.


  Boston Theatre Works


  325 Columbus Avenue, Suite 11 (administrative offices)

  www.bostontheatreworks.com

  volunteer@bostontheatreworks.com


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 2


  The Boston Theatre Works has become a vibrant, important, and acclaimed player on the local theater scene. With shows like Pulp, a musical that explores the world of 1950s lesbian pulp fiction, to Take Me Out, about a baseball player’s coming out, the BTW pushes the theatrical envelope while also embracing classics such as Othello (which it staged in cooperation with the lauded Shakespeare & Company of Lenox, Massachusetts). But BTW doesn’t just act—it makes you think, with after-show discussions and Q&A sessions with actors. Once a year, the BTW also stages BTW Unbound, a festival of new plays featuring local writers. Ushers should contact the theater two to four weeks in advance by e-mailing the volunteer coordinator.


  Note: This theatre company was on hiatus at press time. Call ahead to check on the status.


  Cambridge Multicultural Arts Center


  41 Second Street

  Cambridge

  (617) 577-1400

  www.cmacusa.org


  The Catch Ushers per performance: varies


  Theater and dance troupes, jazz musicians, and comedians perform regularly at this renovated former courthouse. The building also houses an art gallery with a rotating schedule of exhibits. The performance space manager books ushers for about half the shows that take place here. Check the Web site for the current performance schedule.


  Company One


  539 Tremont St.

  (617) 292-7110

  www.companyone.org


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 2


  Company One bills itself as a “diverse fringe theatre for young diverse urban audiences.” Launched in 1998 as a creative project by five friends, the company now regularly performs in the Boston Center for the Arts performance spaces—that’s the big time here in Boston. The group polished its fringe cred when it started the Boston Fringe Festival, which brings together smaller theater companies to perform short, one-act plays that push the limits of human experience in works both familiar and original. Ushers should contact the house manager directly at the company’s main number.


  Devanaughn Theatre and Theatre Company


  The Piano Factory

  791 Tremont Street

  (617) 247-9777

  www.devtheatre.com


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 2


  The Devanaughn is home to its own fringe theater group (called the Devanaughn Theatre Company), which has tackled everything from Chekhov to Pinter and focuses its productions on works that dig down deep into the human psyche and look hard at whatever one finds there. Call the main number and leave your contact information for the executive director two weeks in advance to reserve an usher spot. Other theater companies also use the Devanaughn stage, and they generally arrange for their own ushers.


  The Footlight Club


  Eliot Hall

  7A Eliot Street

  Jamaica Plain

  (617) 524-6506

  www.footlight.org


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 4 or more


  The Footlight Club has been performing in Eliot Hall for almost 125 years, making it the oldest community theater in America. (The hall is listed in the National Register of Historic Places.) The company welcomes ushers for its five or so shows a year, which include productions of Broadway hits and at least two musicals. Visit the club’s Web site and e-mail your interest in ushering at least two weeks in advance of the show you want to see. Ushers are asked to stay after the show to help with some light cleanup.


  The Gold Dust Orphans


  The Theater Machine (aka the Ramrod Center for the Performing Arts)

  1256 Boylston Street

  (617) 266-8511


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 2


  This all-male comedy drag troupe, fronted by writer/performer Ryan Landry, creates some of the funniest and most irreverent interpretations of the Great Canon of American Theater that you’re likely to find in town, such as their critically acclaimed production of Death of a Saleslady. Landry and his posse perform in a small theater downstairs from a gay bar, the Ramrod, ensuring an entertaining and provocative night. Call at least two weeks before the show for which you want to usher; opportunities go fast, so call sooner rather than later.


