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Inside the

battle to change
a prestigious
theater festival’s
‘broken’ culture

By Ashley.Lee

Qriginally-published:in
The Los.-Angeles. Times

FOR MORE THAN 60 YEARS
hundreds of young artists
have spent their summers at
the Williamstown Theatre
Festival in Massachusetts,
hoping to start their careers
on the right foot. Frequented
by influential vacationers to
the Berkshires, the months-
long event is considered

a rare opportunity for up-
and-coming actors to share
scenes with Tony Award
winners, for emerging direct-
ors to learn from industry
titans. Work the Festival and
securing gigs in the industry
will be easier, thanks to the
company'’s standing, its vast
network and its proven

track record of transferring
productions to New York City.
Sure, the pay is low—or
non-existent—but the payoff
is known to be well worth it.

Or is it? Recent complaints
and subsequent interviews
with 25 current and former
Festival staffers, department
heads, apprentices and
interns reveal not a profess-
ional springboard but a
development program that
exposes artists-in-training
to repeated safety hazards
and a toxic work culture
under the guise of prestige.

In an eight-page letter and
accompanying appendix,
sent to the Festival’s leader-
ship and board in February
and obtained by The Times,
75 alumni alleged a pattern
of dangerous working condi-
tions and demanded changes
to its treatment of young arts
workers. “It wasn't just one
summer. It wasn't just one
production. It wasn’t just one
bad apple,” read the letter.
“The system that sustains
Williamstown Theatre Festival
is deeply broken.”
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The Festival responded nearly

three weeks later with a
one-page letter that did not
include an apology or ack-
nowledgment of harm, but
noted the hiring of an outside
law firm for an investigation

into the issues raised. Accord-
ing to the Festival, that invest-

igation remains “ongoing.”

In a statement to The Times
last week, board chair Jeffrey
Johnson said the Festival's
leadership “focused on a

culture of continuous change,

improving the way we oper-
ate and the environment we
create for our stakeholders...
We welcome all constructive
dialogue as we continue

to analyze our successful
66- year history to inform our
actions going forward and
ensure our success and the
growth of the American thea-
tre for many years to come.”

Johnson also cited initiatives
implemented in Williamstown'’s
latest season, including a
program for emerging theater-
makers of color. But for
numerous alumni who shared
their Festival experiences

with The Times, these changes—
introduced after many arts
and culture workplaces came
under scrutiny amid the reck-
onings of 2020 and as the
theater industry remained
shut down because of the
COVID-19 pandemic—are too
little, too late.

“The Festival is trying to look

like they have soil that is
incredibly nutritious, but
artists are being brought into
soil that does not actually
foster their growth,” said
former lighting department
head Brandon Bagwell.

“I mean, you're defeating

these people before you
even give them a chance.”
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“An entire, unsafe
work environment”

When Ryan Seffinger applied
for the Williamstown Festival's
unpaid lighting design intern-
ship, he told himself, “The clout
would be extremely good for
my career, whether it’s just
having that line on my resume
or because of the people
| was going to meet there.”

But Williamstown produc-
tions less resemble scrappy
summer stock shows than
those of major regional
and Broadway stages, and
mounting approximately eight
large productions in eight
weeks—sometimes with a
double-header on open-
ing—requires round-the-clock

Founded in 1954 and held on work behind the scenes:

the Williams College campus,
the Festival had cultivated
a reputation as a promising
springboard for new work.
Recent seasons of the Tony-
winning Festival featured the
world premieres of Carson
Kreitzer and Matt Gould's
Broadway-bound musical
Lempicka, Bess Wohl's com-
edy Grand Horizons and
Adam Rapp’s two-hander
The Sound Inside, the latter
two of which are currently
up for multiple Tony Awards.
The internship promised the
opportunity to assist in the
season’'s marquee titles and
to spearhead designs on
smaller shows.

“Everything was constantly
running behind, everyone
was always stressed out,”
said former costume design
intern Leah Mirani. “[The seas-
onal workers are] good at
what they do, but William-
stown sets them up to fail
because they just don't have
the resources, infrastructure
or the training to deal with
that volume and pace and
quality of show.”

“This institution, with so much
reputation and esteem, bri-
ngs you on board to work
with these amazing profes-
sionals and surrounds you
with people who are all as
impassioned as you are, who
deeply care about the work,”
said former directing assistant
Lauren Zeftel. “It felt like the
Festival was saying, ‘We're
invested in your art, and we
want to give you the support
and the space and time to
make great things.”

as a concussion.

