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Some theatrical performances can be licensed by 
APRA AMCOS and some cannot. 
While APRA AMCOS  has a standing exclusive 
mandate from its members to license concerts and 
other non-dramatic performances of musical works, 
it DOES NOT have the same mandate when it comes 
to performances of music in a Dramatic Context. 
Some music is available to be licensed by us for 
Dramatic Context performances, but only if that 
member (copyright owner) has granted us a non-
exclusive Agency Appointment to do so.
These decisions are made by the copyright owner 
and not by APRA AMCOS. 
These guidelines outline the Dramatic Context 
definition and how it will apply to music played or 
performed in shows.
Dramatic Context means the performance of 
musical works:
a) in conjunction with a presentation on the live 

stage that has: (i) a storyline; and (ii) one or 
more narrators or characters; or

b) as a Ballet.
Ballet means a choreographic work having a 
story, plot or abstract idea devised or used for 
the purpose of interpretation by dancing and/
or miming. Ballet does not include country or 
folk dancing, tap dancing or precision dancing 
sequences.
This document is a guide only. You should also 
carefully read the terms of the APRA AMCOS 
Dramatic Context licence scheme. 
The key features in determining whether the use 
of music in a production is Dramatic Context are 
whether the production has a storyline and one or 
more narrators or characters (or whether the show 
is a Ballet).
Any genre of show - symphony performance, 
cabaret, pantomime, comedy - could be classified 
as Dramatic Context if it has a storyline, and one or 
more narrators or characters. 

What is a storyline?
A storyline is a chain of events (whether 
factual, fictional or a combination), told in an 
interrelated sequence or arc (presented in or out 
of chronological order) within a show (even if the 
storyline is not written down).
In other words, the portrayal of a cohesive plot 
of events with a beginning, middle and end (even 
if the portrayal of events is not in chronological 
order) is a storyline. 
The story of the life or work of a particular 
composer, artist or other music figure or event may 
be a storyline.

What is not a storyline?
Any of the following would not be defined as a 
storyline on their own:
• The expression of a theme, idea or topic;
• Anecdotes or ad-libs between the performance 

of songs, or;
• A planned sequence of song performances.

What is a character?
A character is any person, animal, or figure 
represented in a literary work. 

What is a narrator?
The narrator tells the story, live or recorded. The 
narration can be in the first or third person.

The Lighthouse Keeper’s Lunch, Tim Bray Productions. By Ronda and David Armitage, adapted 
for the stage by Tim Bray. Pictured: Rutene Spooner and Paul Norell. Photo by David Rowland, 
One-Image.com
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What can APRA AMCOS License?
Copyright Owners of musical works may limit what APRA AMCOS can license for Dramatic Context uses 
under their Agency Appointment. Except for Owner Restricted and Go Direct works for Dramatic Context, 
APRA AMCOS can license musical works that are performed:
• in a show that takes place in a venue where the capacity for that show is 500 or fewer persons; and
• in a show that is not a Potted Production (see definition on page 4)
The musical work copyright owner (usually a Music Publisher and we refer to them in this way throughout 
the rest of this document) will generally not permit all of their songs to be used in Dramatic Context 
productions by providing two public lists of songs and compositions to APRA AMCOS:
• An Owner Restricted list shows songs and compositions that are not available for use in Dramatic 

Context. The list of Owner Restricted works may be different for different uses.
• A Go Direct list shows songs and compositions that might be available and that the Publisher would 

consider licensing direct with the show’s producer.
Note that some Music Publishers have opted not to provide APRA AMCOS with an Agency Appointment, 
and in which case APRA AMCOS will treat all of their works as Go Direct.
The Music Publisher may also provide APRA AMCOS with a wider scope of rights for Dramatic Context use 
of their music. Where they do so they may also vary their Owner Restricted and Go Direct lists for those 
particular uses. 
• They may permit Dramatic Context uses in venues where the capacity is more than 500.
• They may permit Dramatic Context uses at Fringe or Cabaret Festivals.
• They may permit Dramatic Context uses where the production is a Biographical Production or if it 

contains Controversial Themes.
• They may limit Dramatic Context uses where the show contains two or more works written by the same 

composer.
In our experience some, but a limited number of Dramatic Context productions will play music direct from 
an original sound recording and in which case you should contact the relevant record label for permission 
(details can be provided by Recorded Music NZ licensing@recordedmusic.co.nz). 
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What is APRA’s process for licensing music used in Dramatic Context?
APRA will examine scripts and programme notes from show producers. We will look for evidence of a 
presentation on the live stage having a storyline, and one or more narrators or characters, or a Ballet.
If the production is Dramatic Context, APRA will research the works, identify copyright ownership and 
check against the variations and limitations above. 
If there are any works (or any shares of works) we cannot license we will let you know promptly and provide 
you with a Publisher contact.
You will then need to liaise directly with the Publisher to license the work you want to use. For all remaining 
works (or shares) that we can license, APRA will issue you with a blanket licence.

