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W
hile a virus-laden silence has
descended over what is normally
a busy period of concerts and

balls in the Austrian capital Vienna, the
city’s world famous New Year Concert is
at least providing one saving grace-albeit
to an empty hall. The city’s concert halls
were among the first in Europe to re-open
in June, in the wake of the first wave lock-
down, as Vienna tried to preserve its rep-
utation as one of the world’s preeminent
centres of classical music. But as the
virus took hold again in the autumn, fresh
restrictions soon followed. Music venues
again had to close in November, in a city
that normally boasts some 15,000 con-
certs and musical events annually. But
one show will go on, no doubt charged
with more symbolism this year.

“If we cancel the New Year’s Concert,
that would be such a horrible sign to the
entire world,” Vienna Philharmonic chair-
man Daniel Froschauer told AFP at the
end of October when rising infection
numbers were forcing Vienna’s cultural
world to prepare for a new phase of
restrictions. In December, even once
venues had been forced to close,
Froschauer said at a press conference
that it would be “impossible” not to go
ahead-and his view has prevailed.

Applause played in 
The first one of the prestigious con-

certs took place at a much darker
moment in Austrian history, on New
Year’s Eve 1939. Since then it has built
up a following which sees it broadcast in
more than 90 countries to more than 50
million people. Normally the lucky few
who get to go in person at Vienna’s
Musikverein are chosen in a draw.  This
year though the musicians, conducted by
Italian Riccardo Muti, will perform to an
empty hall. But to break the silence, the

ORF public broadcaster will play in
applause from 7,000 music lovers watch-
ing from home.

If, as Froschauer says, the
Philharmonic is to Austria as “soccer is to
England”, then it’s only fitting that the
New Year’s Concert should be a rare sur-
vivor of lockdown closures. But the wider
shutdown of cultural life has been cata-
strophic for many artists. Since spring,
Froschauer has been trying to raise their
plight, even taking their case to
Chancellor Sebastian Kurz. Froschauer
insists performances are safe, arguing
that in the several months in which
restrictions were relaxed, “we never once
had a large cluster” of infection from per-
formances.  “We do PCR tests in order to
play and we wear masks” until playing,

he says. “Our audience is very disci-
plined.”

‘Musical message’ 
While the New Year’s Day concert may

be some comfort for music lovers, those
hoping to dance during Vienna’s leg-
endary ball season will be disappointed.
This season there will be none-in a city
that normally hosts around 450 of them
between November and February, dedi-
cated to groups as diverse as chimney
sweeps, cafe owners, bodybuilders and
florists. The tradition goes back to the
18th century, when the tradition of
Habsburg court balls being reserved to
the aristocracy ended. For Thomas
Schaefer-Elmayer, the 74-year-old head
of a dancing school founded by his

grandfather 100 years ago, the current
situation is “extremely sad”.

While normally there would be around
100 students twirling on the gleaming
parquet floor of his school, this year it is
empty. “It is the first time that we are total-
ly helpless... online is not the same,” says
Schaefer-Elmayer, who has acted as
master of ceremonies at some of Vienna’s
most stylish balls. The current situation is
a “disaster” for the 20 or so dancing
schools in Vienna. In addition, the ball
season normally creates work for thou-
sands of hairdressers, florists, hoteliers,
tailors and taxi drivers, among others. In
2019/2020, the season attracted 500,000
visitors, 55,000 of whom came especially
from abroad, spending an average of
290 euros ($350) per person. In all, the

city has lost 150 million euros in revenue
this year, says Norbert Kettner, director of
Vienna’s tourist office. But it is also a blow
to the Viennese carnival season, says
Kettner.

For while the balls are an expression
of the city’s centuries-old traditions, they
have also been embraced and adapted
by younger generations and Kettner
assures that they can be “very wild, live-
ly”. Kettner says the New Year’s Concert
will be an opportunity for the city to send
out a “musical message”-in the hope of
attracting more visitors when the pan-
demic is finally defeated.—AFP

D
ozens of peasants wearing face
masks remain immobile under the
baking midday sun in a coffee

plantation in central Colombia. Suddenly
a voice shouts out: “Face masks off,
we’re going to roll!” Colombia’s popular
daytime soap operas-known as telenove-
las in Latin America-were forced off the
screens by the coronavirus pandemic.
But after six months of silence, they are
back in all their steamy and corny glory-
kisses included. Filmed in the central-
western Caldas region “Coffee with the
Scent of a Woman” is operating under
strict restrictions in terms of staffing
capacity, the use of masks, personal pro-
tective equipment and regular COVID-19
testing.

