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VIEWS

Equity General Secretary Paul W Fleming reflects 
on the changes in the union that are leading to big 
wins for its gigging performers, known as ‘variety’ 
members.

“Equity has 
transformed 
how it organises 
and fights for 
entertainers” 

2026 is a year of challenges and opportunities for Equity 
as a fighting union. Much attention has been rightly given to 
our Pact negotiations for TV and film, and the unprecedented 
‘Yes’ vote for industrial action in the indicative ballot before 
Christmas.  

At the time of writing, we’re preparing to ballot our West End 
members, asking them to back the union in making a credible 
threat of industrial action, ensuring that our Stand Up for 17% 
campaign in 2023 was the start, not the end, of improving 
terms and conditions. The appeal date for the Spotlight 
hearing is set for this autumn, marking the next step of our 
legal fight to protect our members. 

One member recently commented, however, that our variety 
successes had ‘come from nowhere’. Like every other area of 
our union, variety, circus, entertainers, and nightlife members 
have huge campaigns this year, with some big wins already 
chalked up. 

Our conference shares a location with the first Pride to 
achieve a union agreement, Durham – which was followed 
hot on the heels by Manchester, the UK’s second largest 
Pride, a few weeks later. Bethnal Green Working Men’s 
Club (BGWMC) has been as central to local election 
campaigning in East London as our arts funding tracker has 
been across the UK. BGWMC should have closed in 2024, 
but Equity activists have kept it open, and have a plan to 
secure its long term future. 

These wins are the outward signs of an inward transformation 
in how Equity organises and fights for entertainers. In 2022, 
our variety branches covered only small corners of the UK, 
and more variety branch secretaries were over the age of 
90 than under the age of 40. I’m proud to have a union 
enhanced by the experience of working members well past 

‘usual’ retirement age, but when most of our members are 
under 40, and the plurality in their late 20s, it was not a sign 
of health. 

After our big reorganisation in 2022, up stepped the 
networks: Circus, Comedians, Drag, Puppeteers, Storytellers, 
Wrestlers, and now: DJs and the London Nightlife Network. 
They’ve been the crucible of how we make change happen, 
from getting parliamentarians debating wrestlers’ conditions, 
to almost 100% membership in Britain’s Big Tops. 

We’ve more staff too: from a central variety organiser, to a 
50% increase in industrial staff in our nations and regions, 
we’re managing more claims, more queries and meeting 
more members than ever before. Disproportionately these 
have been variety artistes. 

Our 2025 insurance packages have built membership, but 
our branches, as ever, have built activism. We wouldn’t be 
debating a ‘Pay The Act’ campaign at conference, or have 
won at Manchester Pride without them. Whether it’s variety 
officers organising showcases, or branches pounding Canal 
Street to build our membership, they’re the foundation of 
each variety success. 

Equity is the union for variety, circus, entertainers, nightlife, 
and every performing artist. For three years we’ve rebuilt the 
structure to help us win: and now, we are.

 (Credit - Neil Harrison)
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I began performing burlesque in a very strange way, 17 
years ago. At the time, there weren’t really schools for 
people to learn the craft, so a lot of us came from stripping 
backgrounds. I started off in lap dancing clubs, then when 
one of my friends set up an events company, I moved into 
burlesque as it was something I’d always wanted to do. 

The word ‘burlesque’ comes from the Italian ‘burla’, which 
means ‘joke’, and I would define it as parody – it’s taking 
people out of the normal world and into a fantasy land. It’s 
such a broad spectrum of performance where anything goes, 
and that’s why I love it – it gives people the opportunity to 
play around with ideas and fantasies. 

I’m based in the North East of England, but I travel 
everywhere and anywhere to perform my acts. The burlesque 
scene in the UK is very vibrant, but it’s also struggling due 
to the same cost of living crisis that everyone else in the 
entertainment industry is suffering from. People just don’t 
have the disposable income anymore, which makes it really 
hard to get ticket sales.  

That’s one of the reasons why, after 12 years of being an 
Equity member, I decided to go along to my local North 
East Branch meeting a couple of years ago. I want variety 
performers to work in nice, safe environments with fair pay. 
And respect. 

I was petrified because I thought everyone at the branch 
would be from the theatre and think “What the hell is this 
stripper doing here?” But it was so welcoming and lovely, 
and listening to people discussing different issues, I realised 
we encounter the same kind of rubbish across the industry.  

From there, I understood that the union is a tool for us to 
change things in the industry and the floodgates opened. 
I went to more branch meetings, then to a meeting for the 

whole North East, Yorkshire & Humberside region last year. 
When I was encouraged to run for the Variety, Circus and 
Entertainers Committee (VCEC), which represents members 
across the union working in these very varied fields, I put 
myself forward thinking nothing of it. Then all of a sudden I 
was elected!  

