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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

Jean H. Sidden
Doctor of Philosophy
Department of Theater Arts
June 2014
Title: Amas Repertory Theatre: Passing as Blacki®\Becoming White

Amas Repertory Theatre was founded in 1969 by RoketNoire, an African
American actress who pursued a mission of develogiilginal musicals while practicing
interracial casting. The company’s most successfalv wasBubbling Brown Sugar
(1975). Throughout Amas’s history LeNoire’s comated perspective on what constituted
discrimination sometimes caused her casting chaicbs questioned. LeNoire believed in
a colorblind theatre and society, however, as duades passed, her colorblind perspective
was challenged by neo-conservative philosophy wsiiates that in a colorblind society no
particular group should receive any more privildggn another. This definition of
colorblind is used to justify conservative effadseliminate affirmative action and
undermine race conscious legislation. In the 18&0%, at her retirement, LeNoire, who
always believed that color did not matter, turnedtheatre over to white leadership, who
still operate Amas today. At that point, Amas chethfom a company that had, from its
founding, been considered to be a black theatoa¢ahat is now white.

As the history of Amas unfolds, my study examiresdomplex politics
surrounding the concept of colorblindness. EffogtActors’ Equity to promote interracial
or, as it is often called, nontraditional casting also investigated as well as the

conservative backlash against race conscious esliparticularly during and after the



administration of Ronald Reagan. In the presentAtags practices a multicultural

mission, however, as my dissertation examinesdhgeany’s programming decisions as
well as its perspective on race, Amas is reveadxzbtan example of how white operated
theatres, even if unintentionally, through the agesf white power and privilege, are
affected by the same institutional racism that @&t®s American society. My dissertation
then challenges Amas and other theatres to tagemstbility for staying fully aware of the
racially charged issues and tensions that exiitmerica today. When theatre professionals
seek out and are committed to engaging in openglial on race they are in a stronger

position to make knowledgeable decisions regartiagepresentation of race on stage.



CURRICULUM VITAE

NAME OF AUTHOR: Jean H. Sidden

GRADUATE AND UNDERGRADUATE SCHOOLS ATTENDED:

University of Oregon, Eugene, Oregon
University of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona
Arizona State University, Phoenix, Arizona

DEGREES AWARDED:

Doctor of Philosophy, Theater Arts, 2014, Univigrsif Oregon

Master of Arts, Theatre Studies, 2009, Universitjrizona

Bachelor of Arts, Interdisciplinary Arts and Perfance, 2002, Arizona State
University

AREAS OF SPECIAL INTEREST:

Theatre History

Representation of Race Onstage
African American Theatre History
The Life and Plays of Anton Chekhov
Musical Theatre

Directing

Acting

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE:

Graduate Teaching Fellow, University of Oregor,22014]
Acting |, 11, Ill, History of Theatre I, 11, 1lI

Graduate Teaching Assistant, University of Arizdz2207-2009]
Introduction to Theatre

Vi



GRANTS, AWARDS, AND HONORS:

School of Theatre Arts Graduate Creative Achievgmavard, 2008, University
of Arizona.

Peter Marroney Scholarship, University of ArizoB@08
Arizona Community Foundation Scholarship, Univigrsi Arizona, 2009
Mary L. Ashton Scholarship, University of Arizor008-09

Arnold, Isabelle, and Rupert Marks Graduate Schkbip, University of Oregon,
2011-12

Glen Starlin Research Fellowship, University oé@on, 2012-2013

Vii



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

| gratefully acknowledge the careful guidance gfdissertation committee
Chair, Associate Professor Theresa May, who swaghnise with her detail and many
guestions. Though mightily challenged by my comstgon, Dr. May never let go and it
is because of her kind persistence my writing gaaoized, focused and possibly makes
sense. Dr. May also recognized the change in direttook half way through my
writing process, supported and encouraged me, ascalways excited for my
discoveries. | also am grateful for the carefutliiegs and excellent notes and
suggestions of other committee members, Assocratessors John Schmor and Lori
Hager and Dr. Mark Whalan. | also thank Assistanféssor La Donna Forsgren who
enlightened me as to just how much | had to learthe topic of black theatre. Many
thanks also to May Britt Jeremiah in the Theatres Affice for all her nurturing care and
assistance.

Thanks to Tricia Rodley for putting up with my pasition over the course of
four years. Believe it or not, it meant a greatldBast of luck with every single thing

you do.

viii



For lan and Bridget, always



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter Page
[, INTRODUCTION ..ottt e e e e 1
MAYDE TS OKAY? ...cceiieeiee e e e ettt e e e e e et a e e e e e ssasaeeeessmmmnmrsseeeaeeenns 5
Keeping ROSIE AlIVE..........eveieeee e sttt a e e e et e e e e e e et e e e e e e s smmmmnreeeeeeenne 10
Debate on Nontraditional Casting: Never-ending............ccccvvveveeeiiiiiiiieneeeeennnee 14
SCOPE AN STIUCLUIE ...ceeieeiieiee e ceeeeeee e e e e s e e e e e e e e e e et s s e e e s 20
L= 1111 ] oo YOS 23
Methodology and ScholarShip...........o.vceeeeeceeccieeiee e e 25
Why NOt @ BlaCk TREAIIE? ..o cemmmemree et e e e e e e et emmmmme e 27
Black Theatre and “black theatre” ... e 28
Il. THE JOURNEY TO AMAS: BACKGROUND AND INFLUENCES
THROUGH THE TWENTIETH CENTURY ... 30
The Harlem or New Negro RENAISSANCE......ccccueeeivieeeeeiiiiieeee e eciieeee e e e 31
James Hubie “Eubie” Blake and the Beautiful Garden...........ccccccocvevvvenienennnn. 39
Bill “Bojangles” Robinson: The Godfather ... a7
Harold Burton and Wendell Willkie’'s One World Rigbphy...........cccccceevvvvvnnnenn. 56
Federal Theatre PrOJECT.........ciui it rmmmenr e e e e 63
AMeErican NEeQro TNEALIE ...........c.uuveees o e ereeeeessstraeeaeeeessseeeeeeessmmmenreeeees 69
Black Arts/Black Nationalism and the Founding 0h&s ...............ccccvvveveeeeeneee, 73
l1l. AMAS IN THE 1970s-1980s: BLACK ARTSBUBBLING BROWN
SUGARAND BINGOL! ... 81
Brown vs. Board of EQUCALION .........cccooieeriiieiiic e 84



Chapter Page

Arts Funding Climate 1950s-1970s: American CulDoatrol .............ccccceevveeee. 86
An All Black Hello Dolly! Fighting the Good Fight for Integration .....oweee.... 93

Bubbling Brown SUQatO75-1977......cccooiiiiiiiee e 103
Guys and DollsGhetto-izing ACCEPLANCE .........cceeiiivieeeeeeee et e e e e erireeee e 109

FromBubbling Brown Sugé&s Success: No Future Guarantees .........ccceeeeee.. 112

Funding Changes in the 1980s: A Temporary Plateeatable................cc.......... 116
Bingo! (1985): Forgoing Blackness for the Sake of P@litic.............ccccccevcvvvneen. 123
IV. NONTRADITIONAL CASTING FORMALIZES.........ooiciiiiiiis 128
The Non-Traditional Casting Project (NTCP) andFirst
Non-Traditional Casting Symposium: Integratio’NhFOrms .............ccocccvveeeenn. 130
As the Nation Goes So Goes Nontraditional Casting...........cccceevviivvieeeeeenneee. 014
The Rosetta LeNoire Award: What the Union Wants.............cccocceeiniineennnnnn. 153
Amas Struggles as the Culture Wars Take Their. Toll...........cccooviiiiiviieiinennnn. 615
The Debate in the Early 1990s and a Multicultémalerica............ccccvvevveveeeneneen... 161
The FOUNAET LELS GO ....iiiiiiiiiiiiiie e eeeecm ettt e e 168
Towards the MIlleNNIUM ...........ooiiii e 171
V. AMAS AFTER ROSIE: TRANSITION, SUCCESSION, CONOCSION............ 174
August Wilson’s “The Ground on Which | Stand”.............ccccoooviiiiieei i, 175
Rosie Retires: Transitioning to White Leadership..........cccccovviiiiieniiniiinennnn. 185
Signs of Lifels the Holocaust Rwanda?...........ccccooveeeeiiiieeee e 192
Checking in With WIISON ..o e 197
Why NOt @ Black TREALIE? ...t e 205

Xi



Chapter

ARterword and UPALe ..........cooceiiiiiee e ee e e e mmmeme e e

REFERENCES CITED

Xii



CHAPTER |
INTRODUCTION

“Whiteness in the United States has never beenlgianmatter of skin color. Being

white is also a measure . . . of one’s social degdrom blackness. In other words,

whiteness in America has been ideologically corestaimostly to mean ‘not

black’ (Whitewashing Race:The Myth of a Color-Blind Sociedy

“Most of our shows are financed, staged and didcelotewhite men, and most of

these white men arrogate the right to tell us wdrahhow. Under the

circumstances, | don’'t see how we missed beingedlso often” (Salem Tutt-

Whitney, The Chicago Defendet930 n.pag.).

In the mid-1980s Amas Repertory Theatre was isdt®nd decade of operation. Its
founder Rosetta LeNoire was then in her severitedoire came of age in the years of the
Harlem Renaissance, was a part of the Harlem Négitoof the Federal Theatre Project,
and continued her acting career through the postsars of the civil rights movement.
Her life spanned the twentieth century and wasestrto each political change in
American society. For example, her theatre compaas/founded in 1969, in the middle of
the black power, black arts and civil rights movatseThough African American,

LeNoire disagreed with the perceived separatistigobf black power and black arts and
identified more with the integrationist and assatidnist politics of her upbringing that
were being realized in national policy in the 19@sacting to her perception of black
power’s rhetoric, LeNoire founded Amas as a comghaywould cast nontraditionally,
that is her intention was to integrate Amas’s ogsfiractices. Interchanging terms
throughout the years, she would call her theatngpamy interracial, multiethnic,

multiracial, nontraditional or multicultural, whicgh many cases substituted for colorblind.

Her mission gained her recognition from Actors’ Egjdssociation (AEA), which



resulted in the creation of the Rosetta LeNoire Alwva 1988. However, apart from AEA’s
validation, in the 1980s Amas struggled amidstett@omic downturn of the Reagan
years. Even with its early Broadway succ@&gybling Brown SugarAmas teetered on the
brink of closure and was kept viable only throuigé tontribution of LeNoire’s salary as a
television actress. Finally restaffed and recomégun the 1990s, as LeNoire’s presence
was less visible, Amas has, as a company, begperration for 45 years.

As Amas struggled in the mid-1980s, while at thime time staying true to
LeNoire’s interracial mission, Actors’ Equity Assation (AEA) launched a national
initiative to integrate professional theatre antigpuend to racial inequality — at least as it
affected casting. This initiative was called thenNiraditional Casting Project (NTCP) and
was galvanized in 1986 by a series of symposiategidnally to discuss, debate and
convince theatre professionals. The NTCP was tienignpolite method of getting its
message across. In the words of Alan Eisenberg, Bkgtutive Director, “The play
should be served by the best Actors, which maydekthnic minority Actors or Actors
with physical disabilities, who may bring a certesonance to the truths and textures in
the play” Beyond TraditiorB). A series of scenes were staged where non-abiites
could be demonstrated as the best actors for lag tdsing primarily black actors, playing
roles in white authored plays, each symposium veagded not only to stimulate
discussion but also to prove that actors of caboiat satisfactorily portray traditionally
white roles while promoting the concept of colandiness. The NTCP’s initiative ran its
course over a span of ten years, weakened withaimdesventually changed its name to the
Alliance for Inclusion in the Arts. The NTCP is ntiemed in virtually all scholarship

tackling the topic of nontraditional casting. Hayifused the diverse opinions and feedback



of its participants into what was presented as ikalme formula, the results of the NTCP
still provide the most structured framework foragional dialogue on non-traditional
casting that continues today.

The 1980s were characterized by the conservatiMicp of Ronald Reagan’s
presidency. Reagan’s influence changed not onlgaoa policies but also made
headway to reverse and/or destabilize the polafi@stegration. Reagan’s attacks on
affirmative action and voter rights used the argoinaé America as a colorblind society, a
term that gained currency in post-World War |l wrsalist philosophy. In the conservative
climate of the 1980s colorblindness meant the egasirace and therefore supported
conservative claims that no group should gain peefee over any other. Even white
liberals, who were struggling economically in Ra@gamerica, could be encouraged to
think that a policy such as affirmative action gaveference to an individual member of a
group simply because of that individual's race. €beservative president’s policies
reinforced the mood of society. In Tom Wicker’s d&r“With tacit support from a popular
president, it became respectable for whites toesgloudly their misgivings about
integration . . .” (ragic Failure13). The legacy of the civil rights movement o&sgeprior
was called into question in the 1980s. As the natidisenchantment with the policies of
integration received political affirmation, the NPQaunched its effort to see that
professional theatre kept its casting practices @el, in fact, become more inclusive
through a practice of colorblindness. In this ceht®lorblind meant that an audience
should be able to overlook race onstage. As AEARwsktta LeNoire sought to cure

discrimination in theatre through a policy of cdllond casting, national politics sought to



reinstate white domination by subverting the meguaihcolorblind and undermine the
legislation that resulted from the civil rights neorent.

The life of Rosetta LeNoire and history of Amasndastrates a complex
interweaving of politics with theatre practices. bigsertation will examine how LeNoire
was influenced by a number of forces that werenafteconflict with one another and
which led her to make passionate decisions abauntssion that had the effect of
challenging her politics. Early in the history ofmas, LeNoire adamantly declared that her
theatre was not a black theatre, though she wak blad the many small musicals Amas
mounted were of primarily black subject matter. Fany years Amas resided in East
Harlem on 10% Street and Fifth Avenue in New York. If W.E.B. ni§'s criteria for a
black theatre is employed, i.e., theatre must lbetalby, for, and near black people, Amas
certainly fulfilled, in most circumstances, at letisee of those criteria a majority of the
time. However, early in the company’s history, Ladalid almost everything possible to
resist the identification of Amas as a black thedtter political philosophy associated
being a black theatre with black power, black arg most importantly, her concept of
what it meant to be segregated. Nevertheless, sohstarship examining black theatre,
that includes Amas, includes the company as an jgieanfi a black theatre.

In the mid-1990s, in her eighties and ready forement, LeNoire turned over the
administration of Amas to Donna Trinkoff, who ism@rtistic Producer and Eric Krebs,
who is Chairman of the Board of Directors. BothmKoff and Krebs are white, as are Jan
Hacha, Managing Director, and other staff membErsugh there is some diversity in
Amas’s administration — at least enough to be coaipa to other not for profit

organizations — top managerial and artistic passtiare held by whites. With this change



Amas has made a shift that reveals the compliqaitddsophy of Rosetta LeNoire. My
dissertation will document and examine the forbas shaped LeNoire’s philosophy. By
remaining implacable in her mission, in which ghedted being a black theatre meant
being a segregated theatre, and even in light\abab white domination of theatre on all
professional fronts, LeNoire agreed to turn overdoenpany to Trinkoff and other white
staff. As with a number of her more perplexingisiens to sometimes cast white
performers in otherwise black shows with no consitien of the artistic or political
message of her choice, LeNoire “cast” white stafead roles, altered the racial dynamic
in her company and, | will argue, undermined heginal mission. With that alteration,
Amas, like the large majority of theatres in thatbeh States, stepped back in time to
become a white theatre that, though it still preduehat it claims to be multicultural work,
does so through the lens of white privilege. Myuangnt is that, despite good intentions,
LeNoire’s dedication to integrationist politics wéa such an extreme that, in the
continued effort to separate her theatre compammyg fveing black, she, in a reversal of
everything that those political views stood forned her company over to white artistic
and administrative management. Much like the wanseovative rhetoric has twisted the
meaning of colorblind to signify a so-called pastial era, LeNoire’s notion of what it

meant to be colorblind came full circle and deleceher company to the white mainstream.

Maybe It's Okay?
When the transition in Amas’s artistic managenteok place Rosetta LeNoire was
drawing near the end of her life with her own negidie forefront. Krebs and Trinkoff

had been given access to operate the companyhefare LeNoire retired and Amas



survives today, if with a limited season and aptiting another physical move in the near
future. Their latest workshop productidrhe Countess of Storyvillerought in Vivian
Reed, who was a lead Bubbling Brown Sugain the seventies, to fill an important role.
The show received much publicity and has all thenagks of going forward in its
development. Yet, the show was also created byi@ wbmposer, white lyricist and white
playwright, as well as a white director, much like majority of musicals featuring black
subject matter in the past, suclDasamgirls The Tap Dance KidndPurlie. If the artistic
management of Amas is in white hands does it meae opportunity for whites in terms
of access to the Amas development process? Triskaff in one of my interviews with
her, that “the buck stops here,” and that in teohdecisions on new works, “we have so
many scripts that are submitted by associatestibaé are the ones that | really have to
pay attention to.” Therefore, known playwrightscomposers or those who are
recommended by staff get the first reading in teomshat shows are developed. Trinkoff
also stated that they look specifically for shoeatfiring “ethnic themes or the theme of
the outsider” (Interview with Donna Trinkoff Jukp, 2012). Clearly, Amas continues
with a multicultural mission. But, if white creasoare known and familiar to white artistic
management they will be given preference accoringinkoff's own policy to put her
associates’ recommendation first. Access to oppuaytuas in other segments of society,
could be limited by the white composition of moEAmas’s artistic management. Limited
access to opportunity continues to be a large meagwvhy inequality persists in
American theatre.

In 2013American Theatre Magazirpiblished the results of a report distributed by

the Asian American Performers Action Coalition. Taport is the 2011/2012 STATS



designed to tally “the ethnic makeup of cast mesfrern every Broadway show from
2011/2012 season as well as from productions aixteen largest not-for-profit theatre
companies in New York City.” The Report shows thahe 2011-12 season white actors
outnumbered black actors 74% to 19% on BroadwayBaftito 12% in the city’s large
non-profit theatres. Other ethnicities fall beldve percentages for black actors. As the
report states “Compared to their respective pojamatize in the New York City area,
Caucasians were the only ethnicity to over-repitgsen
(http://www.aapacnyc.org/uploads/1/1/9/4/1194958@4x stats 2011-2012.pdf .). Over-
representation is the Report’s softer way of satfmag in a city where whites are
considered in a minority, they still representitiegority as far as stage casting is
concerned.

