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Over the last two decades, fluctua-
tions in the economy have threatened
the performing arts in the United
States. After then-President Reagan
made draconian cuts to the National
Endowment of the Arts in the 1980s,
a number of regional and urban the-
atre companies closed their doors.
More recently there have been the
closures of Studio Arena Theatre in
Buffalo; Florida Stage; Baltimore
Opera; and American Musical Theatre
of San Jose, to name a few.
Receiving the regional theatre Tony
Award in 2006 did not save
Minneapolis’s 10-year-old la Theatre
de la Jeune Lune. It closed in 2008.  

Recent events suggest that college
and university theatre departments
are not faring well, either. News that
Brandeis University’s MFA design
program will accept no new students,
the anticipated elimination of the the-
atre department at SUNY Albany, and
the extensive departmental cuts at
Cornell University attracted the atten-
tion of educators and professionals
around the country.

Are the arts under attack? Or are
cash-strapped academic institution
forced to make hard choices?
Certainly, performing arts are not the
only departments being downsized
on American campuses, and common
sense dictates that, when budgets
cannot be balanced, some costs have
to be cut. Still, the question remains:
Why do performing arts programs
always seem to be so expendable? 

Some might assume that viable
departments, with records of working
alumni, will not be affected. However,

the targeting of the nationally acclaimed
graduate program in design at Brandeis
University proves that quality, prestige,
and reputation do not always outweigh
financial considerations. 

Brandeis University president
Jehuda Reinharz is no stranger to the
charge of failing to value the arts. He
faced a firestorm of controversy after
the January 2009 announcement that
the Brandeis board of trustees had
voted to close the university’s Rose
Museum and sell off its famed art col-
lection to meet the school’s fiscal
challenges. The intensity of the
protest led to some immediate
backpedaling, especially when four
supporters of the museum filed suit
to stop the plan. In March 2010,
before the case went to court, the
board of trustees voted to keep the
Rose Museum open. Last summer,
Brandeis and the plaintiffs reached a
settlement that protects the museum
and art collection.

The proposal to phase out the
MFA program in design at Brandeis
was part of a larger cuts package cre-
ated by a 23-member committee,
which included faculty, staff, and stu-
dents. Although members of the the-
atre faculty and staff were part of this
university-wide committee, no one
from the design or technical theatre
programs participated. Debra Booth,
currently head of design at Brandeis,
was surprised by the decision, saying
that, when the announcement was
made last year, there were letters of
concern from colleagues at NYU and
Yale as well as protests from parents
and alumni. “The Brandeis MFA

design program has always been rec-
ognized as one of the premier pro-
grams in the country,” Booth says,
adding that there really was “no
examination of the cachet brought to
the university as a whole by the pro-
gram’s national reputation.”  

According to Booth, because
many design and technical faculty
were contract employees without the
protection of tenure, the impact of the
announcement was immediate. The
lighting designer, sound designer, and
technical director left. The new cos-
tume designer is now on a one-year
contract; the master carpenter posi-
tion was eliminated. Nationally
renowned scenic artist Robert Moody,
who holds the Blanche, Barbara, and
Irving Laurie Chair in Theatre Arts, is
now on phased retirement and will be
leaving in three years. Booth
acknowledges that there were cuts in
other areas of the university, but
notes that “theatre was the biggest
and oldest program” targeted. 

No new students are being admit-
ted at Brandeis, but current MFA can-
didates in design will be able to com-
plete the program. For those students
who turned down opportunities or
assistantships at other schools, this
turn of events is particularly unpleas-
ant. The current plan is to hire one
tenure-track faculty member in
design. It is not clear how additional
support for design and production will
be handled. “This is a collaborative
art form; when you eliminate one big
chunk, I don’t know what that does to
it,” says Booth. 

Julie Saltman, a 2005 alumna,
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assesses the situation more bluntly:
“It is never going to be what it was,
even if we did fight this fight,” she
says. “Having one design professor is
going to upset the students. When
you have five or six design profes-
sors, you have different personalities
and different points of view.”  

