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It’s the dawn of civilization (no, not the one in The Walking Dead) and 
you’re about to create a new town, a new city, a new beginning and for 
your starting point, you want a center of this new civilization. An 
environment where artists, be they writers, students and performers can 
converge. A town square. Where poets, painters, dancers, storytellers and 
musicians congregate to share their vision and nurture their craft.  And, all 
will be fine until the elected or appointed leaders, the government, realize 
that artists influence people. So, the artists get rounded up but quickly 
society realizes that without art, there is no community. And without 
community, there is no environment for self-expression, interactivity, 
socialization, mentorship, personal creativity and growth, friendship, 
knowledge, risk taking, and yes, without community, there is no 
environment for debate or leadership. So, with the artists back, however 
now represented by agents and lawyers, this new civilization embraces art, 
it promotes art, it secures art. The art, now firmly in place, survives 
throughout time. For herein lies the fabric of society, the gathering place, 
the social circle, the opportunity for expression, for learning, communication 
and improvement. The emergence of venues, the public forum, the 
audience.  From this art form comes the birth of theatre, educational 
theatre, community theatre, professional theatre, youth theatre. When all 
are viewed collectively, these categories of theatre yield a wonderful leveler 
of people.  
  
But how much does it cost to create theatre? Who will attend? Where will 
the venues be located? And will it happen year after year?  
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Among the countless entertainment choices and delivery systems now 
available, film, television, video games, sports, concerts, internet, mobile 
devices, Itunes and on and on, professional, amateur and educational 
theatre has entrenched itself as a significant component of the landscape. 
 
While theatre cannot achieve the extraordinary revenue or attendance 

numbers associated with film, television, concerts or sports…For example 
the 55.6 million dollars in box office revenue the film GRAVITY achieved in 
its first weekend of release or the 10.3 million households that watched the 
final episode of Breaking Bad, or the 164 million viewers of the Super Bowl, 
or the 142 million dollars Bon Jovi earned in 6 months of touring, the 
statistics in a typical year, for Broadway, touring, stock and amateur 
productions in the United States, paint an optimistic picture. 
 
Broadway: 
 
According to the Broadway League, Broadway shows grossed over 1 billion 
dollars in box office revenue in the 2012-2013 season with a total audience 
of over 11 million. Touring productions of Broadway shows added another 
950 million dollars in box office revenue last season.  
 
Community Theatre: 
 
The American Association of Community Theatre (AACT) claims there are 
7,000 community theatre organizations in North America. Our Theatrical 
Rights Worldwide customer list has over 9,000. These theatres produce 
over 46,000 shows (musicals and plays) a year playing to audiences of 86 
million people and have a combined annual budget of over 980 million 
dollars.  With 1.5 million volunteers, Community Theatre involves more 
participants, presents more performances and plays to more people than 
any performing art.  
 
Professional Theatre: 
 
The National Alliance For Musical Theatre (NAMT), with 160 organizational 
members, employs 25,000 people and stages over 22,000 performances 
attended by nearly 12 million people.  Collectively these NAMT 
organizations have operating budgets totaling over 500 million dollars and 
they perform in 280 facilities housing over 190,000 seats. 
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School Theatre: 
 
Nationally, there are over 150,000 public and private elementary, middle, 
high schools, colleges and universities. Their enrollment is over 96 million 
students and while only 15% or 22,500 of these schools have active theatre 
programs, they present over 350,000 performances. 

 
Although box office revenue numbers are not readily available for 
Community, Professional and Educational theatre, it is not difficult to see 
that the volume of participants, on stage, in the audience, in the 
administrative offices, in creative capacities, demonstrates that theatre is 
an essential piece of our economic engine, our cultural heritage and our 
social behavior. Collectively, over 45,000 theatre organizations license 
musicals in the US.  
 
Okay, so, why is it such a challenge? Why is the art influenced by the 
commerce? Why is the commerce impacted by the art? Why is there 
always the fear that your theatre program will disappear. Why do writers, 
producers, artistic directors and drama teachers narrow their vision when 
creating and selecting product? We all want success. We all want sold-out 
venues. We all want theatre programs to grow year after year.  
 
To achieve this standing, theatres must have a strategy to face obstacles in 
an ever changing civilization. 
 
