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Carey Mulligan, who stars in Emerald Fennell's “Promising Young Woman,” says,
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like a real person.”

Carey Mulligan
Isn’t Interested
In Your Idea

Of Perfection

The actress has a new movie out,
and has a lot to say about how
Hollywood still views women.
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It was a difficult year for the stage, but some people
and organizations went above and beyond to help.

10 ART

An exhibition highlights a collective that was
influential in Black photography. evsioonartia mirter
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12 TELEVISION

The naturalist David Attenborough on his latest

docu-series and his hope for our future. svean smatman
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Theater

Standing Up for Theater

With their field rocked by major challenges, these people and groups
(some notable, some new) have stepped into the breach in various ways.

From Home, YouTube Show

Is Outlet, Meeting Place and More

By ALEXIS SOLOSKI

In late February, Seth Rudetsky and his
husband, James Wesley, finished hosting a
Broadway-themed cruise that meandered
through the Eastern Caribbean with talent
like Lillias White and Beth Leavel aboard.
As Covid-19 fears grew, Rudetsky, a Sirius
XM radio host, concert accompanist and
comedy writer, ﬂewm Scottsdale, Ariz., for
a show with the singer Norm Lewis.

Wesley soon joined him in Houston to

hnst a political fund-raiser. That was on

March 12, the day that New York
Sume announced that Broadway would
shutter.

On Friday, they flew home to Orange
County, N.Y. And then they went to work.
Because while most shows couldn’t go.on —
the governor had said so — they had al-
ready dreamed up one that could.

The first livestream of “Stars in the
House;” Rudetsky and Wesley's combina-
tion fund-raiser, variety hour, talk show,
class reunion, endurance test, p\lbhc serv-
ice announcement and community drop-in
center, hit screens on March 17.

Audio glitched. Wesley disappeared from
the frame. Rudetsky struggled with his
mute button. First Tun-throughs are like
that.

But Dr. Jonathan LaPook, a medical cor-
respondent for CBS Evening News, deliv-
ered coronavirus updates. And Kelli 0’Hara
sang three songs, including “To Build a
Home, from “The Bridges of Madison
County; even if she had to startit over when
a speaker buzzed.

Nine months in, hundreds of guests and
tens of thousands of audience members
have joined in. “Stars in the House” has re-
leased more than 250 shaws more like 300 if
you count such spinoffs as “Plays in the

ouse” and “Plays in ‘the House Jeen Bdr-
tiwn."

During each show, hosted from their
home an hour north of Manhattan, Rudet-
sky and Wesley solicit donations for the Ac-
tors Fund, which benefits entertainment in-
dustry workers. Their appeals have raised
more than $600,000, from nearly 8,000 dis-
crete donors in 31 countries. (In a typical
year, the Fund disburses about $2 million,
though this year is anything but typical)

And the series, which airs live Monday
through Saturday at 8 p.m. on a dedicated
YouTube Channel, is still going. “Why
would we stop?” Rudetsky said. “It would

be so rude, now that people really have no
maney, to be like, we're no longer going to
raise money.”

Affection and Tension
In an early December Zoom call, Wesley
and Rudetsky sat on a sofa in their New
York home, which they share with their
daughter, Wesley’s mother, four dogs and
one cat, and now, a makeshift broadcast stu-
dio.

Married eight years, they have the
rhythms of the long coupled: interrupting
(usually Rudetsky), over-talking (Rudet-

Above, Seth Rudetsky,
left, and James Wesley,
the hosts of “Stars in the

ona dedicated YouTube
channel, has featured a

parade of notables, right.

sky again) and finishing each other’s sen-
tences. In conversation, they demonstrate a
‘mix of obvious affection and what Rudetsky
described, in a phrase lifted from his friend
Ana Gasteyer, as “simmering marital ten-
sion.” He wants to put that slogan on a T-

shirt.

“But it's fine” he said.

For Rudetsky, “Stars in the House” was
always about fund-raising. Wesley, an activ-
ist, sees it as offering comfort for viewers
and participants both, providing appoint-
ment television when all other appoint-
ments have been canceled.