Saltman describes her time at
Brandeis in the MFA program: “It was
all about being focused at school and
with your professors—they better find
some outlets for students or it will
become very cookie-cutter.” She
points out that, during her time at the
university, no one had a free ride in
the design program. Everyone had
some level of support, but all MFA
candidates paid a great deal of

money to be there. “One of the only
reasons to go to school in theatre is
to take those chances and experi-
ment,” she says. “That has always
been the difference—you want some-
thing you can’t get anywhere else if
you are paying for your education at
the graduate level.”

Moody is candid about the elimi-
nation of the MFA design degree: “I
have made no secret to anyone that I
am unhappy about cutting a stellar
program with a long history of pro-
ducing students who work profes-
sionally.” He adds that, in some ways,
it was one of the easiest programs to
eliminate because of the small num-
ber of tenured faculty, compared to
other departments.

While no one connected with
Brandeis’ theatre department is san-
guine about the demise of the pro-
gram, both alumni and faculty are
quick to say that if the university can-
not or will not support the program at

the level required to maintain its integri-
ty, it is better to let it go. All fear the
damage that a mediocre program, cre-
ated through inadequate support,
might do to the reputation of a
Brandeis MFA.

The remaining faculty members,
like Moody, are focused on the stu-
dents. He says, “The arts are not a
hobby—they are a profession, and
society benefits.” For the next three
years, he will offer the best education
possible for Brandeis students finish-
ing the MFA degree and undergradu-
ates enrolling in the revamped major.

Certainly, Moody and his col-
leagues can take pride in the work of
their former graduate students and
the accolades they offer. Saltman

says it best: “Bob Moody, Karl Eigsti,
Candice Donnelly, Eric Hill, and
Denise Lowenguth—to this day, I still
think about them. It was an honor to
work with them. I have worked on
eight Broadway shows, and it could-
n’t have happened without them.” 

Moody, like everyone else,
acknowledges that “cost was a factor.
Look at history: When [the] economy
gets difficult, the arts are always hit
first and hardest.” And the smaller the
institution, the greater the impact
when private philanthropic donations
fall off. Several of Brandeis’ well-
known private donors were victims of
the Bernard Madoff Ponzi scheme.
The magnitude of those losses has
had a direct impact on philanthropy at
the school. Moody cites the loss of
individual contributions, as well as the
overall performance of the financial
investments that affect private institu-
tions. State schools depend on some
investments and philanthropic support,

as well. For most, cuts to higher edu-
cation in state budgets are far more
devastating. Ultimately, legislators do
not dictate how to balance costs to
meet those cuts. That decision—to
eliminate or downsize theatre depart-
ments—is made closer to home. 

A call for information about threat-
ened departments was sent out
through the Association of Theatre in
Higher Education (ATHE) member list
serve. The response provided too
small a sampling for statistical analy-
sis, but some general trends were
obvious. The downsizing at both the
undergraduate and graduate levels is
occurring at both private and public
schools, although at many more
institutions that receive state fund-
ing. Equally obvious was the fact
that a number of surviving theatre
faculty members anticipate more
cuts in the near future. In no case
was theatre the only department tar-
geted, but faculty felt programmatic
decisions, based on quantitative
measures, put theatre first in line for
cuts. A lack of interest in the intrinsic
value of the performing arts was
cited as a major complaint. 

For most, recalibration occurred
when permanent full-time faculty lines
were replaced by visiting faculty with
limited-term contracts, temporary
adjuncts, or part-time staff.
Frequently, the same amount of work
was reallocated to a smaller group of
employees. Others, like Minnesota’s
Bemidji State University, are eliminat-
ing the entire department. In yet
another scenario, Kutztown University
in Pennsylvania faces a moratorium
on incoming theatre majors and the
anticipated elimination of one-third of
the theatre faculty. 

