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On Broadway, It’s the Pits

decided to create their own staged 
performances, musical theatre was 
born. Instead of lush orchestrations 

and intricate scores, musical theatre 
consisted of popular music and folk 

themes. Expensive props and costumes 
were replaced with more modest furnish-

ings, and the theatres were built in working-class 
neighborhoods. Suddenly, theatre was available and 

accessible to the masses. Theatres were erected on Broadway 
in New York City in the 1800s, and the “Great White Way” has 
been the theatre capital of the world ever since.

What�Are�The�Advantages?
Musicians from all over the world flock to the Big Apple each 
year, hoping to make successful careers for themselves. Most 
pit orchestra musicians are freelancers, meaning that they 
perform many types of music gigs, as opposed to having one 
steady, full-time job.

One reason that pit jobs are so coveted is that they provide 
a rare stability in a freelancer’s life, including pension, health 

insurance benefits, steady income, and even paid vacations. 
Once a freelancer faces the challenges of paying rent and the 
high costs of living in the Big Apple, a steady Broadway gig is 
a welcome job.

Nobody�Said�It’d�Be�Easy!
Broadway shows demand a particular set of playing skills, 
which differ from traditional classical orchestral training— 
and from what you’d learn playing in a jazz or rock band. 
Orchestral players are trained to excel at their chosen instru-
ment; a concert pianist focuses on piano technique very 
intensely for many, many years. However, a pianist who works 
in a pit orchestra should be knowledgeable of many types of 
keyboards and synthesizers, and be familiar with playing in 
many genres of music besides classical, which include pop, 
jazz, folk and rock. For Broadway wind players, doubling on 
many instruments is essential—one book (or musical score) 
might contain sax, clarinet, oboe and flute parts just for one 
person to play. Guitarists should learn how to play the banjo 
and mandolin in addition to being fluent in a range of electric 
and acoustic guitar styles. Unlike rock and jazz players with 

The house lights dim. The crowd hushes. A Broadway   
show is about to start. Most of the people in the 
theatre are focused on the brightly costumed per-
formers onstage.

But something important is happening out of sight, just in 
front of the stage. Musicians—the unseen performers who 
bring Broadway musicals to life—prepare to play. The con-
ductor raises her baton, and with that downbeat, the music—
be it a glorious orchestra or a kickin’ rock band—begins. This 
is how it is every night at show time. 

Why�The�Unfortunate�Name?
In most musicals and operas, singers play characters, and their 
songs are part of their acting. The same holds true for ballet, 
where the dancers command complete respect. The produc-

ers want all of the focus to be on them. And so 
it is that the musicians who accompany the onstage 
performers work in what’s known as the orchestra pit.

Anything with the word “pit” in it sounds, well, like the 
pits! But the name comes from the actual location of the 
orchestra in the theatre. A pit is the lowered area in front of a 
stage where musicians accompany the performers onstage.

The first pit orchestras originated in Western classical 
operas and ballets. Some of the most famous orchestral 
accompaniments include Tchaikovsky’s ballet the Nutcracker 
Suite, Mozart’s opera the Magic Flute, and Verdi’s opera Aida. 
Some of these scores are so artful and beloved, that they are 
often performed unstaged.

There was a time when ballet and opera were performed 
only for high-class society members. When more common folk 

Thinking about coming to New York and paying the rent 
as a freelance musician?  Life on Broadway is demanding, 
but highly rewarding—if you can get a foot in the “pit.”

While�the�actors�in�the�hit�musical�Wicked�wow�the�
crowds,�dedicated�pit�musicians�toil�out�of�sight�(inset).
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their own bands, the idea 
is not to develop your 
individual style, but to be 
able to adapt to all kinds 
of music.

Traditional orchestra 
pits were designed for 
acoustic musicians, and 
are still used in classi-
cal conert halls. Today’s 
Broadway pit is a high-tech, but cramped workspace. 
Musicians share space with gear, music stands, and TV moni-
tors that show the actors onstage and the conductors. It’s a 
high-intensity environment: perfection is prized, consistency 
is king. Making it on Broadway takes dedication, a thorough 
knowledge of your instrument and the preparation skills to 
get the music right, the first time and every time.  Ti  

Getting a Foot  
  in the Door
Landing a spot in a Broadway show is a very prestigious 
gig to have in New York, and the audition process is far 
from traditional. 

Professional bass player Michael Goetz has performed 
in many Broadway shows including Beauty and the Beast, 
The Producers, Jekyll and Hyde, and Les Miserables, among 
others. He gave us the three-step low-down on how to 
land a pit orchestra gig. Michael says the “foot-in-the-
door step” is to first be added to the orchestra’s substi-
tute list. That is, when a full-time orchestra member can-
not make a performance, he or she has an exclusive “sub 
list” with names of musicians that will come and take his 
or her place. This is valuable: If a full-time position opens 
up, the sub will be the first one considered for the job. So 
how does one get their name on this coveted sub-list? 

Step 1 – EARN THE INVITE
“The first thing is to get to know someone who plays 
in the pit of a show. You can do this by taking lessons 
with them. Then they will invite you to a rehearsal. You 
will not play your instrument, but the unwritten rule 
is that you are to bring a tape recorder and record the 
performance for learning purposes. They will give you 
a copy of your instrument’s score—which is usually 
called ‘the book’–and you go home and learn the score 
by playing along with the tape you made.”

Step 2 – WATCH THE CONDUCTOR
“Upon second invitation, you will return to the pit to 
watch the conductor,  study his or her cues, patterns 
and tempos. Unlike other types of performances, the 
substitute player’s goal is to try to imitate the original 
player’s style as much as possible. That means you are 
not encouraged to play with your own dynamics or 
tone colors, nor are you to add little touches that make 
the part ‘yours.’”

Step 3 – HIT ’EM WITH YOUR BEST SHOT
“The day will finally come when the pit member will 
ask you to sub for them. This is where the pressure is 
on. You only have one shot. That is all they give you. If 
you do a good job, you’ll be asked back again and again. 
If you do poorly, you will never be asked back. It is 
harsh that way, but that is how it is.”—DS

Musicians trying to make it 
on Broadway face more than 
competition from fellow players. 
Modern technology has brought 
about controversial computerized  
“virtual music,” otherwise known 
as “canned music.” Computer-

based orchestras are run by one person. (A pit orchestra 
requires seven to 30 people.) So instead of having to pay 
30 orchestra members, only one computer programmer  
is on the payroll—good news for show-promoters, bad  
news for musicians.

A “virtual orchestra” usually consists of a keyboard-
controlled computer  that hooks into the house sound system. 
The show’s score is programmed into the computer. As the 
score scrolls across the computer screen, the operator can 
play minimal parts on the keyboard to trigger the full score, 
adjusting to accompany the performers onstage.

The American Federation of Musicians, otherwise known 
as the Musicians’ Union, has negotiated contracts between 
show producers and musicians that ban the use of virtual 
orchestras from Broadway shows. This has preserved many 
instrumentalists’ jobs on Broadway, and allowed paying 
customers to hear the beauty of a real orchestra. The 
downside of that contract is that the minimum number 
of musicians in each pit has been lowered. The synthe-
sizer parts are bigger, so there are fewer jobs than there 
once were. For example, violins are easy to replicate on 
synthesizers. Where there used to be an entire string sec-
tion, there might now only be one or two players required 
because their parts are doubled by the synthesizers.—DS

Canned Pits

A traditional orches-
tra pit (courtesy Phili-
delphia Orchestra)

Dianne Spoto is a writer, editor, flutist and singer living 

in New York City.