The VCEC has been working on all sorts, from surveys of 
London nightlife performers (see page 12) and those working  
in pantomime, to organising performers after the collapse of 
the company behind Manchester Pride last year (see page 
8). 

I’m also the variety officer for my branch committee and 
I want to start doing workshops where we can share 
knowledge and skills across the region.  

To me, ‘variety’ refers to the non-mainstream creative art 
forms that aren’t valued as much as they should be. But 
part of my manifesto has always been to get more variety 
performers involved in the union because, especially in my 
branch, it’s so actor heavy. And Equity can help variety 
performers build better working practices.  

So please go to your branch meetings! There’s power in 
numbers, and knowledge. 

To find out how to get involved in a branch or network, see 
Getting Involved on pages 40-45.   

VIEWS

Burlesque performer Ebony Silk was an Equity 
member for 12 years, before plucking up the 
courage to attend a local branch meeting two 
years ago. Now, she’s been elected to the Variety, 
Circus and Entertainers Committee – and wants 
fellow variety performers to join the movement 
too.  

“I want to get more 
variety performers 
involved in the 
union”

Ebony Silk (Credit - V’s Anchor Studio)
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VIEWS

“It’s our job as trade unionists to 
ensure elected politicians listen to and 

act on our demands”

Equity President Lynda Rooke on how her local branch fought off a 
100% arts funding cut – and how you can do the same too. 
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When it comes to arts funding in the UK, it feels 
like we don’t usually have something to celebrate. 
But in January this year, Equity’s Bristol & West 
of England branch, working alongside local arts 
and community groups, scored a big win. 

We stopped Bristol City Council from imposing a 
100% cut to their arts funding. In fact, the council 
decided that for the next three years there should 
be no cut to arts funding at all. 

So Equity members in Bristol could let out a huge 
sigh of relief (and perhaps raise a glass or two!). 
But this U-turn from the council was hard won, 
following months of campaigning by the branch: 
demonstrations, Equity members opposing the 
cuts in response to a council consultation, media 
appearances, and my own questions in-person at 
a council meeting. 

From sheer persistence – just as we had stopped 
the sale of the council-owned fi lm studio Bottle 
Yard in July last year – our campaigning had 
worked. The leader of the council said their 
decision not to go ahead with the cuts was due to 
the feedback they’d received “from consultations, 
community discussions, and many meetings with 
residents on what matters to people most”.  

Of course, Bristol is not the only place where 
arts funding has been under attack: new Equity 
research, used to lobby candidates in the recent 
local elections, has revealed that across Britain, 
council spending on the arts has plummeted 
55% since 2010. That’s £1.19bn to just £539m in 
2024-25.  

The arts have become far too easy a target, 
with local councils pitting them against social 
care and other needs. But this isn’t an either/
or situation. In Bristol, latest fi gures in a report 
estimate the economic impact of culture in the city 
to be £892.9m. Which is quite staggering, given 
the council’s cultural budget stands at a mere 
£635,000.  

The report also found that organisations funded 
by Bristol City Council generate a direct 
economic impact of £41.5m, and for every 
£1 they invested in local arts organisations, it 
leveraged £88 in the wider city. Basically, the 
arts pay their way and contribute to the provision 
of other social needs.  

So here in Bristol, we are not resting on our 
laurels – and neither should you. This wasn’t the 
fi rst attempt to cut the arts budget, and it probably 
won’t be the last. We do not know what the 
council’s plan is beyond the next three years, but 
it’s our job as trade unionists to ensure elected 
offi cials listen to and act on our demands.   

And the fi ght must take place even if we don’t 
win. Bristol City Council now know that their local 
Equity branch won’t hesitate to stand up for arts 
funding – making them think twice about any 
future cuts. What’s more, when we come together 
to resist attacks on our industry and livelihoods, 
we build up our collective and grassroots strength 
as trade unionists. And you can do the same with 
your Equity branch too.  

I’m reminded of Jennie Lee’s comment in her 
pioneering 1965 White Paper ‘A Policy for the 
Arts’: “…some local authorities will need a good 
deal of persuading before they are convinced 
that the money it is in their power to spend on 
the arts and amenities is money well spent and 
deserving a much higher priority than hitherto.  

“But it can be done.”  

To get involved in your local branch, contact 
them via the relevant email listed on the Getting 
Involved pages 44-45.  

Photos by Luke John Emmett
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An overwhelming majority of film and 
TV performers confirm they are willing 
to take industrial action over artificial 
intelligence protections. 

The failure of UK law to keep pace with rapidly evolving artificial 
intelligence technology has left thousands of performers at risk of 
exploitation – with some seeing their likeness or performance used 
without payment or their consent.  