How much does it cost?
Go Direct 
or Owner 

Restricted list 
applies

Fee for APRA Works Excluding GST

Primary Schools
OR
Secondary Schools (provided 
there are no admission fees and 
the production is   not advertised 
outside the school community)

No

Licence arrangements and fees are covered by the 
schools blanket licence and there are no further 
licence fees or clearances required.

Any Show where the venue 
capacity is 500 or under
OR
Secondary Schools (where an 
admission fee is charged and the 
production is advertised outside 
the school community)

Yes

Licence Fee is the greater of:
• 6% of Gross Box Office pro-rated
• $15.00 per work
• minimum fee per show season or tour licence 

– see table following

Any Show at a named Cabaret or 
Fringe Festival

Yes

Licence Fee is the greater of:
• 6% of Gross Box Office pro-rated
• $15.00 per work
• minimum fee per show season or tour licence 

– see table following
Any Show where the venue 
capacity is over 500

Yes

Licence Fee is the greater of:
• 6% of Gross Box Office pro-rated
• $15.00 per work
• minimum fee per show season or tour licence 

– see table below

Gross Box Office Minimum show season or Tour 
Fee Excluding GST*

Less than $100,000 $90.00
$100,000 - $499,999 $250.00
$500,000 -$999,999 $500.00

$1,000,000 and above $1,000.00
*The conditions and licence fees are the same for both Australia and New Zealand, subject only to the different GST rates of 10% for Australia 
and 15% for New Zealand. The rates quoted above are in each territory’s local currency and exclude GST.
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What do the terms mean?
Biographical Production tells the story of the life or work of a particular composer, artist or other music 
figure or event.
Controversial Themes is any theme that APRA reasonably believes to be controversial including depicting 
strong violence or sexual abuse, political themes or is derogatory to the work or the artist.
Gross Box Office means the total amount paid for admission, excluding booking fees charged by unrelated 
third parties, credit card charges, and government taxes.
Go Direct means that the work may be available for use in a Dramatic Context show, but requires individual 
approval from the copyright owner and individual licence fee negotiation by you. 
Grand Rights include shows such as operas, operettas, oratorios, musical plays, revues and pantomimes for 
which the music has been specially written. Stage musicals such as Phantom of the Opera, Wicked, The Book 
of Mormon or West Side Story for example, have to be licensed by the relevant music publisher or agent. 
Cinematic musicals, such as Disney’s The Lion King or Mary Poppins, are also dramatico-musical works when 
adapted for the stage and narrative concept albums such as The Who’s Tommy or Pink Floyd’s The Wall are 
also Grand Right Works when performed on stage. 
APRA does not have public performance rights for Grand Right productions and is therefore not able to 
license these productions. 
Producers will need to apply for a licence directly from the owner of Grand Right, usually a music publisher 
or agent. APRA can assist in identifying the publisher or agent.
APRA is also not able to license choral works that are more than 20 minutes long, but can assist in 
identifying the publisher or agent.
Owner Restricted means that the work is not available for use in a Dramatic Context show. In other words it 
has a blanket restriction imposed. 
Potted Production means the performance of more than three works, or more than two sequentially, from 
an existing Grand Right production.



MUSIC IN DRAMATIC CONTEXT: THEATRE, DANCE & SHOWS
Licensing Enquiries     0800 69 2772   dpritchard@apra.co.nz     apraamcos.co.nz                       October 2021  5

