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The show must go on: my evening acting in a video-chat musical

Meetings, concerts and happy hours are moving online – but a full musical?

By Olivia Rudgard, US TECHNOLOGY REPORTER, SAN FRANCISCO

24 March 2020 • 6:00am

Premium

It’s Friday night in San Francisco and I am sitting on my sofa in front of my laptop. This is the biggest event of my

week – mostly likely my month – and it’s taking place in my living room. 
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Not usually one for amateur dramatics, coronavirus isolation has pushed me to consider something I would never

have done under normal circumstances – taking part in a community theatre production. 

Organised, directed and stage-managed by Los Angeles-based writer Hana Nobel, 29, this performance of Fiddler on

the Roof will take place entirely on Zoom, a video chat app which is one of the few winners from the current global

health crisis. 

A 1964 musical set in turn of the century Russia and chronicling the struggles of a Jewish father to reconcile tradition

with the whims of his daughters amid his community's repression and ultimate exile from their homes, it's serious

subject matter, but with enough jokes and light relief to make it a perfect Zoom musical.

If there's anything we need, it's a bit of silliness. California has been in lockdown since Thursday under a strict

shelter-in-place order, and restaurants, cinemas, theatres and bars are closed, so it’s no surprise that our cast of is

heavily drawn from the state. 

The Olivier Awards, which celebrate the theatre industry, were due to take place on April 5 but have been cancelled.

Theatres in the West End and around the UK closed from Monday night. The Society Of London Theatre (SOLT) - which
represents hundreds of theatres in the capital including the National Theatre, London Palladium and London Coliseum -
and UK Theatre said the decision was "not taken lightly".

The Royal Shakespeare Company also announced its three theatres would close following the Government's advice to stop
all "non-essential contact".

The Royal Opera House closed the building to the public and cancelled all performances in Covent Garden.

A production of Endgame starring Daniel Radcliffe and Alan Cumming at London's Old Vic Theatre was cancelled.

Our Perchik is in Hollywood, our Hodel in Santa Monica, and our Yente in Berkeley. Of course, we have a fiddler (also

in LA), complete with a red brick roof virtual background – though she confesses rather sheepishly during the

interval that she is in fact playing a viola. 

Since social distancing became the norm for thousands all over the world, concerts, happy hours, brunches and

dinners have moved online. But this may well be the first full musical staged this way. 

It all came about because like thousands of others around the world, Nobel was feeling glum that coronavirus had

robbed her of her chance to celebrate her 30th birthday, so she floated the idea to some friends via text.

“They’re kind of used to getting weird ideas from me, I have a lot of strange ideas but I don’t always follow through

with them,” says Nobel, a food writer who also takes part in the Upright Citizens Brigade, a well-known US improv

group which has alumni including Amy Poehler, Donald Glover and several Saturday Night Live stars.

“I put it on Facebook and I didn’t realise I put the setting as public. More and more people started writing to me and

said: ‘is this really happening?’”
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Before she knew it, there was a full cast list. A script and score were obtained (“luckily, I live in LA”), and participants

coaxed through the tricky process of signing up and getting the app to work.

“There’s a couple – I would say ‘artistic’ types – who will probably have to be told four times how to get into the

room,” she says. 

When I join the livestream at 6.25pm, five minutes before curtain-up, there is virtual bedlam. As predicted some

people are having technical difficulties and it takes several minutes for everyone to be settled in and ready to go. 

As many novice Zoom-ers will have discovered in the past week, key to a successful video event is making sure

everyone knows how to turn their microphone and camera off when it’s not needed, to avoid ear-piercing echoes

and background noise that makes it impossible to hear what’s going on.

And as many musicians now know, it’s also not the best software for duets. Designed for one speaker at a time, the

system can't handle two people singing at once, or a singer and a musician performing a song together. 

Several songs stall as singers and accompanists lose each other in the melee but it’s clear that these are extremely

talented musicians, robbed of California's usually-vibrant theatre scene and desperate for an outlet. 

During one song a viewer (who happens to be Nobel’s ex-boyfriend) pops up seemingly out of nowhere to

accompany the singers on a kazoo, and a male romantic lead is played by Delilah Ruth Harris, another LA-based

improv comedian, sporting striking drawn-on eyebrows and moustache. 
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A female-heavy cast means much artificial facial hair is on show, including an impressive full beard on the rabbi and

a wobbly moustache on Yente the matchmaker (confusingly, a female character), which falls off altogether during an

impassioned speech in the final act. 

One benefit of a Zoom-based show is that when someone loses their place, forgets to turn their microphone back on

or can't load the next page in the PDF script (which happens often), anyone in the audience can jump in and supply

the part to keep things rolling along. 

By the time it comes to my small part I’m thoroughly intimidated by the quality of the performances and manage to

“corpse” (theatre slang for the very unprofessional act of breaking character and laughing on stage) during a scene in

which one of my fellow actors is meant to be showing me fabric swatches and, lacking suitable props, holds up a

stuffed panda which happened to be on hand. 

We muddle along to the emotional climax and there’s not a dry eye in the house – though more from hysteria than

pathos. Nobel says she’s had many pleas for an Easter-appropriate Jesus Christ Superstar. Watch this space. 
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