The announcement of a year or
two of continued operation—either to
meet parameters of faculty union
contracts or to offer the opportunity
for upperclassmen to complete the
major—can be as damaging as an
immediate cut. Younger students go
elsewhere, facing the stress of trans-
ferring credits, relocation, and inte-

“The Brandeis MFA design program has 
always been recognized as one of the premier
programs in the country,” Booth says, adding
that there really was “no examination of the
cachet brought to the university as a whole by
the program’s national reputation.”
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grating into a new department.
Retrenched faculty members seek
new positions and leave. A cascading
failure results in terms of maintaining
the size of a program, the quality of

productions, and the numbers of stu-
dents in classes. This, in turn,
becomes the justification for the cur-
rent cuts and ammunition for future
ones. More duties are piled on the
surviving department members and
morale plummets. Eventually, it may
seem better to just be fired. As one
faculty member said, “If someone
keeps strangling you to death slowly,
eventually you will quit kicking.”  

Given the state budget issues in
New York, it is no surprise there were
cuts in the SUNY system. According
to Andi Lyons, the current SUNY
Albany theatre department chairper-
son, faculty began leaving after the
university announced potential cuts
across the university.  Due to that
attrition, the theatre department was
weakened and became easy prey for
the official cuts. The faculty had a
voice in the final decisions, with
Lyons actually serving on the commit-
tee. She says, “The money had to
come from somewhere, and the
weakening of the department made it
a likely candidate. After a point, I do
get tired of justifying my support of
the decision that potentially eliminat-
ed my own job.”  

Early on, it appeared the entire
SUNY Albany faculty would be elimi-
nated. Now it seems theatre is des-
tined to continue as a minor, with only
one full-time faculty member. Having
the most seniority, Lyons will be the
remaining faculty member if one per-
son is, in fact, able to keep the facility
open and administer the theatre
minor. She is focused on maintaining

opportunities for the SUNY Albany
students, but questions the long-term
impact of the possible options.

The Minnesota state budget made
national headlines this summer when

legislators decided to close down the
state government rather than com-
promise on the budget. Higher edu-
cation took huge hits when an agree-
ment was finalized. At Bemidji State
University in northern Minnesota, the
relatively new university president, Dr.
Richard Hanson, faced a projected $5
million budget shortfall for the bienni-
um. (Hanson is perhaps best known
in academic circles as the former
president of Waldorf College, where,
during his tenure, the entire institution
was sold to an online for-profit univer-
sity.) At Bemidji State, Hanson’s
choice was to retrench the faculty.
Many tenure-track faculty lines, and
four programs, including the theatre
department, were eliminated. The
BSU faculty is unionized, and most of
the cuts were identified in positions
that could be eliminated without
resulting in union grievances. The the-
atre major will be eliminated at the
end of this academic year.  

For the remaining students, this
change is overwhelming. Jesse
Villarreal, a theatre major, says, “I am
a senior, which allows me to finish my
degree before the program shuts
down in 2012, but seeing something I
love destroyed is heartbreaking; I will
be the last graduating class of theatre
at Bemidji State University.” He adds,
“It’s part of my history, and I feel it’s
being wiped out, as there will be no
more plays, no more classes, and no
more love for theatre at Bemidji State
University ever.” 

At both Albany and Bemidji, there
is no question that costs need to be

eliminated in some way. However,
both schools had made significant
theatre facility renovations or
upgrades under capital expenditure
lines in recent years. The building
boom of the late ‘60s and early ‘70s
guarantees that many existing facili-
ties were designed before the estab-
lishment of the Occupational Safety
and Health Administration (OSHA) or
the Americans with Disabilities Act
(ADA) standards. Retrofitting buildings
now deemed inaccessible and replac-
ing equipment now considered
unsafe can be expensive. One faculty
member at Kutztown University,
where there is a well-populated major
but inadequate facilities, felt the
department was targeted because
other institutions in the state system
with smaller student enrollments had
buildings that had been renovated.

