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Sarah: The great news is that 
we’re still here, a year on. 
Seeing everyone arriving at 
Glyndebourne in May was very 
emotional – they are so thrilled 
to be back working.

On the other hand, we’ve 
incurred huge losses over the 
past year and we’re forecasting 
to lose millions more this 
year by delivering a socially-
distanced Festival with only 50% 
of our usual audience. Thank 
goodness we went into the 
pandemic in a strong financial 
position and we’ve been able 
to draw on precious financial 
reserves to keep staff on the 
payroll, keep freelancers in work 
(albeit not as many of them as 
we would have liked), and to 
continue to engage with our 
audiences. Those have been 
our priorities and it’s why we’ve 
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Theatre’s freelance crisis
The effects of the Covid-19 pandemic have been catastrophic 
for the performing arts, with much of the industry in complete 
shutdown since March 2020. 

The negative impact has fallen disproportionately on 
freelancers who make up around 70% of the theatre workforce. 
One third fell through the cracks in government support 
and many have been forced to find other work, or leave the 
industry altogether. Adding to their plight is the disruption 
caused by Brexit, which is threatening to severely reduce 
opportunities to work on the continent, and one year on from 
the start of the pandemic, despite the fact that theatres are 
beginning to reopen, the situation remains perilous.

To reflect on the experience for freelancers and arts 
companies over the past 12 months we brought together 
Glyndebourne’s managing director Sarah Hopwood and 
Paule Constable, a leading lighting designer who has helped 
create numerous Glyndebourne productions. In conversation 
with Kate Harvey in April, they discuss the lessons of the 
past year and how the industry might be able to  offer more 
protection to freelancers in the future.  

gone into a Festival this year, knowing we’re 
going to lose a lot of money. 

Paule: I’m slightly reeling from the extent of 
your losses from doing a socially-distanced 
season. I think it’s really important that people 
understand the reality of that because the 
implication via the government roadmap 
that we can reopen on 17 May is a complete 
misnomer. Glyndebourne is very fortunate to be 
in the position where it can do something but 
for many buildings nothing is possible while 
social distancing is still in place. 

Sarah: The fact of the matter is that most 
organisations are not in a position to restart 
right away. They’re scheduling ad hoc work 
where they can but they cannot schedule a full 
season because they can’t afford to gear up and 
re-employ staff and freelancers until they know 
for sure that they can play to full houses. 

It has been only over the past 12 months that I 
think all of us have become much more aware 
of the imbalance between companies and 
freelancers. Glyndebourne is only going to 
survive and thrive if we’ve got those skills and 
those people and it was our priority from the 
start to look after company members, including 
freelancers. We launched an Emergency Appeal 
and asked ticket buyers to help us raise money 
for goodwill payments to freelancers and 
seasonal staff whose contracts we had to cancel. 
Forty-five percent of our ticket buyers converted 
all or part of their ticket income to donations 
which was an extraordinary response.

Paule: One of the big pieces of work that was 
really important to do at the beginning of the 
pandemic was to educate people about who 
freelancers are because there’s a feeling out there 
that it’s casual staff who have a more transient 
participation. Actually it stretches from the top 
of the industry to the bottom. 

We’re talking about the most senior directors, 
the most senior opera singers and all the 
people with incredible skills that, particularly 
in opera, we really rely upon – wig makers, 
costume makers, fight directors, carpenters, 

Above: Paule Constable created  
the lighting for Così fan tutte
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scenic artists, flying specialists. You have a core 
making team at Glyndebourne but there’s also 
a lot of skills that come in seasonally and those 
people run microbusinesses through the rest 
of the year. It’s those skills that the UK has an 
amazing reputation for maintaining and having 
– the quality of makers in the UK is absolutely 
world-beating. 

When all the theatres closed everyone went into 
blind panic, of course, and then buildings had to 
go into survival mode but to do that they didn’t 
need to consult with the freelance workforce 
who are the people who make the shows. So 
when it came to lobbying the government for 
support, which was a big piece of work, there 
was nowhere that could articulate the problem 
for the freelance part of the industry because 
we’re not represented by anybody. Equity 
might look after the performers and there’s the 
Musicians Union and Bectu but there’s no one 

place where the freelance 
voice is fully articulated or 
understood.

Freelancers Make Theatre 
Work – which is a campaign 
and advocacy group that 
a collection of freelance 
friends and colleagues 
started in the pandemic – 
came together in a moment 
of panic when we realised 
that the conversations 
were happening and we 
were not hearing the word 
‘freelance’ being used at 

all and yet we are over 70% of the workforce. 
Then the government bought in the Covid Job 
Retention Scheme (CJRS) and the Self Employed 
Income Support Scheme (SEISS), both of which 
were amazing, but it became clear that 35% of 
freelancers fell through the gaps.

