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ABSTRACT: Many theater artists hold multiple jobs in order to achieve financial sustainability 
while pursuing a career in the arts. Research suggests their skills for communication, 
adaptability, and creativity are more in demand than ever in non-arts related fields, but are 
underutilized in paid administrative positions within theater companies. However, a growing 
trend in small professional theater companies with artist-centered models of organizational 
leadership is changing the way theater is produced by prioritizing artist compensation and 
leveraging the skills of artists historically used in non-arts sectors. This paper examines some of 
these models at work, identifies common factors that contribute to sustainability, and explores 
the necessary factors that will determine the impact artist-centered leadership models have on the 
future of modern theater. 
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Introduction:  
A Call for Artist-Centered Leadership in Theater Companies 

 The “starving artist” was an idea embedded in society long before a penniless Vincent 

Van Gogh earned his place in history as a tragic artistic genius who never saw the fortune his 

long-suffering creative pursuits would come to be worth (Slay 196). The broad acceptance of this 

enduring stereotype contributed to the way much of society currently identifies the lives of artists 

with struggle, financial hardship, and a lack of the business skills necessary to sustain a creative 

vocation. Today, artists are challenging this socially engrained paradigm within organizations by 

introducing leadership practices that put artists at the center of financial and administrative 

decision-making, embracing the skills of artists beyond what they are able to paint, write, or 

perform on the stage. These practices empower a new generation of creative professionals to 

become more proactively involved in the processes by which their art is produced.  

 The title of this paper, “The Art of Making (It) Work,” playfully acknowledges the 

challenges facing creative professionals who work to build sustainable careers in the arts. 

Specifically, this author considers how theater artists have learned to cobble together livelihoods 

by navigating separate modes that are critical to sustaining an artistic livelihood. The elusive 

“(It)” is the artist's practiced ability to maintain the delicate balance of these modes: keeping a 

personal creative practice, seeking out or creating opportunities for paid artistic work, and 

participating in non-arts related work that is benefitted by the unique skill set and perspective 

they have as artists. This inquiry examines what is lost when the social and professional value of 

artists is reduced to simple stereotypes and what specific qualities make artist-centered 

approaches to leadership beneficial to small professional theater companies and theater artists 

alike. 
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Artist-based Leadership, Applied 

For this author and actor, an interest in artist-based leadership models sparked the desire 

to build a strategic planning toolkit focusing on growth and sustainability specifically designed 

for companies with organizational practices that support artists and rely on their expertise 

(Bridges 1). Dark and Stormy Productions, a Minneapolis-Saint Paul based theater company in 

its fourth season, was selected for this project because of its involvement with a new program of 

the Actors Equity Association that makes it possible for small professional theater companies to 

gain full union status and the accompanying benefits. These include fair compensation, 

workplace protections, and health care for performers and stage managers (Actors Equity 

Association). Dark and Stormy Productions has committed to union performer and stage 

management wages and benefits that grow incrementally with each of three phases of this 

program.  

As a member of Actors Equity Association, founding artistic director Sara Marsh 

identified a need for more union work for theater artists in the Twin Cities theater community 

beyond the Actors Equity contracts available at larger theaters like the Guthrie (Marsh). Marsh 

used her knowledge of theater production to build an organizational model that provides more 

opportunities to her fellow theater artists at the small professional theater level. Dark and Stormy 

is following in the footsteps of longer-running artist-led companies in Minnesota like 

Commonweal and Ten Thousand Things, while at the same time carving out a path all its own by 

specifically prioritizing union artists.  

In order to develop the planning toolkit for growth and sustainability, this author held a 

workshop with artistic director Sara Marsh and the Dark and Stormy Productions board of 

directors. The planning workshop focused on formalizing the logic behind Dark and Stormy 



Bridges Stecklein 3 

Production’s mission to better serve its unique artist-based organizational model. This logic was 

then used to build the foundation of a planning framework (see image below) to help the 

Company achieve its development goals. This framework layers a foundational logic model, a 

future planning tool based on the Company’s artist-centered core values, an action items grid to 

break down necessary tasks, and an accountability structure for staff and committees (Bridges 

12). 

 

(Bridges 12) 

Artistic director Sara Marsh and the board of directors started implementing the new strategic 

plan developed during this process in the Spring of 2016 and recently secured full union status 

with Actors Equity Association (Marsh).  

This author researched artist-based leadership models and met with artistic director 

Michelle Hensley of Ten Thousand Things and executive director Hal Cropp of Commonweal to 

determine which shared characteristics are most significant to the success of artist centered 

leadership models. The strategic planning toolkit for Dark and Stormy Productions was based on 

the qualities that have made other companies such as these grow and manage sustainability. 
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These qualities, analyzed in further sections of this inquiry, are a commitment to an authentically 

artist-centered approach to leadership at all levels of the company that is uniquely designed to fit 

the company’s needs, a strong identity tied to the company’s mission and values, and the careful 

cultivation and maintenance of relationships that are critical to the company’s long-range 

sustainability.  