As a small not-for-profit theatre, Amas was nat p&the tally, however the
Report is indicative of a theatre landscape thheisg dominated by whites and is
designed to give an impression of the general t&nee in casting practices city wide. The
Report also does not take into account managesif] directing staff or other leadership
positions, but it can be assumed that if the raejlesentation is so unbalanced in casting
practices, the decision makers would reflect thek of balance as well.

The statistics in the report reflect a conditiomacial theory that is often called
“opportunity hoarding.” InWhitewashing Rac€harles Tilly observes, “This occurs when
members of a group acquire and monopolize accesguable resources or privileges”
(19). Addressing typical economic trends, and amatymanufacturing jobs, where black

workers have often found employment, the book emgldnat in a robust market,



competition for jobs is tight and demand for wogkases, which benefits black workers as
much as it does whites. However, in sluggish market
... as high-wage manufacturing jobs are elineid@nd whites are displaced,
competition intensifies between blacks and whitdda- and moderate-wage
service jobs . . . But unless or until a third pateps in to demand or induce
employers to pursue a different recruitment stygtadhomogeneous racial and
gendered workforce will almost inevitably be reproed (19).
Jobs in theatre, acting or otherwise, have newethealuxury of a robust market. Most
theatre practitioners struggle for work on a reghésis. It would not be unusual to assume
that decisions might be made fairly close to the@®creating the work therefore
continuing the cycle of opportunity hoarding. e ttase of Amas the scripts to be
developed are more likely to come from known sasier®d if the theatre is being operated
by whites, those sources may very likely be whiteich could result in limiting the
opportunities for black subject matter written ligdhk creative teams. This is not to say
that black creators, or those from other heritageger bring Donna Trinkoff prospective
material to develop, however, that was more thexnehen Rosetta LeNoire was in charge
of her company. As Trinkoff stated in our intervié\W's interesting to me that Amas, all
those years with Rosetta at the helm, was percaisedblack theatre company and that’s
because she did a lot of African American showise-fead a lot of African American
friends” (2012). Trinkoff almost implies that withhites now in charge of Amas, it follows
that the company will be perceived as a white teeaampany with preference and access

being given to shows created by whites.



Some mention of race theory is important in mylgtdue to the almost inevitable
nature of white privilege and white authority thatains in place from its long history in
the United States. The best intentioned whitest@tasubject to white privilege and power
that is embedded in American society. As Robef@ith states in his bodRacism in the
Post-Civil Rights Era“the ideology of white supremacy is institutiometl, emanating
from the base and structure of the society, widefributed throughout such that it
exercises a continuous influence, conscious ornswous, on attitudes and behavior” (6).
Smith goes on to mention that the United Statesuma&gie in its “elaborate doctrine of
race supremacy” (7). Unlike other parts of the ned world, America made clear from
the beginning that the promise of the Declaratibimdependence, that all men are created
equal and have equal access to “life, liberty, thedpursuit of happiness,” was quickly
amended in Article 1, Section 2 of the Constitutionthe three-fifths clause, that legalized
racidal inequality.

These ramifications were not the domain of Rodedtdoire’s philosophy. She
viewed discrimination as universal which could effeny race and therefore took it on as
her duty to never practice anything she perceigdzktdiscriminatory. Her integration and
inclusion of whites into her theatre, while fallingder the universalist view she held on
discrimination, ultimately led to her theatre beaagranother white dominated
organization in a theatre landscape already wetkesented with white theatres and vastly

lacking black theatres.



Keeping Rosie Alive

In 1980 | was in my third year in New York Cityhd temp agency with which |
was registered sent me uptown to"i@treet and Fifth Avenue to work for Rosetta
LeNoire at Amas Repertory Theatre. When | arrivecs$ greeted by a small black woman
who introduced herself and proceeded to tell meiaber life and her theatre. She said she
had been raised in the theatre by Bill Robinson@nged as | reacted. | knew Bill
Robinson’s work and was instantly impressed whexdire told me Robinson was her
godfather who had raised her in the theatre. Sheska’d had musical training from Eubie
Blake and again | was enthralled. For one weekrkaabas her assistant — a very low key
position which meant answering the phone for thetrpart. | think | wrote a play that
week because | didn’t have enough to do, but a¢tigkeof the week | returned to Amas to
see the company’s youth theatre perform a musitzgdtation oSpoon River Anthology
From that week on | was quick to point LeNoire asitt saw her on television or
occasionally in a movie. To me her memory was dreelebrity, assigned for her
association with Bill Robinson and Eubie Blake, &isb for my discovery of an unknown
professional who was a successful black Americtress

Fast forwarding to the time of my dissertatiohatl no idea Amas was still in
operation. So many small theatre companies clogadgithe decades that followed
Reagan, especially black ones (since I, like soymaould have considered Amas a black
theatre company). | had no idea when | worked ttiexeLeNoire kept up a solid front to
deflect any notion that she had founded a blackttaelt is not unusual for a company to
change course in order to become more relevatd times, so | was not surprised to hear

not only of Amas’s move from far uptown Manhattarfdr downtown in the area directly
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connected to Washington Square Park on MacDougakS| was heartened to find out
that the company had found its way and survivealgh it still is not well known. | was
also heartened to discover that one of the musilealsloped and produced by Amas was
written and performed by friends of mine from CHa#, North Carolina. As a musical
adaptation ofrhe Merry Wives of WindsacalledThe Merry Wives of Winsor, Texasd
laterLonestar Lovel would not have thought this lightweight andyweihite show,
featuring the Red Clay Ramblers, would lend itseH multicultural perspective but was
certain that, like many theatre companies, Amasakésto spin their mission to justify the
show.

Not knowing what course my dissertation would tdleing worked for LeNoire,
even for a week, was my introduction to contact meomrinkoff, Amas’s Artistic Producer.
| was forwarded the compai®yofile, a document that stated the things I'd learnadyn
working for LeNoire — again, the Bill Robinson afdbie Blake references, with
additional information on their influence. It wéenh that the generalized feeling of
reverence for LeNoire began to take over my thigk#s | communicated with Trinkoff it
was clear that reverence towards Rosie, as Trirdatiéd LeNoire, was a part of the Amas
culture. Trinkoff shared with me that she sometifieisRosie’s presence and that she
would ask her for a sign in the case of a difficdtision she had to make. | will fully
admit | was captured by that image of the evergireghost of Rosetta LeNoire.

When | began my research | saw how many timeswspaper articles and
interviews LeNoire invoked Robinson and Blake, aadhetimes, with the same reverence,
her father. | found she kept them close in herthegad mind all through her life and, even

after their deaths, attributed moral choices,lé8sons and philosophical attitudes she held

11



to all three men. LeNoire’s “Introduction” to Rolsimn’s biography is a letter to him, in the
afterlife, starting with “Dear Uncle Bo,” and sagin

It has always been my theory that as long as p@epiember you in their

conversations or in any manner after you leavewbisd, you are never gone or

considered deadVr. Bojangles9).
At the end of the letter her “p.s.” is for EubieaBé. LeNoire was custodian over keeping
Robinson and Blake alive for many people throughiegtades when they had been all but
forgotten. She endowed them with an almost unteapsesence and attributed many of
her choices to their influence.

As | read more on LeNoire — her decisions, hesipaste impulses, her activism,
as well as her fumbles, her foibles and her mistakiefound myself attempting to work
around the mistakes and leave off the fumbles aidet. | was doing with her exactly
what she had done with Robinson and Blake — bestpam her unshakeable admiration
fully capable of convincing and possibly contrallimy perception, most especially
through the agency of my white guilt. Clearly whatas discovering was that she was, in
reality, human and had her fair share of stumkdimghe managed the balancing act of
running a theatre company, maintaining a careangldeyal to the memories of her
mentors, being a wife and mother, interpretingdbm@mplex and always changing politics of
her times and also managing and living life asagalblvoman, who was also a working
actress, in America.

When | dug deeper and perceived how Amas had eldangh new white
management, | reflected on the information inRhefile —most of which is dedicated to

the life of LeNoire — and other sources, including theatre’s website and my interviews
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with Donna Trinkoff. Again there were the reveregftections on Rosie’s memory, the
long tribute to LeNoire on the Amas website, thasiR@ward — given in honor of Rosetta
LeNoire’s life, and the re-naming of the youth tinedrom the Eubie Blake Children’s
Theatre to the Rosetta LeNoire Musical Theatre Anoad | understood, as a former
LeNoire devotee, that Amas, as an organizationprking steadily to keep Rosie alive.

In her last years, after retirement and beforsipgsaway, Rosetta LeNoire
attended select performances and in particular rapdearances at performances of
Amas’s youth theatre, named in her honor. Sincediel'$ death, keeping her ghost
present continues to define the company in a watydiovides a politically correct
marketing mask. At Amas the dynamic black woman admtained her theatre company
for so many years is still the primary force of theatre. Keeping Rosie alive seems to
provide a special magic that shields Amas from ognbd terms with being a white
company.

Despite the whiteness of Amas’s current artisemagement, and often the
material’s creative teams, the theatre presentssion of multiculturalism. New musicals
are workshopped with audiences that are accusttongldat Amas’s mission and brand is
and know what to expect from an Amas show. Shoe/gast multiculturally, even if it is
no more than integrating the chorus, and even agsAmorks with original musicals, no
show presents itself as too edgy or political. jhse Lee speaks to this type of
comfortable settling of multicultural theatres whskre writes, “The very terms of radical
culture that seemed to promise “new voices” ancetiteof the white, masculine,
heterosexual domination of the main stage seemadgsb have been appropriated by an

audience enthralled by their new ability to consudtieers” (“Bodies, Revolution and
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Magic” 82). However, Rosetta LeNoire and therefémmas, never promised to take a
stand and use the voice of the company to sigedihd of the white, masculine,
heterosexual domination of the mainstage.” Insteabloire concerned herself with
integration, so extreme at times that she haddadle, true to her own philosophy, the
integration of whites into one of the few vestigéslack theatre, though white theatre
dominates the national theatrical landscape. Adl Bhow, this policy resulted in Amas
eventually being operated by white management firdueNoire’s own choice.

Her distorted political perspective could be htited to LeNoire’s age in the last
decade of her life. Her retirement was late — wdl her eighties — and she passed away at
the age of 91. However, all through the prior desaaf Amas’s operation there are
examples of just such decisions having been madbadsake of LeNoire’s allegiance to
her perspective on segregation and integratiothdrhinking of theatre professionals,
critics and scholars the ideas surrounding whastttotes segregation, integration,
inclusion and exclusion in theatre are often calttary and competing viewpoints no
matter who is providing the critique. | will exareiall of the areas where LeNoire’s ideas
intersected with the politics of the times as tl®odue and debate on racism and

nontraditional casting took place.

Debate on Nontraditional Casting: Never-ending
The debate on non-traditional casting is now desdahg. Once the subject of
countless journal articles it has expanded to plogjs, dissertations and legal examination.

Performance reviews are also important debate ai@sccess to reviews has never been
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greater. For instance, Charles McNulty of s Angeles Timesomments on a 2013
production oDeath of a Salesmawmith a “largely African American ensemble”:
Great works are, of course, elastic enough to aptmaate actors of various
backgrounds without making race the predominaneisghe test of these revivals
is the same for more traditional productions — heeil are the characters portrayed
and how persuasively is the story dramatized (“Deét Salesman at SCR erratic
yet still shattering” n.pag.).
Aside from this mention, McNulty’s review nevertgs up race again, which | must say
caused me to wonder why he brought it up in trst filace. On the other hand, Jocelyn
Brown use®Peath of a Salesmaas an example in her 2008 dissertafigsessing
Colorblind Casting in American Theater and Soci&sown cautions against an all-black
version of the play and points out:
A director or producer should consider how the leayg, speech patterns, and
other seemingly minor considerations like charactenes can be more reflective
of a White author’s cultural references rather th@lack American’s cultural
references. Twentieth and twenty-first century Blamericans do not generally
speak as the character Ben speaks, “William, ydwérag first-rate with your boys.
Outstanding, manly chaps!” or name their sons “Rif69).
With these two examples there are opposite viewb®nontraditional casting of the same
play. One accepts the casting choice completelyfeels strongly the play should not be
cast with black actors. Both are completely validd on the opinion of Jack Marshall of

the American Century Theater, which produced Oetles’sVoodoo Macbetim 2013.
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Marshall writes on the theatre website of anotlasting configuration dDeath of a
Salesmanvhere roles are randomly cast with black actors:
Charley, Willy Loman'’s soft-touch neighbor eath of a Salesmanould be cast
with a black actor and there would be no resultiogfusion. Charley could be
black; he just wasn’t written that way. But castBiff, Willy's oldest son, with a
black actor would be confusing and suggest a bewk-s. . that would be a
distraction. A black actor would have to play Biff a white man, a too-difficult
assignment. But playing him as a black man in denlhiead ‘50s house-hold
makes no sense (“Non-Traditional Casting.”
www.americancentury.org/essay_nontraditionalcagiimg).
Marshall recognizes the role of the neighbor cdgdast as black, but also takes into
consideration Brown’s concern — the way Charleyrigen does not fit Marshall's
perspective on how a black character would reatindmtioned is the fact that a black
family would more than likely not be living in tlsame neighborhood as the Lomans in the
1950s, unless the Lomans were also cast as blac&né the three writers a dialogue, or
debate, has taken place. One makes little menticace at all, one warns against
colorblind casting and one explores a multiracradpiction with certain roles being cast as
black being possible but not ideal. No one of thenght and no one of them is wrong.
Variation in the debate may include legal issli&& United States has employment
laws and professional acting is employment. Auditig is the path to employment on the
stage. For all intents and purposes a professaudition should fall under the law of the

land. However, even that is complex, as RussaRabinson wrote in his 2007 essay
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“Casting and Caste-Ing: Reconciling Artistic Freedand Antidiscrimination Norms.”
Robinson explains:

The casting process thus lies at the nexus of tvte different doctrinal regimes:

(1) A First Amendment rule protecting artistic fdeen, and (2) employment

regulation banning hiring decisions based on imyssilvie factors (2).

When challenged on an institutional level this cériy might read as it did at University
of Texas Theatre Department in 2013, where a depatal showln the Heights

excluded white students from being cast due tartaterial’s ethnic requirements. Because
of a majority of white students in the departmémnas deemed necessary to pull actors
from the community to fill all the roles. As Laurénanklin wrote in th®aily Texan,
“According to the department, there were not enatgbents whose races matched those
of the characters of the play and met all the ardiequirements, so many theatre students
were left without leading roles” (www.dailytexanord.com).

The interesting correlation between these twoarsjtwho are also in dialogue, is
that the students who were left out or discrimidatgainst, because of artistic choice, were
white, or assumed to be white, and took issue ontnof the few offerings that could
include non-white students. If equal employmenmdsads had been adhered to, white
students might have been cast in roles that ateewitio be cast as Dominican rather than
the production looking outside the department. Ildeestions arise when we consider
whether every Dominican looks the same. The degattiochecided Dominicans never
looked white. As far as the department was concettme students who identified as white
would be inappropriate. However, casting thoseesttedmight have been explained as

colorblind casting, meaning the audience would H@een responsible for reading past
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race. Ignoring, or getting over, race is one offdaures of colorblindness, whether in
theatre or in society.
Tanzina Vega’'s 2014 write up from tNew York Times'Colorblind Notion
Aside, Colleges Grapple With Racial Tension,” wdsli®w up to an incident at the
University of Michigan. The incident was not invetiwith theatre but rather with race
relations on campus between students. Vega writes:
In the news media and in popular culture, the mgbersists that millenials . . . are
growing up in a colorblind society . . . But intesws with dozens of students,
professors and administrators at the Universitylichigan and elsewhere indicate
that the reality is far more complicated, and thatal tensions are playing out in
new ways among young adults (www.nytimes.com n.p.).
The University of Michigan has a ban on affirmataction. Recently challenged in the
Supreme Court, the ban was upheld. A decline ickidarollment spurred the tension at
the University. The Black Student Union has petigid to increase enrollment of black
students to a low 10 percent. In this situatiornh e lack of representation and the
assumption of a colorblind society keep discrimoratctive. At the University of Texas
the effort to be more inclusive to minorities cegha claim of discrimination towards the
department’s majority student population. Bothhase incidents involve the principles of
affirmative action and equal employment opportunitiile calling into question the
notion of colorblindness.
Director Carla Stillwell has an equally compellvmgjce in the debate. Writing for

Howlroundin 2013, in a series ddiversity in American Theatré&tillwell writes:
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Every season, someone in some theater decidaswlatld be cool to do stuff like

.. . producaVho’s Afraid of Virginia Woolfout cast it with two African

Americans, a Latino, and another actor of ambiguaacs. Let us not forget that no

theater season in America is complete without @ptdion of a Shakespeare play

(pick one — it doesn’t matter with an all white tcascept for the one black girl who

| like to call the “third black girl from the riglitset in New York during the roaring

twenties. This has always bothered me.
Stillwell is black and her honesty confronts whitath the knowledge that she knows, as
all black theatre professionals know, that, “howewell-meaning this practice is, the
underlying message it asserts is that theater reasecl for, and belongs to ‘white’ people,
and said ‘white’ people are graciously finding aqd for people of color in their world”
(“The Mythology of Color Blind/Conscience Castingvivw.howlround.com). Now the
dialogue has circled back to include McNulty's esviand the situation at University of
Texas. All of these comments and insights discamses that will be shown in my
dissertation to correlate with the production higtof my subject theatre, Amas, and the
politics of its founder.