A few obstacles to consider: 
 
Audiences 
 
We hear about erosion of audiences. Thankfully not everywhere and not 
equal in places that share this problem. However, if this is an issue, 
contributing factors include a decline in subscription renewals (strong or 
weak economy, getting people to commit to one type of entertainment has 
never been more difficult), attracting single ticket buyers and a shorter 
window for family social event planning. Even with great product on your 
stage, these buying habits impact marketing departments, organizational 
financial stability and box office protocols. And it’s not getting easier when a 
typical American gets bombarded with over 3,000 different marketing 
messages every day. Many consumers, of all income levels say they are 
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simply too tired to do things when traveling is involved. With downloads and 
on-line and digital all at their fingertips, why leave home. Attending live 
theatre is risk-taking. As I just mentioned, writers and producers have 
narrowed their vision to de-risk the audience experience. I’ll talk more on 
this momentarily. 
 
Technology 

 
Are we fully able to understand the impact of technology on the performing 
arts? I don’t mean the technology that allows you to put a more 
sophisticated product on your stage. I mean the technology that competes 
with live, stage performance. Do we need 20 more years to fully evaluate 
this?  
While the advantages, featuring attractive, interactive websites, on-line 
ticket purchasing, a 24 hour, seven day a week source of marketing, 
information and sharing are so wonderful, technology has also emerged as 
our biggest competitor for leisure time. Facebook, Twitter, blogs, something 
new is generated every second of every day. Information, entertainment, 
culture on demand at any time, at little or no cost. What are the 
ramifications of 99 cents a song or a free download when we, producers 
and guardians of musicals are asking someone to pay $25, $50, $100 or 
more for a theatre ticket? 
 
Leadership 
 
Over time, like all businesses, theatres are faced with the transfer of 
leadership, as founding members retire or depart.  
 
Will new leaders bring expectations that are counterproductive to the goals 
of the long established environment they now control? Will they expect 
shorter hours, higher compensation and a shift in the artistic ambitions 
established by their predecessors? Can creativity prevail alongside the 
protection of a theatre’s identity? 
 
So, how do we build audiences, not erode them. How do we embrace 
technology, not shy away from it? How do we encourage new leadership, 
not stymie it. How do writers choose what to write shows about? How do 
we define the performance space to perform in? And why does it matter to 
have art, specifically theatre, in our lives. 
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Let’s look at the schools. 
 
In 2009, a study was conducted in New York City entitled Staying In 
School-Arts Education and New York City High School Graduation Rates. 
What the study said:  
 
High school graduation rates and access to arts education are closely 

linked.  
   
Based on an analysis of data from more than 200 New York City high 
schools, over a two-year span, schools with the highest graduation rates 
offer the most access and resources to support arts education. Conversely, 
students at schools with the lowest graduation rates have the least access 
to the benefits of a quality instruction in the arts. 
   
Among the report’s specific findings: 
 
Certified Arts Teachers: 
 
High schools in the top third of graduation rates had almost 40 percent 
more certified arts teachers per student than schools in the bottom third—
or, on average, one additional arts teacher per school. 
 
Dedicated Art Classrooms: 
 
High schools in the top third of graduation rates had almost 40 percent 
more physical spaces dedicated to arts learning per student than schools in 
the bottom third. 
 
Coursework in the Arts: 
 
High schools in the top third of graduation rates had 35 percent more 
graduates completing three or more arts courses than schools in the 
bottom third. 
 
Appropriately Equipped Arts Classroom: 
 
High schools in the top third of graduation rates had almost 40 percent 
more classrooms appropriately equipped for the arts than schools in the 
bottom third. 
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Arts and Cultural partnerships: 
 
High schools in the top third of graduation rates had fostered 25% more 
partnerships with arts and cultural organizations than schools in the bottom 
third. 
 

School Sponsorship: Student Participation: 
 
High schools in the top third of graduation rates were more likely to have 
offered students an opportunity to participate or perform in one or more arts 
activities than schools in the bottom third. 
 