Artist-led theater companies are beginning to change the landscape of modern theater by 

leveraging the unique expertise of artists to operate sustainably at the intersection of artistic 

excellence and the ethics of the structures that support it. In order to better understand the impact 

of these new organizational models on the way theater is produced and attended, it is helpful to 

consider the artist’s role in theater organizations throughout history. Historical challenges have 

endowed theater artists with the necessary skills, which are addressed more specifically in 

following sections, to support an increasingly holistic creative process incorporating both artistry 

and organizational leadership. 

 

Looking Back, Thinking Forward 

 History provides precedents for paradigm shifts in how theater artists produce work and 

make a living. For hundreds of years, wealthy patrons across the globe kept playing companies 

afloat, competitively using the popularity of their favorite artists to leverage their regard in high 

society (Choo 111; Gurr 159). Later, the industrial revolution provided an opportunity for 

dramatic change in the theater artist's ability to produce work and the American theater became 

“dominated by actor/managers, performers who assembled companies around their own talents 

and toured the nation,” which was a pervading organizational model for theater companies until 
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travel routes became more formalized and the first booking offices were established, moving the 

control of resources into the hands of theater owners (Simonson 54).  

A patronized group of players or the troupe led by an actor/manager would not recognize 

theater companies as they exist today. The establishment of brick-and-mortar institutions with 

skyrocketing budgets has created theater organizations that answer, not to a wealthy lord or 

residents of a small town eagerly awaiting the arrival of the next traveling company, but to the 

desires of the vast ticket-buying public. Beginning in the last half of the twentieth century, fair 

wages and benefits for actors and stage managers have been sacrificed to pay for the high cost of 

running institutional theaters.  

Popular non-union touring productions cost less for institutional theater presenters 

because the theaters are not required to cover health benefits, pension, or workplace protections 

for actors, stage managers, et cetera. These tours sell out across the United States while falsely 

claiming “direct from Broadway,” despite the fact that all Broadway shows use union contracts 

(Actors Equity Association). Due to these infrastructure-based organizational models,  “long-

term employment in the arts has increasingly been replaced by a project-based system of 

production relying on short-term hiring…” which has distanced the relationship between artists 

and arts organizations as well as audiences over the last century (Throsby and Zednik 10). While 

times have changed from the days of actor/manager-led troupes, some theater companies are 

putting artists back at the center of operations and are contributing to the next paradigm shift in 

the theater by approaching organizational leadership as a truly creative process. 
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Identity and Employment 

 Theater artists of years past were sustained by their affiliated arts organizations. Today, 

they are no longer able to consistently rely on big institutions or traveling companies to provide 

steady professional opportunities and are making it work on their own terms. David Throsby and 

Anita Zednik wrote an article for Cultural Trends based on twenty years of surveys focusing on 

how artists in Australia earn their livelihoods. Theater artists, as demonstrated by these surveys, 

have learned to “manage risk and to stay alive through multiple job-holding, occupational 

versatility, diversification of job portfolios and occasional income transfers from social security 

or other sources” (Throsby and Zednik 10). Many theater artists have turned to other occupations 

out of necessity, resigning to keep their artistic practice as a passionate and largely 

uncompensated hobby (Casacuberta and Gandelman 324).  

In an article on arts management for International Journal of Cultural Policy in 2011, 

Christine Bauer, Katharina Viola, and Christine Strauss write, “The labour force in the field of 

art and culture is among the most flexible and best educated in the current economy. 

Nevertheless, this high level of education is frequently not reflected in artists’ remuneration, 

which is often very low” (Bauer, Viola, and Strauss 638). If these artists are sustained by a 

combination of short-term low paying contracts and non-arts related work as Throsby, Zednik, 

and others suggest, in what fields are they using their high levels of education and creative 

skills? 
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(Throsby and Zednik 13) 
 
 

 Among their creative peers, actors surveyed by Throsby and Zednik (see table above) 

were the most likely to use their creative skills in an organization outside of their artistic field, 

especially in the industries of hospitality, consulting, human resource training, and nonprofit 

work (Throsby and Zednik 11-18). Success in each of these fields requires nuanced 

communication skills, adaptability, attention to detail, and the ability to deliver on schedule 

within a specified budget. Theater artists like actors, writers, directors, and technicians cultivate 

these abilities every time they build a performance and, when not sufficiently compensated for 

their work in the theater, they are driven to seek out other professional opportunities.  

The starving artist stereotype creates a view of artists as financially irresponsible. 