I include this survey to illustrate how nontragiital casting and race representation
on stage is not only intricately complicated bgbahow theatre casting practices intersect
with other forms of institutional race relationss Ainvestigate Amas and Rosetta
LeNoire’s philosophy, which grew from her own comppolitics, | will be also examining
the critical responses of a multitude of journéiches as well as lengthy essays from
publications such as tidew York TimesThe debate as it has evolved over decades is as

much about politics as it is about art. As Angeda Rrrites inNo Safe Space$A new
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element of risk was introduced when resentmennaggovernment-mandated integration
in other areas of life and anxiety over raciahastn carried over into theater” (17).
Through the second half of the twentieth centueatte was being asked to change
concurrently with other institutions. Just as unsitées and other institutions were white
dominated, the white dominated American theatreexagcted to yield to the policies that
were enacted as a result of the civil rights movemia theatre, this expectation rested
almost solely on casting choice, which, as Robinsmnts out in the above comment, is
also complicated and confounded by artistic vision.

Because Amas was active while the debate on rubirzal casting was heating up
in the seventies and eighties, it is importanhtiude Rosetta LeNoire’s comments on her
theatre’s productions as well as her continuingroemtary on where Amas stood when it
came to nontraditional casting. Her comments afgme to support my argument that her
political perspective was responsible for her fishatision to turn her company over to
white management, a decision which | argue wasuidsg. Amas today, with white
leadership, is now included with Stillwell's 201®¢ article, mentioned above, when she
says, “that theater was created for, and belontyghite’ people, and said ‘white’ people
are graciously finding a place for people of catotheir world” (“The Mythology of Color

Blind/Conscience Casting.” www.howlround.com).

Scope and Structure
The structure of my dissertation is in the fornadfistory. Chapter Il tracks the
influences on Rosetta LeNoire through the courdeeofife which include the Harlem

Renaissance, the Federal Theatre Project, Eubke Blad Bill Robinson, the politics of
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her father, Harold Burton, as well as her partiograin the American Negro Theatre. |
include the forces of the national response taivierights movement that took place in
the fifties and sixties up to the founding of Antasituate how, why and under what
circumstances LeNoire sought to found her thelatobuded in this chapter is a look at how
arts funding favored inner city not for profit orgzations, including those in Harlem
through the Harlem Youth Opportunities UnlimitedRlYOU), known for its substantial
funding of LeRoi Jones’s Black Arts Repertory The&chool (BARTS) in 1965.

The larger events in my dissertation happeneehayéar intervals. For instance,
Amas’s most successful sholiibbling Brown Sugaopened on Broadway in 1976. Ten
years later, in 1986, the NTCP was formed and bagamtiatives. Ten years after, in
1996, August Wilson made his important speech, ‘Ghaund on Which | Stand,” at the
Theatre Communications Group conference and stanteav debate on where black
theatre stood within the still white dominated theanainstream. Beginning with Chapter
11, 1 structure my dissertation to reflect theseets and focus on Amas’s placement in the
decades of the seventies, eighties and ninetiegptéhlll will examine the seventies
during the time period th&ubbling Brown Sugaopened and will track the show’s casting
and history. An unusual trend in black musicals suadpt Broadway such that the critique
was focused on how shows were cast and how thagadfected the artistic product. In
this chapter | will also reach back to 1967 whemaportant all-black recasting of the
musicalHello Dolly! took place and ignited a wave of highly-chargeticesm. Chapter IV
will examine the 1980s both politically and in terwf how Amas was proceeding. The
eighties saw a drop in the funding to the arts Whiiected black theatres in particular.

The Reagan administration’s validation of conséwveatiews on color-conscious policies,
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such as affirmative action, also began to seepl@aonservative backlash against the
National Endowment for the Arts and the humanitiegeneral. The NTCP launched their
initiative and presented their symposia in citieoas the country. The New York
symposium resulted in their publicationBdyond Traditionthe transcript of proceedings
and discussion. This document gives an overvielhoof theatre professionals were
receiving the NTCP’s mandate to cast nontraditign@hapter V will examine August
Wilson'’s speech as well as critical response awcllash. Amas’s reaction will
demonstrate the company’s misinterpretation of ¥¥ils focus, however, it is also
important to examine the response of Robert Bnustath whom Wilson debated as a
result of the speech. Brustein’s comments are oébective of conservative politics and
its target to destabilize or eliminate the colonsmous policies that came out of the civil
rights movement. By the mid-nineties a conservdiaeklash threatened to undo what
integration and other civil rights legislation sbtigp remedy. This chapter also constitutes
a conclusion as | examine the events that createalsfas the theatre company it is today
and particularly focus on several of Amas’s offgsgin later years with respect to either
their conception or their casting. This chapteunret to the earlier statement from Robert
C. Smith as | investigate Trinkoff and Krebs's igaace of what it could mean for white
theatre managers to make uninformed decisionsdaulicultural, racially active theatre
company. | will analyze how settling into a pattérat reflects a theatre’s past mission
does not necessarily serve the current circumssasfdde world in which it operates.

As a consequence of social/political forces ingbeond half of the twentieth
century the nature of arts funding reveals itselie linked to the success or failure of

many theatres, particularly black theatres. Weathingugh each chapter is an overview of
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the climate of funding and what effect it had onasnand theatre in general. From the days
of the Ford Foundation’s matching grants to theipation of the National Endowment for
the Arts’ American Canvaghe pendulum of arts funding swings with the toai times.
Because my dissertation is concerned not only tighartistic but also the political it is
necessary to take into account how money, or ttetlereof, eventually created financial
vulnerability that threatened black theatre comganincluding Amas, and may possibly
have contributed to LeNoire’s decision to finallyrt the company over to white

management.

Terminology

For the most part | have attempted to use termgyolhat speaks to the historical
time | am examining. This means that the term Nagtbe first half of the twentieth
century gave way to the term Black in the lattdf &iad interfaced with the usage of
African American. | have found it more useful tteatpt to be consistent and use the term
black, though only capitalized in the case of &8 in a quote or a specific title. Because of
discrepancies in time period and location, unlgssra is included in a quote, | have
chosen black as the term to use in my writing. Wwike, | will use the term white, rather
than Caucasian, and unless otherwise noted incifispgiote.

Casting practices also changed terminology througtihe twentieth century. What
started as integrated casting could change taadiat, multiracial, multiethnic,
multicultural or, the most institutionalized, naaditional, depending on author or speaker
including Rosetta LeNoire. The term nontraditiosalso presently being discussed as no

longer applicable. In a 2013 essay, director DdBeglks shares, “I have great respect for
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the work done in the arenas of ‘non-traditionald &olorblind’ casting; at the same time, |
have concerns about the continued use of thessiandr terms” (“The Welcome Table”
1). Banks points out that in the twenty-first cewtthese two terms may no longer be
relevant to current theatre practice. However,esthere has been no consensus over time
on how these terms might give way to new ones,dleyrthem throughout my dissertation
as they have been and are used in the debatesaiomde, “the casting of ethnic, female or
disabled actors in roles where race, ethnicitydgeor physical capability are not
necessary to the characters’ or play’s developm@ayond Traditiom.pag.). Additional

to that definition, | use other terms, again, &ythppear in quotes or as they pertain to
different timeframes. Colorblind is used as a datterm as it relates to national politics
and as a term as it relates to the practice oingaah actor of a race different than the race
most often indicated by the playwright's work. Ahet feature of colorblind casting is the
expectation of the audience’s ability to transcamdin the broadest sense, not see race. In
The Problem of the Color[blindBrandi Catanese points out that, “Very often,
transcendence of racial issues is framed as bettattic and the goal of contemporary
racial politics.” To put it more bluntly, she stgté. . . racial transcendence exacts
disavowal of our racially mediated reality as thiegof progress toward resolving
American society’s racial conflicts” (21). In thase of colorblind casting both the
audience and the actor are being asked to transoead Catanese says “get over it,” in
other words, erasing the meaning of race. As f&maas is concerned, when it came to
colorblind casting, it was often relied upon tofeuleNoire’s casting decisions which

were, on occasion, deemed inappropriate. In mypftigee word colorblind and
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nontraditional | will avoid hyphenation though atlseurces which may be quoted include

the hyphen.

Methodology and Scholarship

My research to find out about the life of Rosé#loire took me to many sources
including a 1983 dissertation by Linda Kerr Notflethich is solely a biography.

However, there were gaps in Norflett's researchsioce LeNoire was alive at that time,
perhaps gaps in what LeNoire revealed to her bpbgma Articles and reviews helped to

fill in those gaps, especially those from tew York TimesAs black theatre was assessed
through the decades, LeNoire was mentioned in nousgournal articles. She had a
unigue place as a black woman who had starteda&régheompany in a time when men
dominated.

Current scholarship such as Catanese’s and Paoks pand books on race theory,
such asVhitewashing Race: The Myth of a Colorblind Societyped to tie together the
political with the theatre practice/hitewashing Radeoks at a new term for conservative
ideology called racial realism. The book’s essagipdd illuminate the connection between
institutional practices and the national politiclinate as many conservatives attempt to
reclaim white supremacy. The premiséNhitewashing Rads that current thinking on
race is based on three ideas most white Americaires/b:

First, they believe the civil rights revolution waisccessful . . . They assume civil

rights laws ended racial inequality . . . They khiacism has been eradicated . . .

racial extremists are considered a tiny minoritypwlecupy political space only on

the fringes of mainstream America.
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Second, if vestiges of racial inequality persisgytbelieve that is because blacks

have failed to take advantage of opportunitiestecehy the civil rights revolution .

.. if blacks are less successful than whitesnbisbecause America is still a racist

society . . . black Americans do not try hard erotagsucceed . . .

Finally, most white Americans think the United $tais rapidly becoming a color-

blind society, and they see little need or justificn for affirmative action or other

color-conscious policies (1-2).
These ideas also interface in theatre practiceeSitack theatres have not been able to
consistently sustain themselves against the Hatteded block of white professional
theatres, the ideas Whitewashing Raceould be applied to their lack of success, if gsin
the above three criteria. Howev@vhitewashing Raceas well as other sources such as
Racism in the Post-Civil RighEa, not only acknowledge changes for the betteren th
black community but also make absolutely clear tinaiongstanding inequality that
blacks have endured has been in process for sblpngy of unequal housing,
employment, finances, healthcare and law enforcethanit is now hidden from public
knowledge. More publicly evident is the rhetoridlmbse who would blame inequality on
individual choice. These Americans, who insistléggslation resulting from the civil
rights movement was a success, instead choosartelthe majority of blacks who are not
doing well for their perceived behavior and attéud

TheProfile of Amadas been very helpful. However theofile is biased towards
the infallibility of LeNoire’s philosophy and theiaent leadership’s political correctness.
Nonetheless, the document will be helpful whilelgriag the TCG speech of August

Wilson because Amas, as did many critics of thedpemisinterpreted what Wilson was
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saying. Again, th@rofile juxtaposes Wilson’s ideas with LeNoire’s and seéarise saying
that Wilson’s have less nobility and credibilityathLeNoire’s. Comparing interpretations
and also examining Wilson'’s follow up efforts t@anize a black theatre organization that
would work to solve the issues of funding, audieteeelopment, playwriting and new
works shows that he was serious in his philosopltysaught to reach out and create a

strong foundation for black theatre.

Why Not a Black Theatre?

| also must ask finally why did LeNoire resist Asriaeing identified as a black
theatre? Why was there such a concerted effoft@part of LeNoire to maintain and
publicize her opposition to founding a black theatRosetta LeNoire had many black
colleagues and friends who were theatre profedsioRar years they brought her material
to stage, new musicals written by themselves anerstand concepts to develop. In the
1970s alone, Amas developed and produced originsiaals using the work of Langston
Hughes, Bill Robinson, Scott Joplin, Micki Granty Wigginson, Maya Angelou, Paul
Laurence Dunbar, Ethel Waters, and the life of Adzlayton Powell. Their Broadway
successBubbling Brown Sugamas based on music from the Harlem Renaissaee. T
decades following the seventies show the samerpattéth this history, | hope to
interweave the politics that influenced LeNoirdigwking to shed light and offer different
perspectives on the question of why she so vehdéyrappiosed Amas being considered a
black theatre while at the same time produced sthruork by black artists, musicians,

poets and historical figures.
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Black Theatre and “black theatre”

In an essay first written in 1994, and reprinte@011, Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones)
discusses the one year of his Black Arts Repeitbeatre/School. He writes of his
admiration for Malcolm X and the black power idefblack self-determination. He
describes the summer of BARTS being in the sti@dtkarlem, working with youth,
teaching classes and doing theatre in parks agdrplands. Art was the revolution for
Baraka and he states, “That's what it was all abboat’'s what the whole movement and
essence of the Black Arts was raised and forwalged . To resist and finally destroy the
slave system of racism and national oppressioi¢“Black Arts Movement: Its Meaning
and Potential” 29). Baraka fully admits to the “eldhitey” language that so repelled
LeNoire. The company eventually folded, after oaaryand Baraka moved to New Jersey.
He closes by reflecting on the period after histreeshut down:

The very people who even denied the existenceaufkBArt were immediately

given grants to claim it . . . The Lesson: Wheere@ur institutions and

organizations of the Black Arts? Where are ourtérsaand newspapers and
journals and truly independent films? That no oa the right to rule our lives for

a second, the true self-consciousness, who wevarewe were, and who we

would become! (31)

As | read this essay | had to ask myself, in fAbthere are they?” — all the things Baraka
mentions — and also, was Rosetta LeNoire one gkthe is critiquing when he says “the
very people who even denied the existence of Bfatkvere immediately given grants to
claim it” (31). In her disregard of the politicala@strom that was swirling around her, did

LeNoire turn her back on a movement that might hewth full support, secured a

28



foundation for black arts in the United States? Aittishe attempt to reclaim blackness by
creating her company while at the same time devgjahe many small and politically
safe black musicals that Amas became known for?

| do not believe Baraka was speaking specificatigut LeNoire when he wrote his
essay, but | do feel his questions deserve to beidered. Likewise, the impact of August
Wilson’s speech, his follow up initiative with tiBéack Theatre Summit, and the
comments of those either critiquing him or agreauith him are worthy of analysis in
terms of the present day state of black theatregpartetularly in light of Amas’s statement
to “return frequently to its African American robd($rofile of Amas Musical TheatrEl). |
believe this statement carries a responsibility karge segment of American theatre that
has been sent the message: blend or disappearstAlfjaon’s strong and often
confrontational speech in 1996 offered a challghgestill has not been met. It does not
help that a black theatre leader turned her compaerto white management. | will
examine the many years Amas has been in oper#t®msirong and complicated woman
who founded the company and the lack of soluti@ndicovered while clinging to her
philosophy and politics over the course of sevdeahdes. In Amas’s fourth decade she
turned her theatre over to white management anelceting issue of whether hers was a
black theatre once and for all. In the future theggion for Amas will be whether a white

theatre can responsibly serve the black theatrenzomty or not.
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CHAPTER Il

THE JOURNEY TO AMAS: BACKGROUND AND INFLUENCES THRO UGH

THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

“Onstage he was in the habit of quipping that las thaving the best time I've had
since | was colored.’ Offstage, he was continuadiyinded of his second-class
position in society by being denied service by eignd suffering the numerous
indignities particular to the life of a black mam the road” (Haskins and Mitgang.

Mr. Bojangles: The Biography of Bill Robinsdr06).

“The motive behind the Black aesthetic is the desion of the white thing, the

destruction of white ideas, white ways of lookinghee world” (Larry Neal. “The

Black Arts Movement.” 30).

Rosetta LeNoire was fifty-eight years old when stoerporated her theatre. She
was raised and came of age amidst the politicabainstic climate of the first half of the
twentieth century and maintained the major portibher acting career and her theatre
company through the second half. The influencesesrencompass the events and people
that were a part of her long lifetime and inclulde ¢tritical and artistic achievements of the
Harlem Renaissance, her relationships with Eulééd3and Bill Robinson, and the strong
political views of her father particularly as thane expressed in Wendell Willkie’s book,
One World Also included are LeNoire’s participation withetRederal Theater Project’s
(FTP) Harlem Negro Unit and the American Negro Tieedwo experiences that helped
shape her training in all theatrical practicesdisb gave her experience as a collaborator.
The FTP, in particular, gave LeNoire insight to hawative process could form a bond
among a diverse gathering of collaborators. Thenfgethat creative work acts as a

mediator in racially charged circumstances is ditbemain assertions of Amas’s

mission.
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From the beginning LeNoire was surrounded by tes@f how art could sway
political and social ideas. Wugust Wilson and Black Aesthetibikell Pinkney views
black dramatic theory from seven specific erasstdees the eras as:

the Plantation or Slave era, the American Mingral the New Negro Renaissance

era, the Assimilationist era, the Black Revolutignara, the Afrocentric era, and a

currently evolving New Age Post-Revolutionary Mowamh (12).

Rosetta LeNoire lived through four of these erasdiad as the last, the New Age Post-
Revolutionary Movement was in its first years. Hoes it was the New Negro
Renaissance, the Assimilationist and the Black Rétemary eras that had the greatest
influence on her. This chapter will discuss thedleieénces and how they supported her
philosophy that creative process is capable ofrgngrejudice. The examination of these
influences will also illustrate divergent pointswiéw as the United States shifted from one
political movement to the next. These differena@aetimes created conflicting and

confusing messages and perspectives.

The Harlem or New Negro Renaissance

LeNoire was not born in Harlem, however her fatharold Burton, moved the
family uptown from Hell's Kitchen, in the midtowmes of Manhattan, when LeNoire was
an adolescent. Born in 1911, she would spend baage years in what Henry Louis Gates
called, “not so much placeas it was a state of mind, the cultural metapboBfack
America itself” (“*Harlem on Our Minds” [italics thauthor’s] 11). The 1920’s was the
decade of the so-called New Negro or Harlem Reaatgs As Langston Hughes (whose

works would make up three of Amas’s future shows)tevin 1925, “Harlem was like a
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great magnet for the Negro intellectual, pullingmtirom everywhere. Once in New York,
he had to live in Harlem” (Hughes gtd. in Gates T®pugh not necessarily an intellectual,
Harold Burton was honored with being the first Blicensed plumber in the State of New
York. Burton was also the first black Vice Presideiithe Republican Committee in New
York (Norflett 6). He strove to locate his family the best possible living conditions and
for the Burtons that meant moving to “the ultimsyenbolic black cultural space — the city
within a city, the ‘Mecca of the New Negro’ (as Aad.ocke put it)” (Gates 10).