But Equity members are taking a stand.  

In December, performers working in film and TV voted ‘Yes’ by a 
landslide 99.6% to taking industrial action in order to secure AI 
protections. It was the first time this whole section of the union’s 
membership had ever been balloted, comprising 7,746 actors, 
stunt performers, and dancers working in film and TV. And a huge 
75% of them turned out to vote. 

Equity called the indicative ballot after Pact (the Producers Alliance 
for Cinema and Television, the trade body representing most of 
the UK’s production companies) refused to add the protections 
performers are asking for to film and TV agreements. 

A key focus of the negotiations has centred around the use of 
performers’ digital likeness to create digital replicas and synthetic 
content. Speaking to Sky News about the ballot result, which was 
announced live on air, Laurence Bouvard, Chair of Equity’s Screen 
and New Media Committee, said “It is only right there should be 
transparency, consent, and compensation when it comes to the use 
of our data.”   

Members were asked whether they would be prepared to refuse 
to be digitally scanned on set. While the ballot was non-binding, 
the overwhelming ‘Yes’ vote demonstrated the strength of feeling 
amongst performers and, last January, brought Pact back to the 
table with an improved offer on AI rights.  

While good progress has been made in other areas of the film and 
TV negotiations, such as pay, talks over AI are continuing at the 
point of going to press. If Pact refuse to give Equity members the 
protections they’re seeking, the union will move to a statutory ballot 
on taking industrial action short of a strike, in the form of refusing to 
be scanned on set. Watch this space. 

Words by Zoe Ellsmore 
 
Photo credit: Mark Thomas
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When the company behind Manchester Pride collapsed last 
year, performers were shamefully left out of pocket. But as 

Zoe Hodges details, Equity members have come together 
to make sure this doesn’t happen again – and helped to 

restore the true spirit of Pride. 

A POINT 
OF PRIDE

(Photo credit - OnlyOneBimmy)
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“Looking back, there were warning signs but it 
wasn’t expected. Manchester Pride has always 
been there, how could this happen? It puts it 
into perspective how precarious the industry 
is.”  

Daniel Wallace, better known as Anna 
Phylactic, has been performing as a drag 
queen for over 15 years on the Manchester 
scene.  

The devastating impact of the collapse of 
the organisation behind Manchester Pride 
is still being felt by Equity members like 
Daniel. In October last year, after months 
of ghosting performers and creatives, it was 
announced that Manchester Pride Events 
Ltd would be going into liquidation. Whilst 
it came as a shock to some, for others it was 
just confirmation of what they already knew 
– that they had a fight on their hands to get 
the money owed for their work at the 2025 
festival. 

Equity Organiser Kirsten Muat says that 
members began contacting Equity long before 
Manchester Pride Events Ltd released their 
official statement. “On the contracts people 
had signed with Manchester Pride, it gave 
them 60 days to pay people, which is an 
exceptionally long time. Normally, 30 days is 
the standard. Members were getting towards 
that 60 days and they still hadn’t heard 
anything, so they contacted us.” 

Over 50 performers were affected by the 
collapse of Manchester Pride, with over 
£70,000 owed to them. “The impact has 
been massive,” Kirsten says. “Manchester 
Pride is arguably the biggest gig some of these 
performers do all year. The money they make 
at Pride is what will carry them through those 
quieter periods, so they lost their safety net.” 

It was not just the financial burden that 
weighed heavy on the performers’ minds. As 
Kirsten reflects. “A lot of LGBT+ performers 
hold Pride close to their heart, it was something 
they’d all taken part in and visited when 
they were young. They were really proud of 
performing at it. So there was also that toll of 
being let down by an event that had meant so 
much to them and to the city.” 

Daniel hosted a stage at Manchester Pride last 
year and had invested not just money into the 
performance, but time. “I was hosting for about 
10 hours, so I spent time researching all the 
acts, creating a little bit of banter to have with 
the audience, and I’d paid for costumes. There 
were others in a worse situation than myself 
because they had a whole team that they had 
already paid out of their own money.” 

Some performers couldn’t afford their rent or 
their prescriptions, another had to sell their 
car. “It was stressful. You do the work and you 
expect that money to be coming in within the 
60 days. I was commissioning things for future 

“Over 50 
performers 
were 
impacted 
by the 
collapse of 
Manchester 
Pride” 

The Equity North West team on Canal Street
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projects. I had a pantomime coming up so I 
commissioned a wig for a finale outfit, knowing 
I had this money coming in to pay for it. When 
that doesn’t come, you’ve still got to pay for 
those commissions.” 