However, the International Journal of Cultural Policy article by Bauer, Viola, and Strauss 

identifies that they “are often forced to think and act economically” when they are organizing 

their own finances or managing a group of artists for self-produced work; in return, they become 

unique administrative assets to organizations that appreciate those skills (Bauer et. al. 626). 

Actors are the most likely among artists to participate in non-arts related work, which 

significantly affects the amount of time they are able to focus on their creative practice.  
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According to Throsby and Zednik (see table below), actors, second only to dancers, are the least 

satisfied with the amount of time left to pursue their careers in the arts. 

 

(Throsby and Zednik 14) 
 
 

Theater artists, especially actors, continue to benefit financially by marketing their skills 

in both arts and non-arts sectors. However, this dual-life career approach has created a shared 

identity crisis that permeates the theater community as identified by Lynne Fanthome in an 

article for Visual Culture in Britain. She reflects on a common anxiety described in interviews 

with creative professionals in her article ‘Am I still an Artist?’ Sustaining Arts Practice in an Age 

of Austerity. 

The question ‘Am I still an artist?’ is emotive, and many artists 
spoke of doubt and guilt; they spoke of ‘not doing enough’, not 
making, not exhibiting and not circulating enough. Throughout this 
study expressions of anxiety, guilt and even shame were reiterated 
as artists expressed uncertainty about their ability to sustain 
practice; one artist defiantly spoke of ‘being selfish’ as a way of 
finding time to work away from familial and other demands. 
(Fanthome 283) 
 

Fanthome explores the anxiety creative professionals experience today that generates from the 

tension between the socially imposed identities of the starving artist and the professional artist. 
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The discussion of professionalism in the arts is complex, at times fraught with discord and 

contradiction.  

The professional artist has been defined and redefined with every generation that passes 

through the creative labor market, and more recently has been studied by academics like Lynne 

Fanthome and Cheryl Slay from the Entertainment Law and Professionalism Clinic at Belmont 

University. The first concept identified by Fanthome as the source of anxiety for artists 

perpetuates the idea that an artist must either be compensated for her work or be paid for work 

that is more marketable and commercial. Slay points out a contradictory, but no less pervading, 

concept that an artist is only considered a professional if she receives financial compensation 

sufficient to live on that comes entirely from her artistic work (Slay 195-200). In this second 

view identified by Slay, there are two problematic stereotypes of the artist: the starving artist 

who must suffer for her art or risk diluting it by selling out, and the professional artist who’s 

work is only considered artistically valued because of how much she is paid for it. Both 

paradigms described by Fanthome and Slay are dangerous for theater artists and audiences alike 

because they rely on the assumption that creative productivity and an appropriate living wage are 

mutually exclusive pursuits. In such paradigms, performances that make money are somehow no 

longer art, and performances that do not make money must be lacking in quality.  

 In an article published in the Music and Entertainment Industry Educators Association 

Journal entitled “Slaying the Starving Artist Paradigm and Teaching Professionalism in the  

Entertainment Business,” Slay advocates for a shift that more accurately reflects the reality for 

professionals in creative careers. Her definition, “intended to augment, rather than replace” 

traditional interpretations of the professional artist, identifies such an individual as one who 

maintains a dedicated artistic practice and cultivates “informed judgment about how best to 
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manage business affairs (including career management); and, commitment to taking initiatives to 

actualize such judgments responsibly, to facilitate earning a livelihood that supports personal 

goals and needs.” (Slay 197) This augmented definition discourages the shame an artist might 

feel straddling arts and non-arts employment and empowers creative professionals to take control 

of their financial lives by a greater array of means. With Slay’s broader view of what constitutes 

professionalism in the arts, an artist may create work that is more commercially appealing or take 

a non-arts position to supplement finances without compromising her social, creative, and 

professional perception.  

Slay’s assessment indicates a changing tide in how professionalism in the arts is 

perceived. Theater artists who challenge the starving artist stereotype are overcoming the 

conditioned response to feel shame over holding multiple jobs in order to make a living. Many 

are learning to embrace their multi-faceted skillsets in service to their art by developing models 

of leadership for theater companies like Commonweal, Ten Thousand Things, and Dark and 

Stormy Productions that rely on the very organizational tools they have been conditioned to 

associate with failing as an artist. 

 

The Creative Economy Stimulates a Paradigm Shift in the Arts 

 The increasing popularity of arts management programs and advanced financial and legal 

courses for artists is evidence of movement toward Slay's vision of a healthier perception of 

professionalism in the arts (Bauer et. al. 636). Bauer, Viola, and Strauss maintain an artist's 

training is incomplete without broader education that supports the sustainability of their creative 

process. They insist “knowledge of business administration, marketing, organization and 

knowledge about legal rights and duties should be included in any artistic education, regardless 
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of the specific art discipline” (Bauer et. al. 639). Creative professionals are beginning to 

overcome the “shame” associated with an “identity-based approach” to their work, and are 

opening up to the idea that there are many different ways to make it work as an artist (Fanthome 

296).  

