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SPECIAL FEATURE Comedy is serious business

n his book on Jamaican theatre Errol Hill notes 

the existence of two kinds of ‘native’ theatre, 

populist and art theatre. Populist theatre, 

usually in the vernacular language, Patwa, caters to 

large audiences with comic, often bawdy content--

while English-speaking art theatre, altogether more 

serious in plot and outlook has lofty aspirations 

to uplift the moral and intellectual fibre of its 

audiences.
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n contemporary Jamaica the 
latter genre has been completely 
trumped by the former, more often 
termed ‘roots’ plays--over-the-
top, slapstick vehicles for lurid 

sexual banter and intrigue. on any given 
weekday Jamaicans have a choice of three 
or four such productions proving that 
the national appetite for entertainment 
outstrips its desire for edification.  or 
perhaps the countless Churches on the 
island fulfill the latter role leaving little 
room for competition.
MMIn the latter half of the Noughties (the 
decade of the 2000s) one theatre company 
has dominated the landscape with a 
string of ribald productions that play to 
full houses both locally and abroad--in 
the Jamaican and Caribbean diaspora. It 
is the rather innocuously named Stages 

Productions with its riotous, gender-
bending actor Shebada and a series of 
raucous, rabble-rousing plays that the 
public never seems to get enough of. 
MMWhat are the secrets of Stages 
Productions’ success? What kind of 
business model has generated such 
profit and recognition in only four years 
of existence? What are the working 
elements of this lucrative entertainment 
house whose motto is “Comedy is serious 
business? Is there a marketing strategy 
underlying SP’s growth and health or 
has it been accidental? Are there lessons 
here for other entrepreneurs in both the 
theatrical and wider creative industries? 
MMWe decided to talk to the company’s 
Chairman/Chief Executive Officer, Bunny 
Allen, to find the answers to some of these 
questions. Allen is also the proprietor of 
Montego Bay-based Electronics Home and 
Office Technology. After graduating from 
high school during which he discovered the 
pleasure of acting in plays Allen worked 
at the Jamaica Cultural Development 
Commission (JCDC) for several years, 
occasionally getting involved in stage 
productions. 
MMAllen’s commitment to the stage 
deepened when Everton Dawkins, also in 
theatre, asked Allen to assist with his play 
Passa Passa and Allen joined Dawkins’ 
Dynamite Productions. Two years later 

it was primarily Allen’s penchant for seeing marketing possibilities 
that led the Stages CEO to leave the post of Marketing Director at 
Dynamite Productions (DP) and start his own theatre production 
company. Allen felt that Dynamite, which staged the hugely popular 
play ‘Passa Passa, was not maximizing its earnings from its stable 
of stars. For instance, DP would have as many as seven star actors 
in one play while Allen felt that it didn’t make sense to expend all 
your talent in a single production.  Better to split them into two plays 
and earn more. This disagreement lead him to part company with 
Dynamite and strike out on his own in 2006 with the creation of Stages 
Productions (SP). 

ENtEr StAGES ProDuCtioNS

MMFrom the beginning Allen’s marketing prowess was in evidence. 
SP’s very first major production, ‘Bashment Granny’, proved to be a 
mega-hit due in no small part, to a marketing sleight of hand. “We 
opened at Olympia Crowne Hotel on Molynes Road.  On our opening 
night after I allowed 130 people in the theatre hall I turned everybody 
back.  I started turning back people as part of a strategy to get people 

to spread the word that 
the play was sold out.  
It worked.  We played 
there for the whole 
month of January and 
we were sold out every 
night.”  
MMSince then Stages 
Production has been 
on a roll delighting 
audiences with hit play 

after hit play.  According to Allen there is a good reason for this: Unlike 
many other such ventures Stages treated the production of plays as a 
business, not a hustle. An investment was made in proper sets and 
proper lighting something often lacking in similar productions. 

MoNEtizAtioN

MMFor the first three months more than three quarters of our 
revenue went back into the production in a direct ploy at laying a 
sound foundation.  “We wanted to get the name Bashment Granny 
out there,” said Allen.
MMTo do that an initial injection of well over half-a-million dollars 
was pumped into the production. “That was for our first show. 
$800,000 covered everything.  Lights everything.”  But costs have 
escalated since then.  “To mount a successful play today you need 
J$2.5 to $3 million.  From the day you have your first script reading 
to the night you open the play, that’s what it costs. There are the sets, 
lighting, costuming, marketing and promotion.”   
MMBut it’s after the show opens that the costs really start to mount. 
There is a recurrent budget for every night a show is put on because of 
salaries for the cast, the sound man and other technicians, electricity 
and other bills which can mount to $500,000 to $600,000 per week.  
When the play travels outside of Kingston there are other costs such 
as transportation, hotels and the venue adding up to $900,000 to $1.5 
million per show. 
MMBy 2008 Stages Productions was doing well enough that Allen 
was able to acquire and renovate the old Green Gables theatre on 
Halfway Tree Road which can now accommodate 150 patrons in its 
indoor theatre and 420 in its garden theatre. 
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ovErSEAS MArkEtS