Another Equity member, Nathaniel J Hall, is 
an LGBT+ theatre-maker, artist, and activist, 
who has been Creative Director of Manchester 
Pride’s Candlelit Vigil for the past five years – 
the ceremony that remembers those lost to HIV. 
He speaks of the emotional toll the collapse of 
Manchester Pride had on the people involved. 
“I think it really eroded a lot of trust, particularly 
for drag or cabaret artists, or those who work 
in the nighttime economy.” 

Pride performers, unite! 

The union had already been organising 
in the Village, the heart of Manchester’s 
LGBT+ community and nightlife, following 
the formation of the Greater Manchester & 
Noth West Drag Network in 2024. Many of 
the Pride performers were already members 
and there was direct knowledge of the long 
standing issues. 

This enabled the union to move fast. Within 
a couple of days of the Manchester Pride 
liquidation announcement, a Zoom call was 
held with approximately 40 affected members, 
which led to the ‘Pride Dispute Committee’ 
being set up. 

Daniel reflects on the importance of that first 
meeting: “A lot of people like myself just didn’t 
know what was going to happen next or if 
we could do anything about it. So I think at 
that point it was really useful to be talking and 
hearing each other’s experiences, and working 
out a way forward. I’ve never had to navigate 
through that so being in a union was really 
useful.” 

Equity North West Official, Karen Lockney 
says: “Because we already had some 
groundwork for organising, we were able to 
quickly call meetings of the North West Drag 
Network and ascertain how many people 
were owed money. And then from that, we 
were able to build a campaign around it.”  

Equity began calling on Manchester City 
Council to pay the performers. Although the 
council was not responsible for running the 
event itself, it was they who had oversight and 
without whom Pride could not take place.  

Through a petition, media appearances, and 
lobbying, Equity made the point that it was the 

council’s responsibility to ensure the workforce 
of one of the city’s biggest events – bringing 
in £34m to the local economy – were not left 
out of pocket. And that any future Pride event 
should be carried out on a union agreement, 
ensuring proper pay and conditions for 
performers – and no non-payments.   

“We know how much Manchester Pride 
Events Ltd owe versus how many assets they 
have, and it’s unlikely that performers will get 
a substantial sum of money from that,” says 
Karen. “And if they do, it will take a long time. 
So we’ve been trying to get that money from 
the council, and we had a meeting with them in 
November where they were very positive. They 
made lots of promises about where funding 
could come from.” 

Members of the Pride Dispute Committee 
attended that meeting, in which Manchester 
City Council said they believed they were not 
liable for the debt but that they would explore 
other options for paying back performers. And 
on 26 November, the council passed a motion 
resolving to “Continue to Work constructively 
with Equity” and others representing 
employees who have not been paid for last 
year’s Pride. 

Karen says: “While we are disappointed that 
the promises from November’s meeting have 
yet to come to fruition, we are still eager to 
work with the council to explore options to 
recoup some of the money. And to make sure 
that their commitment to Pride is more than 
words – that it is backed up by them valuing 
the work that was done in 2025.” 

Thanks to the contact they had with performers, 
Pride Dispute Committee member Nathaniel 
and a group of other impacted creatives 
were able to begin fundraising to attempt to 
distribute hardship grants to those who were 
out of pocket. “There were a few creatives who 
started their own fundraisers and I just thought, 
if everyone has their own, we’re not going to 
get much money because we’re going to get 
giving fatigue quite quickly. So we decided to 
pool our resources and start the ‘Together for 
Creatives’ fund. We were overwhelmed by the 
public support and raised £15,500.” 

The stature of an event like Manchester Pride 
going into liquidation amplifies the precarious 
nature of the industry. As Nathaniel says: 
“Some might view Pride celebrations as 
frivolous, but we fought hard for this party. 
It’s an expression of our hard-earned right to 
equity, freedom and joy.” 

“Some 
performers 
couldn’t 
a�ord their 
rent or their 
prescriptions” 
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 Speaking about Pride in particular, 
Kirsten says: “It tells us that the model of 
commercialised Pride, which is not run by 
the community, is not working. But next year, 
Manchester Village Pride is going to be rooted 
in the Village.” 

Pride for the community 

In place of Manchester Pride Events Ltd, 
sprung up Manchester Village Pride CIC. 
A Community Interest Company (CIC), it is 
not-for-profit, reinvesting all of its earnings 
into local queer groups, and is made up of 
volunteer business owners, residents, and 
activists from the Gay Village. And in January 
this year, Manchester City Council announced 
that the new CIC would be responsible for 
running Pride events in the city going forwards.  

It was then that Equity was able to score 
a landmark victory for members. After 
having called for all Pride events in the UK 
to take place on union agreements, setting 
out minimum pay, terms and conditions for 
performers, Equity negotiated just this.  