Arts management programs are condensing and formalizing what artists have historically 

done out of necessity and are lending credibility to the unique skills they have to offer. Theater 

artists today are living in a world where their abilities for communication, creativity, and critical 

thinking are more valued than ever in non-arts sectors (Howkins 16; Throsby and Zednik 13-15). 

While some have decided to use their skills outside of the theater in order to make a living, the 

theater artists who have been able to commit to the application of these skills within the 

organizational structures of their own theater companies are nourishing a cultural ecosystem in 

which they have greater control of how their work is produced, and therefore an increased ability 

to affect systemic change that better supports artists. 

 In his book The Creative Economy: How People Make Money From Ideas, John Howkins 

examines this intersection of creative practice and business.  

Desirable skills of individual creativity are being copied and 
borrowed throughout society. The use of the imagination, the 
management of intellectual capital, the best way to incentivize and 
reward creative people, and short time-scales and the response to 
success and failure, which only recently have got on the agenda of 
mainstream business, have always been the stock-in-trade of the 
creative person. Two trends are interwoven. Creative people are 
becoming more business-like; and business is becoming more 
dependent upon creativity. (Howkins 38) 

 
Whether or not artists enjoy “producing regular applications for funding... developing self-

marketing and proficiency with social media; networking with agencies and arts organizations 

and circulating at arts events,” these are all activities that have become critical to sustaining a 
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career in the arts (Fanthome 284). Arts management education is on the rise, but artists are still 

predominantly putting the creative skills described by Howkins to use either to support their own 

artistic practice or in the world of business, but not necessarily at the same time through work 

within arts organizations (Throsby and Zednik 13-15).  

 Howkins describes “creativity” as “a process of using ideas to produce a new idea,” and 

some professional theater companies are beginning to do just that by combining the practical 

experience of individual artists and business practices that have been adapted in other creative 

industries (Howkins 24). As the “discourse of innovation” has encouraged creative industries to 

engage the generative energy of creative people, theater companies who are breaking the mold of 

conventional organizational models are beckoning the greater theater community to finally start 

catching up (Fanthome 296). In recent decades, new artist-centered organizational models 

developed in small professional theater companies are changing how theater is produced through 

leadership that utilizes the creative mind of the artist to successfully navigate the challenges of 

running a company without compromising artistic value, audience appeal, or compensation for 

artists. 

 

Theater Companies That Are Making (It) Work 

 In the Summer of 2015, this author held informal conversations with Sara Marsh of Dark 

and Stormy Productions, Michelle Hensley of Ten Thousand Things, and Hal Cropp of 

Commonweal (Cropp; Hensley; Marsh). These innovative Minnesota-based theater companies 

exemplify the growing synergy between business and creative skills described by Howkins. 

These discussions revealed similarities in how these companies operate despite their different 

organizational models. The most significant similarities include strong mission-based 
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organizational identities, adaptability, and the development of innovative operating models that 

leverage intentionally cultivated relationships and the skills of artists. These traits manifest 

differently in each company, but in every case they foster an environment that is healthy for 

organizational sustainability as well as for creative output.  

The missions of Ten Thousand Things, Commonweal, and Dark and Stormy Productions 

compelled these companies to bend traditional organizational models. (Cropp; Hensley; Marsh). 

As a byproduct, organizational adaptability has become an extension of each company’s mission. 

This adaptability compels the companies to seek out community partnerships with individuals 

and other organizations that share the company’s enthusiasm for their mission and have the 

ability to help them serve it. Similarly, company-specific labor practices have evolved as another 

extension of each company’s raison d’être. In every case, the theater company’s operating model 

engages the diverse assets of the artists involved. The result of these original models and 

organizational adaptability, described in greater detail in the following pages, is better pay for 

artists, enthusiastic community support, organizational resilience and sustainability, and creative 

autonomy. The relationship between each of these qualities is demonstrated in the figure below.  
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 In 2014, actor, producer, and director Rafe Beckley published Open Book Theater 

Management: Ethical Theater Production, a book describing practical, equitable organizational 

practices that serve artists and the bottom line alike using the premise “1) We Make Money. 2) 

We Make Art. 3) In That Order” (Beckley 18). Beckley acknowledges that his “Three Point 

Manifesto” may seem contrary at first to the goals of an art and artist-centered framework for 

creating theater; however, he maintains a company’s ability to establish an efficient financial and 

operational model that aligns with both the company’s creative goals and budget (however 

meager) is of primary importance, equal with artistic quality (Beckley 18-30). Taking Beckley’s 

manifesto a step further in the direction of artist-centered leadership, it could read, 1) We Make 

Money. 2) We Make Art. 3) In That Order, so the artists are able to control the financial 

resources of the company - not the other way around. This principle is upheld with the greatest 

authenticity when operations are transparent and include artist involvement. Beckley’s view 

differs from the money-first, starving artist frame of thinking described earlier in this inquiry in 

that his framework puts artists in control of their company’s destiny, not at the mercy of it. Ten 

Thousand Things, Commonweal, and Dark and Stormy Productions exemplify this principle at 

work. 