The other thing that’s important to note is that 
my job as a lighting designer can’t be done in 
any other way – I have to be freelance to do 
this job. There isn’t an option to do it within 
a full time role within a company because I’m 
constantly moving between countries, between 
companies, between art forms. Creative teams 
are transient. 

Sarah: I’ve been thinking about that a lot. If we 
employed a fixed staff of those skills that’s not 
going to work for the industry and it’s not going 
to give us the benefits that come from those 
skill sets moving around the world and learning 
different things from different people, different 
places, different ways of doing things. We all 
benefit from that.

Looking back a year, if we’d all thought about 
it carefully at the time there should have been 
provision to say to the government that the 
skills that we would have needed to put on the 
2020 Festival – two thirds of which are freelance 
or seasonal – would need more help. We should 
have been lobbying to say what are you going 
to do about the other two thirds who don’t 
qualify for furlough? Glyndebourne did that in 
an informal way but that’s not good enough. We 
need to think about that for the future so that 
should there ever be this kind of crisis again we 
can protect that 70% of our sector.

Paule: Even when a big grant was given to the 
arts – the £1.57 billion Culture Recovery Fund, 
which was amazing – the only route for that 
investment was through the publicly-funding 
buildings. The structure for the industry before 
the pandemic was that making shows is what 
pays freelancers, via a trickle down effect, but 
if nothing’s being made then of course there is 
no trickle down. So as you said, it would have 
been amazing to have been able to somehow 
furlough those people. I was on contract to 
work at Glyndebourne last summer and it 
would have made a huge difference to have 
been furloughed somehow through being 
attached to your building. 

‘ £7.7 billion is contributed 
to the UK economy by arts 
and culture. I think people 
have no concept of the scale 
of this industry and the 
knock-on effect of losing 
these freelancers and their 
skill sets. If we lose the skills 
then we start to lose live 
performance, then we lose 
the audience.’
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Above:  
‘The quality of makers in the 
UK is world beating’.
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It affects people at all stages; the youngsters 
who have just graduated and are looking for 
jobs are really in trouble, mid-career artists 
have suddenly got no cushion and the more 
experienced creatives missed out because SEISS 
was capped – you couldn’t have earned more 
than £50,000 the year before. If you’ve got a 
major international career that doesn’t seem 
an excessive amount to be earning and yet that 
puts you in a bracket where you were excluded 
from any government support even though 
furlough wasn’t capped in that same way.  The 
irony is that we are real entrepreneurs – we’ve 
had to create these international portfolio 
careers and it feels like we’re being penalised for 
having made a success of that.

Sarah: And all the money that has been invested 
in recent years in digital technology is wasted as 
there will be no content being made. 

Paule: The other thing when you think about 
the scale of the sector is that during the last 
recession we were the only sector that didn’t 
recess – we grew. We were the fastest growing 
sector in the UK with 38% growth compared 
with other sectors of the UK economy. We are 
our most successful export industry. I really am 
baffled that people aren’t seeing the advantages 
of keeping this sector healthy. I think within 
government we’re seen as a sort of mendicant, 
that was a phrase someone said to me the other 
day, a ‘nice to have’. But actually arts and culture 
is so much more than that. 

Sarah: And now Brexit is adding to the crisis. 
We’ve got a freelance sector of hundreds of 
thousands of people who’ve earned no income 
for a year so already at the junior end are saying 
‘I can’t afford to carry on, I’ve got to go and 
retrain’ and at the same time are being confined 
to working in the UK where there’s only a 
limited pool of work available because at the 
moment trying to work in Europe is not viable. 

Paule: I did all my first major work on the 
continent and would not be who I am if I hadn’t 
been able to work and grow in Europe. As a 
young designer the door was much more open 
in the EU, and if a director was interested in 
working with you there was less concern as 
to whether or not you were ready. When I was 
only considered experienced enough to work in 
studio theatre in the UK I was already working 

at La Monnaie 
in Brussels, at 
the opera in 
Paris, Salzburg 
and Berlin. With 
the new post-
Brexit situation 
as regards work 
permits, this 
option will only 
be available to 
those of us who 
already have an 
international 
reputation. When 
I’ve worked 
in the United 
States you have 
to be an artist 
of international 
renown in order to 
qualify for a work 
permit – that is now the case in the majority 
of EU countries. That doesn’t support the 
development of young artists. 