It’s constrained by a reduced budget
and the perennial risk of being shut down
again-a far cry from the romanticism of its
characters and storylines. Social distanc-
ing is a near-impossibility in an industry
that relies on close contacts, whether
between actors or in their interactions
with make-up or wardrobe artists. There
are also dozens of people working in
close proximity behind the camera.
Actors Laura Londono and William Levy,
the stars of “Coffee,” talk to each other
without masks, centimeters apart as the
romance between their characters
Paloma and Sebastian bubbles to the
surface.

“If we were astronauts we’d have a dif-
ferent distance but we’re actors, we work
with the voice and the body,” said
Katherine Velez, who plays Paloma’s
mother, Carmenza. To ensure safety, the
entire production staff take Covid tests
every Monday and most of them live at
the farm that doubles as the soap’s set.
Colombia has recorded more than 1.5
million coronavirus cases and over
42,000 deaths.

‘Things became bleak’ 
“Coffee” is a modern adaptation of a

famous soap written in the 1990s by
Colombian screenwriter Fernando
Gaitan, who wrote the original telenovela
that inspired the hugely popular “Ugly
Betty” series in the US. Filming was due
to begin in April but the pandemic put it
on hold. “Just 10 days before starting ...
we were locked down for almost six
months,” said Yalile Giordanelli, the
show’s executive producer. Many of the
270-strong production staff had already

arrived on set. “We were told to pack up
everything and go home, but at that time
it was temporary,” said make-up artist
Adriana Ortiz. “As the time passed things
became bleak.”

The RCN television channel that was
due to screen “Coffee” kept paying a
reduced salary during the months of lock-
down. “We had to tighten the purse
strings,” said Ortiz, 54. The pandemic
hasn’t been so kind to much of the arts
and entertainment industry, though. The
national statistics department says more
than 200,000 jobs were lost in the indus-

try between October 2019 and the same
month this year. The national media and
communications association says that tel-
evision channels RCN and Caracol had
to cancel 38 productions between them
after Colombia imposed a lockdown in
March.

Colombia started lifting lockdown
restrictions in September and production
companies began to gradually return to
work under strict protocols. However, the
production staff are not in a bubble and
everyone is allowed to go home at week-
ends to visit their families. Testing every-
one when they return is costly but
Giordanelli said it’s a price worth paying
as any positive cases could mean actors
needing to stay in isolation, which would
delay filming.

‘Safe kiss scene’ 
Director Mauricio Cruz says the testing

is crucial to give confidence to actors
working closely with each other.
“Yesterday we did a kiss scene for some
promotional material ... the test was the
day before so ... we were very safe,” said
Cruz. It’s impossible to entirely shield the
cast from the virus, says Velez. But once
the cameras roll “everyone is without face
masks, confident that the production has
the situation under control as much as
possible.” The world of telenovelas is rife
with contradictions.

“Since people are enclosed at home
they’re watching more television ... but on
the other hand, industry in general, com-
panies, ... have stopped investing in
advertisements” due to the economic cri-
sis inflicting the country, said Giordanelli. It
means television productions have smaller
budgets while the pandemic has pushed
up logistical costs. The virus, though, has
not only disrupted revenues and sched-
ules, it’s also affected storylines Script writ-
ers were forced to rewrite scenes involving
parties or major social events in favor of
small family gatherings. It’s created “a
much more cosy, intimate story” that is
faithful to the difficult circumstances it’s
filmed under, said Giordanelli.— AFP 

Part of the world a
stage with Miami 
poignant pandemic
performance

W
hen the coronavirus pandemic
began, theater director Michel
Hausmann sought to devise a

safe and effective way of performing. Nine
months later, he and his theater company
have done it by making the world a stage-
at least part of it-providing catharsis to
performers and the public alike. The play
“7 Deadly Sins” has opened in Miami
Beach, outdoors and with empty store-
fronts as a stage. It consists of seven 10-
minute acts, each about a cardinal sin:
pride, greed, lust, wrath, gluttony, envy
and sloth. The year 2020 is reflected in
both the play’s theme and execution. It is
staged in shops closed by the economic
crisis resulting from the pandemic.

