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Spotlight

Sacramento Ballet dancers Isabella 
Velasquez and Anthony Cannarella 
demonstrate their moves at The Sofia 
in early May. The Sofia and other 
performing arts venues have been 
shuttered by the coronavirus pandemic. 
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BY Marcus Crowder

Out
Spotlight

The coronavirus pandemic has closed 
the curtain on the Capital Region’s 

performing arts, but leaders are 
hopeful about the future

of the

PHOTO BY Terence Duffy
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n the afternoon of 
March 11, a tech crew at 
Folsom Lake College’s 
Harris Center for the 
Arts loaded in the set 
and costumes for the 

New York Gilbert & Sullivan Players’ 
production of “The Mikado.” It was 
business as usual for the active theater 
space. Around 10:30 p.m., a full house at 
the 850-seat Stage One theater gave the 
traveling actors a standing ovation.

About 30 minutes later, Dave Pier, the 
center’s executive director, read news re-
ports that California Gov. Gavin 
Newsom was announcing state 
guidelines strongly recommend-
ing the cancellation or postpone-
ment of all public gatherings of 
more than 250 people through 
the end of March in response to 
the coronavirus, which had been 
declared a pandemic earlier  
that day.

“We immediately were faced 
with needing to alert ticket 
buyers, staff and the touring 
company about the need to 
cancel the matinee and evening 
performances of ‘The Mikado’ 
planned for that day, as well as 
30 other events scheduled for 
the balance of March,” Pier says. 
“It happened that quickly.”

Most arts groups in the 
Capital Region are nonprofits operating 
on thin margins, and many are depen-
dent on ticket sales to stay in business. 
Last year had been a strong year for the 
performing arts in the region, and 2020 
was building on that success, which has 
led to hope from some local arts leaders 
that this progress will continue despite 
the unprecedented shutdown.

The Mondavi Center at UC Davis 
opened its 2019-20 season with a sold-
out performance by John Prine (who 
died April 7 of complications from 
COVID-19). In the previous season, 
Mondavi presented 88 performances 
and sold more than 55,000 tickets, 
according to the organization. This 
season, the center was projecting more 
than 63,000 tickets sold for 98 perfor-

mances. “The season was going very 
well, both artistically and in terms of 
attendance. It was, as is often the case 
with us, building momentum in the 
spring,” says Don Roth, the Mondavi 
Center’s executive director. 

How people will respond once it’s 
deemed safe to congregate again is an 
open question. Roth is convinced of his 
audience’s loyalty and believes people 
will want to gather again as soon as it is 
safe to, but he concedes he is rethink-
ing the 10 or so Major League Baseball 
games he was planning to attend this 

summer. Still, he’s hopeful patrons will 
buy tickets to the shows for the 2020-21 
season. “I think that the other side of this 
is that people will be hungry for those 
live experiences,” Roth says. His many 
years as a presenter have shown him 
tickets are purchased because of previ-
ous positive experiences, but does the 
pandemic wipe those memories away? 

 
Curtains closed abruptly
The abrupt end to live performing arts 
across the region was startling and 
shocking; nothing and no one involved 
in gathering large numbers of people 
together had experienced it or was 
spared. And, by March 13, there was a 
steady wave of announcements of can-
cellations and postponements.

Capital Stage, the edgy profession-
al theater in Midtown Sacramento, 
canceled its production of the topical 
college-admission drama “Admis-
sions.” The company had been rehears-
ing for six weeks and just performed its 
first preview; the play was scheduled 
to open the following week. B Street 
Theatre canceled its production of the 
play “Byhalia, Mississippi,” which had 
opened the previous week at The Sofia 
in Sacramento. Broadway Sacramento 
canceled the national touring pro-
duction of “Bandstand,” scheduled for 

April 7-12 at Memorial Audi-
torium, and moved its major 
annual fundraising event, the 
Broadway Sacramento Gala, 
from April 4 to Sept. 26.

Blues guitarists Elvin Bish-
op and Tommy Castro were 
scheduled at the Crest Theatre 
in Sacramento on March 13. 
Bishop canceled, but Castro 
played, though SBL Entertain-
ment capped the audience 
at 250. The Mondavi Center 
canceled Les Ballets Trock-
adero scheduled for that night 
and all events through March 
21. Actors and technical staff 
of “Hamlet” at Sacramento 
Theatre Company met after 
that night’s performance and 
informed Executive Producing 

Director Michael Laun they didn’t feel 
comfortable going through with the 
weekend’s performances. On March 
18, the Mondavi Center canceled its 
remaining 2019-20 season.

Then, on April 2, Broadway At 
Music Circus announced the delay 
of the 2020 summer season until the 
summer of 2021, the first postpone-
ment in the organization’s 70 years. 
CEO Richard Lewis and chief operating 
officer Scott Klier knew what they had 
to do. “What if, God forbid, one of your 
costume-shop employees came down 
with the virus, would you then have to 
quarantine your entire costume de-
partment?” Klier says. “What would be 
the consequence to your operation? It’s 
both scary and sobering, absolutely.”