Seffinger spent the summer
rigging and focusing lights by
hand for up to 16 hours a day.
While crawling in the restrict-
ed space above a William-
stown stage to hang a power
cable, he hit the back of his
head on a horizontal metal
support pole and suffered
what doctors later diagnosed

He said he had been explic-
itly instructed during orienta-
tion to remove any hard hats
when climbing in this area, or
any stage space at height;
according to Bagwell, Seffin-
ger's supervisor, the Festival's
hard hats did not have chin
straps and could potentially

drop into the house and hurt
someone. Seffinger used his
own health insurance cov-
erage for the hospital visit,
otherwise, he would have
had to pay out of pocket
with no assistance from the
Festival. And he was ineligible
for workers’ compensation,
as interns were categorized
as unpaid Festival volunteers.
The Festival did not respond
to a question from The Times
about the availability of hard

hats with chin straps, but
it stated that “we are aware
of certain situations in‘prior
seasons where the Festival
worked to secure medical
attention for apprentices or
interns and offered our pay-
mentwhen needed.”

This situation was part of a
pattern at the Festival, ac-
cording to nearly all sources
interviewed by The Times,
who claim that a lack of safe-
ty equipment, training and
adequate time to complete
tasks led to preventable
injuries—an allegation echoed
in the appendix to the letter
from Festival alumni that was
obtained by The Times. In
addition to multiple other
concussions, the document
cited lacerations requiring
stitches and second-degree
burns; trips to the emergency
room were a cCommon OCCur-
rence. “Production staff were
told to just keep buying more
pandages and wound care
rather than actively training
and supervising to prevent
injury,” read the letter.
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“This was no secret to anybody who walked through there—
A-list actors, board members, they've all seen the cond-
ition of the building,” said former paints department head
Julia Buerkle. Williamstown told The Times the Festival
ended its lease at “the mill” in 2020 “after evaluation of our
options based on documented working conditions.”

@

The appendix also alleges that workers suffered asthma-
flare-ups and skin irritations from “the mill,” a set of all-but-
abandoned buildings used for storing props and building
scenery since 2011. It was regularly infested with pigeons and
other animals (which had to be wrangled out annually), and
was outfitted with eyewash stations only in 2018, after numer-
ous requests from various teams. The floor once collapsed
under a worker there, according to the appendix.

Alumni also allege that the theater Festival lacked an adequate
system for reporting safety issues, and that its workplace
culture encouraged workers to downplay both injuries and

the fatigue that could lead to them.

Young, unskilled labor are trusted to perform safety-driven tasks,
and it's scary,” said Barbara Samuels, a former associate
lighting supervisor who, as an intern, almost fell from a truss
structure. “And it gets normalized, because we're taught

that ‘accidents happen, as if it's a single accident and not

an entire, unsafe work environment.”

Board chair Johnson said in a statement that Williamstown
has “clearly defined, documented and disseminated reporting
structures for raising concerns at the Festival, whether about
safety or relating to harassment or discrimination,” via em-
ployee handbooks, onboarding and training sessions, and

posted signage throughout its facilities.

Nearly all the alumni who spoke with The Times said they did
not report the Festival to a state or federal agency like the
Occupational Safety and Health Administration, either because
they did not feel they had a strong enough case to warrant

an official complaint or out of the conviction that it would not
result in any meaningful change at the Festival. “| honestly

felt a little defeated and afraid of what would happen if | alone

said something,” said Bagwell.
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Seffinger did file an anonymous workplace complaint with the Massachusetts Attorney General’s Office after his summer at the
theater festival. “My parents refused to let me put my name on it in case the Festival somehow found out it was me,” he said, citing
f e a r o f r e P r i S a |
from Williamstown that could harm his career. He filed the complaint after reading the state’s regulations on an unpaid internship,
which require the role to be educational, for the benefit of the intern and not to displace a regular employee, among other rules. In
particular, Seffinger was struck by the guidelines because interns were so instrumental to the Festival. “At Williamstown,” he said,

“w e w e r e t h e | a b o r f o r c e’

(A public records request to the Massachusetts Department of Labor Standards showed no record of a formal complaint lodged
against the theater festival.)

Former department heads told The Times that they instead

r a i S e d a | a r m S
to the Festival's leadership, either through emailed requests before a season began or during in-person

debriefs once the season had ended. But they said they were

promised solutions that did not always materialize
or left to improve conditions themselves. For example, said Bagwell, a training manual was only as detail-oriented as the
department head in charge of writing it; at one point, one department’s manual, referred to as its “Bible,”

w a S a n e m o t y b i n d e r.

Multiple alumni said that the unsafe conditions were exacerbated by sleep deprivation, high stress and

m i n i m a I t i m e o f f—
all of which they say resulted from the Festival's business model. “WTF simply would not function without relying on young,
m ¢ S t | y u n o] a i d,

untrained laborers to push their bodies through intense physical stress for an unsafe number of hours,”
read the alumni letter to Festival leadership.

Shortly before the 2021 season, Festival leadership acknowledged the intense demands of the job when it requested in an email
that Lindsey Turteltaub, then-Williamstown’s director of production, submit a doctor’s note before returning to work. “We want to
make sure your doctor understands that in order to perform the below listed essential functions of your job, you would be working

7 day s a w e e Kk in a high pressure environment
or the next several months,” read the email, which has been obtained by The Times. Turtletaub said
h e r d o ¢c t o r r e f u s e d t h e r-e g u e s ft

calling the schedule “ridiculous”; she resigned soon afterward.