The audience is seated in the street, as
the Miami climate is still pleasant in
December, in groups of 12. People watch
the acts through the store windows and
listen with headphones. “The world of the-
ater is experiencing a very important dis-
ruption this year,” Hausmann told AFP.
“Doing theater the conventional way is a
death sentence.” He was seated at an out-
door cafe, sipping an espresso in front of
the Colony Theatre, a 1930s building
emblematic of Miami’s Art Deco architec-
ture. Hausmann, 39, is the artistic director
and co-founder of Miami New Drama, a
non-profit theater company housed in the
Colony, on the pedestrian boulevard
Lincoln Road. “The question for us was:
what do we do, what is our business? Is it
the business of filling buildings with peo-
ple? Or the business of telling live stories?”
he asked. Storytelling is the obvious
answer. “So,” he said, “that paradigm shift
is what helps us imagine solutions.”

Home is exile 
The play’s acts tell diverse stories: the

statue of a slave-owning politician come to
life, an African-American teacher accused
of cultural appropriation, a couple trapped
by the virus, an ex-president who “glutto-
nously” seeks to return to power, a person
who delivers a monologue about the pan-
demic in a fit of rage. “Is no longer home.
It no longer feels like home. Is a place of
exile,” reads a line in the last act, written

by playwright Dael Orlandersmith. “Place
of confinement. Prison. No matter whether
it is big/small/medium-sized. It is a prison.”
The act is performed by Carmen Pelaez,
who also wrote the act on pride. She told
AFP that the public reacts emotionally to
the return of live art, because it is what
“keeps us connected to our humanity, in
communion with each other.”

And the pandemic “has reminded us
all how fragile we are and how much we
need each other,” said the 49-year-old
actress and playwright. As if to prove her
point, a young man in the audience
approached the window where she had
just recited her furious monologue. He
pressed a piece of paper to the glass for
Pelaez to read, with the message, “Thank
you.”

How to resurrect Lincoln Road 
Since the start of the pandemic in

March, Lincoln Road has become increas-
ingly grim as store after store closed
down. Nearly a quarter of its 250 store-
fronts are shut. “It broke my heart,”
Hausmann said. “Lincoln Road is our trop-
ical version of the Champs-Elysees.” He
devised the concept of “7 Deadly Sins”
and commissioned seven playwrights to
write the acts, for one or two actors each.
One is Moises Kaufman, Miami New
Drama co-founder, Tony-nominated and
also Venezuelan, like Hausmann. The oth-
ers are Cubans Pelaez, Rogelio Martinez
and Pulitzer Prize winner Nilo Cruz, as well
as Orlandersmith, Hilary Bettis and Aurin
Squire. “But I told them that they were
going to compete with the ambulance
blaring, the person passing by on a skate-
board, the dog barking,” Hausmann
joked.

The play, which premiered November
27, faced unprecedented challenges in
terms of lighting and sound-not to mention
COVID-19 safety protocols. The actors
rehearse over Zoom, take weekly Covid-
19 tests and enter onstage without coming
into contact with anyone. Those who act
together in a piece live together,
Hausmann explained. Slowly, thanks to
this and other artistic endeavors, Lincoln
Road once more began to fill with people-
though at a distance-in December.
Hausmann’s work “bolsters the crucial
economic recovery of our city after months
of devastation and loss,” Miami Beach
mayor Dan Gelber told AFP. “Never have
the seven deadly sins been more wel-
come.” — AFP 

In this file photo overall view taken as debutant dancers dance the first dance during the annual
Opera Ball in Vienna, Austria. — AFP photos

In this file photo Italian Maestro Riccardo Muti (center) conducts the Vienna Philharmonic
Orchestra during the traditional New Year’s concert in Vienna, Austria. 

Colombian actress Laura Londono is pictured
backstage as a makeup artists works on her
during the production of a new version of the
Colombian soap opera Cafe .

A singer performs after the play “Seven
Deadly Sins” at Lincoln Road in Miami Beach,
Florida.— AFP photos

Michel Hausmann, 39 years old, artistic direc-
tor of the Miami New Drama, the resident
company and operator of the historic Colony
Theater, poses in front of a store window used
as a stage for the play “Seven Deadly Sins”
during an interview with the AFP. 

Colombian actress Laura Londono (right) and
Cuban actor William Levy perform a scene
during the production of a new version of the
Colombian soap opera Cafe.

TV director Mauricio Cruz (left) rehearses a
scene during the production of a new version
of the Colombian soap opera Cafe.

Colombian actress Laura Londono reads a script on her mobile phone during the production of a
new version of the Colombian soap opera Cafe in the municipality of Chinchina. — AFP photos