Gates credits Booker T. Washington with the conoéthe New Negro. In the
aftermath of the Civil War, with degrading imagé®lack Americans spread throughout
the nation, creating stereotypes that were usedmiptin print but also in all manner of
popular culture and public policy, Washington stat¥/e must turn away from the
memories of the slave past . .. a New Negro fdew Century” (Washington gtd. in Gates
3). The concept continued to grow in Europe as gazAfrican visual art were introduced
and became influential in the work of modernist posers and artists. As Gates traces the
movement, both theorist W.E.B. Du Bois and phil¢sopAlain Locke saw the potential of
Europe’s admiration of African art as a politicabkin the United States. As Gates
comments:

If European modernism was truly mulatto, the argotmeent, then African

Americans could save themselves politically throtighcreation of the arts. This

renaissance . . . would fully liberate the NegroFor Locke and his fellow authors,

the function of a cultural renaissance was inhgrgmtitical: the production of
great artworks, by blacks, in sufficient numbersuld lead to the Negro’s

reevaluation by white and black alike (3-4).
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Though Locke and Du Bois took differing points adw on how art should be represented
in the black community they agreed in the theoay #rt was a vehicle for change.

In Theorizing Black Theatrédenry D. Miller states that there “are but two
pertinent historical figures who can reasonablgégcribed as theorists,” and credits Du
Bois and Locke with that honor. Throughout the tileenlocke and Du Bois exchanged
opinions on art as propaganda. Du Bois comment&82a.

We want everything said about us to tell of the bes highest and noblest in us.

We insist thatArt and Propaganda be one. . With a vast wealth of human

material about us, our own writers and artists fegoaint the truth lest they

criticize their own and be in turn criticized for They fail to see the Eternal Beauty

that shines through all Truth, and try to portrayaald of stilted artificial black

folk such as never were on land or sea (Du Boisigtililler [italics the

author’s]53).

Locke took the opposite point of view insistingttBal Bois’s Truth and Beauty did not
justify propaganda as a driving force in art. Lobleieved that art was a means to an end
in and of itself. What good was propaganda if thevas inferior? To further separate
himself from the elder Du Bois’s sentiment, Lock®t& in “Negro Youth Speaks”:

The elder generation of Negro writers expressetf its cautious moralism and

guarded idealizations; the trammels of Puritanisgnevon its mind because the

repressions of prejudice were heavy on its hearAnd so, not merely for
modernity of style, but for vital originality of bstance, the young Negro writers
dig deep into the racy peasant undersoil of the liée (Locke gtd. infThe Black

Aestheti21).
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Locke’s essay was written in 1925 when Rosetta lieNeas fourteen years old. His
words serve as a rally to a younger generatiorcjusiing of age to take the artistic lead
and heal the wounds of the past. In his first sex@e he valorizes youth with:

The Younger Generation comes, bringing its gifteeyrare the first fruits of the

Negro Renaissance. Youth speaks, and the voi¢e ®éw Negro is heard . . .

Here we have Negro youth, with arresting visiond @hbrant prophecies;

forecasting in the mirror of art what we must see @ecognize in the streets of

reality tomorrow . . . the maturing speech of faltial utterance (17).

Locke’s exuberant words were a challenge to hsuhger Generation” to take up
the artistic gauntlet. Rosetta LeNoire was surredndith the enthusiastic dialogue of
Locke, Du Bois, George S. Schuyler, Charles JohasdrniVlarcus Garvey, to name a few,
which was readily available in publications suclCasis andOpportunity The essays that
came from this era, “have a particular focus inrdadization of the need for African
American artists to define and assert themselvaldiyown standards and in
their own words” (Pinkney 15). It was Locke who kedlirectly to young people,
validating their artistic contribution when he said

“It has brought with it, first of all, that wholesee, welcome virtue of finding

beauty in oneself; the younger generation can mgdobe twitted as ‘cultural

nondescripts’ or accused of ‘being out of love withir own nativity” (23).

Locke distinguished the younger generation as loaiel¢arned to navigate with pride in a
world where Jim Crow was a close companion thatrotéed individual choice and
fulfillment. As a representative of Harlem youthtive 1920s, LeNoire would embrace the

ideology that art could translate into politicatsiment and transform society. Her artistic
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vision for Amas was one where the process of mrtisilaboration served as a social
microcosm, bringing people of all backgrounds tbgeto work and create.

Locke was optimistic about the art of the yourggmeration, and the Renaissance
in general, just “as Harlem was turning into theaggrAmerican slum” (Gates 11). Locke
and his colleagues mythologized Harlem while, asrideouis Gates points out:

The death rate was 42 percent higher than in pidugs of the city. The infant

mortality rate in 1928 was twice as high as inrést of New York. Four times as

many people died from tuberculosis . . . The unegmpknt rate was 50%. There
was no way to romanticize these conditions, bukeand his fellows valiantly

attempted to do so (11).

Despite conditions that conspired to isolate Haflenmany years as a ghetto, Locke and
Du Bois continued to promote the benefits of a sbiNew Negro culture as a means to rise
above and, in many cases, escape the neighborhabadis sickness.

A document from the Amas Musical Theatre archilhestrates how Rosetta
LeNoire took the musical accomplishments of thelétarRenaissance and created a show
that was intended to teach Harlem youth aboutass. pn the 1970s, a time when New
York City generally, and Harlem specifically, wdrath at an economic and social nadir,
Rosetta LeNoire and Loften Mitchell developed Amsanost successful show to date,
Bubbling Brown Sugar a show that moved to Broadway and toured intiermally. The
document, which is anonymous and appears to @ donotional purposes, states:

Bubbling Brown Sugaactually began as a project to show young Harlkeckb

men and women something of the culture they weirs te to show them that

Harlem is much more than a run-down, underprivideg&ercrowded section of an
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indifferent city. By 1920, it had become, withorytimg, the capital of black
America.
Using a brief history of the Harlem Renaissancejqadarly in the 1920s, to enhance the
show’s subject, the document is proof that LeNbnaught forward her personal history of
Harlem and its influence on the work that she wedicghted to produce at Amas. Work on
the show began in the late 1960s when Amas wadduaded and served as LeNoire’s
celebration of a neighborhood that she hoped,chkatike and DuBois before her, might
eventually be better known for its artistic contitibn rather than its urban decay. The
document also points out, “Sports and entertainiweng always the twin routes out of the
ghetto for the talented and the ambitious,” arhigful to make clear:
If all this activity seems to betoken a willful ignng of the true state of Harlem on
the part of the entertainers, it was really notlohthe sort. They all knew that
while the Lindy Hop and the Suzie Q and Truckintevbeing worked out by the
dancers at the Savoy, while the great bands baktérd for musical supremacy . . .
while Louis Armstrong was pouring out successidnsgtmat in those days were
high notes, there was much injustice and callosbesg meted out to their less
fortunate, less talented fellow citizedsfas Musical Theatre ArchivBeroduction
files. Box # 3 MG 463Bubbling Brown Sugar
In his book,The Harlem Renaissance in Black and Wliteorge Hutchinson
points out that, “Race remains a powerful socig&eheinant; it is useless to speak of
‘transcending’ it or to wish it away, however fatial it may be. What then to do?”

Hutchinson’s book complicates the myth of the HarlRenaissance as a singularly black
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historical moment by interweaving the movementergg interracial relationships into the
narrative. He writes:
A place to begin is with a recovery of historicahwplexity, particularly at those
moments when and places where the intertwined aises of race, culture, and
nation were exposed to questioning, to skeptictertransformation, however
small and localized, and when possibilities forlitioas of cultural reformers were
envisioned and exploited (26).
While appreciating the web of relationships betwialacks and whites, who worked more
closely together than is usually revealed, my isid of the Harlem Renaissance, as an
influence on Rosetta LeNoire, is more aligned whih myth than the reality. Born in 1911,
LeNoire was a child when the twenties began anémeoved out of adolescence
throughout the decade. Being a very young womaineri930s, she would marry, have a
child and divorce. My feeling is that, while posgibeing aware of blacks and whites
working together during these years, LeNoire, gsumg girl, was likely not aware of the
complexities of history being made. | frame the groent’s influence on her more within
the context of a passage from Toni Morrison’s babé&ut the Renaissanciazz
Up there, in that part of the City — which is tleetghey all came for — the right
tune whistled in a doorway or lifting up from thiectes and grooves of a record
can change the weather. From freezing to hot tb(&a.
LeNoire absorbed the music and performance ofieaties and thirties and brought it
forward later in her life to make it a part of hleeatre company’s most successful
production. It is that important product of the ldan Renaissance that would continue to

live for her even after the historical moment hablssded.
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Despite the romance of the Renaissance’s atmasgbedXoire’s family was not
immune to Harlem’s inferior conditions. Her motloged of pneumonia after being made
to wait on the hospital steps at the birth of Lelsibrother. Her brother died in infancy
soon after. LeNoire was a victim of rickets and hadlegs broken and re-set in braces as a
girl. She spoke in an interview for City Universikglevision’s progranspotlightof being
so humiliated she walked stooped over, staringeagtound.

Already displaying performing talent in the 192@3Noire was given formal music
training by one of Harlem’s most talented citizefisbie Blake, and was trained in stage
performance by another, Bill Robinson. Her relaglup with both men lasted from the
1920s until their deaths, Robinson’s at age 71Biakie’s at age 100. Both men were of
mature years when they first met LeNoire. Blake Boflinson were praised by both Locke
and DuBois as examples of black achievement amsfi@guccess. It is important to
examine their lives and biographies to place thesrempecifically within the context of
Rosetta LeNoire’s life. Both Blake and Robinson edrom backgrounds that caused them
to begin their work at early ages. By the time thest the adolescent Rosetta Burton they
had achieved a degree of success and were corstddye pioneers in the twentieth
century progression of black artistic achievemBefrived of formal training, they were
largely self-educated in their art — Blake by ptaypiano in bawdy houses as a child and
Robinson by growing up on the street dancing fonpes. What they passed along to
LeNoire was not only a type of training they hadé¢ek out for themselves as youths but
also a resolve to set their sights high, do evergthossible to develop their talents and
turn that talent into successful, lucrative workile/lmegotiating a society that largely

created obstacles to black achievement.
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LeNoire’s relationship with Eubie Blake preceded telationship with Bill
Robinson. She was a young adolescent at the timmshBlake and would know him
until his death. She credited Blake for having giter the advice that would serve as her
central metaphor for the founding of Amas. Throughbe decades LeNoire referred to
Blake’s words, however, in examining Blake’s lifésirevealed that he, like Robinson,
also exemplified the artistic vision that Locke &bl Bois were seeking and which Locke
continued to incorporate in his message to Harleuathy The reverence with which
LeNoire held Blake and Robinson is indicative & &@mduring presence and effect the two

artists had on their young protégée.

James Hubert “Eubie” Blake and the Beautiful Garden

Alain Locke’s “The Negro and the American Theai{#327) spoke of his
interview with Austrian director Max Reinhardt whrpressed enthusiasm for what Locke
described as “the tawdry trappings of such musicaledies akliza, Shuffle Alongand
Runnin’ Wild which were in vogue the season of his [Reinhg)ditst visit to New York”
(gtd. in Gayle 266). Locke did not consider thesssicals representative of what he sought
for his new art-drama. He was soon corrected bgledt who told him the musicals were
full of potential, “They are most modern, most Aman, most expressionistic. They are
highly original in spite of obvious triteness, aatistic in spite of superficial crudeness. To
me they reveal new possibilities of technique @naa” (qtd. in Gayle 266). Locke began
to change his perspective and wrote:

Negro dramatic art must not only be liberated ftbmhandicaps of external

disparagement but from its self-imposed limitatidhshnust more and more have
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the courage to be original, to break with establistiramatic convention of all

sorts. It must have the courage to develop its iovam, to pour itself into new

molds; in short to be experimental (267).

Locke was late in recognizing the contributiorSbiuffle Alonga musical created by Eubie
Blake, Noble Sissle, Flournoy Miller and Aubrey &gl In 1921, when the show opened, it
enjoyed the distinction of putting black musicad&k on Broadway after a period of
almost ten years dubbed by James Weldon Johnsdin@3 erm of Exile.”

In her interview foiSpotlight LeNoire tells the story that her father, as did
everyone in Harlem, went to the street corner tdlg®r newspapers from a truck that
dropped them off in the morning. The Burton’s honaes close to Eubie Blake’s residence
and the two men found themselves chatting one ldaytdRosetta while waiting for the
papers to arrive. Harold Burton had already notlusdhirteen-year-old daughter’'s
musical ability and mentioned to Blake that shededdessons. Blake apparently told
Burton to send his daughter to see him.

Blake questioned his student on her stooped pgswesult of her fear and low
self-esteem. When Rosetta told him about her mstdeath and the children who bullied
her in school because of her leg braces, Blakeyditg to LeNoire, walked her to the
window that faced out on the common gardens o&theining houses and told her to look
at the colors of all the flowers planted there;ftowers, just like people, were different
and special but together they created a beautifden, Blake explained. He also told her
to stand up straight or she’d get tuberculosis. él@w the vision of humanity as a garden
of many colors resurfaced through the years aprih@ary metaphor that supported

LeNoire’s founding of Amas as a theatre that pcactinontraditional casting. In interviews
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she often quoted some variation of Blake’s wonds 1977 radio interview she stated, “. .
. my world is not all-black. My world is as God ated it, all colors . . . a glorious
bouquet,” (LeNoire gtd. iRrofile of Amas Musical Theatd. During a taped oral history
conducted by The League of Professional Theatre #idm1994 LeNoire again
explained her philosophy, “All of us are God'’s dnén. We are all his flowers in his
garden on earth” (qtd. iBackstagen.pag.).

Eubie Blake’s residency in Harlem (when LeNoirektonusic lessons with him in
the twenties), was the result of a lifetime of ®oas work doing what he did best —
creating music, whether playing the piano or cormgpd.eNoire’s study with him was
part of the background that gave her expertiseunding Amas as a theatre that worked
with original musicals. Additionally, Eubie Blake'and Bill Robinson’s, ineffable drive to
work hard developing their talents inspired an esloént LeNoire. Honoring her mentor,
LeNoire later created The Eubie Blake Children’edtne which trained disadvantaged
youth in musical theatre. The productions of tluath group (later renamed The Rosetta
LeNoire Musical Academy) were as important to Arassts adult productions. Until his
death, at age 100, Eubie Blake was present at sgimearsals and opening nights.
LeNoire’s love and respect for Blake started wihithitt friendship in the twenties when she
was an adolescent and continued until his death.

Eubie Blake, like Bill Robinson, was not from N&wrk but came to Harlem in the
early 1920s. He served as a model for the typetist ®u Bois and Locke were
celebrating. Much like the messageBaoibbling Brown Sugaiin the twenties Blake and
Robinson were living examples to Harlem youth oatalent and hard work could

achieve. Both men were the sons and grandsonawassITheir lives were very different in
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many aspects than LeNoire’s though what ultimatelynected them to their younger
protégée was a lifelong capacity for hard work tigvieg their talents.

What there is of biographical information on EuBleke was gathered later in his
life after he returned to public recognition froman obscurity. According to Allen Woll,
he “virtually disappeared and his reputation fad&tEr a disastrous attempt to resurrect
Shuffle Alongn the nineteen-fifties. There has even been atoureas to his actual
birthdate — some sources reporting 1887 as his ys&dr while most have documented it as
1883. However, whether he lived to be 100 or nisety he outlived virtually all of his
contemporaries. Eileen Southern’s 1969 interviavbliphed in 1973, “A Legend in his
Own Lifetime” and Max Morath’s extensive 1976 iniew, “The 93 Years of Eubie
Blake,” are excellent resources, as well as Rdtienball and William Bolcom’s 1973
book,Reminiscing with Sissle and Blalde book, along with the 1979 musidaybie!,
helped bring Blake back into public recognitionslydoefore his death in 1983. It is
important to discuss his life not only for the salkds influence on Rosetta LeNoire but
also to remember that like many participants indéeade of the Harlem Renaissance,
Blake is responsible for helping to shape thetartahievement of those years which
became part of the larger history of twentieth eggnAmerican art, particularly with
respect t&huffle Alontg place in that history.

James Hubert Blake, sometimes called “Little Hyidfidouse,” and, eventually,
“Eubie,” was born in 1883 in Baltimore, MarylandotB his parents were former slaves in
Virginia. Eubie’s mother was a devout self-righteavoman with a quick temper that

often found expression in the disciplining of Eullteom a very early age Blake showed a
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determination to play music, despite his mothédiferts to keep him away from any music
but that of the church.

Blake was a musical prodigy and according to Madth the typical trajectory of
musical prodigies, i.e., “impressive gift reveaéadly in a chance encounter of a toddler’s
fingers,” along with rigorous training and earlytia recognition, was slightly askew
when it came to Blake’s story:

But while he got a taste of legitimate teachingstas his instruction came from

his own intuition and from a drifting band of bialht but doomed black musicians

whose very names are lost to us. And recognitian?/€&ars it was limited to that

audience he encountered in the wine shops andrgpbduses (“The 93 Years of

Eubie Blake” n.pag.).

In his interview with Eileen Southern, Blake reveshthat he was six years old when a
neighbor recognized his gift and proposed to giwepiano lessons. His mother answered,
“I don’t want my boy to be a musicianer; | want hionbe a preacher” (Blake gtd. in
Southern “A Legend in his Own Lifetime” 53). Noneliss his mother and father were
tricked into buying a small pump organ on an imstaht plan and that was how Eubie
taught himself to play.

Despite the respectable path his mother wantedialea child in short pants when
he snuck out of his house at night to play in taedy houses of Baltimore. He first arrived
in New York in 1902, at age 19, to dancéildl Kentuckya mixed cast show where Blake
recalled, “After the show a furniture wagon usetack up right there on the pavement, all

of us kids would get in, and we’d go down to a dumBleecker Street. That's where we
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lived. You talk about a ghetto. That was a ghefBlake gtd. in Morath n.pag.). Blake’s
mother eventually made him quit the show and coomeen

Disobeying his mother’s attempts to keep him gafatd righteously, away from
the vices of a musician’s life, Eubie immediatedjurned to playing in Baltimore and
Atlantic City where he encountered a host of tadmhusicians with the names of “Slue-
Foot and Yaller Nelson, Cat-Eye Harry, Big Jimmye&@r, my competitor Huey Wolfert,
and James P. Johnson. And Luckey Roberts” (BlakdmMorath n.pag.). When asked
who Blake thought was the most talented he answ#deek-Legged Willie Josephs, from
Boston,” with the next best being Cat-Eye Harrypwiappened to be white (n.pag.). Some
musicians were white and some were black, thougf #iem are virtually unknown,
forgotten, many succumbing to drugs and early déstimet one of his inspirations,
George M. Cohan, who he considered to be a grelatsvman than P.T. Barnum, in
Atlantic City. In 1915, at age 32 Eubie moved toWN¥ork for good.