Way back in March, Wesley suggested
another kind of comfort: reunions with cast
members of beloved TV shows They began

“Taxi” on March 30 and have contin-
ued with “Frasier” “L.A. Law” and more.
They have also reunited the casts of musi-
cals like “Carousel” “Fun Home” and “The
Full Monty” “Beetle]mce, an early pan-
demic closure, has reunited twice.
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Covid, Rudetsky said, is a great leveler.
Pretty much everyone in entertainment is
out of work. So the show also functions as a

green oom, 2 place to be unem-

salary for “stars in the House;” Rudetsky
also hosts a separate daily show for Sirius
XM and Sirius pays their part-time staff of
10

‘Who shows up in that green room? Pretty
much everyone. In part because Rudetsky
and Wesley have shown up for them over
the years. “Here’s what you need to know?”
the “actress Andrea Martin said. “They
never, ever say no to any request that has
been made of them.”

The actress Sierra Boggess, a guest and
occasional guest host, echoed her. “This is
their calling,” she said. “And there’s noother
way they would behave during this pan-

https://nytimes.pressreader.com/the-new-york-times/20201227

demic then to be on the front lines, helping
everyone.”

They also have a way of making guests
feel immediately comfortable. Rudetsky
displays an encyclopedic knowledge of
seemingly every theatrical project. Wesley
radiates a puppyish warmth. As hosts,
they're unafraid to let their fandom fly.

Annette Bening, a guest who now counts
herself as a friend, explains their strengths
this way: “Their sense of being in the mo-
ment and their spontaneity and their rela-
tionship with each other, they seem to play
off each other with just this effortless
charm”

That charm isni't necessarily effortless.
Remember “simmering marital tension”?
In an hourlong conversation, Rudetsky
mentioned several times that he had never
intended to co-host. “I've never been a
Kathie Lee with the sidekick? he protested.
But they have learned a few tricks. Wesley
will hold up his finger off camera when he

Caidlin Carter

wants to ask a question. Rudetsky will try
not to steamrol

“We joke about how we hate each other,
but there’s just a typical amount of annoy-
ance;” Rudetsky said. “I think it's
We're going to look back and love that we
have this record of what we went through.”

There are other records. Like the funds
raised. Like the Drama Desk award and the
award for service from the Museum of the
City of New York. The Library of Congress
has selected the series for its coronavirus
‘web archive.

And then, more nebulously, there is the
consolation it continues to provide. “I can’t
tell you how many people that I know that
have told me this has gotten them through
this pandemic,” Brian Stokes Mitchell, the
chairman of the Actors Fund, said. “They’re
really doing a great mitzvah”

SARA KRULWICH THENEW YORK TINES

‘One Can Only Give So Much”
For the first couple of months, Rudetsky
and Wesley did two shows every day, which
didn’t leave time for much else. “I am a little
‘bit jealous of our friends who are like, ‘T've
written three plays during the pandemic; ”
‘Wesley said.

«Or baked bread,” Rudetsky added.

Some of their colleagues have worried
about their workload. Bening has even
called them to make sure they are OK. “I
was just checking in because one can only
give so much,” she said. And in May, they
did transition from 14 shows per week to a
vastly saner six, which includes occasional
guest hosts. But only because their mat-
inees weren't receiving as many views or
raising as much money.

“IKind of kept fighting it,” Rudetsky said.
“1 was like, ‘Some peopie need to watch ev-
ery day’ And James was like: *This is crazy.
‘They can watch the repeats.’” (They can,
via the YouTube channel)

L MaryAnn Lamb

] #Starslni’heHuuse ~ Merryy

‘When will “Stars in the House” end?
“Knowing the two of them, I could not put
any limits on it,” Mitchell said. “This could
go on for the rest of their lives for all we
know

Rudetsky had a slightly more reasonable
limit in mind. “Look, this clown said we’re
doing it till Broadway comes back,” he said,
gesturing toward Wesley. “And I feel like we
can’t go back on our word” So that means at
least five more months of jokes, songs, *80s
TV reunions and amiable bickering.