Another feature of Stages Productions is 
that its plays not only travel across the 
length and breadth of Jamaica but also in 
the diaspora and the rest of the Caribbean. 
A play usually runs for six to eight months. 
“We run for about two months in Kingston, 
another two months out of town and 
approximately four months between the 
Caribbean, North America and the United 
Kingdom,” Allen said.
MMOverseas engagements are more 
lucrative for the actors who earn up to 
three times more than they do at home.  
How it works is that the overseas promoter 
essentially buys the production from 
Stages providing venues, accommodation, 
and equipment. Stages  provides actors 
and personnel for the plays.  According to 
Allen, “The actors do not leave their hotel 
unless they have been paid.  A deposit 
is made in Jamaica and the rest paid up 
overseas before the play starts.”
MMPromoters usually pay from US$6,000 
to US$9,000 per show, with most of that 
amount going to actors.  
Even so, the company does 
benefit from staging shows 
overseas.  When a Stages 
Productions play travels 
to a place like New York 
it’s playing in high school 
auditoriums to audiences 
of 900, 1200 and even 
on occasion 1500. Says 
Allen, “It’s sure money.  It 
insulates us against things 
like Dudus week, when we 
lost millions.” The reference 
is to the week of May 
23rd, 2010 when Jamaican 
security forces went into the community 
of Tivoli looking for Christopher ‘Dudus’ 
Coke, wanted in the United States on 
drug-running charges. The ensuing curfew 
which lasted several days prevented many 
patrons from coming out to see plays as 

they normally would.
MMThis insulation is an integral part of the company’s overall 
strategy of spreading its risks over a number of productions.  
According to Allen long term planning is key to their success which is 
not dependent on any one show working.  Rather than bet on single 
shows Stages makes an overall plan.  While one or two shows are 
going on in Jamaica there will be another one overseas.
MMAllen says the risk reduction plan is more detailed than the mere 
staging of multiple plays.  “For example we know that in August we 
will be doing 20 performances at Stages, 12 on the road, and eight 
overseas.  We do a breakdown of expenditure, costs, etc.  Even overseas 
we sometimes take less than planned as we balance reputation versus 
profit.  Even at the theatre here there are evenings when only 20 
persons turn up and we have to go ahead with the show.”

StAr PowEr: kEitH ‘SHEBADA’ rAMSEy, 
DELCitA Et AL

MMAlmost all SP plays are written and directed by Paul O. Beale and 
star a familiar cast of actors such as Keith ‘Shebada’ Ramsey, Andrea 
‘Delcita’ Wright, Garfield ‘Bad Boy Trevor’ Reid and others. The plays 
are very much a product of the group working together and bouncing 
ideas off each other.
MMAnother element of the Stages strategy is the ongoing creation of 
stars.  “People come to see stars,” asserts Mr. Allen.  Instead of relying 
on the stock cast of characters in Jamaican theatre Stages gambled on 
a gender-bending actor named Keith Ramsey, a move that could have 

backfired in Jamaica’s notoriously homophobic 
society. In Stages’ inaugural production, Bashment 
Granny, Ramsey played the role of Shebada, an 
unrepentantly effeminate character who pushed the 
boundaries of sexuality beyond anything Jamaica 
had experienced before. Such gambles are all part 
of the game according to the Stages CEO. “This 
business is about taking chances.  If you want to be 
successful you have to take chances.  I saw Ramsey 
(Shebada) on TV and saw talent.  Shebada is most 
marketable.  It is our strategy to create stars.  You 
need stars in this business.”  
MMAnd there’s no doubt he has created a star.  
According to the Stages CEO Shebada (as Ramsey 
is popularly known) now has more shows overseas 
than any other Jamaican artiste, including big name 