In tracing Eubie Blake’s early life it reveals anman being who was driven by his
musical gifts. As a neighbor told his mother earty during the bordello days, “That boy’s
going to play somewhere” and, finding ways to wartund his mother’s attempts to save
him, Eubie continued to play. His ambition took mmany places, playing with people of
different races and backgrounds. By the time heteasher to Rosetta LeNoire he would
have been in his forties and already experiencamretion and success for his most
significant work — the music&huffle Along

The racially mixed collaborative that Blake gremdaleveloped within was echoed
many decades later in LeNoire’s choice of missmmAimas. For LeNoire, as for Blake,

the importance was racial understanding througitasf on working creatively in a mixed
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environment. Her productions were always cast mnattially and her youth theatre’s
membership included children from all racial backgnds.

In 1921 the collaboration betwe8huffle Alonts four creators — Eubie Blake, his
performance partner Noble Sissle, Flournoy Milked &ubrey Lyles — resulted in a show
that legitimized black musicals at a time when lazk shows were on Broadway. For the
first time both black and white audiences wereaatéd to the same show. Allen Woll
comments, “The score f@huffle Alongvas one of the most highly praised of the 1920s.
When James Weldon Johnson reviewed the music#ige afecade, he found it “difficult to
remember a show with as many song hiBda¢k Musical Theatre from Coontown to
Dreamgirls69). The show also brought stardom to its casthvimcluded Florence Miller,
Josephine Baker and Paul Robeson. Woll calledhtbe,s‘a milestone in the development
of the black musical, and it became the model bighvall black musicals were judged
until well into the 1930s” (75). Blake and Sisslete other shows though none were as
successful aShuffle AlongThey returned to vaudeville as top performers) wéver
made the same money as the white stars, and elrgisppld apart.

Interviews with him did not include questions netyag discrimination or his views
on humanity. His accomplishments and contributmtwientieth century music were the
subjects that intrigued his biographers. Howevean exchange with Eileen Southern,
Blake brought up what he thought might be delicad¢erial:

See, my mother worked, washed white folks’ clotivdsybe you don’'t want me to

say this, but she worked. You people are very seasi

No, tell it like it was]italics are Southern’s to point out her questipns
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You see, you shouldn’t be ashamed. We didn’t gickif; it was forced upon us
(54).
Showing empathy towards how Southern, a white wonvanld feel hearing about
Blake’s mother toiling for whites, he puts himgalher place and acknowledges her
possible embarrassment. It is this sort of tendsriteat was shown to Rosetta LeNoire as a
young girl in an attempt to help her see her widch a different perspective.
Kimball and Bolcom’s extensive look at Sissle &take’s lives — focusing on the
story of Shuffle Alonts development and success, and the yearsStiigfle Along-
includes a chapter, “Conclusions and Questionsgrevithe authors delve into the
inequalities that existed in musical theater tlaatsed so many black artists to fall into
obscurity. They admit:
This is a touchy part of this book, for neithetloé writers of this book is black. We
cannot feel firsthand any part of the weight ofymiece a black person feels and we
have intentionally underplayed to an extent thgdaracial issues that surround this
story (238).
It was as much the wish of their subjects that ratzions did not play a significant part in
the authors’ study. Noble Sissle told them, “Wddeen banged around so much, and
enough has been said about it, that we neednttgmyymore stories” (Sissle gtd. in
Kimball and Bolcom 238). Kimball and Bolcom may kawmissed an opportunity to
excavate the deeper racial history associatedBlgtke and Sissle, particularly in light of
the scarcity of information on any of the artistsn this time period. Nonetheless, the
more subtle anecdotes Blake shared, i.e., herdingg/black men out of a theatre by the

back door after a performance and depositing timeansub-standard rooming house and
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his comments to Southern about his mother, hawediva way of informing readers of
the difficult times he and Noble Sissle experienced

Consistent with two elderly gentlemen’s reticetecdig up the uglier side of their
past in the 1970s, in the mid-1920s, as a muchgeruman, Eubie Blake was able to share
a kinder vision of the world that appealed to angressed the adolescent Rosetta Burton.
With the many times she referred to Blake’s “bdaligarden” he was evidently a strong
and enduring influence on her life who guided hetedmination to create Amas as a model
and means for creative collaboration to form asfsihealing the effects of prejudice.
Amas'’s first fully mounted production was one tbalebrated the music of Sissle and
Blake. It was this show that was reconfigured \aitthifferent concept and became
Bubbling Brown Sugat_eNoire sought to honor her artistic heritagesbgwcasing the
talented mentors who helped break ground for anvéio came after them. Her celebration
of Blake and Bill Robinson also embraced their capdor work as a means of bridging
racial tension and creating racial harmony. Sheded Amas decades later with these

principles as her mission.

Bill “Bojangles” Robinson: The Godfather

Throughout her life Rosetta LeNoire referred toreéationships with Eubie Blake
and Bill Robinson as important to her upbringing as explanations for her point of view
on race and her mission for her theatre. She waglwf having both men in her life and
identified with the principles and work ethic thepresented. Within Amas’s first decades
she not only celebrated Blake’s work but also dawedl the musicdojangleghat

centered on Robinson’s life. Amas’s printed matenighe 1980s, i.e., programs and
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newsletters, contained information about a longntiemding drive in order to “move to a
permanent home to be named as a living memorMri®lake and Mr. Robinson — the
Amas Eubie Blake Bill Robinson Cultural Cente€anrack program. 1988Amas

Musical Theatre ArchiveProduction files. Box # 4 MG 463). Unfortunatétys project
never got underway but the effort serves as prbbébloire’s dedication to and reverence
for the two artists both personally and as contatsuto the larger cultural heritage that
came out of Harlem. Both men were like family tdNlogre, but Robinson was her self-
declared godfather and put her on the stage to wibinkhim.

Robinson was a well-known celebrity for most of bareer and today retains a
strong presence for his contribution to the histdfryernacular dance as it developed in the
twentieth century. However, in Harlem, Robinsoareld a personal relationship with the
Burton family. Harold Burton and he were both meralwg# the Elks and Robinson was a
frequent visitor to the Burton home. LeNoire repdrt

He asked my father, ‘What’s going to happen to Br@&ugar?’ [Robinson’s

nickname for LeNoire] Papa said, ‘Well if she watatgjo to college she can go.

She’ll have to work to help out, but we’ll see Haough. | would like her to

become a nurse. And Uncle Bo said, ‘No, she’s gtongpme with me’ (LeNoire

gtd. in Norflett 13).

The conversation took place in the late 1920s Wy #arties. After that, LeNoire said,
Robinson went to Hollywood to make films and shergarried and had a son.

Robinson’s Hollywood career which most notablyuded three films with child

actress Shirley Temple, began in the mid-1930s Weenas in his fifties. Bill Robinson

was five years older than Eubie Blake and had dhpo&fessionally since he was a young
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adolescent. At the time the Burtons knew him he walson the way to becoming one of
the most successful black performers in the world.

In 1988 James Haskins and N.R. Mitgang compléteil biography of Robinson,
Mr. Bojangles The book’s “Introduction” is a letter from RosetteNoire to the late Bill
Robinson. The letter is as sentimental as it isledgry and reflects the nostalgia of
LeNoire, then seventy-seven years old, for her &rimend and mentor. However, it is
also testimony to the closeness she felt towardsnRon and the life lessons he taught her.
She writes:

Your generosity to everyone, regardless of sex, r@eed, or color, will never be

topped ... You were in some ways looked dowmugman Uncle Tom by your

own race. And yet you opened doors for so manyeifyerace. For me, you will

remain . . . an uncle, godfather, friend, and aehod. You know, | can remember

you constantly saying, “Believe in yourself. Younacomplish a great deal with

whatever you've got if you believe in yourself (Lele gtd. in Haskins and

Mitgang 11).
LeNoire adds, “P.S. Next time you see my pianoltegdubie Blake, say, “His daffodil
sends love and kisses” (11). Including Blake inthbute to Robinson illustrates the extent
of both men’s continued influence on LeNoire, thotpbinson was a much more colorful
and complicated individual.

Alain Locke mentions Robinson in “The Negro anel #&merican Theatre,” as one
of several examples of new theatrical potentialmihe writes:

Give Bojangles Robinson or George Stamper, pantendamcers of genius, a

Bakst [artist and designer for the Ballet Russesjmexpressionist setting . . . a
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dignified medium, and they would be more than aagon, they would be artistic

revelations (Locke qgtd. in Gayle 265).

Robinson was still performing in what Locke consatkto be the “tawdry trappings” he
described as the domain$iuffle AlongHowever, in 1927, when Locke’s essay was
written, Bill Robinson was in preparation to appedslackbirds of 1928one of a series of
black musicals that spun from the succesShufffle Alongand Robinson’s first Broadway
appearance after decades of success in vauddvikeshow may not have fulfilled

Locke’s artistic expectations but it was one mdep #1 a long career that proved Robinson
was, in fact, “more than a sensation” (265). Ay/fifears old, Robinson was coming off the
vaudeville stage to Broadway with his next stoplallywood. When LeNoire wrote of his
advice, “You can accomplish a great deal with whetrou’ve got if you believe in
yourself,” it spoke to a life that, like Eubie Bkk, had resulted in success by never
guestioning the artistic gifts that gave Robinssnumwavering upward mobility in a racist
America. However, unlike Blake, the early life afl Robinson was not stable.

Bill Robinson and his younger brother were orphaatesl young age and placed in
the care of their grandmother, a former slave wieoskitterment towards life caused her
to turn away from her grandsons. Robinson grewrughe streets of Richmond, Virginia,
shining shoes, stealing food from shops and oceakyopicking up a few cents dancing
with his first partner, Lemuel Eggleston (Haskingl #itgang 33-8). At age twelve,
Robinson ran away to Washington, D.C.

In 1892, at the age of fourteen, he appearedakaninny inThe South Before the
War, a large spectacular production that attempteaitolate the lives and activities of

blacks on a plantation.The term pickaninny was tisedtrically for those black children
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“who could sing, dance, tell jokes, and look cyteoustage” (Haskins and Mitgang 40).
Advertisement foiThe South Before the Wiagad:

Hear whoops of terpsichorean ecstacs [sic], shhistles, catcalls, the rhythmic

clapping of hands, and see the colored folk shtti#é& enormous feet on sanded

floors, do live jigs, sing, and do comical anti€¢siggerdom (gtd. in Haskins and

Mitgang).
This comment is reflective of the open insults klperformers had to endure and, if they
wanted to work, openly ignore, at least to the &piople who were in authority. In the
racially charged world inhabited by the young Bitbinson, accommodation often yielded
work, a scarce commodity for any black person @l#te nineteenth century.
Robinson’s youth preceded the years W.E.B. DuBsngesl as the philosophical and
political spokesperson for black Americans. Bookewashington held that position in
Robinson’s early years. Washington advocated theds in the best of interests of blacks
in America to “accommodate themselves to racigupiee and concentrate on economic
self-improvement” (Washington qtd. bigital History). To Washington it was a more
expedient path out of hardship to get along asdsepbssible while building skill sets and
gaining education. As the years went on, Robinsand himself, as LeNoire mentions in
her letter, accused of being an Uncle Tom — a tehich translated accommodation into
undignified kowtowing to the dominant white autlprHowever, the conditions for black
performers in the early years of the twentieth wgnproved that survival depended on a
combination of strategies.

For the first decade of Robinson’s career in vailidat was necessary that he join

another performer and create a team act due towdsacalled the “two colored” rule,
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“that blacks in vaudeville could only perform inifsanever as singles” (Haskins and
Mitgang 91). In his first and only partnership, @eoand Robinson, Robinson was given
the typical role of buffoon to Cooper’s straightrmélis costume was the standard costume
of a clown: a tutu over long pants and a derby. dttefeatured comedy routines in which
Cooper played the straight man and Robinson a g@tibn of Tambo and Bones [two
clowns from minstrelsy]” (59). A typical notice tife team read:

The men, who are honest to goodness Ethiopiansave that provoking flavor of

real down South ‘darky’ about them . . . Both Caogred Robinson are the genuine

article and their chuckling guffaws, pigeon wingps and cachinnating songs are a

real vaudeville entertainment (qtd. in Haskins Rhigjang 87).

Though typically patronizing in its tone, such sieev sealed the success of Cooper and
Robinson. Eventually Robinson was promoted to gebpbsition in the act and lost his
clown costume, a welcome relief for Robinson whe aa obsessively fastidious dresser
and often borrowed money against his wages to kiegelf in fine clothes and pay his
gambling debts.

Haskins and Mitgang’s biography reveal Bill Rolnngo be a man of personal
contradictions. He was a tirelessly driven profasai in every respect while still a
compulsive gambler who died penniless. Additigndlobinson was often without funds
and in need of a loan due to his own good will. seaerosity, mentioned by LeNoire in
her letter, was well known. He was known for givimgndouts to people in need, bailing
people out of jail and donating to charitable cauparticularly in Harlem. While others

struggled in the 1930s, Bill Robinson, whose fanas secure, gave of his time and money.
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In contrast to the gentleman who generously douied time and service to those
who needed it, Robinson had an explosive tempedahidot tolerate mistakes, disloyalty
or infringement of the strict professionalism hendeded. He also erupted at the slightest
hint of discrimination, particularly if it was diceed towards others. He successfully played
the game in a business that marginalized blaclopedrs and had high expectations of
anyone he was close to professionally and personall

Robinson navigated the country carrying his pleanidlied revolver everywhere he
went. He made friends with every policeman in exewn he played and donated money
to their retirement fund. Therefore, if backup idifficult situation was necessary or a fast
departure was required he had assistance. Hisdpbgrs comment, “Anyone who knew
Bill Robinson soon realized that he, like otheraswnly starting to ask for more than the
white world thought he, or any other black, desgrv@ecognition and equality for his
race” (133). After many decades in vaudeville, @pipg) on Broadway iBlackbirds of
1928and sustaining a successful film career, anothRobinson’s greatest successes
occurred when he was sixty-one years old — MikedIsdot Mikado.

In her open letter to Robinson, LeNoire recalls:

There has never been before, or since, as glamarnalisxciting an opening night

as the nighThe Hot Mikad@gremiered at the Broadhurst Theater, starring the

Mayor of Harlem, the Mikado himself, tap danceraatdinaire, Mr. Bill

“Bojangles” Robinson with your cast of 125 blackdaese — all from Harlem

(LeNoire gtd. in Haskins and Mitgang 10).

LeNoire’s memory reflects the heightened reactiiba young woman'’s first opening night

on Broadway, however she also makes a point toiametiite “125 black Japanese,” who
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made up the cast of this adaptation of a Gilbedt@ullivan operetta. The production’s
cross cultural nature was reflected in Amas pickipghis practice in the latter decades of
the twentieth century to make it part of its sigmatmission:

Amas is a unigue multi-racial performing arts ofigation, dedicated to bringing

people of all races, creeds, colors, religionskzakgrounds together through the

creative artsAmas Mission Statemenitd. in Norflett “Rosetta LeNoire: The Lady

and her Theatre” 70).

The Hot Mikadavas one of two important revivals of Gilbert andli8an’s
operetta to open almost simultaneously in New Yarke first,Swing Mikadowas a
product of the Chicago Federal Theatre Projectsargliccessful it was able to move to
Broadway. Mike Todd launched his version, with Bittbinson as his trophy performer.
Todd used the casting of Robinson as leveragesindmpaign to raise the capital
necessary to mount the show. With the shows bathddhe same critics, it wad$he Hot
Mikadothat came out on top with Robinson receiving ravesld could afford to hire the
best performers in town. In contraStying Mikaddhad to comply with FTP rules and hire
any unemployed actors, many of whom were inexpee@nAs Allen Woll writes, Mot
Mikadohad a Broadway sheen that the FTP show couldops to duplicate”Black
Musical Theatre from Coontown to Dreamgiti32).

One of Robinson’s requests of Mike Todd was tistimg of Rosetta LeNoire as
Peep-Bo, one of the Three Little Maids. LeNoire wéioduced to Bill Robinson’s strict
work ethic while she appeared in his show. Robingas exacting when it came to
cleanliness and insisted everyone keep their cigssboms immaculate and in perfect

shape before they went onstage. Robinson was afegyiving when it came to rehearsals
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and commitment to perfection. Often he was worlahtyvo or more different shows at the
same time. While performing ifhe Hot Mikaddhe was also keeping a tight schedule
performing at the new downtown Cotton Club. He dedeal the same discipline and
stamina from anyone who worked with him.

Robinson’s capacity for hard work, discipline dmgh standards in everything he
did is reflected in the influence he had on Rodatfdoire. LeNoire worked steadily as an
actress up to only a few years before she passay avd for the last third of her life
poured her wages into her theatre company to hesp kK operating. Working with Bill
Robinson also gave her the experience and tratoif@gund Amas as a company that
developed musical theatre.

Though extremely different men, Eubie Blake antiBobinson shared the
experience of persistence followed by success gffirttoe stifling racism of late nineteenth
and early twentieth century show business. Theicess is shown not only in notoriety and
material gain but also in the dignity they projectBoth men were at their best when they
worked with their own self-generated creative makein 1921Shuffle Alongvas a
landmark production that put black musicals bacBoyadway after almost a decade of
absence. Cary D. Wintz writes iarlem Renaissance Livésat, “Both the poet and
diplomat Langston Hughes and the influential paetds Weldon Johnson saw the
incredibly populaShuffle Alongas a sign of the emerging Harlem Renaissancg’ (vii
Robinson came into his own and conquered the cesirs of vaudeville only after he left
his “two colored” act and struck out as a solo @arfer using his own material. In
comparison to this degree of autonomy, when Robimgent to Hollywood and made the

best known of his films, those with Shirley Tempie,was forced back into what other
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black film stars endured — playing butlers, farmd®and doormen — in other words, the
stereotypes LeNoire became familiar with in her @areer and vowed to eliminate once
she was in charge of her company. From Blake simedanusical training and an over-
arching metaphor under which to found Amas. Frorhifs®mn she gained training in
performance and the process of creating musicatréae=rom both men she gained a
heritage of hard work and developing one’s talastieading not only to success but also
to leadership in one’s chosen pursuit.