They had a terrific show planned for
Christmas, Wesley wrote in an email a week
after the interview. And others for Christ-
mas Eve, New Year’s Eve and New Year’s
Day. “We feel it’s important to give folks a
place of community they can turn to during
the holidays,” he wrote. “Plus, what else
‘would we be doing?”
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Theater

——
ADVOCATING, AGITATING,
CONNECTING, INVENTING

ANDREW LLOYD WEBBER
There are producers serving on committees.
Performers signing petitions. Then there is.
Andrew Lioyd Webber, the most successful
Iving musical theater composer, who offered
his body in an effort to resuscitate his beloved
industry. In August, the 72-year-old Briton
Joined a coronavirus vaccine trial in England,
taking a shot of an experimental drug while
‘wearing a“Save Our Stages” T-shirt. And he's
beena relentiess champion of theater's
return: InJuly, he hosted the first West End
pandemic show at his Palladium Theater in
London, and he recently presented a holiday
pantomime show whose audience included
Prince William. MICHAEL PAULSON

BLACK THEATER COALITION
‘When Broadway retums after the pandermic
lets up, the revival of “Company” wil include
10young Biack men and women as paid
interns behind the scenes. Also ready totake
up new roles in amore equitable theater are
the nine Black participantswho just com-
pleted an 11-week course at Columbia Univer-
sity's Theater Management & Producing
program. The intemships and the course are
Initiatives of Black Theater Coalition, founded
by ReggieVanLee, T. Oliver Reid (above) and
‘Warren Adams. Their missionis toreplace the
“llusion of inclusion” in theater by reshaping
itsecosystem, and priming ts pipeline. They
Joina wave of Black-led groupsworking to
make real change thisyear, including Seattie
Theater Leaders, Broadway Advocacy Goali-
tion and Black Theater United. Change, they
know, is a matter of necessary manifestoes —
like the one issued by We See You, White
American Theater, calling out structural
racismin the industry — but also demands
the grind of outreach, amplification and
negatiation. That's how 10 jobs today might
become thousands tomorow. JESSE GREEN

JENNA DOOLITTLE
‘Soon after the pandemic began, Jenna
Doolitte started getting panicked messages
from friends: How can | get financial help? Are
there discounted classes for those outof
‘work? Were there stillopen calls for audi-
tions?Asa Los Angeles-based career coach
for actorswho had previously worked in
casting and as a theatrical producer, she had
more than the usual amount of information at
her fingertips. The resultis the Actors Rise
Newsletter, a free weekly email full of advice,
listings and links. The first blast went out to 36
people on March 19; now more than 6,500
subscribe. | knew actors were scared,” she
said, “and the only way to ease thatwas to
keep them informed, engaged and inspired.”
SCOTT HELLER
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PAULA VOGEL
The playwright Paula Vogel found herself at
home on Cape Cod last spring, thinking that
the coronavirus could have her name onit. If
timewas short, how did she want to spend it?
The answerwas producing. Since June, the
Pulitzer Prize winner has used her splendidly
cast online reading series, Bard at the Gate, to
elevate overlooked plays by Eisa Davis, Kermit
Frazier and others, all dealingwith race or
gender. Vogel is daring the theater: Make

Actors and Writers Lobby
For Congressional Support

By ELISABETH VINCENTELLI
Art is what binds us. It illuminates the hu-
man condition. It’s good for the sou.

‘Those are the kind of arguments you usu-
ally hear when artists and cultural institu-
tions ask for money. Theadvocacy group Be
an #ArtsHero, which was created this sum-
mer by four New York theatermakers,
takes a different approach.

“We are an industry, not a cause,” one of
the volunteer group's four organizers, the
writer-director Matthew-Lee Erlbach, said
of the arts sector in arecent videointerview.
“According tothe Bureau of Economic Anal-
ysis, we generated $877 billion. It's more
than agriculture and mining combined.”
Yet, he pointed out, there’s no federal de-
partment of arts and culture, while trans-
portation and agriculture have spots in the

ined
Erlbach and his Arts Hero founding col-
leagues — the actors Carson Elrod an
Brooke Ishibashi and the writer-director-
rformer Jenny Grace Makholm — are not
cultural mucky-mucks used to the corridors
of power. When the performing arts shut

Making the point
that cultural workers

are laborers, too.