 

Ten Thousand Things 

 Artist-centered theater companies are embracing new organizational models largely out 

of their commitment to specific missions and identities. This is certainly the case for Twin Cities 

based theater company Ten Thousand Things and artistic director Michelle Hensley, who 

founded the Company 25 years ago in Los Angeles before moving to Minnesota, bringing Ten 

Thousand Things with her. In her book All The Lights On: Reimagining Theater with Ten 
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Thousand Things, Hensley describes the evolution of Ten Thousand Things’ unique performance 

model and organizational leadership.  

The mission of Ten Thousand Things is to bring “award-winning, high-quality theater to 

people with little access to the wealth of the arts” (Ten Thousand Things). Its mission calls for 

theater pieces that can be performed anywhere such as “prisons and shelters and adult education 

centers and rural towns and housing projects and Indian reservations and chemical dependency 

treatment centers with all the fluorescent lights in the room turned on” (Hensley 17). This 

performance model relies heavily on community partnerships with these groups as well as 

donors who not only enjoy attending performances, but also contribute financially to further the 

Company’s mission. According to Hensley,  

Whatever 'plan' I had in mind for the company's finances had 
always been centered on gifts. The organization would receive gifts 
from others, which it would use to pay artists as much as 
possible... The performances would be a gift, but these new 
audiences in turn would give us as artists the gift of their rich life 
experiences and their honest responses. (Hensley 185) 

 
The partnership work of Ten Thousand Things is based on the authentic cultivation of groups 

and individuals who have something unique to share with one another. Far from the stereotypical 

starving artists who approach the public with “the begging bowl,” leaving their “destiny in the 

hands of others,” Ten Thousand Things has established relationships where gifts are given and 

received in a manner that benefits everyone involved (Beckley 27). Some of these gifts are 

financial, such as individual contributions from donors; others are personal, such as the theater’s 

free performances for underserved audiences. 

“We have very little hierarchy,” says Michele Hensley of Ten Thousand Things’ 

organizational leadership, “we communicate on a level playing field with humor and generosity” 

(Hensley 192). Humor and generosity facilitate adaptability within a company that continually 
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faces changing audiences and performance spaces. The operating budget for Ten Thousand 

Things does not include the high cost of maintaining a permanent theater space or building sets. 

Productions rely instead on minimal costumes and props, as well as the ingenuity of the actors, to 

create the scene. Adaptability has allowed the Company to dedicate the majority of financial 

resources, earned through Ten Thousand Things’ paid performances for the public as well as 

through individual contributions and grants, to the actors, directors, playwrights, costume 

designers, stage managers, and sound designers involved in creating the work as well as minimal 

administrative staff (Hensley).  

Ten Thousand Things’ mission to make high-quality theater accessible extends beyond 

audiences and also includes employees of the Company. Like Sara Marsh from Dark and Stormy 

Productions, Hensley initially took on all administrative responsibilities herself, working from 

home and saving the funds that would otherwise be spent on office space (Hensley; Marsh). 

Hensley remembers being a young mother starting up a theater company, motivated to work hard 

and pursue her career, but challenged by the high cost of childcare and the time away from her 

daughter that would be required to work away from home (Hensley). When it came time to add 

staff, she wanted to extend opportunities to arts administrators who are particularly motivated by 

both the Company’s mission and its flexible organizational structure (Hensley 189). This 

adjustable work-from-home personnel infrastructure is evidence of a deeply rooted and well-

articulated organizational identity that suffuses Ten Thousand Things’ mission throughout all 

levels of operation. 

Ten Thousand Things employs theater artists as members of an artist core, “a rotating 

group of artists who work frequently with Ten Thousand Things [who] are partners in 

discovering new ways to infuse the creativity and energy of artists throughout the organization” 
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(Ten Thousand Things). These individuals contribute to the Company beyond their creative 

positions in the capacity of administrative support, consulting, marketing, community outreach, 

and more (Hensley). This model serves Ten Thousand Things through artist involvement and 

provides additional compensation that allows artists to stay engaged in theater-making, even 

when they are not performing, writing, designing, or directing. According to Rafe Beckley, the 

continued success of companies like Ten Thousand Things is attributed to the right balance of 

artistic quality and the involvement of artists in company leadership (Beckley 158). No company 

will find the exact same balance, but a highly mission-focused identity and adaptable, artist-

centered leadership are benchmarks for sustainability. 