In 2016, the Festival “executed a full review of our seasonal employment structure which led to

m e a n i n g f u I c h a n g e s—
in compensation, working hours and breaks to name a few,” according to the statement from board chair Johnson,

which three former department heads told The Times was the result of collective bargaining efforts.

Four years later, conditions remained troubling enough to prompt the alumni letter to leadership. Among its demands were the

impl e ment at i o n o f a d e g u a t e t ra i n i n g,
f a i r W a g e S a n d
p e r S ¢} n a | i n j u r y i n S u r a n c e

for Festival workers.

“The safety and the emotional well-being of the entire WTF community is our top priority. And we take any claims to the contrary

v e r y S e r i ¢ u S | Yy,
Johnson said in his statement to The Times. “We evaluate and provide opportunity for ongoing assessment for safety and
workplace issues each season. This includes pre-season, post-season and in-season department head meetings to address

a n y c o n c e r n S
and ensure we grow and evolve with each coming year.

“Over the past several years, we have, and we will continue to implement policies and practices to foster a work culture that

u P h ¢ I d S a C o) m m i t m e n t
to theatrical achievement and prioritizes the safety of our people.”
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“The worst kind
of work ethic”
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In 2016,

[tzel Ayala was intrigued by
Williamstown’s apprentice-
ships: a curriculum of specialty
acting classes and hands-on
experience in various design
departments. The program,
which the Festival website once
described as “an on-ramp
into the world of the profes-
sional theatre,” sought “hard-
working multi-hyphenates”
who “have a desire to exper-

ience the theatre in its totality.”

‘I wanted to go because it
seemed like it'd give me a
good footing in professional
theater, especially in New
York. Even though this isn't in
New York, everybody in the
New York theater world works
there,” Ayala told The Times.
A spot cost more than $4,000,
a fee that many afforded after
crowdsourcing funds online.
Still, she believed the oppor-
tunity would be worth the
price, so her parents took out
a loan for her to go. “I was
very aware of the sacrifice
they were making to help me
achieve this,” she said.

14
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Mandy Greenfield at a meet-and-greet
for Ghosts, 2019
Photo by Joseph O’Malley
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conversations; at times
feelings have been hurt.
When individuals have
expressed hurt feelings
or become upset,
I have apologized,”
read the statement.

"Part of my role as Artistic
Director is to identify the
finest artists and admin-
istrators working in the
theatre today and push
them toward the height of
their talents. That process
is not always easy, but
when it happens success-
fully there is a kind of
magic that causes people
to collaborate again or
over a number of years
and to take more artistic
risk, together.”
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“[Flor more than 60 years, the Festival experience
had been rooted—as so many Festivals are—in a time-inte
round-the-clock mentality that we could see was in need
of rethought and revision,” Greenfield said in a statement
to The Times. “Establishing new and practices fundamentally
disrupted and transformed how things ‘had always been done’
it was challenging and expensive but it was the necessary
thing to do. | stand by our work—implemented proactively
and ongoing—to promote a culture of continuous change
and make systemic improvements that will benefit
the Festival for years to come”
I, the entire sound crew of the musical Row walked out
a rehearsal, citing the demanding schedule, low wages
d unsafe conditions amid the outdoor season’s heavy rain.
er The Times reported on the work stoppage,
cenfield sent a Festival-wide email that was shared
h The Times. “We are imperfect, yes,” it read. “But, at the core
this company are—as there have always been—fierce, brilliant
ople working to make great theater together” It's an industry sentiment regularly brandished as a double-edged
sword. “From the moment you start in theater, pushing
your high school sets around, the thing that is indoctrinated
into you is that you will suffer physically and mentally,
but we will create this art together, and that is just how it works;’
said Josh Samuels, the associate sound designer on Row. “It’s not
true, and it needs to end”
me alumni believe that by mounting fewer shows
d reallocating its budget, the Festival can become the practical
ucation it promises to be. “At a certain point, you have
figure out what you care about;” said Turtletaub. “Do you want
be the company that sends six shows to New York
tis known for poor working conditions, or do you want
be the company that prioritizes and invests in the next
neration? You have to really throw the resources
hind that change to make it a better place” But for others, the months-long experience spurred
them to abandon the art form entirely. “l cannot believe
we all bought into this;” said Mirani, who has since moved
on to the tech industry. “You do theater if you can't see
yourself doing anything else, and if Williamstown is that golden
ticket, | don’t want it. I'd rather do something else”
» many people are now waking up to the fact
it you don'’t have to put yourself through this
work in the theater;” added Seffinger, who now works
architecture. “After the last 18 months of activism,
yone who still bamboozles college students and young
ople into thinking the payoff is worth the exploitation
ust licking the boot,
d | cannot be complicit”
and
annot be comp
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