“The 
agreement 
is one of the 
first for a 
Pride event in 
the country” 

“Being in a 
union was 
really useful” 

 Alongside Durham Pride, the agreement with 
Manchester Village Pride is one of the first for 
a Pride event in the country and was endorsed 
unanimously by affected Equity members. 
It ensures minimum 20% deposits, 30-day 
payment periods, and that no performers will 
be asked to work for free. It also sets out health 
and safety protections and a Dignity at Work 
Policy, protecting performers from any potential 
bullying or harassment that they might face.   

“This is as it should be,” said Karen at the time. 
“A celebration of LGBT+ rights must be tied to 
workers’ rights. The agreement will be revised 
annually and we aspire to strengthen it further.” 

Kirsten adds: “For Manchester Village Pride, 
coming to a union agreement is part of that 
process of rebuilding the trust, of giving 
performers the security that they will be treated 
properly and that they will get paid fairly and 
on time for their work.” 

Finally, Daniel says: “If anything has come 
out of this, it’s that we can rebuild something 
that is more community focused and central to 
the Village. There’s definitely hope there, and 
there’s vision.”  

Ana Phylactic (Credit – Fake Trash)Nathaniel Hall (Credit – Jennifer Smith) 
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London’s nightlife is world-renowned, but a new Equity survey has revealed that 
the performers who power it are struggling with low pay and increasing safety 

fears. Nicole Vassell finds out what Equity members are doing about it.  

AFTER THE PARTY’S OVER

The launch of the London Nightlife Network (Credit – Mark Thomas) 
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Colour, politics, sex, charm, fire – a 
Smashlyn Monroe show has it all. Over the 
last decade, the cabaret artist has made their 
mark across London’s nightlife scene with 
performances that combine burlesque with 
music, circus skills and rousing messages of 
fat positivity and LGBT+ pride.  

But after the adrenaline of being on stage 
wears off, Smashlyn is left with the mixed 
realities of life as a nighttime performer. 
Depending on the venue, they might have 
performed with a bag of personal valuables 
visible behind them, just because there 
was nowhere safe to leave it backstage. 
Smashlyn may have had to change into their 
costumes in a disabled toilet rather than a 
dressing room, simply because one wasn’t 
provided. And even safety isn’t guaranteed. 

“Say your nightly pay is £150,” Smashlyn 
points out. “You then have to decide whether 
it’s worth paying the £35-50 for a cab 
home, or taking the tube or night bus, which 
comes with its own set of potential dangers.” 

For many of London’s nightlife performers, 
unsavoury dressing room conditions, low 
pay that doesn’t reflect the work that goes 
into preparing their act, and safety risks 
are all too familiar. And a recent survey by 
Equity has confirmed just this.  

Published in March, the survey received 
responses from performers who work 
in a wide range of London’s nightlife 
professions, such as cabaret, burlesque, 
fire performance, circus, aerial, drag, club 
and pub singing, comedy, DJing, pole, 
tribute acts, and more. It found that these 
performers earn an average of £12,411 a 
year from their work, after average expenses 
for travel (£200 per month) and equipment, 
hair, makeup, and costumes (£162 per 
month) were subtracted. 

This yearly earning is significantly lower than 
the London Living Wage, which is £28,860, 
and means many performers can’t make 
even half of what they’d need to survive in 
the city through their craft. Furthermore, a 
staggering 98% of survey respondents said 
that their rate of pay hadn’t increased in line 
with the cost of living. 

These findings come alongside the launch 
of Equity’s London Nightlife Network, 
which aims to bring the capital’s nightlife 
performers together to organise for better 
pay, terms, and conditions.  

It was a crowd of these performers who 
attended the network’s launch event in Soho, 
the heart of London’s nightlife. The event 
also featured a panel including Smashlyn, 
alongside other nightlife performers, as well 
as Justine Simons, London’s Deputy Mayor 
for Culture and Creative Industries.  

Bringing performers together 

Some may assume that the broad range of 
different professions that make up London’s 
nightlife scene do not have enough in 
common to be categorised under one 
umbrella.  

Yet, while their specific output may differ, 
there are many ways they are unified 
through their experiences. In fact, whether 
they work in the day or nighttime, Equity 
has a term to describe gigging performers 
who have their own act and tend to work 
on a ‘genuinely self-employed’ legal basis: 
variety performers.  

As Equity’s Variety Organiser, Nick Keegan, 
notes: “All the people working in those 
different genres are essentially working in the 
same way, gigging in the same workspaces, 
just on different days. They might never 
cross paths at the same time, which makes it 
harder to communicate – but this is an effort 
to find solidarity between those workers and 
build power, because they’re experiencing 
the same issues and struggles as each other.” 