The other awful truth about the post-Brexit 
situation is it’s also very shrouded by the 
pandemic at the moment because so many 
things are being cancelled and people aren’t 
touring. Essentially there’s quite a quick fix, 
the government could negotiate a visa waiver 
agreement which would at least ease the 
situation slightly. Then we have to start bilateral 
negotiations with the 27 separate nations. 
There’s talk but nothing has changed since 
January. It’s almost as if no one is taking us 
seriously. I feel a bit like Chicken Licken saying 
the sky is about to fall on our heads...

I had a message from a dear friend of mine 
who is a singer and has sung major roles saying 
I’m cancelling a recital in Madrid because it’s 
£800 for the visa and the work permit, I have to 
surrender my passport for two weeks and then 
get all these tests – it would cost more than the 
fee for the recital to go there. And he’s a senior 
artist – no one is going to bother to ask a young 
unknown to do that.

There’s also this amazing tradition of British 
singers jumping in when people get sick all 
over the continent. British singers, because 
of the way they are trained, have a reputation 

•  Freelancers comprise 70% of the total theatre 
workforce and number more than 200,000 
people

•  Freelancers constitute 86% of all people of 
colour employed by Arts Council England’s 
National Portfolio Organisations

•  1 in 3 of the freelance workforce received no 
emergency support from either SEISS / CJRS 

•  1 in 4 of the freelance workforce have been 
unable to access emergency income of any 
kind

•  1 in 3 freelancers say they are likely to leave 
the theatre industry

Data from the study Covid-19: Routes to Recovery 
by Freelancers Make Theatre Work

Freelancer crisis



Summer 2021

6 

for doing it brilliantly and it’s how so many of 
them get that first opportunity, that first big 
role, and they’re not going to be able to do it. 
You can’t get a visa in 24 hours, let alone two 
hours as it used to be. 

Sarah: What’s been happening over the past 
year is that we’ve had multiple groups lobbying 
and we’ve had a government focused on a tiny 
part of the problem and not really coming 
up with any sort of effective solution. What 
we need to think about now is what actions 
we need to take to give freelancers greater 
protection. We have to work together to present 
potential solutions to the government. 

Paule: Absolutely. For a long time it’s worked to 
our benefit as freelancers to be fleet of foot and 
there were many benefits that we were happy 
to not have because of the way we were paid 
and the kind of employment structures on offer 
to us. I think we have to be willing to give up 
things as well. I think it’s really important that 
we share the responsibility for where we are – we 
have all created this situation together.

It does have to come from within the industry. 
We’re both part of the Creative Industries 
Federation’s new Future of Freelancers group 
and I think what it’s trying to do is to look 
at the relationship between us and other 
industries such as film and TV or advertising. 
The freelance sector is much bigger in the 
live performing arts than it is in film and TV 

•  The arts and culture industry contributes 
£10.8billion a year to the UK economy.

•  The sector contributes £2.8billion a year 
to the UK Treasury via taxation alone, and 
generates a further £23billion a year and 
363,700 jobs.

•  Productivity in the arts and culture industry 
between 2009 and 2016 was greater than that 
of the economy as a whole, with gross value 
added per worker at £62,000 for arts and 
culture, compared to £46,800 for the wider 
UK economy.

Data from the 2019 report Contribution of the 
arts and culture industry to the UK economy by  
Centre for Economics and Business Research 
for Arts Council England

Contribution of the 
arts and culture to the 
national economy

but there is a lot to be learned by sharing 
information and not being frightened to see 
ourselves as an industry rather than a passion. 
That’s one of our problems isn’t it?

Sarah: I think that’s exactly right. Some of the 
very crass comments that were made about 
why don’t you go and retrain is because people 
forget that this is your living, that you’ve put 
years into developing this. It’s not some little 
hobby that you do on the side. The other thing 
we need to look at is a financial model that 
offers protection for the future to make sure 
that, should this sort of thing ever happen 
again, freelancers are thought about in a very 
different way – as part of the whole sector, 
without whom the sector can’t survive. 

Paule: Yes, we quite often describe it as an 
ecosystem and it is an ecosystem. It’s completely 
out of balance and we need to reset but I think 
it’s possible. There’s the willingness to do that 
and what’s amazing about what’s happened in 
the past year is that we’ve all started talking so 
much more. I think if I take a positive from the 
last 12 months it has to be that. 

Kate is Glyndebourne’s Senior Press Manager
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Below:  
‘Looking back a year...there 
should have been provision to 
say that the skills we would 
have needed to put on the 
2020 Festival – two thirds 
of which are freelance or 
seasonal – would need more 
help.’