The third man to influence Rosetta LeNoire wasfatrer, Harold Burton. While
Blake and Robinson were training LeNoire’s artigfiits, her father was training her life
perspective by his example as a humanitarian arghrticular, his advocacy of the

philosophy of Wendell Willkie as expressed in Wik bookOne World

Harold Burton and Wendell Willkie’s One World Philo sophy
Before examining LeNoire’s experience with the ératiTheatre Project, it is
important to weave the influences of Eubie Blakeé Bil Robinson with the enduring
influence of Harold C. Burton, LeNoire’s father, vhrought his philosophy into the home
and ran his family by it. In many references LeMatates proudly that he was a
humanitarian and a staunch Republican. She exgltaine
Back then Republicans got black support by usimgdin and saying he freed the
slaves and he was a Republican. Now the Republicarereverted . . . Back in
my time the Republican Party was the party thati&aupported (LeNoire gtd. in

Norflett 6).
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Because of his Republican affiliation, the phildsppf Wendell Willkie, another
Republican with humanitarian views, was embraceBunyon. Willkie published his
philosophy in the popular boo®ne Worldand it was this work that further influenced
Burton’s point of view and was therefore importemRosetta LeNoire.
In a 1986 interview for thBew York TimekeNoire spoke of her founding of
Amas as a company that not only practices nontoaditcasting but also one that develops
original musicals. She stated:
It was the end of the civil-rights movement, arielli a great deal of polarization in
the air. Neither Bo Bojangles nor Eubie Blake Hamlght in terms of color, and
my father had believed in Wendell Willkie’s “One VI&§ doctrine. But | knew
from my experience on the stage that you can lpaagple of all races, color and
creeds together through theatrical techniquesicpatly if you have music. That's
why Amas is devoted to musicals. People said laMa®l to insist on producing
only mixed companies, but this April we will havedn in existence for 17 years.
All that time we've been marinating in love (“Blabdkusicals Have Cause to Sing”
New York TimesC19).
Again, LeNoire invokes Blake and Robinson, as waslher father, as people she holds in
high regard when it came to how she structuredtepany. In 1972, the first year Amas
announced a full season, an article forNlesv York Postalled the company “Amas
Repertory Theater of One World” (“Amas OpefisSkason of ‘Integrated TheateNew
York Postn.pag.). Apparently LeNoire was so committeddofather’s philosophy that,
early in the company’s history, she added “One Wdd its name. Though practically

forgotten today, Wendell Willkie was well known fiois attempt to run against Franklin D.
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Roosevelt in the presidential election of 1940deame the first candidate to ever
campaign for civil rights and supported an equgiits amendment for women. He was
unabashed in his liberal views turning down thepsufpof those he believed were racist — a
move that, being a Republican, did not help hisgaagn. He stated, “I don’t have to be
president of the United States, but | do havev®ith myself” (Willkie qtd. in Ehrilich
29). When he lost the election Willkie still serM@dosevelt's administration. In1942,
Willkie was sent on a world trip to talk with leadeand visit the war front. This trip, on
behalf of FDR, inspire@ne Worldthe book that intrigued Harold Burton.
In the book’s 13th chapter, entitled “Our Impesals at Home,” Willkie calls the
United States to task for professing scorn towHrdsaiggressive imperialism of foreign
countries:
Our very proclamations of what we are fighting have rendered our own
inequities self-evident. When we talk of freedond apportunity for all nations,
the mocking paradoxes in our own society beconwesw they can no longer be
ignored. If we want to talk about freedom, we nmstin freedom for others as well
as ourselves, and we must mean freedom for evergeitke our frontiers as well
as outside (Willkie 191).
Willkie boldly challenged American society andpigliticians when he wrote:
The attitude of the white citizens of this courtsward the Negroes has undeniably
had some of the unlovely characteristics of amafigerialism — a smug racial
superiority, a willingness to exploit an unprotecpeople” (190).
Though this was not a popular Republican platf@wen in the mid-nineteen forties, it was

what Rosetta LeNoire referred to when she refleotedarlier forms of Republicanism as
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it applied to Lincoln and the Emancipation Procléora Harold Burton’s Republican
Party was the party of Lincoln and of sweepingaotdiange as it applied to ending
slavery. By the time Willkie wrote his book, thasien had changed.

With the popularity of Willkie’s book it is no waler that Harold Burton took it as
a hopeful statement that better times would soconbe way for blacks. Willkie’s vision
seemed to form a bridge between the inspiratidghe@Harlem Renaissance and the
downturn of the post-Depression as the United Sengaged in World War. In an
interesting parallel to Eubie Blake’s “beautifurgen” vision, Willkie wrote:

Our way of living together in America is a strong delicate fabric. It is made up

of many threads. It has been woven over many desthy the patience and

sacrifice of countless liberty-loving men and womieserves as a cloak for the

protection of poor and rich, of black and white,Jefv and gentile, of foreign- and

native-born (195).
Willkie’'s delicate fabric, like Blake’s garden, inded not only blacks and whites but also
those of varying classes, religions and natioralitillkie’s philosophy gave credibility
to Blake’s beautiful garden metaphor, so takere@rtby LeNoire, and further supported
the idea that difference was something to celebrate

In his 1995 bookPostethnic AmerigaDavid A. Hollinger critiques Willkie’'s
thinking as the essence of universalism where, jlisiication for a global perspective
turned out to be that all people were, after aéity much alike, a view widely discredited
today” (52). Hollinger claims, “This extraordindpgst-seller of 1943 left the impression
that Ukrainian farmers near Kiev deserved our sympand respect because they were

just like farmers near Kokomo, Indiana” (52). Tardly, as a war trip, Willkie visited sites
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around the world either directly near the war fronin other areas of mobilization, such as
Russia’s enormous factories and collective farms fiddings were reported directly to
President Roosevelt and many of his assessmentskept secret. In readirigne Worldl
was hard pressed to find any reference to Hollisgarmers in the Ukraine, though
Willkie does talk about visiting a collective faiwn the Volga River near Kuibishev. He
lunched with the farm manager and his family anelsddraw a connection between his
own experience eating in farmhouses in Indianatl@dvay, both there and in Russia, he
was encouraged to eat more and not go away huhigay.reference is of the type Willkie
makes sporadically throughout the book but nevesdh® state or infer that anyone in any
other culture is, as Hollinger puts it, “pretty rhadike.” In fact, Willkie is adamant that alll
the countries and cultures he visited were diffeesiept for their vehemence when it
came to ridding themselves of any foreign occupatio
One Worldhad plenty of critics, but at a price of $1.00 paepy, the book was so

popular that, according to John M. Jordan, it:

struck several divergent popular chords. Did reatieror Willkie as a 1944

presidential candidate? Were they intrigued bydies of faraway

countries? Did they entertain hopes for a peagefstwar order based on a

successor to the League of Nations? Or was Witllgelf-confidently

unconventional persona appealing in its own rigft&"Small World of

Little Americans” 174).
Nowhere in Jordan’s list is there a question akthépter 13 and Willkie's view on racism
— a view that would likely have captured HaroldBOrton and, therefore, his daughter, and

others in Harlem who were anxious to see chandenerica’s policy towards race.
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Whether symbolized as fabric of many differene#itts or a garden of many
different flowers, both Willkie and Blake espousedtaphors that seemed to take a
multicultural approach to racial, and human, undexding and awareness. In his article,
“Remembering Wendell Willkie’s One World,” PhilipeBller also finds the early
influence of multiculturalism in Willkie’s book. Baler includes the following:

“. .. within the tolerance of a democracy, minestare the constant spring of new ideas,
stimulating new thought and action, the constantc®of new vigor. The human mind
requires contrary expressions against which tatssf” (Willkie gtd. in Beidler n.pag.).

In this passage, as in others, Beidler claimsthieterm “multiculturalism” seems to be a
better fit for Willkie’s philosophy, “Whatever therm,” he points out, “the new principle
of unity here embodied is the active cultivatiorddference . . . Willkie remains a
remarkably prescient early exponent” (n.pag.). Vilengver know how Willkie would
have reacted to or possibly been involved in tlengks that took place in the decades that
followed his death. Perhaps his enthusiastic vmoeald have smoothed the road for the
world he advocated. However, at the same timesgdfapularityOne Worldserved as
inspiration to Harold Burton and, whether from atmultural or a universal perspective,
also inspired and influenced his daughter to createheatre.

LeNoire’s philosophy, as a combination reflecioféBlake’s garden and Willkie’s
fabric, was to bring people from different backgrds together to share the act of creating
musical theatre. Angela Pao states the politicllte of multicultural casting:

The premises and goals of multicultural castinglaeesame as those of a national

diversity project. In a specifically theatrical ¢ext, this means not just

superficially using the visible racial charactecstof actors, often in ways that
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inadvertently promote stereotypes or essentialimiogdels of difference, but having
artists of different racial, ethnic, and culturakkgrounds actively and assertively
contribute to the creative proceshlo Safe Spaces).
Coming from an interracial heritage, LeNoire grggwuith people from different
backgrounds. Harold Burton was a black West Indraoh LeNoire’s mother was white.
Burton’s second wife was also white and of Germestdnt. In a letter written to tBdack
Theatre Alliancen 1980, LeNoire wrote:
| come from a mixed background. | had a Germanslestepmother who raised
me, a daughter who is Japanese and two wondesgntighildren, one who is
Korean and Black and another who is French, EngiehBlack Black Theatre
Alliance Newsletteqtd. in Norflett 432).
LeNoire was responding to the ever diminishing jauflbinding available to black theatres
and in the course of her letter expresses once agaibelief in art, particularly theatre, as
a tool for combating discrimination:
| am certain that they [policy makers] are not tstlyeempathizing with and
evaluating the inequities of the past in whichhistory of Third World people has
been generally ignored. | am especially concerbedtahe Third World
(multiracial) history being told through theatritethniques which have a universal
way of educating people (432).
Her words reflect Willkie’s cultivation of differe&e in society as a resource for new ideas,
“stimulating new thought and action, the constantrse of new vigor,” by pointing out
that by safeguarding the histories of individudtunes through theatre, education, leading

to understanding, will take place.
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The idea that art can be used positively as #éigaltool to bring about change
reflects on LeNoire’s years growing up during theleim Renaissance where it was
believed that black Americans could change theauanstances in the white dominant
society through their art and music. The Depressitanrupted the momentum of the
Harlem Renaissance. Willkie’s philosophy, to engrepsions at home and embrace
difference, picked up the torch and offered reasdmgthe eradication of racism was in the
best interest of sustaining a strong America. Uofately, Willkie died before his
philosophy saw some degree of resolution in thié mghts movement of the 1950s.

Between her childhood and adolescence in Harlehhanlater experience in the
Hot Mikadqg LeNoire was a member of the Harlem Unit of thddfal Theatre Project
(FTP). Whereas her time with Bill Robinson shapedds a musical theatre performer, the
experience with the FTP exposed her to a multiafigeople all hoping for work and
being trained in how to operate the Harlem Unih @@mpany that, at least in the

beginning, was believed to be the start of a natiblack theatre.

Federal Theatre Project

The Harlem Unit of the Federal Theatre Project mashy Rose McClendon, an
actress and teacher, who was appointed by the &dderatre Project’s Hallie Flanagan.
When Flanagan asked McClendon whether a blacknnite person should run the Unit,
McClendon intimated that it would be better to hexare experienced direction, in other
words, from a white theatre professional. Thougdtdlwas resentment from the already
active Harlem theatre community, John HousemanrbeddcClendon’s associate and

moved on to direct the program after McClendon&npature death from cancer.
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Houseman put both whites and blacks in variougipasiwithin the Unit with the idea that
eventually black participants would take over therations completely.

Mikell Pinkney places the Federal Theatre Prajetihe Assimilationist Era of
African American theatre theory. The era carriesugh the years of World War 1l and
into the 1950s. Pinkney states that the era isideres assimilationist:

Because it was dominated by Negro Artist’s attertgtgain respect through

traditional Eurocentric means . . . Many black perfers appeared in musical

entertainments, mostly devised and suited fordkges of white audiences (19).
The entire FTP was generated by the white domirgagdrnment and in the case of the
Negro Units they were placed in the hands of wihigatre professionals. It was those
white theatre makers who set the tone and stamdading Units. And often the Units were
as appealing to affluent white audiences as theg Wweaudiences from their own
communities.

As LeNoire stated in Bonnie Nelson Schwartztsces from the Federal Theatre
“The Federal Theatre gave you, me, and everybaatyaal opportunity for a larger
education on many levels. It enlightened you tadhekground of every nationality. There
is something wonderful about it. It made me openmmmyd” (LeNoire gtd. in Schwartz 25).
In Linda Norflett's dissertation, LeNoire talked felles and Houseman’s commitment:

| remember them working to introduce all of usdgilimate theatre: how to

organize, how to produce, how to be techniciansyMrere teaching while

producing . . . They were opening up a whole nestavof new things for us in the
theatre. They realized and appreciated it andwet out of their way to give us

time that they really didn’t have (45).
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LeNoire and others were learning how to operatattbecompanies from their experience
with the FTP. Houseman was educating his actordeathicians because he knew he
would not remain with the project. His reputatiand that of Orson Welles, would ascend
from the popularity of the Harlem Unit’'s productiohMacbeth

Rosetta LeNoire joined the Harlem Unit and was aas witch in the John
Houseman/Orson Welles productionMécbethin 1936. Welles set the production in Haiti
and made the witches voodoo priestesses. In higataa the supernatural presence
became the force of evil such that the productecaime known as the “Voodoo
MacBeth.” In his adaptation Welles cut great porsiof Shakespeare’s play to
accommodate his concept. In her 1985 article, “Stdare, Orson Welles, and the
“VYoodoo” Macbeth,” Susan McCloskey wrote:

Clearly, Welles calculated Scotland’s loss agantsdt he gained by transporting

the play to Haiti. His largest gain was the chaodeirnMacbethinto a theatrical

tour de force. He filled the great vacancy wheretl&nod had been by making

costumes, stage sets, sound effects, and lightilgedwork of Shakepeare’s

world-making words. And he made no apology forgtlestitution. Everything

about his production was big, startling, almostasgbly lavish, and loud” (409).
The production gained so much attention and aticip that its opening was treated like a
Hollywood premiere with floodlights and a brassdafaying.

Though bringing white patrons uptown to Harlem wasthe goal of the FTP,
Welles and Houseman, “had no intention of forggtabout downtown audiences: indeed,
they geared and produced with an eye to downtowieaces” Blueprints for a Black

Federal Theatrd53). Houseman knew the Harlem Unit needed a sigmnaroduction that
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would gain notoriety and therefore bring posititiesation to the project. Théoodoo
Macbethwith the abundance of attention it drew, was $ust a project.
Despite its popularity, the changes in Shakespearetk, as well as the use of actors and
non-actors untrained in Shakespearean text offemdey critics. As Loften Mitchell
wrote, with reference tMacBetlis critical response, “One esthetic critic wanted t
elaborate on the rendering of the verse, but Hacenidn't have cared less. It had exciting
theatre and they took full advantage of it — 59,@&ttons saw it"Black Dramal02).
Aware of the impact fronviacBeths popularity, Welles, only twenty-years-old, wouslee
his career swiftly take off after his spectacularkwvith the FTP. Houseman also made
plans to cultivate his career elsewhere and, afftéable training had been achieved,
appointed Harry Edward, Gus Smith and Carlton MosSrect the Harlem Unit. In 1939,
with the House Un-American Activities Committeetsage of Communist infiltration in the
FTP, Congress denied its further funding. Despigegimployment, education and training
of thousands during its four years in operatioa,Federal Theatre Project closed. Loften
Mitchell wrote:
By killing the Federal Theatre, powerful Americaorées took the drama away
from the masses and lodged it firmly in the bosdithe aristocratic and middle-
class groups . . . That all of this was taken afn@y the people is one of the great
tragedies of the American theatBigck Dramal03).
Mitchell’s comment also speaks to the ongoing giieitp establish professional black
theatre in the United States, a struggle that nhighe been curtailed if the FTP had

continued.
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At a time when Broadway productions remained sgdesl, the Federal Theatre
Project was founded with the idea of integratirighadatrical practices, while still
encouraging black playwrights and supporting bidi@matic theatre. Donald Bogle writes
of the project:

The creative process, which in the 1920s had slbegn removed from black

control, now brought whites and blacks togethealliiaspects of theatrical planning

... The advances were apparent onstage as ardilgick performers were no

longer limited to roles as menials or to roles #peadly designed for black

characters. Interracial casting became commonplsaitiee FTP program flowered .

.. Black Musical Theatr@12).

Bogle’s comment is also reflective of what LeNamay have learned and taken with her
from the FTP that would eventually lead her to teré¢lae mission for her company.

Hallie Flanagan'’s insistence that the Federal e a whole be free of
discrimination was strictly enforced. As far as Megro Units were concerned, though
initially trained by white professionals, black dess were always included in planning and
administration of policy. Not only were administvatand artistic practices fully
multiracial but audiences were as well, with naklapectators being relegated to the
balconies or other less advantageous parts ohdatre. The Harlem Unit included a
youth theatre and a playwrights’ laboratory, onéhefvery few opportunities for black
playwrights to develop. All of this nurturing andugational innovation created an
environment where black theatre artists, LeNoiotuitled, believed that they at last had a
chance to fully participate in American culture viver, it was only a matter of time

before the Dies Committee, which investigated arspiion of communist infiltration,
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cited the FTP for its openly democratic practioes ended the project after only four
years. The impact and disappointment for the N&lnits was significant. As critic Fannin
S. Belcher points out:

It must be recognized, however, that there wa$fereince in attitude between the

white and the Negro groups. The former, to a lasgent, viewed the Federal

Theatre Project merely as a temporary job to heetover the lull in stage

activities; the latter were securing their firspopunity to have steady employment

in their profession, to produce the plays they wdnt. . and were hoping to do so
well that the group might be self-supporting if amoen Federal Theatre was
dissolved. The Negro units also thought of thequtogs a training school (Belcher
gtd. in “The Role of Blacks in the Federal Thea#8-50).
The Harlem Unit was not only a means of employnfi@nits participants but also a
training ground and experiment in multiculturallabbration. LeNoire had a significant
model going forward to use as a prototype for theéling of Amas.