School Sponsorship of Arts Field Trips: 
 
High schools in the top third of graduation rates were more likely to have 
offered students an opportunity to attend an arts activity such as a theater 
performance, dance recital or museum exhibit, than schools in the bottom 
third. 
External Funds to Support the Arts: 
 
High schools in the top third of graduation rates were 45% more likely to 
have raised funds from external sources to support the arts than schools in 
the bottom third.  
 
 
The report recommends: 
1. Expanding course offerings in the arts 
2. Ensuring that all schools have full-time certified arts teachers on staff 
3. Expanding student access to the city’s cultural arts sector 
4. Requiring adequate space for arts instruction 
5. Ensuring adequate resources to support the arts 
6. Ensuring school compliance with existing state regulations for arts 
education 
 
Although this confirms what we already knew, it’s very nice to know that a 
correlation between arts education and graduation rates is measurable. 
And meaningful. 
 



7 
 

At the same time this study came out, the economic crisis throughout the 
world and here in America took hold. Arts organizations lost funding, lost 
sponsors, lost backers and shifted their selection process.  
 
At schools, community and professional theatres, the decision makers 
looked for shows that were safe. Shows that would sell tickets, shows that 
would guarantee an audience, shows that would be profitable. Meaning 

shows that had name recognition, a known brand, a familiar story and a 
strong appeal. A great time for legacy shows, older shows with a strong 
track record. But a very difficult time for new work, for unknown titles, for 
emerging writers.     
 
On Broadway, the original musical has all but vanished being replaced by 
shows based on movies. Writers and producers scramble to option rights to 
well-known films convinced being predisposed to the title brings in 
audiences.  The same formula holds true for a revival. Once popular, 
always popular.  Here’s a brief list of musicals planned to open in the next 
year: Rocky, The Musical. The Bridges Of Madison County. Cabaret. Can 
Can. Flashdance. Honeymoon In Vegas. To name a few. Shows based on 
movies. Revivals of successful titles. With so much money required to 
support the Broadway model, producers focus in on those properties they 
feel are sure fire hits. Familiarity breeds ticket purchasing. Knowing the 
ending when you take your seat means comfort. Forget the suspense; give 
me what people already know. If not a movie, make sure it’s a known 
brand. Motown, Jersey Boys, Spider-Man. Make it big or make it small? 
Small shows means smaller production budgets, but perhaps limit which 
Broadway theatres they can play in. Large shows mean larger budgets but 
bigger theatres with higher ticket prices. Are audiences telling writers and 
producers to give them what they already know? Or are writers and 
producers creating product that assures audience recognition? Is the 
economy driving the art? Or the art driving the economy?      
 
If Broadway is the pinnacle, the source provider, the distribution system 
then 
I pose this question to you: 
 
Is Broadway a location? A classification? A destination? 
 
Certainly hundreds of new plays and musicals debut at regional theatres 
and new work’s festivals each year. They demonstrate the abundance of 
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talent in the theatre industry (writers, actors, producers) and they validate 
the exercise and commitment of fostering new work.  
 
But it is rare without the Broadway attachment to its Launchpad that these 
shows achieve the same production history, profile, notoriety or revenue 
value as those titles that make it to the 4 blocks in NYC. They rarely get 
produced internationally and the infrequently provide a steady income 

stream for the author.  A sad reality.  
 
So, shows journey to Broadway. They hope to be an artistic success and 
combine that with being a financial one as well. Now, here is where it gets 
interesting. You, everyone in this room, is essential to this process. Over 
85% of the shows that open on Broadway do not make their money back 
for the producers and investors during their Broadway run. Were they too 
elaborately produced and too expensive keep open? Why did they not run 
long enough? Why did they not attract enough ticket buyers? Of course 
there are the blockbusters, the shows that run for years and years-but this 
is the exception. 
 
I refer to Broadway as the launch pad. The lift off site. The starting point of 
a roll-out plan that will enable the show to live in its after-life throughout the 
course of the copyright. The after-life being the professional, community 
and school marketplace. And with copyright term now being the lifetime of 
the author(s) plus 70 years, and this being the last surviving author if a 
show has multiple writers plus 70 years, the longevity of value for a show 
has never been more important. The roll-out plan, which follows a long 
established hierarchy, begins with a national tour (usually equity first 
followed by non-equity). Next in line is professional theatres, followed by 
civic light operas, equity regional theatres, community theatres and 
amateur groups, colleges and universities and high schools, middle schools 
and elementary schools. The cycle begins. You are all essential to this 
process. Keeping a show in the forefront of the theatre landscape rewards 
the authors and producers and enables discussions of revivals and tours.  