Jeremy O. Harris Shares

His Sudden Good Fortune

LAURA COLLINSHUGHES

JARED MEZZOCCHI
Many theatermakers struggled to rethink their
art form this year, but the muitimedia designer
Jared easein

By MICHAEL PAULSON
Jeremy O. Harris is a playwright, a per-
former and a provocateur. And now, he's a
philanthropist.

The 3l-year-old author of “Slave Play;
which is nominated for 12 Tony Awards,
emerged during the pandemic not only as a
vocal advocate for the beleaguered theater
industry, but edto

Jeremy 0. Harris has
championed theater in
general this year,

model generosity.

After years in which he earned very little
making theater — he said his total commis-
sions over four years amounted to about
$22,000 — this year he made nearly $1 mil-
lion, primarily from collaborations with the

the virtual world. A May production of Qui
Nguyen's “She Kills Monsters™ at the Univer-
sity of Marylandwas among the eariiest to
glam up Zoomwith imaginative filters. He s
Justas comfortable navigating digitally native
‘waters, as inthe online hit “Russian Troll
Farm.” We are curious to seewhere he takes
theater next. ELISABETH VINCENTELLI

andan HBO deal. (Fashion
and television pay better than Broadway)

So in the months since the virus shut-
tered theaters across America, Harris has:
w Funded, with New York Theater Work-
shop, two $50,000 commissions ﬁ)r new
works by Black women playwrigh

m Helped produce streamed versions of the

donating to playwrig
artists and libraries.

https://nytimes.pressreader.com/the-new-york-times/20201227

down, what was on their mind was their
own surviv

Ishibashi said the campaign began sim-
ply as a way to rally the sector to advocate
for the extension of Federal Pandemic Un-
employment Compensation that was due to
expire in August: “We started by cold-call-
ing people and building out assets and say-
ing, ‘Here's a tool kit, please spread the
word, We lobby differently because we
Iobby for oursetves and our owm desperate

The unemployment compensation wasn't
extended at the time, but Be an #ArtsHero
forged ahead. They started creating eco-
nomic reports for members of Congress —
in a joint conversation, Ishibashi and Erl-
bach referred casually to relief efforts the
group is backing, an alphabet soup of acro-
nyms like CALMER (Culture, Arts, Librar-
ies and Museums Emergency Relief) and
DAWN (Defend Arts Warkers Now).
Following up on the lobbying efforts of
long-running organizations like Americans
for the Arts, the group has pushed to help
shape legislative language so bills include
relief toartists and workers, not just institu-
tions. Erlbach’s widely circulated open let-
ter to the Senate arguing for emergency re-
lief drew 16,000 signatories, including rank-
and-file members of the culture sector and
celebrities, institutional and union leaders,

and advocacy groups.
Il ‘
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plays “Heroes of the Fourth Turning” and
“Circle Jerk,” usinga portion of the $250,000
annual theater production fund HBO gave
him when he signed a development deal.

= Donated a collecion of plays by Black
writers to one library in each of the 5

states, Guam, Puerto Ricoand Washmgmn

m Pledged fees and royalties from “Slave
Play” to fund $500 microgrants, adminis-
tered by the Bushwick Starr theater, to 152
US-based playwrigms, and gave proceeds
from the “ " production to a Play-
wrights Horizonsrelief fund or theater art-
ists.

He has also used his bully pulpit to cham-
pion theater. He sent a letter to President-
elect Joseph R. Biden Jr. urging him to re-
vive the Federal Theater Project, and then
used an appearance on “Late Night With
Seth Meyers” to push that show’s host to
rally support for the idea.

In a telephone interview, Harris ex-
plained why in dire times he believes every-
one should be committed to “protecting, up-
lifting and sharing,” adding: “Some might
call it philanthropy, but I call it upkeep or
maintenance.” These are edited excerpts
from the conversation.

The letter hammered the group’s essen-
tial point: The arts matter because they
represent a lot of money and they create
jobs.

“We're here to change the conversation
soarts workers can understand their intrin-
sic value because it's tied to an economic
worth, a dollar amount,” Ishibashi said.
“Those numbers are unimpeachable”

Erlbach added, “Ironically, the arts has a
story problem in this country””

“We are here to become a legislative pri-
ority, and part of doing that is reframing the
paradigm that we are labor” he said.