  The Huntington Theatre Company/

  Boston University Theatre


  264 Huntington Avenue

  (617) 273-1666 (house manager)

  www.huntingtontheatre.org


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 8-10


  The Huntington Theatre Company has received multiple Tony Award nominations for productions staged here and transferred to Broadway, and a halfdozen Elliot Norton Awards for Outstanding Production. As one of the premier theater companies in the country, the Huntington has produced over fifty American and world premieres by big guns like Tom Stoppard, as well as reinventing productions of works by Shakespeare, Molière, Cole Porter, and Steven Sondheim. Needless to say, it’s one of the most coveted volunteer usher opportunities in the city. Call early. Call often. Phone the house manager’s line for volunteer details.


  Jewish Theatre of New England


  333 Nahanton Street

  Newton

  (617) 558-6580 (main office)

  www.lsjcc.org


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 6-8


  This local theater space hosts four to six shows by visiting performers each year, including musicals, drama, cabaret, comedy, and dance. Most feature a Jewish theme or Jewish performers. Past events have included monologist Rain Pryor, comedian Judy Gold, and the Klezmer Conservatory Band. Volunteers are asked to call the main office number to make usher reservations.


  The Longwood Players


  Cambridge Family YMCA Theatre

  820 Massachusetts Avenue (Central Square)

  Cambridge

  (617) 566-3513 (Longwood Players house manager)

  www.longwoodplayers.org

  info@longwoodplayers.org


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 2-4


  The Longwood Players bring the biggest musical hits to Cambridge, including La Cage aux Folles, West Side Story, and Singing in the Rain. Call or e-mail no more than one month before a performance to reserve your ushering spot.


  The Lyric Stage Company of Boston


  140 Clarendon Street (2nd floor)

  (617) 585-5675 (box office)

  www.lyricstage.com


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 4


  The Lyric Stage performance company puts on seven shows a season, including musicals and at least one play written by a Bostonian. The Lyric has routinely garnered the top awards from the Boston Theatre Critics Association and the Independent Reviewers of New England for its productions of such eclectic plays as The Underpants, by comedian Steve Martin, and Sunday in the Park with George.


  Ushers will greet, seat, and help patrons negotiate their way across the stage during intermission—a logistical necessity at this intimate performance space. Call the main box office number between noon and 5:00 p.m., and they’ll put you on the list.


  The Metro Stage Company


  Cambridge Family YMCA Theatre

  820 Massachusetts Avenue (Central Square)

  (617) 524-5013 (administrative offices)

  www.metrostagecompany.com/volunteer.html


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 2-4


  This newish theater company is looking for volunteers for all of its performances, which have included Godspell and Nunsense. It is also willing to accommodate groups of friends or family members who want to usher together, as space allows. Call the administrative offices to reserve an ushering spot, or complete the online form on the Web site.


  The New Repertory Theatre


  The Arsenal Center for the Arts

  321 Arsenal Street

  Watertown

  (617) 923-8487 x101

  www.newrep.org


  The Catch Ushers per performance: 9


  The New Rep, now in its second decade, has received numerous awards for its productions of locally written plays as well as the classics. It is the resident theater company at the newly built Arsenal Center for the Arts in Watertown, just west of Boston. Its first season included productions of Romeo and Juliet, True West, and Ragtime. The company needs a good supply of ushers, and you can reserve your spot as soon as the lineup for the new season is announced, usually in early March. (The season starts in September.) The best way to reserve is via e-mail. Couples or groups that want to usher together are very welcome. Public transportation is available to the Arsenal Square area from downtown Boston.


  The Nora Theatre Company


  c/o Central Square Theater

  450 Massachusetts Avenue

  Cambridge

  (617) 576-9278 (house manager)

  www.thenora.org

  cph@centralsquaretheater.org


  The Catch Ushers per performance: varies


  The Nora Theatre Company created its own theater in Central Square and uses ushers for some, but not all, of its performances; call or e-mail several weeks before a show opens to determine if there’s a need or not. Try to usher on a Wednesday when the company hosts its free post-performance wine tastings. Post-play discussions take place after Thursday shows. You’re not required to stay for either
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