Minimum rates 

Anjali Prashar-Savoie is a DJ, event 
programmer and writer who has been 
part of London’s queer nightlife landscape 
for several years. Her 2025 book, Club 
Commons, investigates queer nightlife and 
its role in community building and resistance. 
Having worked in theatres and clubs alike, 
she’s seen the benefits of minimum rates in 
the stage world.  

“I realised that performers on the theatre side 
had union-negotiated rates of pay, but when 
I was working on the club side, it was a 
complete Wild West,” she recalls. “In my job 
as a programmer, I was trying to understand 
what standardised fees might look like. I 
even did my own surveys trying to find out 
how much promoters were earning, so that I 
could help figure out how we can make this 
work more sustainable.”

While some London nightlife venues hold 
agreements with Equity – setting union-

“London’s 
nightlife 
performers 
earn an average 
of £12,411 a 
year”

“This is an 
e�ort to find 
solidarity 
between those 
workers” 
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negotiated minimum pay, terms and 
conditions – the vast majority do not. 
This differs from the theatre industry, where 
all of the big West End venues, for instance, 
engage performers on an Equity agreement. 
One reason for this is due to the fragmented 
and gigging nature of nightlife performers’ 
work, which makes them harder to organise 
than a cast of musical theatre performers 
who regularly appear in the same 
production.  

However, 90% of survey respondents agree 
that it would be helpful if Equity published a 
rate card, featuring suggested minimum pay 
for nightlife performers in different working 
contexts – so of course, this is the next task 
for Equity’s London Nightlife Network. 
Unlike a union agreement, these rate cards 
could not be enforced by Equity, but they 
would let bosses know what should be the 
standard, and act as a benchmark for the 
union and performers to push for more pay. 

Safety concerns 

Anjali, who also appeared on the panel 
at the London Nightlife Network launch, 
speaks urgently about the difficulties of low 
fees when having to account for travel costs. 
“I often play gigs in South London, but I 
live in North London – Ubers can be hella 
expensive, so if I pay for one, there’s that fee 
gone,” she explains.  

While public transport like the Tube and 
night buses may be easier on the pocket, it 
means adding time onto her journey home 
and being out even later. “There is no way 
that I want to walk down an unlit towpath, 
usually alone, coming home from a gig,” 
she continues. “For a lot of people, simply 
coming home from a night’s work is unsafe. 
And from my work with queer nightlife 
workers, that lack of safety is amplified, 
especially for trans or visually non-
conforming people. Moving through public 
space can be very, very dangerous.” 

Another major finding from Equity’s survey 
was that almost a third of respondents 
(28%) said that an increase in transphobia, 
misogyny, homophobia, racism and far-
right sentiment in recent years has led to 
them feeling less safe in their work. One 
respondent noted: “The world we live in 
is more homophobic, transphobic and 
misogynistic – travelling on public transport 
in full drag makeup is terrifying.”  

Smashlyn Monroe, who is also a member 
of Equity’s Variety, Circus and Entertainers 
Committee – elected to represent members 
working in these professions – wasn’t 
surprised to see this feedback from their 
fellow performers, having personally been 
targeted with offensive comments when 
going to or leaving a gig. But even inside 
some venues, Smashlyn has been the subject 
of unwanted audience contact. 

“Part of the safety aspect is also the sexual 
harassment from the audience,” Smashlyn 
says. “In all types of venues, I have had 
my boobs or bum grabbed. And because 
there’s no security, I have to manage that 
situation, and it’s scary as hell. Some people 
think, ‘Oh, well, you’re up there taking your 
clothes off, so you’re asking for this.’ But 
it’s never that. My body is my body, and 
there’s nowhere where that behaviour’s 
acceptable.”

As well as having security, Smashlyn would 
also want venues to make greater efforts to 
stand in solidarity with their workers, with 

“I will perform 
till the day I 
die, but it is still 
work”
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announcements on social media or a verbal 
reminder before shows for guests to keep 
their hands to themselves.  

Responding as a union 

As passionate as Smashlyn is about their 
performance work, the lack of proper pay 
and standards has made the job harder 
than it needs to be. “I love performing; it is 
ingrained in my soul, and I will do it till the 
day I die, but it is still work,” they explain. 
“It is hard. And as much as I love the shiny, 
twinkly bits about it, there are days when I’m 
like, ‘Okay, I don’t think I can do this.’” 

Unsurprisingly, Smashlyn and Anjali have 
both seen peers leave the late entertainment 
industry in search of more sustainable 
opportunities. “We’re leaking cultural and 
artistic talent from the sector every day,” 
Nick Keegan adds. “It doesn’t really make 
sense for workers to stay in this career if they 

can find something else to do, and I think 
that’s to the detriment of the whole economy 
and the whole picture.”