“Whether you're an usher, a milliner, a mu-
seum docent, an administrator or a publi-
cist, you're an arts and cultural worker. "

Erlbach, who leads the group’s political-
outreach team, said that Be an #ArtsHero
had met with representatives from dozens
of House members and over 60 Senate of-
fices.

“It felt like the legislative process is
something someone else does,’ he said.
“Now that’s something that we do.”

The stimulus bill just passed by Congress
delivered some good news for the arts, in-
cluding weekly unemployment supple-
ments. “At $300, what passed was not
enough,” Be an #ArtsHero said in an email
statement. “But it was something, and we
are proud to have lent our voice to the cause
of getting it

How would you describe the kinds of artists

or works you're looking to support?

1 want to make sure that we have a really

fertile artistic landscape when we return to

the theaters. And I thinkit’s been pretty evi-

dent that I'm really excited about work

that's challenging, that’s scary, that proba-

bly wouldn't get support otherwise.

It does seem like you're especially inter-

ested in supporting writers.

I'm focusing on playwrights because that's
hy that I feel like T fford

to focus on, and I'm hoping that other peo-
ple will make sandboxes for other people in
the community.
The library initiative is named for your
Golden, and
program for him and his wife, Ruth.
I was raised by my mom, but my grandma,
Ruth, and my papa, Golden, took care of me
alot. My papa had to start working when he
was 12 or 13, so he had a complicated rela-
tionship to literacy, and yet he was such a
great advocate for me as a young reader.
We'd go to the Rock House, [a convenience
store] and I'd get two hot dogs with mus-
tard, ketchup and chili, and a book. He died
right before “Slave Play” got moved from
the Belasco Theater to the Golden Theater,
and that felt magieal. In that moment, [ was
like, “Is papa doing this?”
Even before the tumult of this year, you've
had an interest in highlighting Black theater
artists.
The structures of inequality that privilege
whiteness have been a part of my under-
standing of the world for such a long time,
because I grew up really desirous of know-
ing more people who did the things that I
was interested in — like writing plays, like
acting in plays, like writing books — who
also looked like me.

It was so exciting tosee myselfin Tennes-
see Williams, in Beckett and Caryl Church-
ill. But there came a point where [ was like,
“Wait, have Black people never done any
thing like this?” And when I discovered that
not only had they, but so many had doneit to
wild acclaim, and yet no one I talked to re-
membered that acclaim or knew those peo-
ple, I knew that something had to be done
about this cultural amnesia.

Do you think of yourself as wealthy, or how
are you making all this happen?

’m not so deluded as to say something like
“The money I made this year is inconse-
quential money” It's a great deal of money.
But I also know that amongst the elites of
the New York theatrical community, my
bank account pales in comparison. The fact
that I made just under a million dollars this
year after literally making no actualincome
for a decade feels like a really complicated
thing for me to make sense of. I don't know if
this money will be the only money T make
for the next two years — I don’t know what
the decade will bring for me. But I felt no
qualms about giving this much of it away,
because it is more money than I ever imag-
ined I would make, and it’s also more money
than I need. And so it feels imperative for
me to work and imagine new ways to take
care of the people around me.

The $50,000 commissions are above the
norm for playwrights. How did you arrive at
that amount?

1 wanted to give someone a living wage in
New York. I wanted someone to feel excited
about spending a year and a half, maybe
two, working on one play, and not feeling
compelled to work in a coffee shop or to
write in a [television] writers” room.

How well do you think the theater industry

is doing at making a case for the art form
during this crisis?
Obviously, theater is not on its last legs.
Theater is this amazing mutating beast that
doesn't hide when things get tough. It can
roll with the punches. And the mutability of
theater as a form is why there have been
huge successes, like “Circle Jerk,” in my
opinion, and also some really amazing fail-
ures. There also will be experiments where
you'll be like: “I never want to see that
again. That’s an abomination that should
not exist”

Do you think of yourseif as heroic?
No.Iwouldnever say thatabout myself. For
me it's not heroic — it feels like the obvious
thing that a young artist without much to
lose should be doing for their community.
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