Because of the FTP’s dedication to training thentvers of the Harlem Unit,
Rosetta LeNoire gained theatre experience thatostkewith her when she joined her
godfather, Bill Robinson, imhe Hot Mikadolt was her experience in both of these
significant theatre events that she also applidetgarticipation with the American Negro
Theatre in the 1940s — a company that James Vhid&ited, “became the most important,
self-contained black theatre troupe between thas#eaf the African Company in 1823
and the birth of the Negro Ensemble Company in XBistory of African American

Theatre350).
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American Negro Theatre

The American Negro Theatre (ANT) sought to dravirenprinciples of the
Federal Theatre Project and bridge the loss offrfethrough the creation of a people’s
theatre that would become a national theatre. LeNminted out that ANT, “trained over
two hundred people, attracted fifty thousand patorwitness 325 performances . . . we
raised enough to finance these productions” (LeNgid. in Norflett 90). Linda Norflett
further comments, “In its time, with the advantaf®eing in New York, the theatre capital
of the country, no other black theatre in the couabuld compare with it"The Theatre
Career of Rosetta LeNoi@0). Certainly the first few years of ANT’s opeoais seemed to
be moving in the right direction. To boost subdaoips, “by the second year, after a
vigorous campaign with Harlem organizations to tickets, two-thirds of their audience
were local. By the third year 90 percent came fitemlem,” and their successful
production ofAnna Lucastalrew an audience of five thousand (James Hétistory of
African American Theatrd51).

Unfortunately, it was the successAsfna Lucastain which LeNoire was cast, that
was the beginning of ANT’s demise. After the shoasva success on Broadway, ANT
continued to only look for shows that would make mmove downtown while neglecting its
higher goal of serving the people and the Harlemraanity. Money was lost on the
show’s transition to Broadway through bad deal$ wibducers, including the mysterious
loss of an important Dramatists Guild contract. kpyaf production dropped in later
years, funds were mismanaged despite various gramtsganization had been awarded,
and there was discord within the group. Abram Kitho had initiated ANT’s startup,

commented on ANT’s dependence on outside fundifg|6ng as we have inequities in
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our society, we, as an ethnic group, will havesty more and more upon ourselves and not
anybody else” (Hill gtd. in Hatch 356). The compatosed in 1951 after having achieved
an unprecedented success and trained future thpeafessionals such as Ossie Davis (who
later would write the book for the Amas musiBaigo!), Ruby Dee (who currently serves
on Amas’s Advisory Board), Sydney Poitier, Aliceildress and Harry Belafonte.

Nevertheless, LeNoire was part of an important ermn black theatre history
putting into practice the experience she gaineah fitee FTP. Throughout the 1950s
LeNoire worked constantly in theatre and a few dilimcluding the film ofAnna Lucasta
She was a member of the Actors Equity Committemtagration and helped publish a
book of hotels and other accommodations acrossaimetry that would serve black
performers while they were on tour. She also seovetthe board of the Negro Actors
Guild, a welfare organization for black actorstetdiby Bill Robinson and Noble Sissle.

In the 1950s, as the civil rights movement wasiggimomentum, LeNoire and
FTP colleagues Fred O’Neal and Dick Campbell ccetite Coordinating Council for
Negro Performers. At the time, black actors woaletly if ever be cast on television and
virtually never in television commercials. As thAACP lobbied against and succeeded in
ridding television of black stereotypes even tHess than desirable jobs vanished and the
need for employment grew. Commercials were an dppiby the Council felt needed to be
exploited. The Council ran a survey and publistesdilts that showed “Negroes spend 15
billion dollars a year on commaodities such as stag], drugs, beverages and
automobiles,” yet, “Negro performers received amtye half of one percent of the total of

television performer employment, one out of every hundred jobs” (qtd. in Norflett

70



304). The Council then pushed for a boycott ofvislen in February 1955 that proved
their point:

The American Association of Advertising AgencieBethus in and said enough is

enough . . . so we went through with it and suugh a drop of viewers took

place on that night that showed itself in the TWad\nd that was a breakthrough
for black performers on tv . . . A lot of peoplenticknow it, but we were the ones

that did that. For doing it we were blacklisted if@doell gtd. in Norflett 306).

Real change would not happen in television emplayraetil the 1960s. At the time the
Council members were blacklisted, LeNoire requeited=BI run an investigation to clear
her name. With her wealth of performance and omgdioinal experience, as well as her
eagerness to become involved in the fight for iretgn of theatre and other performance
media, it seemed she had everything she neededtaker theatre company but Amas
was more than ten years away. In the late sixtieehd of the civil rights era exploded in a
push towards black nationalism that LeNoire reatddul founding Amas.

Integrationist policies had embraced the new usalest paradigm that had sprung
up after World War Il. Finding its way into the Weal Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO)’s policy, it staté8cientists have reached general
agreement that mankind is one; that all men belorige same species . . .” (qtd. in “The
Browndecades” 337). From this perspective it was caedeihat all human beings are
alike and that particularism when it came to, “m®deidentity, involving religion,
ethnicity and race,” had no, “deep ontological arahstatus” (338). As it applied to

universalism, colorblindness was a virtue.
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LeNoire’s comments through the years often refemiversalism. In one of my
interviews with Donna Trinkoff she mentioned thaiNoire “was a great believer in the
universality of man” (Interview 07/20/2012). Unigafism did not precisely align with
either Wendell Willkie’s ideology or the beautifydrden of Eubie Blake. In both Willkie
and Blake people and cultures retained their iddi&ity. Universalism, particularly as
espoused by post-war integrationist politics, cidrthat skin color did not matter because
we were all the same under the surface. With thespretation, that came many years after
Blake’s and Willkie’s, LeNoire’s own colorblind ghsophy could have been shaped by
conflicting social and political policies that dieii and reconfigured throughout her life.

Universalism was a force in the decision of BrogsnBoard of Education in 1954,
for though human beings are all one, it was recaghthat certain groups could be
assessed as inferior due to “Disabling cultural @gthological effects among minority
cultures,” therefore, as Chief Justice Warren dedlavhen it came to segregated black
schoolchildren:

To separate them from others of similar age andifapa#ion solely because of

their race generates a feeling of inferiority ather status in the community that

may affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikelgver be undone (Warren qtd.

in “The Brown Decades” 339).

Warren was explaining that unless schools wergjiated, and all children blended
together, there would be a negative effect on tigafts and minds” of black children.

Rosetta LeNoire embraced integrationist policied lzecame active in

integrationist causes. She brought this philosdphward when she founded Amas and it
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was at this point, despite being black and des$@tenvolvement with black theatre
organizations all her life, she declared her tleeatrs not black. In 1973 she clarified:
I’'m not against black theater, but I'm for everyihiin the U.S. Constitution. Amas
is interracial from top to bottom: the administoatj the faculty, the classes. We
have Orientals, Puerto Ricans, blacks, whitesl@fgds and religions, and from the
five boroughs. Anything that’s creative in learneagtomatically wipes out
prejudice New York Post Magazirgb).
With such a statement she put Amas in the positi@n institution that had been
constitutionally ordered to integrate. If she haokled at the larger perspective she might
have understood that establishing a black theataenhite dominated theatre world was
also a method of integrating the larger world &f tiheatrical mainstream. As time went on,

decisions she made would take the concept of iategtheatre to an extreme.

Black Arts/Black Nationalism and the Founding of Anas

Having grown up in Harlem, Rosetta LeNoire wasnemted to the neighborhood
most of her life. She lived through the Harlem Resence, was a member of the Harlem
Negro Unit of the Federal Theatre Project, wasuading member of the American Negro
Theatre, a Harlem based company, and would evénfaahd her own theatre, Amas,
which had its home for many years in East Harlenthé nineteen sixties, before LeNoire
founded Amas, Harlem was the focal point of whatid.ouis Gates called a third
renaissance — the black arts movement.

In “Harlem on Our Minds,” Gates points out thagriéawere not one, but four

cultural movements in black American history thaild be called a renaissance. The first
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took place during the last decade of the nineteesnitury when “the unprecedented
literary productions by black women — who publishadbzen novels and edited their own
literary journal between 1890 and 1900” (2). Timsat period was called the New Negro
Literary Movement and continued to develop throtighfirst part of the twentieth century
to the second cultural explosion known as the HafRenaissance. The fourth renaissance
began, according to Gates, in the 1990s with wfiter Morrison’s 1993 win of the Nobel
Prize in literature. However, according to Gatks,lilack arts movement, from 1965 until
the early 1970s, comprised a third renaissancatdies:
Defining themselves against the Harlem Renaissand&leeply rooted in black cultural
nationalism, the Black Arts writers saw themselagshe artistic wing of the Black Power
movement. Writers such as Amiri Baraka, Larry Naat] Sonia Sanchez saw black art as
fulfilling a function, primarily the political libeation of black people from white racism (4).
The writings of Amiri Baraka and Larry Neal weneportant in defining the black
arts aesthetic as one that was characterized bl ptaver militancy and racial solidarity.
In his 1965 essay “The Revolutionary Theatre,” \utgerved as a Black Arts Theatre
manifesto, Baraka, then Leroi Jones, writes:
The Revolutionary Theatre must EXPOSE! Show uprthieles of these humans,
look into black skulls. White men will cower befdres theatre because it hates
them. Because they have been trained to hate. @haliRionary Theatre must hate
them for hating. For presuming with their technglbg deny the supremacy of the

Spirit. They will all die for this (1).
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Mikell Pinkney places black arts and black natimalin the Black Revolutionary Era and
draws parallels between it and the New Negro Reaace Era. When he writes of
Baraka’'s Revolutionary Theatre he suggests:

It was his prospective theory on the nature oflbtheater as a revolutionary tool

and weapon for positive propaganda and consciosisaising that recapitulated

and reinforced the New Negro Renaissance ideolb@uBois in a radically

political manner (19).

The philosophy that art could support politics wasiing full circle and being amped up
with new work coming from the black arts movement.

The mid-sixties was a time of increasing unrestshing from the civil rights
movement’s intersection with new left radicalisnd dack nationalism. Culminating with
riots in the Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles ugAst 1965, the self determination of
the black nationalist movement, heightened byehdérship of Malcolm X, drew strength
in its distinction of a separate African basedualt heritage. In his 1968 essay, “The
Black Arts Movement,” Larry Neal wrote:

The Black Arts Movement is radically opposed to aogcept of the artist that

alienates him from his community. Black Art is testhetic and spiritual sister of

the Black Power concept. As such, it envisionsrathat speaks directly to the

needs and aspirations of Black America (29).

Speaking to the “needs and aspirations of Black #ga&with a function to liberate aligns
the black Arts movement with the same objectivehaddarlem Renaissance, which was to
motivate political change through art. Jones’s thag of the Black Arts Repertory Theatre

School (BARTS) in 1965 served as a symbolic cemgeni the black arts movement in
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Harlem, though the movement was national. BART $ezhaimilar goals as Amas — to use
theatre as a means to change. However, LeNoirg@ud Amas in opposition to the
separatism she perceived black nationalism advbcate
Rosetta LeNoire was in her fifties during the 1968aking her at least twenty
years older than most of the participants in bkt theatre in New York. Coming of age
in the nineteen-twenties and actively taking paxnganizations that fought for equality in
the performing arts, her priority was not sepamai@s much as it was integration, towards
the ultimate the goal of equal employment. Shegdedonally been discriminated against,
blocked from auditions and seldom cast in any othher than a servant. By the sixties she
had two decades of experience in the same actifiahiueled the civil rights movement —
that of equality and integration. Many times throtige years LeNoire recalled the
moment which sent her into the planning stagesméa# In a 1977 interview she told a
story she would tell many times when asked whahbrdo found Amas:
One day, | was waiting for a young friend of mingo had gone into a Harlem
church to be interviewed for a job with a cultuyadup there, and | overheard a
teacher saying to a group of little children, “Widhmwe love?” And their answer
was, “We love black!” and she said, “Who do we Ra#end they said, “We hate
whitey!” And | thought, my God! We worry about aleal, we worry about dope,
but this is worse, because this is poisoning thénds, and they’re so young and
they're not at an age when they can make decistwriiemselves (LeNoire gtd. in
Amas Musical Theatre — Profil®.
LeNoire told her husband, who suggested she useshib&new best to do something

about the problem. She began writing letters toy@ree she could, including the New
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York State Council on the Arts, with whom she aisade an appointment. When she told
them what she wanted, they said:

“Well, why don’t you want to have an all-black the&®” and | said, “Well my

world is not all-black. My world is as God createdll colors . . . it's a glorious

bouquet.” And they said, “You're going to have ayeard time, because right

now people are giving money to mostly black cultorganizations.” | said, “I'll

take my chances, because | believe this from my get” (4).

In a month LeNoire received a letter stating the®id would give her $25,000, and that
was the starting point of Amas.

The momentum of the black arts movement must keemed like a contradiction
to the atmosphere in which LeNoire grew up in tA20k, though on examination it was
similar. After struggling through the years sinke Civil War the black population was
seeking equality as citizens. The struggle wasimoed from the years of the Harlem
Renaissance into the democratic policies of the éfiWward to the civil rights movement
and Brown vs Board of Education, all perceived @stjve gains in the fight for equality.
In his article, “The Role of Blacks in the Federakatre,” educator Ronald Ross states:

Unquestionably such dispersed exposure [vis eneifNiegro Units] was important

not only to its black participants but also to liteck population in general because

it previously had not been allowed to surface enhtional culture (41).

Ross continues by quoting New Deal historian Whllieeuchtenburg, “What is much
more to the point is the shocking degrees to whiegroes in the past were not permitted
to be a visible part of the national culture. TremNDeal began the process of change

(Leuchtenburg gtd. in Ross 42). Though Alain Loakd W.E.B. DuBois might have
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argued that the Harlem Renaissance was also ahaggrange, it remains clear that
equality and inclusion were goals of each of theenments that finally resulted in
institutionalized integration. The black nationiaésd, therefore, black arts movements
would have been perceived, by others like LeN@isgpushing against the decades of work
that had already been achieved. Integration hadlyhbeen given a chance to work by the
nineteen sixties and having a strong force, ilagkonationalism and black arts, striving to
possibly re-separate the races must have seenhetNtore to be an affront to the years of
activism she and her mentors had brought to beanstghe forces that already separated
blacks from their rightful place in American cukur

The first years of Amas went slowly with any ofifigys being staged in LeNoire’s
basement. Small productions toured the New Yorkighs and played in parks and
recreation centers. The first full season did akétplace until January 1973 and was
mixed with original works, adaptations and est&lgdsplaysAn Evening with Bourgeoise
was a collection of one act plays which was folldveg Othellg, directed by Earl Hyman
andThe Three Sisterslirected by Brock Peters. According to a Decemi9&? article in
the New York Post, Milton Adams wrote, “The concepthe theater [Amas] has been to
use the creative arts as a communicative vehicleridging the polarization of racial
groups in the city” (n.pag.).

As early as 1973 plans were being made for theéyateon that would eventually
beBubbling Brown SugaiThe show was seen by entertainment lawyer JdL@&ant who
was joined by Richard Bell and Ashton Springerdbas producers of the shoBubbling
Brown Sugas journey to Broadway in 1976 is one that, If#euffle Alongn 1921andrhe

Hot Mikadoalmost two decades later, started a boom of btackical production on
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Broadway in the 1970s. Like the other two groundkirey shows the trend came to its
eventual end, but while it continued the work oftpatists was re-introduced to a new
generation who had never been exposed to musictfrerearlier part of the twentieth
century. AdditionallyBubbling Brown Sugashould have put Amas firmly on the track of
future success. Unfortunately the story of the patidn, to be discussed in Chapter lll,
was one of mismanagement, miscommunication andawce trust.

Amas's residency at 1 East 108treet was on the periphery of Harlem, away from
the swiftly growing urban decay taking place orfeelilack arts movement subsided. With
the demise of BARTS, seen as a symbol of the moresnexit from Harlem, the
neighborhood lost the movement’s power to mairttaemyth of Harlem while the
movement, likewise, lost Harlem’s historic presetucgive it national importance. As
James Smethurst writes:

In short, the symbolic importance of Harlem hadnbatl in imparting a certain

sort of national status to the Black Arts movemespiring, influencing, and

giving a sense of national connection to a numbepraio-Black Arts groupings
individuals, and institutions . . . the romancedaflem as race capital was less
important or even inimical to some degréad Black Arts Movemehb3).
Amas would remain on 184Street until the nineteen eighties when the compaoved
downtown and away from LeNoire’s association witirledm. After living most of her life
in or near the neighborhood that became, as Snsefbuts it, “a sort of ‘every ghetto’
rather than the unique ‘city of refuge’ . . . ofri&&n American potential invoked both
straightforwardly and ironically during the New Nledrenaissance,” LeNoire would

operate her theatre elsewhere (110). However, ghrthe years, with its many changes,
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Amas would never deviate from its first intentiomdaeventually, as the years took their toll
on black theatre, LeNoire’s mission was caught betwthe integrity of her cause and the

implausibility of her casting decisions.
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CHAPTER 1lI

AMAS IN THE 1970s-1980s: BLACK ARTS,BUBBLING BROWN SUGAR,AND
BINGO!
“Every time you see one black person in a shoanerAsian person or an inter-
racial cast, unless the piece is saying sometbimgainkind, unless the director has

some kind of vision . . . then it's just a coloribgok of colors and not necessarily
anything of substance” (TicoWells qtd.Beyond Traditiori.03).