What does Dramatic Context mean? 
Dramatic Context means a production where the 
show/performance is either a ballet or it includes a 
presentation on the live stage that has a storyline 
and uses one or more narrators or characters. 
What music uses does it include?
These music uses include music featured in the 
show, curtain change, scene change and incidental 
music, overture and exit music when the house 
lights are down and encores are played when the 
house lights are up.
Why can’t APRA give me a licence for all the 
works I want to use? 
APRA does not have these rights other than 
through an Agency Appointment from copyright 
owners. 
Not all copyright owners have provided an Agency 
Appointment to us. 
For those that have, the Agency Appointment 
includes restrictions which we have to abide by.
How will APRA determine if a show is considered 
Dramatic Context? 
If it is a presentation on the live stage that has a 
storyline and one or more narrators or characters, 
or is a Ballet, APRA would consider this a Dramatic 
Context production. 
How will APRA determine if a show that is 
improvised or not scripted is Dramatic Context? 
As part of the application process, APRA requires 
any script or program notes to be attached. These 
will be reviewed and if a storyline is present, and it 
has one or more narrators or characters, this would 
be considered a Dramatic Context show.
How will APRA determine if a show has 
‘controversial themes’?
Controversial themes means any theme that APRA 
reasonably believes to be controversial, including 
depicting strong violence or sexual abuse, political 
themes or is derogatory to the work or the artist. If 
a show contains these references it may be referred 
to the copyright owner for direct clearance. 

Frequently Asked Questions
When can publishers set their own licence fees? 
When a work is Go Direct, it means that the work 
may be available for use in a Dramatic Context 
show, but requires individual approval from  the 
copyright owner including setting the licence fee 
for the work. 
If songs in a show are cleared to be licensed in 
an overseas territory like the US or UK does that 
guarantee they will be cleared for use in the 
same show in Australia or New Zealand?
Each country has a different system of licensing 
theatrical and other productions. Just because 
a production is cleared in one country/territory 
does not mean it is cleared everywhere around the 
world. 
The definition of Dramatic Context differs too, so 
a production that is defined as Dramatic Context 
in Australia and New Zealand may not have been 
defined as Dramatic Context in other countries.
In the UK if a publisher does not respond to a 
reasonable request for permission to use music 
works then the music can be used, is this the 
same in New Zealand? 
No and this is not the case in the UK either. APRA 
can research other works, identify copyright 
ownership and check against the variations and 
limiations that work. If an approval is not received in 
sufficient time prior to the start of a production, the 
client should have an alternative work in mind. 
I’m using less than 8 seconds of a song; do I need 
to include this in my application?
A licence is required regardless of how much music 
you use in your production. 
How many songs from any one musical am I able 
to do? 
A maximum of three songs from any one musical is 
generally permitted if those works have not been 
listed as Owner Restricted or Go Direct. If you are 
performing more than two songs sequentially 
and more than three from any one musical, you 
would need to clear these rights directly with the 
copyright owner. APRA can assist with providing 
the copyright owner’s details. 
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I want to sing Phantom of the Opera as part of a 
Dramatic Context show and I want to wear the 
phantom mask and cape. Is this OK? 
Works from musicals cannot be performed with 
the same visual or dramatic representation as the 
original Grand Right musical. If you wish to include 
visual or dramatic elements from musical (e.g. 
costumes, choreography, dialogue) you will need 
to seek permission directly from the Grand Right 
owner of the musical. APRA can assist in providing 
the copyright owner’s details. 
When I lodge an enquiry form do I need to 
include music used at the end of the show during 
curtain calls or bows? 
You need to apply for a Dramatic Context licence 
for music used during the production (once 
the house lights are off). Music used pre-show, 
intermission or post-show while house lights are 
on are not considered to be part a production and 
may be covered under a venue’s APRA licence for 
background music. Music used within a production 
and curtain calls when the house lights are off are 
considered to be part a production and licensed 
under the Dramatic Context licence and subject 
to approval processes outlined in the Licence 
Information Guide. 
Can I perform a cover version if a work is Owner 
Restricted and unavailable for use? 
The musical work has been Owner Restricted, not 
the ‘version’ of the work so it still unavailable for 
use. 
Why is a work that was referred to the copyright 
owner (Go Direct) made unavailable for use? 
A Go Direct work may become Owner Restricted 
and unavailable for use if the copyright owner 
reviews the request and does not grant permission 
for the  way the work is to be used or cannot reach 
an agreed price for the licence fee for that use. This 
explains why it may be that the same work may be 
licensed for one show, but not another. 