“You can’t pick up the phone 
and call somebody and say, 

‘OK, when is it going to be safe 
for 2,000 people to collect in 

one building?’ There is no  
answer to that. Even today, 
there is no answer to that.” 

RICHARD LEWIS 
CEO, BROADWAY AT MUSIC CIRCUS
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The delicate balance of the compa-
ny’s already compact season, pro-
ducing six musicals from the ground 
up in three months, complicated by 
actors and staff traveling from across 
the country, gave them no choice. 
“You can’t pick up the phone and call 
somebody and say, ‘OK, when is it going 
to be safe for 2,000 people to collect in 
one building?’” says Lewis. “There is no 
answer to that. Even today, there is no 
answer to that.” 

 
The year started strong
The waiting and wondering when live 
performances will start again is partic-
ularly frustrating for the many regional 
organizations that had such positive 
momentum this spring.  

“Things were really on a fantastic 
path, and artistically, the orchestra is 
growing and improving all the time,” 
says Alice Sauro, executive director of 
the Sacramento Philharmonic & Opera. 
Sauro has overseen a five-year renais-

sance of that organization, which can-
celed part of its 2014-15 season before 
she took over in 2015.  

“We actually held our first-ever an-
nual meeting (in 2019),” Sauro says. “We 
shared with our folks that we had two 
years in a row of balanced budgets, and 
we even were able to manage our ex-
penses so well that we paid off a little bit 
of a carryover deficit that we had from 
2017.” A report by the organization de-
tails five years of growth in tickets sold, 
ticket revenue, contributed revenue 
and number of donors. For the 2018-19 
season, the organization surpassed $2 
million for the first time in both opera-
tional growth and revenue growth. It’s 
1,324 subscribers is a record too. 

Sauro says having popular music 
on every program has made concerts 
more accessible to the general public. 
“That has been really a great model 
for us,” she says. “Within that, then 
we can stretch them a little bit.” The 
organization also made the best of 

being displaced by renovations to the 
SAFE Credit Union Performing Arts 
Center retrofit by giving performances 
at different venues around Sacramen-
to, including Fremont Presbyterian 
Church and the Cathedral of the Bless-
ed Sacrament. 

Pier says the Harris Center also has 
been on an upward trajectory. It’s three 
performance spaces opened Feb. 11, 
2011, and have generated approximate-
ly $10 million in impact on the local 
economy each year. “Our actual full last 
season was our best season ever,” Pier 
says. “Attendance was over 185,000, our 
sales were $7.5 million.” The center had 
planned a yearlong celebration of its 10-
year anniversary starting this fall and 
flowing into 2021. The events now will 
be concentrated closer to early spring. 

The B Street’s closing of The Sofia 
in Sacramento and the postponement 
of its theater programming for adults 
and families has had a domino effect. 
The Sacramento Ballet’s “Homegrown” 
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program, set for March 26-29, was can-
celed, and a series of concerts present-
ed by SBL Entertainment, which has 
booked music for the arts complex since 
its 2018 opening, was postponed. 

The Sofia’s versatility with its 357-
seat proscenium Sutter Theatre and 
254-seat Mainstage Theatre has been a 
key reason for the upswing in perform-
ing arts in the region. In 2019, The Sofia 
hosted 600 events, and it was on track 
to surpass that this year before the 
ordered shutdown. 

“Sacramento hasn’t had a state-of-
the-art theater that size,” says Elliot 
Prestwich, co-owner of SBL Entertain-
ment. “For years, we’ve been passed 
over as not an ‘A’ market. We’ve been 
considered a ‘B’ market. I’d say in 
the last three years that’s changed 
considerably.” Of SBL’s more than 190 
shows regionally last year, 101 were at 
The Sofia (SBL also books shows at the 
Crest and Harlow’s Restaurant  
& Nightclub). 

Opening up The Sophia to a variety 
of events was successful in bringing 
more people to the space. “Standalone 
theater’s dead,” says Buck Busfield, B 
Street’s producing artistic director. 
“If all you do is theater, you better add 
concerts, stand-up comedy, workshops, 
guest speakers, a bar, a restaurant, a pot 
dispensary. The market can’t handle a 
standalone theater.” 

Busfield spent a decade building a 
theater space specifically suited to his 
company. Still, he can be circumspect 
about its success. “It was a certain 
degree of luck that the market moved 
toward our size venue,” Busfield says. 
B Street, long known for the intimacy 
of its space and the talent of its acting 
company, has been lean and nimble,  
with an ability to adjust quickly to 
circumstances.

“It’s starting to really look good,” 
Busfield had said March 11, just a day 
before he realized he would have to 
close. “We’re turning the best three 
quarters we’ve had since the 2008 reces-
sion. Now, of course, the current health 
scare is going to impact us, but there’s 
stuff more important than the arts.”