Artistic director Michelle Hensley’s claim that the “theater doesn't necessarily need the 

things we have come to think it needs” refers to the lights, stage, curtains, and other traditional 

physical elements of the theater, as well as organizational practices that encourage companies to 

give priority to work that is a stronger guarantee to sell tickets, based on what does well at larger 

institutional theaters (Hensley 22-24,180-181). Ten Thousand Things sets itself apart by seeking 

out audiences who value the Company’s work and are often underserved by major theaters. This 

model rejects the idea that production should be driven by ticket sales, and yet, Ten Thousand 

Things has been operating continually for over two decades while keeping a commitment to 

paying artists wages commensurate with their training and expertise (Ten Thousand Things).  

The Company remains in alignment with Beckley’s manifesto (to make money, then art, 

in that order) by getting creative with how the money for a production is raised through 

maintaining strong relationships and a reputation for excellent work. Fanthome supports 

Hensley’s view, insisting “the assumption that the value of art is determined by supply and 

demand can also be challenged by invoking the economic concept of ‘market externality’, which 
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refers to value (outside costs of production)” such as community impact, novelty of experience, 

and artistic excellence (Fanthome 286). The influence of Ten Thousand Things’ artists on the 

Company’s organizational model has cultivated a relationship with audiences who trust the 

Company to deliver and are more comfortable with the idea of trying something unfamiliar, and 

then returning to support it again and again. 

 

Commonweal 

Commonweal, a long-running small professional theater company operating out of a 

state-of-the-art two hundred seat theater in Lanesboro, Minnesota takes a different, but no less 

innovative, approach to the challenge of balancing a budget that accounts for infrastructure, staff, 

and artistic budgetary issues. Like Dark and Stormy Productions and Ten Thousand Things, 

providing paid professional opportunities to artists is a core value of Commonweal, rooted in its 

mission “to enrich the common good through actor-based story telling which is both 

transcendent and relevant” (Commonweal; Cropp). Unlike Ten Thousand Things and Dark and 

Stormy Productions, Commonweal’s budget accounts for a permanent building. For this reason, 

Hal Cropp and the leadership at Commonweal must continually plan for the costs associated with 

its maintenance. In order to do this, the Company has cultivated strong relationships with both 

the Lanesboro community as well as the audiences who return each year from greater Minnesota 

and beyond (Cropp). A yearly festival that celebrates Norwegian culture through the plays of 

Heinrik Ibsen and a repertory performance schedule help encourage repeat attendance by 

audience members. In the spirit of Beckley’s manifesto, these strategies give the Company the 

flexibility to offer mission-serving activities that are less lucrative like Commonweal’s new plays 

festival and apprentice program. 
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Commonweal, an early champion of artist-based leadership, has been able to excel 

creatively and financially due to a highly effective artist-administrative model that relies on 

artists who are hired for positions that employ both their organizational expertise and artistic 

talent (Cropp). At Commonweal, artists are paid year-round to serve the Company both in 

creative positions such as playwrights, designers, and actors, as well as in administrative 

positions like box office or marketing.  

Commonweal’s artist-administrative model relies on mentorship organized through 

leadership teams. Individuals are paired with mentors in peer groups who share interest or 

expertise in an area that serves the Company’s operations. In this way, the artists’ creative and 

organizational leadership skills are developed internally for the benefit of both the artists and 

Commonweal. Not only is the artist-administrative model organizationally efficient, but it also 

addresses the anxiety some artists feel balancing arts and non-arts work by offering the stability 

of paid contracts that extend beyond a single play.  

On the identity-based anxiety faced by many artists struggling to hold multiple unrelated 

jobs while maintaining a career in the arts, Lynn Fanthome writes,  

A central question for creative practitioners is whether they can 
sustain practice economically, but there is also a concern for the 
strain on psychic resources: artists reported being ‘tired’ of the 
struggle to sustain practice and difficulty in maintaining  
self-belief; some artists describe a loss, or uncertainty, about their 
identity as artists; sustainability is therefore closely related not 
only to economic concerns, but to creative and psychic aspects of 
survival and development. (Fanthome 284) 

 
According to the biographies of the Commonweal Resident Ensemble, principal actors are also 

members of the Company’s development, communications, and technology departments 

(Commonweal). This additional paid work takes the strain off artists financially, which in turn 

allows them the clarity of focus required to do their best work creatively. 
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In recent years, Commonweal began an ambitious fundraising initiative called the Million 

Dollar Club in which audiences are asked to commit to a gift of a certain amount each year until 

the Company raises one million dollars. Cropp attributes the ongoing success of this project to 

the carefully cultivated relationships with audience members and supporters (Cropp). This 

initiative gave the Company the resources necessary to provide residences for artists and remodel 

the theater. Following the push for the Million Dollar Club, led successfully by a devoted team 

of artist-administrators, Hal Cropp and the leadership of Commonweal have made it a new 

priority of the organization to mentor emerging companies who would like to adapt a similar 

model.  