How soon should I apply? 
To ensure you have the best chance of getting your 
preferred songs incorporated into your production, 
we require a submission time of six to eight weeks 
prior to performance, with three weeks as a 
minimum. This allows for time for music research 
to determine copyright ownership, publishing and 
availability. 
If we don’t receive the details of your production in 
enough time we may not be able to clear the works 
you wish to use before your opening night.
Can I alter lyrics or parody a song? 
Lyric changes and parodies are not covered by 
the APRA licence. If the production contains 
performances of works with altered lyrics, you 
will need to obtain permission from the relevant 
copyright owner (usually a music publisher) or the 
songwriter, if the songwriter isn’t published. APRA 
will supply you with pubilsher contact details for 
you to obtain permission direct. 
If my production is not defined as Dramatic 
Context, how will I be licensed?
You may be licensed as an event.
Events feature either a headline act, support acts, 
or a series of music performers where admission 
fees are charged. This licence may apply to a single 
event or a tour, or to a festival that is not eligible for 
the Festival licence.

A Streetcar Named Desire, Silo Theatre. Pictured: Nicole Whippy and 
Fasitua Amosa. Andi Crown Photography.
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Feedback 
Comments and feedback on your licence agreement or 
the information guides can be sent to us at  
complaints@apra.co.nz

Complaints 
If you are not satisfied or have an issue with the 
manner or standard of your interactions with APRA 
you can review our complaints procedure here and 
if you wish to proceed with a complaint you can 
send it to this address complaints@apra.co.nz

Disputes 
If you do not agree with how we apply a licence 
to your business - you disagree about the licence 
agreement APRA Australia has asked you to enter 
into, our rates or how your licence fees have been 
calculated - you can send details directly to us at 
complaints@apra.co.nz or PO Box 6315, Victoria 
Street West, Auckland 1142.

More information on this process and how to lodge 
a dispute is available at complaints and dispute 
resolution on our website.

APRA AMCOS is the trading name of APRA (Australasian Performing Right Association) and AMCOS (Australasian 
Mechanical Copyright Owners Society). APRA AMCOS grants licences for the live performance, broadcast, 
communication, public playing and reproduction of its members’ musical works. APRA AMCOS then distributes 
the net licence fees collected to its 100,000+ songwriter, composer and music publisher members and affiliated 
societies worldwide.

Recorded Music New Zealand Limited grants licences for the broadcast, communication or public playing of 
recorded music (such as CDs, records and digital downloads or streams) and music videos. Recorded Music NZ then 
distributes the net licence fees collected to its licensors (generally record labels) and registered recording artists.

This fact sheet is a guide only. Refer to the licence for full terms and conditions.
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Example 1. 
A group is playing the songs of a band they admire, including dressing in the style of the original band 
members. They introduce the songs with ad-lib in between those songs. This would not qualify as a 
Dramatic Context show. However, if a storyline and a narrator/character were added, the show would 
qualify as Dramatic Context. 
Example 2. 
Sisterly Love - The Jones sisters’ story - growing up in a regional town and busting Nashville. The 
production is told in the third person by well known singers and in chronological order. The songs written 
by the Jones sisters are interspersed throughout, also some songs appear out of the order in which 
they were written and produced. This qualifies as a Dramatic Context show as it has a storyline and 
narrators.  
Example 3. 
MIA FEVER is a show by Jo Walker recreating on stage the talents of an Australian songwriting maestro. 
It includes 90 minutes of uplifting dance tracks and ad-lib to the audience between the performance 
of songs. This does not qualify as a Dramatic Context show as it has a character but it does not have a 
storyline.
Example 4. 
A show portrays a period of time or an era in the history of the characters or the narrator on stage. The 
characters tell a story via a progression of memories through the passing of an era, such as the telling 
of the stories of soldiers through a war; or memories that reflect the history of a band. This qualifies as a 
Dramatic Context show as it has a storyline and characters. 
Example 5. 
An orchestra performs the works of a particular pop group. On stage, the vocalist dresses as the main 
artist and behaves in a manner that imitates the style and mannerisms of the main artist. This is a 
character. Displayed on a screen behind the orchestra, there are a set of facts as well as subjective 
statements about the era of the band, the life of the artist and group, descriptions about their personal 
or musical life, the relationships of the artist, all depicted chronologically.
This qualifies as a Dramatic Context show as it has a storyline and a character. 
Example 6. 
A dance production with an overarching theme of masculinity explores a series of connected dances. 
The dances are tied together by the flow of the music. The musical works are not written specifically for 
the production (so are not considered a Grand Right).
This qualifies as a Dramatic Context show as it meets the definition of Ballet. 
Example 7. 
A dance school end-of-year production brings together the class dances learnt throughout the year 
through the telling of a fairy-tale story.
This qualifies as a Dramatic Context show as it meets the definition of Ballet.