The establishment of this new network can 
be a step in the direction of strengthening the 
nightlife sector – as long as the workforce 
participate. “We rely on members to 
communicate with us about the issues that 
you’re facing,” Nick notes. “If you’re facing 
serious concerns in the workplace, we 
would encourage you to come forward. That 
includes whether you’re asking for support 
in individual circumstances – such as cases 
of sexual harassment or non-payment – or 
whether you want to develop a collective 
response to change the industry for the 
better.

“That’s what Equity is here for.” 

If you’d like to join Equity’s London Nightlife 
Network, visit tinyurl.com/london-nightlife-
network 

“Travelling 
on public 
transport in full 
drag makeup is 
terrifying” 
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From the taverns of the 1700s to Drag Race, variety performance has enjoyed 
a long and ever-evolving history. Equally colourful has been its history of 
organising, with workers and trade unions engaging in efforts to improve pay 
and working conditions across the professions. 

Music halls 
The origins of the music halls run all the way 
back to the taverns of 18th century London, 
when performers would sing to lively rooms 
of punters enjoying food and drink. By the 
mid-19th century, this had evolved into the 
music hall – dedicated venues with stages, 
with a lineup of different acts, such as 
songs, comedy, and variety entertainment. 
So popular was this genre of performance 
across the UK, that some of these venues 
were built on a vast scale with grand 
interiors.

Working conditions 
As the genre soared in popularity, so did the fame of its stars, 
such as singer Marie Lloyd, comedian and dancer Little Tich, 
and male impersonator Vesta Tilley. But a lot of the power 
lay with the managers, a small group of whom controlled 
many of the halls.  

Issues for artists included: an increase from the traditional 
format of one-show-a-night to two, then the introduction 
of matinees, both for no extra money; a Barring Clause 
that meant artists under contract could not perform in halls 
belonging to another manager within a certain distance; 
and managers making artists work in the different halls they 
controlled, which could be far apart and meant artists could 
not complete their other engagements.  
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The Variety Artistes’ 
Federation 
From this context, the desire for a trade union 
grew. Philanthropic and social societies 
for variety performers already existed, but 
attempts at forming a trade union had not 
yet been successful. That is, until 18 February 
1906, when representatives from the Grand 
Order of Water Rats, The Ancient Order of 
the Terriers, The Music Hall Artists’ Railway 
Association, and The International Artistes’ 
Lodge formed the Variety Artistes’ Federation 
(VAF). Within the first 12 months of its 
creation, the VAF had 4,000 members.  

The Music Hall War 
The VAF set to work – but managers refused 
to negotiate on the issues affecting variety 
artists. So, in January 1907, the VAF called 
a strike. Orchestras and stage hands joined 
the dispute, as well as many of the prominent 
music hall artists. Marie Lloyd, known as 
the ‘Queen of the Music Hall’, performed 
on picket lines and fundraised for the effort, 
donating her fees to the strike. At the time 
she said: “We the stars can dictate our own 
terms. We are fighting not for ourselves, but 
for the poorer members of the profession”.  

The strike lasted for two weeks and ended 
in success for the VAF, with much of their 
demands being met.  
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Incorporation into Equity 
In 1961, both the VAF and Equity went on 
strike against ITV, demanding a new pay 
structure related to the size of the increasing 
viewing audience. However, when the 
VAF accepted a deal, this was criticised 
by Equity who said that it undermined their 
membership who were still on strike. From 
such clashes emerged the proposal for a 
single trade union – and on 16 May 1967, 
Equity incorporated the VAF.  

Working men’s clubs 
During the mid-20th century, variety 
performance found its home in the popular 
working men’s clubs across the country, 
which offered members live entertainment 
and cheap drinks. However, these spaces 
were at times not welcoming to everyone, as 
some clubs operated a ‘colour bar’ banning 
clientele and performers who weren’t white. 
This led Equity to boycott such clubs, with 
variety performers of all races refusing to 
play at clubs which operated a colour bar. 

The rise of new media
The growth of film, radio and television 
changed the way variety performers worked 
and led to the decline in popularity of 
the music halls and variety theatres. The 
phenomenon of commercial TV in the 1950s 
could not provide enough work for music 
hall artists, and many fell into poverty. It 
also led to overlap with another trade union 
which held contractual agreements for 
performers with the new media bosses – the 
British Actors Equity Association.  
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Variety today
Although variety performance looks very different today 
from the music halls of the 19th century, it has flourished into 
vibrant new forms. A growing appreciation of queer culture 
has given a new lease of life to drag, cabaret and burlesque, 
while British comedy is as popular as ever, and the skills of 
circus artists, magicians, DJs and more are sought after in the 
events industry.  