Since the closure, B Street is main-
taining connections to its audiences 
now through email newsletters and 
online engagement. It uses Zoom for 
its Sofia Virtual Party, a series of on-
line events that feature several of the 
theater company’s popular ancillary 
programs Wednesday through Sunday 
evenings. “It’s all about connecting 
with our family of fans,” Busfield says. 
“At this time, connection is what mat-
ters most.” Technology has allowed for 
real-time feedback that performances 

don’t usually receive. “We benefit most 
from their countless texts during our 
virtual offerings. In fact, they are a 
better forum to share in.”

The Sacramento Ballet’s 2018-19 
season, the first for Artistic Director 
Amy Seiwert, was only its second 
one in the black in the past decade. 
Seiwert believes in “opening the door” 
and letting patrons experience ballet 
in more ways than just performances. 
She looks for “points of engagement” 
to simply let people know the ballet is 
here. “We have a school that trains lit-
tle kids and toddlers in ballet through 
to professionals, but we also started 

a fall-prevention class for seniors,” 
Seiwert says. The class was so pop-
ular, another one was started to run 
concurrently, and then another was 
added on a different day. “I love that 
we’re thinking of the school aspect 
of our organization as beyond just 
children and as an entire community,” 
Seiwert says. The additional engage-
ment boosted attendance. In the 2018-
19 season, 60 percent of single-ticket 
buyers were new attendees to the 
ballet, an extraordinary figure, con-
sidering the ballet’s been in business 
for more than 50 years.

In response to stay-at-home orders, 
Sacramento Ballet has developed a 
program called SB @ Home that moves 
a number of these community initia-
tives online. It includes virtual classes, 
public online classes, activity sheets for 
kids and videos of the ballet company 
in performance. 

 
It’s a waiting game
Now Seiwert and other performing 
arts leaders in the region wonder 
when audiences can return to the the-
aters — and if they will want to. These 
spaces usually overrun with activity 
are empty and silent. Whether it’s a 
small theater company such as Capital 
Stage or a high-profile organization 
such as the Mondavi Center, leader-
ship must play a waiting game. 

On April 12, Michael Stevenson, 
Capital Stage’s producing artistic direc-
tor, optimistically announced through 
a Facebook video party the theater’s 
2020-21 season, it’s 15th, would start 
Aug. 26. Originally, Capital Stage per-
formed on the Delta King riverboat, and 
in 2011, the founders took over an aban-
doned armory on J Street and turned 
it into a 125-seat professional theater. 
This year, it was on pace to set a record 
with 2,300 subscribers.

“You can never do a mediocre 
script,” says Stevenson, who has been 
on the job five years. “You can do scripts 
that people disagree with — that’s 
totally possible — but the craft has to be 
there.” His audience trusts him, and he 
in turn understands their expectations. 
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“We entertain, engage and challenge,” 
Stevenson says. “Staying socially rele-
vant and politically relevant and trying 
to deal with present-day issues.”

The Mondavi has curated a series 
of virtual concerts it is sharing on dates 
canceled shows were scheduled to occur. 

While B Street was able to secure 
a Small Business Administration 
Payroll Protection Loan that covers 
expenses for eight weeks, Broadway 
Sacramento has had to cut staff. The 
company let go or furloughed 13 of 
its full-time staff and all 15 part-time 
employees. The suspension of the 
Broadway Music Circus season means 
no work for the hundreds of people 
usually employed there, including 
actors, designers, musicians, stage-
hands, concessions workers and box 
office staff. “None of these decisions 
were based on the performances of 
these outstanding people and employ-
ees,” Lewis says. “They were made 
in consideration of the present state 

of the company and the forecasted 
months ahead.”

The SAFE Credit Union Performing 
Arts Center is scheduled to open in 
December with a Broadway Sacra-
mento touring show. There’s hope 
the refurbished space, along with its 
updated sister Memorial Auditorium, 
will add to the optimism surrounding 
the region’s performing arts, because 
they offer larger options for present-
ing groups. It’s also expected that 
transitioning its ticketing to Ticket-
master, used by outside companies 
such as LiveNation and the Neder-
lander Organization, will make it a 
better fit for national producers.

But nothing can be for certain 
anymore. “We’re wired to be social 
and exchange information and ideas, 
emotions,” says Stevenson of Capital 
Stage. “When you remove that, it’s 
really a gigantic change in life. Our 
art form, ballet, music, art, they just 
depend on a live audience. It’s a criti-

cal, critical part. Here’s hoping things 
turn around pretty soon.” 

Marcus Crowder is a Northern Califor-
nia arts writer. For 17 years, he was the 
theater critic at The Sacramento Bee. 
His work has appeared in Alta, Amer-
ican Theatre, Diablo magazine, San 
Francisco Chronicle and 7x7. On Twitter 
@marcuscrowder.

MORE ONLINE

Many artists and art businesses 
around the Capital Region have 
taken to streaming services  
to continue sharing their work 
while performance venues and 
galleries are closed.
COMSTOCKSMAG.COM/ 
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