Mentorship from companies like Commonweal could be transformative for emerging 

theater companies with fewer resources. Like Commonweal, Ten Thousand Things has similar 

goals to expand its Artist Core (Hensley). These mentoring relationships between theaters 

indicate a paradigm shift beginning to take place in regional theater. It is time now for emerging 

companies to adapt their own artist-centered leadership models if they are to reap the creative, 

financial, and practical benefits. 

 

Emerging Artist Leadership at Dark and Stormy Productions 

In Open Book Theater Management, Rafe Beckley breaks down his own method of 

producing a quality production on a tight budget without sacrificing an ethical workplace for 

involved theater artists. A framework specifically designed for emerging companies, “open book 

theater management is to be viewed as a stepping-stone towards operating a company that will 

eventually exclusively use contracts that are at least as good as, or better than, industry standard 

union approved contracts” (Beckley 30). This approach aligns well with artist leadership in 
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companies who equally prioritize artistic quality, fair artist compensation, and organizational 

sustainability. 

Dark and Stormy Productions is a small professional theater company with a mission that 

is consistent with Beckley’s framework. The mission of Dark and Stormy Productions is “to 

enrich the community by providing artistically excellent, relevant, and thought-provoking 

professional productions that engage and inspire both the audience and the artist” through pursuit 

of its goals to foster new theatergoers, sustain current audiences, and support the rich community 

of professional artists in the Twin Cities (Dark and Stormy Productions). Out of the commitment 

to this mission, artistic director Sara Marsh founded a company that prioritizes union contracts 

for theater artists, specifically actors and stage managers of the Actors Equity Association. The 

Company is able to afford these contracts by offering small-cast productions and managing 

relationships with organizations and individuals who can connect them with free or heavily 

discounted rental spaces all over the Twin Cities.  

Partnerships in the community are an essential component to Dark and Stormy 

Productions’ operating strategy. The Company partners regularly with ArtSpace, a nonprofit that 

“uses the tools of real estate development to create affordable, appropriate places where artists 

can live and work,” and offers programs that connect arts groups and individual artists with 

space to create at little-to-no cost on a sliding scale according to each organization’s needs 

(ArtSpace). Dark and Stormy Productions has held performances in several of ArtSpace’s 

alternative creative spaces, such as the lobby of an apartment complex on University Avenue in 

Saint Paul and the Grain Belt Brewing warehouse in Northeast Minneapolis. The Company has 

come to embrace unusual performance spaces as a trademark of its productions and intentionally 
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cultivates relationships with groups like ArtSpace that share a mission to cultivate a healthier 

environment in which the arts and artists can thrive. 

Dark and Stormy Productions also engages groups and societies that connect with a 

production’s themes. Recently, Planned Parenthood and the Center for Victims of Torture 

participated in talkbacks following performances of William Mastrosimone’s Extremities, in 

which they engaged with the artists involved in creating the piece as well as members of the 

community (Marsh). These events result in evolving relationships with groups who become an 

extension of the Company’s network. 

Intentionally maintained relationships, also important at Commonweal and Ten Thousand 

Things, are critical to the ongoing sustainability of artist-centered theater companies. This 

includes both external relationships like audiences and donors and also internal relationships 

with artists and administrators. Beckley says, “If you want to work with the best people, you’ve 

got to get them to want to work with you” (Beckley 156). The leadership of Dark and Stormy 

focuses on attracting the talent of the Twin Cities’ most highly regarded theater artists. Dark and 

Stormy Productions’ mission-driven union contracts and challenging material are primary 

motivators for artists seeking employment. Artistic director Sara Marsh has also discovered 

factors such as flexible scheduling and short performance runs that fit seamlessly between 

contracts with larger theaters to encourage loyalty among some of the Twin Cities most talented 

artists (Hensley; Marsh).  

Dark and Stormy Productions does not aim to compete with larger institutional theaters 

like the Guthrie where its artists often find the majority of their work (Marsh). Instead, the 

Company has found creative ways to schedule productions to best suit the availability of union 

actors and serve audiences seeking high-level theater productions when the larger houses are not 
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offering performances. This adaptability supports a healthier creative ecosystem in which 

audiences, artists, and the Company are equally served. Short, limited contracts keep Dark and 

Stormy Production’s operating expenses down and also provide much needed employment 

during the gaps artists face between longer, higher paying contracts (Marsh).  

Dark and Stormy Productions hires a mix of mostly union theater artists and union-

aspiring artists for its productions (Marsh). This creates a culture of cyclical mentoring in the 

Company, in which emerging artists gain experience and are introduced to the community as 

professionals. In turn, these artists feel connected to Dark and Stormy Productions and are more 

likely to give the Company priority when selecting where they work as they become more 

established (Marsh).  