But the modern day presents its own set of challenges, with 
the closure of live venues, low pay and precarious work 
remaining an issue for performers, and far right sentiment 
posing a threat to safety. In response to this, Equity is 
organising, with members saving Bethnal Green Working 
Men’s Club from closure, agreements for Pride events 
negotiated for the first time ever, and politicians being 
lobbied to improve working conditions.  

If you work in a variety profession, help shape the future 
by visiting 
tinyurl.com/equity-variety-and-circus-hub 
for contact details and how to get involved.  
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From show cancellations to late pay or 
no pay, bad bosses and engagers can 
give gigging or ‘variety’ performers 
the runaround for their money. But that 
doesn’t mean they can get away with 
it – Sarah Woolley finds out how 
Equity can help. 

When we think of contracts it’s easy to picture a formal 
handshake over pen and ink. But in this business, variety 
performers are more likely to book a drag night or a stand up 
gig over WhatsApp and email. What Equity members don’t 
always realise is that any agreement about pay, terms and 
conditions constitutes a contract itself – and can be enforced.  

That’s why Equity Variety Official Michael Day wants 
everyone to know that the union is on their side. “Variety 
performers are mostly gigging freelancers working solo,” 
Michael says, referring to the wide range of Equity members 
who do this type of work, such as those working in comedy, 
drag, burlesque, cabaret, circus, club singing, DJing, and 
more.  

“It’s not like being in a big theatrical cast where you’re all in 
the same boat. They’re dealing with very short-term contracts 
that they’ve negotiated themselves. The most common issues 
are cancellations, late pay, or not getting paid at all. That’s 
where we can help.”

If you do experience any of these issues, Michael says: 
“The first thing is to get in contact with us. We’ll send you 
a form to fill in and get you to send the contract and any 
correspondence, and then we take it from there. We follow a 
protocol that’s necessary if we have to go to court and then 

we’ll take you through all the stages and hopefully get the 
payment sorted.”

But having your back legally doesn’t stop there and you 
don’t have to be in a crisis. “As a member you can access 
our guides for negotiating your own contracts and deciding 
what fee to charge,” Michael says. “We also have template 
contracts, but above all we are always here to look at a 
contract and answer any questions you have. You’re not in this 
alone.”

If you’re a variety member, you can find contact details, 
template contracts and guides by visiting tinyurl.com/
equity-variety-and-circus-hub

Michael Day
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“A booker cancelled with less 
than 24 hours notice” 

“After one letter they just 
paid it”  

“As a Swiftie myself, I feel so lucky to cover my favourite 
artist and bring this to life for people. It’s been a real journey 
from when I started off in the local pubs, which was a bit of a 
nightmare – getting changed in the toilets and people shouting. 
But today we’ve spent three years touring Taylormania around 
the world with a live band, dancers, and 18 costume changes. 
It’s been absolutely mental and it really does bring people 
together, but it wouldn’t be possible without an incredible team 
and the backing of a union.  

“I’ve been a member of Equity since leaving training at 19 and 
they’ve always been there for me, including a recent situation 
where a booker cancelled with less than 24 hours notice. That 
made me really angry because my team is relying on that work 
to pay their bills and put food down on the table.  

“But when I went to Equity, they handled it so well and ultimately 
we were successful in court. There’s no way that would have 
happened without Equity’s help. The union has also given me 
so much guidance on how to create and take on contracts 
independently.  

“I tell my band, my dancers, anyone: be a part of Equity. There 
is such a sense of community because you belong to a network 
of professionals who understand the challenges you face and 
they have your back. It makes you feel so much more secure in a 
world where things are so uncertain.”

“It’s really important that members know that a contract is 
binding even when it’s confirmed over an email or a text instead 
of a physical signature on a document. In 2022, a legal firm 
booked me for a Christmas party and there was confirmation 
by email. They’d booked me about a week before the event, but 
they changed their mind last minute and cancelled. They paid 
the deposit but they wouldn’t pay the balance –  they just said, 
‘Well we’re not paying you’ and then they ignored me.  

“That’s when I got Michael Day involved and after one letter 
from him they just paid it, which is crazy. He does a superb job 
and has been my legal representative for other issues, which 
meant I didn’t have to worry about legal fees either. 

“But it’s not just about making a claim. Michael is there when 
you need a bit of advice and to know where you legally stand. 
That’s really important when you’re a one-man band with a 
family to feed and a mortgage to pay.  

“Michael and the union are always there on your side. And 
of course, with your membership you also get public liability 
insurance which covers you up to £10 million, as well as 
personal accident insurance and backstage personal property 
insurance. I just think it’s an all-round win and your membership 
will pay for itself. It’s totally worth it to have that peace of mind.” 

(Credit – Simon Hunt)

Katy Ellis,
Taylor Swift tribute act

Michael Gee, magician 
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