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Broadway: Adapting and Overcoming Post-COVID

BY EMILY FELDMAN/ ON NOVEMBER 16, 2020
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/'T THE GLOBAL SENSATION
}

- ' NOW ON BROADWAY

Photo by Jeenah Moon f}om Reuters

On Wednesday, March 11, 2020, a Broadway usher tested positive for COVID-19.1 A day later,
on March 12, 2020, one of New York’s most significant cultural institutions, and a symbol of
the city itself, entered an indiscernibly long hiatus when The Broadway League, an
organization representing Broadway theater owners and producers, announced that Broadway
would be shutting down.z What was initially meant to be a short break for Broadway's 41
theatres quickly evolved to an extended one. Although the theatres intended to reopen in
June 2020, this deadline was moved first to January 2021, and subsequently to May

20212 While the move was undoubtedly necessary for the health and safety of New Yorkers,
tourists, and patrons it was a significant blow in many respects. One of Broadway's greatest
icons stated: “Broadway — I'm romanticizing, but that's the heartbeat of the city, and to think
that they've been forced into darkness is shocking."

During the 2018-19 season, Broadway productions grossed $1.83 billion in ticket sales and
contributed an estimated $14.8 billion to the local economy. Additionally, according to last
season'’s figures, the industry provides for 12,600 direct and 74,500 indirect jobs, for a total of
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87,100 jobs.c The shutdown has affected thousands of workers in the industry, from actors and
producers to landlords who own theatre spaces, and left them reeling at a time when financial
stability is crucial. Several shows that were supposed to premiere never did. Other long-time
favorites were put on the chopping block and cancelled after years of successful production.

One of the most vocal groups since the shutdown has been the Actors’ Equity Association, a
labor union representing actors and stage managers nationwide. In the wake of the
shutdowns, theatres have actively tried to bridge the divide between actors and audiences. In
this attempt, some have turned to technology in the form of livestreaming. The Actor’'s Equity
Association established new streaming rules which established work agreements for
producers who wish to take their shows online. These agreements were meant to “protect the
economic security of Equity members with additional weekly salaries and health care
contributions.” However, since they are relatively new, there have been issues with
implementation.

In April 2020, Red Bull Theater, a well-regarded Off-Broadway company, was forced to cancel
a livestream performance of John Ford’s Tis Pity She’s a Whore, following objections by
Actors’ Equity Association.c The Actors’ Equity Association argued that Red Bull was not
complying with their rules, while Red Bull argued that they were not required to consult the
Association because the performance “did not involve any theatrical production or venue
known to be covered by their jurisdiction.”” However, off-Broadway company Rattlestick
Playwrights Theater, was able to effectively navigate these rules to enter into a streaming
agreement that permitted them to sell virtual tickets and compensated actors for the
performance.t

Large, well-funded shows have made use of more popular streaming platforms. Diana: A True
Musical Story was meant to premiere March 31, 2020 but was prevented from doing so by the
pandemic shutdown. However, in August, the Actors’ Equity Association announced that it
had come to an agreement and approved a safety plan for the production. The provisions of
the safety plan include significant requirements, the most important being that the show will
now be performed with no audience. It will, however, be filmed for a Netflix Premiere
scheduled to air in early 2021.2

New York's theatre industry has faced a significant setback and will continue to face setbacks
long after the pandemic is over, as it will strive to regain their patronage and re-establish
themselves as a cultural powerhouse. The Actors Equity Association has made it clear that
even when theatres are permitted to open, they will be subject to the Association’s safety
standards to ensure the safety of performers.® Additionally, it is not difficult to imagine that
patrons may have safety concerns of their own. It remains to be seen how the pandemic will
affect the industry in the long term and what role streaming platforms will play.:* While at
home, streaming provides a modern twist to the traditional musical experience, Broadway as a
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whole seems resistant to this change and there is nothing quite like experiencing a production
live.

Emily Feldman is a Second Year Law Student at the Benjamin N. Cardozo School of Law and a
Staff Editor at the Cardozo Arts and Entertainment Law Journal. Emily is interested in copyright
and entertainment law and hopes to work in publishing.
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