From your productions, the show enjoys a healthy after life and I receive 
wonderful phone calls from producers saying “with this royalty check from 
your school and amateur licensing, I now have paid back all my investors 
and my Broadway show was a success.”  Of course this could be 12 years 
later and there Broadway show only ran for 3 months, but who am I to 
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judge their interpretation.  What I can judge is the spirit, dedication, talent 
and artistic sensibilities you bring to your production.  

Ah, a good time for me to give my definition of destination, location and 
foundation. 
 
Whether you get on a plane or live down the block, Broadway is a 
destination. It can be the last stop or the starting point. It’s something 
writers and producers aim to achieve and audiences aim to attend. A 
destiny.  

When a tour production comes to town-it’s a location. The performing arts 
center, the arena, the hall. Like a location shoot for a movie, you set it up, 
take it down and move on. 

But, when you perform a show at your theatre, your auditorium, your room, 
it is a foundation.  Nothing can be built without a strong foundation. Nothing 
lasts without a solid foundation. Your foundation is the fuel…keeping both 
the art and commerce alive.   

So getting from Broadway to your backyard is crucial to the evolution of the 
work.   

Which brings me to the performance venue.  

When including Theatre For Young Audiences (TYA shows) performance 

venues encompass a huge array of structures and facilities. Many are 
newly introduced to the art form of theatre but offer great opportunities for 
development of new work, growth of existing work, solidifying of current 
audiences and introduction of new ones. Among these venues are: 

Arenas  Outdoor amphitheaters   Playhouses/theatres 

Dinner Theatres Auditoriums    Multi-purpose rooms 

Casinos  Hotels     Cruise Ships 

And now:    

Theme parks  Zoos     Tents  
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Museums   Aquariums    Pubs      

And for audience participation, NYC shows like Sleep No More and Then 
She Fell provide immersive theater experiences in former warehouses and 
churches where the audience moves about from room to room participating 
in the stage action alongside the actors. I’ve done it…very bizarre.  

In accordance with the theme of this conference, I conclude by saying that 
the strongest influence on New Vistas, New Voices, New venues is the 
consumer. The audience. How you view the art, who you want to create it 
and where you want it performed is under your control. Yes, Broadway can 
shape the landscape, but the foundation you create in your backyard has 
the most direct impact on theatrical presentation. Encourage new work. 
Support new writers. Invent places for shows to occur. Influence a change 
in national buying habits to allow non-Broadway shows to stand side by 
side with Broadway shows in popularity, in importance. That’s the new 
civilization I look forward to.   

A final comment: 

Throughout my 34 years in the business, I’ve been blessed in working with 
hundreds of notable authors and I’ve been responsible for licensing over 
400 different musicals. 

I’m often asked, how did you get to where you are today? 

It started when I was 10 years old and my parents took me to see Fiddler 
on the Roof on Broadway.  

I wasn’t happy that I needed to put on a suit and I didn’t fully understand 
why my parents were so overjoyed in taking me and my brothers to “live” 
theatre. My parents had saved for months and bought 5th row, center 
orchestra seats. The music started and I leaned forward in my seat now 
realizing that real people were walking across the stage. And when they all 
started to sing, spit was coming out of their mouths! I thought, how cool is 
that. They’re spitting. We only did that at home.  

Surrounded by my family, it was a night of pure magic. 

I mention this because there are things that happen to us, influences at an 
early age that land us in the universe of theatre. I am sure that everyone 
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sitting in this room can reflect back on a time in your life, when you were 8, 
9, 10 years old, when an event happened related to theatre. It might not 
have been instantaneous and you may not have thought about it until now, 
but that event, that family activity, that childhood experience sparked a 
desire in your to be affiliated with the theatre business. Not sure a plumber 
or a car salesman can identify with this.  

To Dean Slusser and everyone here at the Georgia Theatre Conference, 
Thank You for letting me be a part of your family. 
 
 
 