Dancehall acts whom Shebada can rival in terms of being a crowd-
puller. A recent staging of a two-for-one Shebada/Delcita play saw 
thousands of patrons, mostly women, braving bad weather to watch 
the star at the LIME Golf Academy in New Kingston.  This is no 
surprise to Allen who says women love Shebada.  “Ninety percent of 
our audience is women.  Coming from years in the business I know 
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if women love you there’s no way you can 
go wrong. “
MMStill Stages isn’t relying on Shebada 
alone to carry its plays.  Another star they 
have developed is Delcita –- the rotten 
toothed, black-faced alter ego of Andrea 
Wright.  Stages is also the home of Jookie 
Jam, Maama Man and Bad Boy Trevor, 
all characters played by actors who have 
found a place in Jamaican hearts over the 
years.  Still the search is constantly on for 
talent, and Stages now has more than 40 
actors, almost all of whom work in theatre 
full time.  The company controls this fairly 
large stable by contracting a core of about 
10 actors who work for no one else while 
the remaining actors are allowed to work 
elsewhere.  The core group is paid weekly 
and the actors pay taxes like anyone else. 
MMStars at Stages are paid more than the 
average actor and are given incentives such 
as a percentage of the profits every other 
month. Their happiness is of supreme 
importance to Allen. He is irritated by the 
fact that they are never recognized for their 
acting skills by the Actor Boy Awards, set 
up to recognize the ‘finest’ in Jamaican 
theatre.  At the same time he doesn’t let 
such disregard hold the company back. 
“I’m not in this business for award, I’m in 
it for reward,” says Allen. “We are in the 
business of doing entertainment, comedy, 
Our aim is to entertain, when you come 
to the theatre you’re not supposed to be 
trying to figure out anything, you’re here 
to enjoy yourself. If you want issues to be 
discussed, go to another theatre.”

ProMotiNG tHE 
ProDuCt

MMWhat kind of money does Allen 
spend on marketing and advertising his 
productions? Though loath to tell us his 
overall marketing budget Allen says the 
company spends about $800,000 a month 
for advertisements on one radio station 
for a single production.  The company 
doesn’t rely on radio alone but also 
markets its plays through the strategic 
use of billboards, flyers, small street signs, 
social media, newspapers and television. 
In fact it is commonplace to see SP’s signs 
carpeting the countryside, appearing on 
almost every telephone and light pole 
when a new play is launched.  
MMBut even with the company’s large 
advertising budget, he believes media 
houses treat it with scant regard. “We 
do not get respect.  Stages might spend 
10 million dollars a year and this is not 
matched by any offers of free time.  But 
Sumfest comes and spends one million 
dollars and they get a corresponding one 

million in free advertising.”
MMBesides straightforward advertising in the media, Stages uses 
other strategies such as offering audiences two plays for the price of 
one by running the most successful plays of the year together. 
MMThe initiative was a success last year with plays being staged in 
Kingston, Portmore, Ocho Rios and Montego Bay.  This year, with the 
recession biting into patrons’ earnings, two-for-one plays will only be 
staged in Montego Bay and Kingston. Allen says Stages is exploring 
the possibility of teaming up with other theatre companies – such as 
Jambiz – to run the two most popular plays from both companies 
together in the initiative.

NEw ProDuCtS, NEw MArkEtS:
to tHE worLD!

MMDespite four years of nearly constant stage hits, the ambitious, 
resourceful Allen isn’t resting on his laurels. Instead he is steering 
Stages in new directions -– towards movie and television productions.  
The company has already made a movie out of its first play, Bashment 
Granny, which should have been released last year but was deliberately 
held back out of respect for the core blocks of support in the inner 
cities which were affected by the fallout from the hunt for Dudus and 
his subsequent extradition. 
MMThis delay won’t cost the company much as there were no 
sponsors or loans with expensive interest charges to worry about.  The 
movie was funded through the overseas shows, with revenue from 
overseas engagements for a year and a half going straight into the 
movie.
MMAllen won’t say how much the movie cost to make, but 
emphasized that it was part of a strategic shift in direction to optimize 
the use of Stages’ stars.  “We do not see local theatre expanding, we 
see it reaching a ceiling in terms of attendance; we have created all 
these stars, what do we do with them?”  Movies are one answer but 
so is television. “We are moving to produce a sitcom.  The sitcom will 
be 95 percent English because we are going after an international 
audience.  We are looking at selling it to the world.”
MM“To the World!” are famous last words in Jamaica. Other 
businesses in the so-called cultural industries could usefully take a 
leaf out of Bunny Allen’s book. His formula is simple and virtually 
foolproof: Treating the production of a play as a business, rather than 
a hustle; thinking long term and spreading the risks; adapting to 
the demands of new markets; constantly creating stars; maximizing 
the use of talent; paying the most valuable talent extra to keep them 
happy; teaming up with other companies to create new opportunities; 
self-financing; and finally reaching for the stars in terms of moving 
into new and uncharted territory. To the world!

Colin Blair	is	a	journalist	and	communication	specialist	and	Annie 
Paul is	editor	of	Social	and	Economic	Studies,	a	journal	of	Sir	Arthur	
Lewis	Institute	of	Social	and	Economic	Studies,	UWI.
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