At least one administration select-
ed its theatre department for cuts
because there was not enough evi-
dence of majors working in the indus-
try upon completion of an undergrad-
uate degree. This rationale is one of
the most intriguing. Arts supporters
frequently suggest cutting the amount
of money spent on sport teams and
facilities to save academic programs.
One is tempted to ask how many ath-
letes graduate, and are employed by
a professional sports team. The
NCAA Division I board of directors
requires that academic institutions
keep only 50% of their student ath-
letes on track for graduation in order
to meet the organization’s standards
when granting sports scholarships to
student-athletes. Perhaps a better
question is how many student ath-
letes will graduate at all? 

The administrators who endorse
cuts to theatre programs are not nec-
essarily anti-performing arts, nor are
they philistines with no cultural con-
science. Responses to the ATHE sur-
vey indicated that the theatre depart-
ments had been weakened by deci-
sions about funding and staffing over
a number of years. Most of the
departments were dependent on

“I have made no secret to anyone that I am
unhappy about cutting a stellar program with a
long history of producing students who work
professionally. The arts are not a hobby—they
are a profession, and society benefits.” — Moody
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adjunct or visiting faculty, or had sim-
ply too few faculty and staff members
in design and technical theatre to
support the real needs of the depart-
ment. Combine overworked faculty
and staff with limits on funding, and it
becomes almost impossible to keep a
facility in top operating condition and
equipment at the state-of-the-art
level. The academic component suf-
fers from a lack of continuity, and the
quality of productions is diminished,
creating a turnover in both faculty
and students. This leads to lower
numbers in the classroom, and the
cost per student skyrockets. If most
of the faculty and staff do not have

the protection of tenure, they become
prime targets for elimination.

Other expensive programs are not
subject to cuts. Most schools contin-
ue to have strong support for the sci-
ences—a necessary area but equally
costly, given the nature of laboratory
classes and the equipment needed to
do research. Certainly, it is easier to
get grant money associated with the
sciences, but the question remains
why one career avenue is considered
so much more valuable than another.

The assessment of the arts as
expendable—even in a liberal-arts
setting—raises the question of how
the value of theatre can be quantified
to make it seem more important to
professional administrators.  Counting
the number of students in the seats is
a time-honored method; however,
design- and performance-based pro-
grams are limited by the nature of the
classes and the available budget to
provide the work stations and tech-

nology needed. No institution seems
willing to include counting the number
of patrons who visit the campus for
productions, using that figure in statis-
tical analyses. Nor is there any rea-
sonable way to “count” the impact of
seeing or participating in theatre for
students not enrolled in the classes.

There is also little recognition of the
benefits of theatre programs to the
academic community and surrounding
area. For geographically isolated cam-
puses, the ripple effect of eliminating
theatre can be particularly devastat-
ing. Administrators must recognize
that the benefits created by the
cachet of a winning sports team are

equally served by a thriving theatre
program. Performances provide a sig-
nificant aspect of a university’s public
face, providing a strong link to the
surrounding community. The benefits
that parents cite for their children who
play sports are also taught through
participation in theatre productions:
discipline, problem-solving, collabora-
tive skills, and esprit de corps.

The arts continue to be hard hit as
the American economy shows little
sign of improving. Until some way is
found to place a value on the intangi-
bles associated with theatre education
on academic campuses, the whittling
down of departments will continue. As
Jesse Villarreal says, “Being an artist
in these times seems to be becoming
a difficult thing, as any other time is,
but I really hope not only our state, but
our country, will save the arts and save
a huge part of our culture.”

Responses to the ATHE survey indicated that
theatre departments had been weakened by
decisions about funding and staffing over a num-
ber of years. Most of the departments were
dependent on adjunct or visiting faculty, or had
simply too few faculty and staff members in
design and technical theatre to support the real
needs of the department.
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