Dark and Stormy Productions has consistently kept artists at the center of leadership 

when selecting shows, coordinating production schedules, and managing budgets. It is now 

beginning to reap the benefits of this intentional work with sold-out performances, the return of 

loyal designers, actors, and directors, as well as praise from local and national media (Dark and 

Stormy Productions). However, the Company must navigate the same financial and 

administrative challenges faced by many emerging theater organizations. Next steps for Dark 

and Stormy Productions include deepening its commitment to artist-centered leadership and 

making adjustments to its operating model as necessary during the Company’s upcoming phase 

of organizational growth. 

 

Taking Risks for Organizational Growth 

This author’s experience leading a workshop and building a strategic planning toolkit 

with leaders at Dark and Stormy Productions provided valuable insight to the practical 
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application of artist-centered leadership. Like Ten Thousand Things, Dark and Stormy limits cast 

sizes to account for the budgetary requirements for artist salaries and the health benefits required 

by Actors Equity Association and other applicable theater unions for designers, directors, et 

cetera (Hensley 126; Marsh). Unlike Ten Thousand Things, Dark and Stormy Productions is a 

new small professional theater company that recently completed its fourth season. The Company 

currently has no paid administrative staff positions, a fact that does not fit well with the 

Company’s mission to support theater professionals, and artistic director Sara Marsh is planning 

ahead to secure these positions as soon as feasibly possible (Marsh). This presents a significant 

challenge, but Dark and Stormy Productions is eager to take risks as it stakes its future on the 

ability of the Company’s work to bring in audiences without compromising artistic vision or 

values.  

On risk-taking in leadership, Howkins observes, “anyone who is free to play around with 

what is possible and what might be interesting, taking the next imagined step, will get it wrong 

more often than they get it right. Anyone who gets it right every time isn’t really trying” 

(Howkins 45). Risk is an essential element to running a theater company that truly relies on its 

artists. Michelle Hensley, artistic director of Ten Thousand Things, took a risk when she decided 

the Company would forgo sets and lighting in order to create inexpensive, moveable productions 

(Hensley 22). Hal Cropp, executive director of Commonweal, took a risk when he put his faith in 

the first of Commonweal’s leadership teams to develop artists as emerging artist-administrators 

(Cropp). The artistic and organizational success of these early adapters of new organizational 

models that place artists back at the center of the leadership process show that the risk can be 

worth it. 
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Conclusion 

 Momentum is building toward a healthier professional environment for theater artists. 

However, the paradigm will only shift toward artist-centered leadership with the work of the 

many artists and companies it has the potential to benefit. It will require these groups and 

individuals to approach organizational leadership as part of the creative process. This 

necessitates the creation of mission-driven organizational operations unique to each company, 

the facility to adapt as needed to sustain these companies and their artists, and the authentic 

cultivation of reciprocal relationships with individuals and organizations that support these 

theater organizations. Dark and Stormy Productions, Ten Thousand Things, and Commonweal 

show what the theater has to gain from keeping artists at the center of organizational leadership. 

A continuation of this trend will encourage more sustainability in the livelihood of artists, 

decrease the anxiety of artists struggling to make it work in the face of the starving artist 

stereotype, and support a theater landscape that fosters a greater connection between artist and 

audience.  

Artist-centered leadership models are only as effective as the dedicated commitment of 

the collaborating artists and theater organizations. John Howkins writes, “Creativity leads to 

innovation as often as to art” (Howkins 25). There are many innovative companies like those 

described in this inquiry. However, Throsby and Zednik’s findings remain: most theater artists 

who apply their skills to non-arts work do so outside the realm of theater (Throsby and Zednik 

13). This reality is the most critical factor that will impact the future of artist-centered leadership 

in theater organizations. 

 There are theater artists whose skills are being underutilized in theater companies. Many 

of these individuals have been engrained with the antiquated idea of the starving artist, and the 
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notion that their livings must be earned entirely from the arts or not at all. The ideal partnership 

between artistic dedication and organizational competence, called “professional conduct” by 

Cheryl Slay, “is like the proverbial elixir to which a student can be led, but cannot be compelled 

to drink—unless a clear, persuasive picture can be painted to induce thirst” (Slay 202). Artist-

centered theater companies are painting this picture and building momentum toward change.  

Many theater artists are beginning to reject the starving artist stereotype as they step up in 

organizations to encourage this next shift in the paradigm. They must first overcome the socially 

engrained-anxiety engendered by this stereotype that discourages artists from using their 

valuable leadership skills to serve the organizations who most support their creative careers. 

Momentum is building, but the great potential of artist-centered theater companies will only be 

fulfilled with the full support of the designers, actors, directors, and stage managers it affects the 

most. The future landscape of theater organizations ultimately comes down to a choice for these 

theater artists: to starve or to lead. 
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