Rosetta LeNoire’s mission to develop Amas withraerracial focus grew out of
influences from her own life history. She was aksacting to what she perceived as
destructive forces building in the black commuraisya result of black nationalism. Having
personally withessed an example of the raciallygddrhetoric she believed to be a part
of black nationalism’s separatist thinking, she edwo make her theatre inclusive.
Historically the national conversation on nontriaial casting involved participation of
white establishment theatres opening their caglingess to minority actors. In the case of
Amas, LeNoire was a black theatre founder who éefimer mission to cast interracially as
a way to push against separatism. The complicaigchtreaction to nontraditional
casting in the 1960s created a challenging atmosgbeany theatre professional
venturing forward with a project that focused ociatly diverse casting. A theatre like
Amas often faced white establishment critics whoeveensitive to and deeply analytical in
their responses towards the changing racial climatdew York’s professional stages.
Generally debated were the concepts of where iatiegrof casts was appropriate and
what constituted segregation. Black theatres wies perceived as segregated. As the
seventies and eighties progressed Amas was stiéped as a black theatre despite

LeNoire’s sometimes clumsy efforts to contradiett therception.
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At its founding LeNoire took her proposal to stamas to the New York State
Council on the Arts where she was told it wouldibancially more advantageous for her
to start an all-black company. In Chapter Il llvekamine the complicated politics from
the second half of the twentieth century as thepet events and influenced LeNoire’s
founding of Amas. From post-World War |l integratist/assimilationist thinking, leading
to legislation passed during the civil rights end ¢he subsequent influence of the black
power movement, LeNoire was reacting to and attemmpd negotiate swiftly developing
changes in attitude and ideologies. A complicaexikes of events took place in the
nineteen sixties that favored government suppatetirts. New models for public
funding were being developed through the Ford Fatiod and other institutional
contributors. Again, politics was in play as furglioptions changed. Chapter 111 will
examine the events leading to the establishmehiedlational Endowment for the Arts as
well as the influence of the Ford Foundation onlipifinding of the arts.  Additionally,
the chapter will encompass the impact of HARYOUding for black arts organizations,
most specifically Leroi Jones’s Black Arts Thedbaiool (BARTS) and contrast it with
Rosetta LeNoire’s founding of Amas. Chapter lllhalso follow Amas through the 1970s,
the success @ubbling Brown Sugaiand the continuing paradox of LeNoire’s insisgenc
that Amas was not a black theatre in contrast éthchoice to develop primarily black
musicals created by black artists. How did this@haffect casting? And were her casting
choices always advantageous to her mission? bhallv that the critical dialogue on
nontraditional casting that exploded in the laté@often carried with it the tone of
racism and the language of convoluted notions @ftwbnstituted segregation and

integration as those ideas pertained to theatwethér examination of political forces in the
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1980s which began the downward turn in fundingofack theatre will conclude the
chapter. Throughout this time period, as LeNoiventtled in the attempt to appear
interracial, Amas continued to be perceived asmekiheatre.

Older than many of participants of black natisraland black arts, LeNoire had
been active in the Negro Actors’ Guild in the 14830s and early forties. The Guild was an
organization that promoted black artists and tiveifare. As Jonathan Dewberry reports,
the articles in the Guild’s Certificate of Incorption included clauses that stated the
exclusive nature of the Guild. Whites could joirt bauld only be members in an advisory
position. “Only black performers, for example, a@bskrve on the executive board,”
Dewberry writes, while other articles stressed,eéTinportance of racial pride,
brotherhood, and fellowship among black performéiBlack Actors Unite” 2) In other
words, the exclusivity of the organization (withya limited participation from whites)
and the call for racial pride had similaritieste tall for solidarity and racial pride
promoted by black nationalism thirty years latdre Negro Actors’ Guild understood the
importance of maintaining black leadership in higin@ore important positions with white
members involved in what could be termed a tok@acigy only.

In the 1950s, LeNoire’s participation on AEA’s Canittee on Integration, while
concerned with employment equality, was in conflith the idea of exclusivity and
approached activism from an integrationist phildgo@’he Committee’s boycott of
television and subsequent blacklisting of its memsb@entioned in Chapter 11, took place
in 1955, one year after the landmark Brown vs. BadrEducation Supreme Court
decision that called for institutional integratid@Noire’s 1973 statement, quoted in

Chapter Il, declaring her allegiance to everythmthe Constitution, proves her dedication
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to legalized integration in contrast to her forraetivism with the Guild, which maintained
a more exclusive point of view. However importdrg political ramifications of Brown vs
Board of Education was to LeNoire, the decisiothefSupreme Court was not so much

the answer to institutionalized racism as it wasadter of image for the United States.

Brown vs. Board of Education

The Supreme Court’s 1954 decision — that seg@yatas a violation of the
Fourteenth Amendment — was the result of five separases which collectively made up
Brown vs. Board of Education. The case was a lankifahe civil rights movement,
though, as mentioned above, it was also deterntigedher political positions, such as the
fear of racial unrest and the need for the UnitedeS to appear able to manage its race
problems to the rest of the world. However, in tewhthe case and its outcomes, Henry D.
Miller writes, “. . . in the theoretical terms..it must be noted that in black communities
through the United States, especially among Negisis the terms “civil rights” and
“integration” were not synonymousTleorizing Black Theatr#40). At stake was the
difference between gaining equal rights as citizsnsbeing expected to identify with a
white American image and culture. As Miller stat8$)e push for “integration” as
opposed to “civil rights,” was not the product ajraundswell of Negro public opinion,”
and continues:

Throughout Negro America there were real questatimsit the relative value of

what can be called cultural and social integraéisulistinguished from Adams’

[John] “government of laws” that blindly bestowenl all its citizens equal civil

rights, whatever their differing measures of wigalth or beauty (142).
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Miller is careful to include the word “blindly” whh hearkens back to the concept of
inalienable rights. In theatre, integration, asd@&sd by the white establishment on non-
white minorities, was exemplified by white estahirgeent theatres casting non-white actors,
i.e., minority actors were temporarily given a glat the table. Despite the divergent
opinions on the societal aspects of integratiom déecision in Brown vs. Board of
Education also was immersed in the politics oftiime that had as much to do with the
United States tending to its democratic image ary kttle to do with the Supreme
Court’s moral or educational responsibility.

As “European colonial powers came under incregsessure from indigenous
political forces and certain sectors of westernlipupinion to break up their colonial
empires,” the United States also was pressurenéoadfention to what Wendell Willkie
called America’s imperialisms at home (King. “TBewnYears.” 339). It was
advantageous for the U.S. to at least appear modbéng steps to end racial segregation.
Damon Freeman points out “that it would not serveefican interests to maintain racial
segregation — particularly the most vicious symieaisting in the South — while seeking to
influence much of the non-white world (“Kenneth Rland the Problem of Power” 430).
However, the cause of civil rights moved slowlyoilgh the 1950s and required further
action that culminated in President Johnson’s pgssi the Civil Rights Act in 1964.
These actions on the part of the federal governmentd have served as the references
LeNoire chose when she stated she was “for evewythithe U.S. Constitution,”
(mentioned in Chapter Il) and, therefore, remaitei@rmined to establish an interracial

theatre rather than one that she considered alklfdew York Post Magazirg5).
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At the time of Amas’s founding, the governmentaie was also in support of
black theatre. Funding for black cultural projestss at a peak and, once again, national
politics and image influenced social policies amads. In fact, the path arts funding took
throughout the post-World War Il years was deteedihy specific influences from the

cold war.

Arts Funding Climate 1950s-1970s: American CultureControl

It was in a climate of government support for kldeeater that Rosetta LeNoire
founded Amas, a theatre that she insisted woulth@ail black. Multiculturalism as an
accepted term had yet to gain ground during thesyaehe civil rights movement and yet,
LeNoire’s term for her theatre — interracial — dat fit the compartment into which
government funding was awarded in the sixties. Govent involvement in arts funding
was part of a progression that began in the yedosving World War 1l and culminated in
the 1960s with the establishment of the Nationaldment for the Arts and the Ford
Foundation’s creation of matching grants. In ancsohere filled with funding for
programs in the arts, Rosetta LeNoire, as welklasrdlack theatre leaders, found theatre
companies and received support from sources that eypeerating from highly politicized
agendas.

In the years directly after World War 1l the puigtl residue from the so-called
communist infiltration of the WPA's federal artsograms kept government away from
participation in arts funding. However, as the ool years moved forward there was a
push to distinguish the United States culturalyfrthe rest of the world. This initiative,

backed by liberal politicians, became policy aReissia’s successful launchingSutnik
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— an event that underscored American deficienoieslucation, science and culture that the
United States had yet to address. “The culturatdgg of America — one of the great
building forces holding together and enhancingwauiied national life — has been relegated
to a lesser role in the pageant of America,” stabestal Republican Jacob Javits, who
campaigned for government activism in supportirggatis (Javits qtd. in Howard.
“Between Avant-Garde and Kitsch” 293). In 1960tdnisn Arthur Schlesinger published
his article “Notes on a National Cultural Policyichadvocated the formation of a Federal
Advisory Council on the Arts. August Heckscher, o directed the Twentieth Century
Fund, believed that the avant garde and beatniked@s a tonic to a conformist country
that desperately needed a new sense of indivigiubditt 963 Hecksher issued a report,
“The Arts and the National Government,” and in theane year President Kennedy formed
the President’s Advisory Council on the Arts. Tétisp paved the way for the
establishment of the National Endowment for thes AIREA) in 1965.

Steps leading up to the founding of the NEA wheedfforts of politicians seeking
to help subdue public anxiety created by the c@dand launching ddputnikand replace
it with the illusion of a strong American cultuteat would serve to mend society’s sense of
instability. As Michael Wreszin comments in “CuliiFreedom versus Cultural Spin,”
“The entire mass culture debate became politiczé¢de fifties and was more often
concerned with cold war politics than with art aitare” (610). Though appearing to free
non-conformity and individuality, the move towagtsvernment funding of the arts was
carefully planned and orchestrated to create @ggenotivated by a new sense of cultural
freedom, which would mobilize to meet the educatipscientific and political demands of

the cold war.
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Rosetta LeNoire founded Amas later in the 1960ers¢ years after the
establishment of the NEA. Her request for fundsayght from the New York Council on
the Arts, fell within a new paradigm of arts funglithat included the NEA and additionally
the support of the Ford Foundation, an organizahanis known for having created the
matching grant. Ford’s invention of the arts gi@rdnged the environment of funding from
one of private donorship to one of foundationspoaations and government agencies in a
chain reaction of support that relied on the notbmatching funds. Matching grants
required that organizations raise, on their owrgr@ount equal to or more than a gift from
an outside donor. While private donations were s&ag to the life of an organization,
“they were rarely associated with a formally comsted plan for that institution’s
progression, and even less often with a grand seliensystemic advancement of the
entire arts field,” (Kreider “Leverage Lost: The iNwofit Arts in the Post-Ford Era” n.
pag.). In contrast, Ford Foundation had a cleasiongto revitalize existing institutions,
establish regional arts organizations, form amgise organizations, and enhance arts
education. Particularly of interest to funding ges were black organizations, including
black theatres, as part of their initiative to dematize the arts. One of the initiatives
focused on minorities in the inner cities were@wmnmunity Action Programs (CAP) of
Lyndon Johnson’s War on Poverty. The Harlem Youtip@tunities Unlimited, Inc.
(HARYOU), a CAP program, was a part of LeNoire’sreounity and used the arts as a
tool to push against continued segregation thgehed on despite the 1954 decision of
Brown vs. Board of Education. George Yudice writes:

Government thus sought to use subsidies for clifagtarism as a way of

channeling the expression of opposition. Johns@résat Society was a complex
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mechanism for crisis management: to deal with #tertbration of social control
unleashed by migration to the cities . . . anchtape and direct African Americans
as an electoral constituency in urban centers (Hilneatization of Culture” 20-1).
HARYOU was one of the service organizations forneefiilfill the government’s plan.
HARYOU was organized and run by Kenneth Clarksychologist who was
known for his research on the long term negatiteces of segregation on black youth —
research that was presented in the effort to infltaehe Supreme Court’s decision in
Brown vs. Board of Education. However, any idealSlark possessed during Brown vs.
Board of Education had all but dissolved by the Rxties. Integration had not been
achieved significantly enough to save complex udmanmunities like Harlem and, due to
continued segregation, racial unrest was eruptimgany large cities including New York
and Los Angeles. The very thing the Supreme Coastvoping to avoid needed new
power and energy behind it and HARYOU was one efhicles put to use with the hefty
support of $118 million. Clark’s focus was to impient programs that would:
... empower the Harlem community politically, woly thereby changing the
status of the poor but revolutionizing the politiaad economic relationships that
existed between Blacks and Whites . . . Only ashiolcommunity-oriented
approach that addressed the wider political and@oe issues caused by racism
would lead to a more prosperous Harlem (Freemaeanfiéth B. Clark and the
Problem of Power” 417).
Despite the aspiration to consider the relationbleigveen the two races, Clark’s approach
was to deliver the function and oversight of theléta community from the hands of

whites to the blacks who lived there. Though hawagn involved with the civil rights

89



activism of the 1950s, Clark was now turning torgyessible means to elevate the
despair he found in Harlem. His open-minded apgroaeant finding sympathy with some
of the ideology of the black nationalist movemeamd ¢he Nation of Islam’s (NOI)
Malcolm X. Empathetic to black nationalism’s rejentof integration, Clark also
understood its philosophy that “black economic-sefficiency, racial self-love and
separation from Whites were critical to a politédiberation” (432). Blacks in the north
were not as in favor of Martin Luther King’'s nomlence coupled with a ‘love the
oppressor’ and turn the other cheek philosophy.it8\#ing’s approach seemed
reasonable, healthy and stable on the surfaceghfan writes, “King asked his followers
to carry a heavier psychological burden” (433). M/bschewing much of the philosophy
of black nationalism, Clark still understood thesien between those Harlemites who were
compelled by the movement and those, like LeN@ite, in contrast, were repelled by it.

The same principles black nationalism espoused va&en up by a young Amiri
Baraka (LeRoi Jones). Baraka moved to Harlem faligthe assassination of Malcolm X
in 1965. He quickly formed a group of artists untiher principles Malcolm believed were
the goals of black power: self-determination, seffpect, and self-defense. Forming his
Black Arts Repertory Theatre/School in 1965, Jomas awarded $200,000 from
HARYOU to organize a program for Harlem youth tteatred through the community
with theatrical presentations, involved youth ihealects of production, and taught
classes.

It is interesting that Amas and BART/S had streimgilarities in the programs they

included. Amas developed its youth theatre andtadsoed youth in performance and
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production; in its first years it toured the borbagf New York and played in parks and
parking lots. Similarly, Baraka writes:

... that one glorious summer of 1965, we didhring advanced Black Art to

Harlem. We organized, as part of HARYOU ACT, th&aoras first antipoverty

program, a summer arts program called Operation 8wap . . . For eight weeks,

we brought Drama, Poetry, Painting, Music, Danceall across Harlem . . . each
night our five units would go out in playgroundsest corners, vacant lots, play
streets, parks, bringing Black Art directly to pko¢The Black Arts Movement:

Its Meaning and Potential” 28).

Additionally, as Amas focused on musical theatelihg this was the genre that would
unite people in creativity, Baraka states, “We \drlack Art that was identifiably Afro-
American. As Black as Bessie Smith or Billie Holydar Duke Ellington or John Coltrane.
That is what we wanted it to express — our liveslastory . . .” (28). In other words, his
goals with BART/S were similar to those of Ama®-use the great artists of Harlem,
many of them musical artists, to help in educasirmpmmunity of individuals and bring
about self-determination and self-respect.

The area where BART/S was in contradiction withasnwvas in the underlying
message of black nationalism that whites were hateldexcluded. As Baraka states,
BART/S, and much of the antipoverty program, “cameer attack fundamentally because
we had initially cloaked our call to battle in thtarkest terms of cultural nationalism and
Hate-Whitey language” (30). Daniel Matlin statesttihwas Jones’s “political immaturity
and the lingering specter of black macho” thatextéhe end of BART/S (“Reinterpreting

Amiri Baraka” 98). While the company thrived on faading from a federal program
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Jones still was disgusted by accepting the pat@péthe white establishment. Sargent
Shriver, who directed the Community Action Agenmade a ‘site visit' to 130Street
where BART/S was housed only to be greeted by JeitesFuck Shriver” and a refusal
to allow Shriver’s entrance. Shortly afterwardaficial support was pulled from BART/S.
The company folded after one year and Jones weewark, New Jersey.

It was the philosophy and language of radicalwesioh coming out of black power
and the black arts theatres that started LeNoifgeomission to create Amas. Her
experience in the Harlem church — over-hearing tratoric directed towards children
(mentioned in Chapter Il) — was the catalyst tloabpelled LeNoire to take steps towards
founding her company with the opposite intentiomas means “you love” and LeNoire
was convinced her organization must practice imgtuand interracial casting. She also
believed Amas should distance itself from the cphoébeing a black theatre. Her first
wave of funding from the New York Council on thetg\was only $25,000 — hardly the
huge sum BART/S had received.

LeNoire would always have to face the questiotoaghether Amas was a black
theatre or not. Because she was black and had numblack friends and colleagues much
of the original material Amas worked with came frblack creators and involved black
subject matter. Her philosophy was in keeping whthpolicies of integration. However, In
1967, two years before LeNoire founded Antdsllo Dolly!, one of the most successful
musicals of the twentieth century, chose to repiscgtar, Carol Channing, with another
well-known performer, Pearl Bailey, who was blalckthe course of replacing the lead
roles, the entire white cast was replaced withkbpsrformers including band leader Cab

Calloway. The decision was one that lit a fire urttle conversation on nontraditional
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casting. Critics applied integrationist philosog@nd black nationalist ideology to their
comments until even Pearl Bailey was driven to asiyy do they have to talk racial into
everything? Is everybody looking to separate thelavtvorld?” (“Dolly Levi Now Finds
Her Match in Pearl BaileyNew York Time&2). Focused on segregation, many of the
white critics seemed offended by the idea of ablaltk production of what had originally

been an all-white show.

An All-black Hello Dolly! Fighting the Good Fight for Integration
Making the shift to an all-black cast in 1967 e thiddle of the civil rights and the
black arts movements — produced conflicting respets Pearl Bailey’siello Dolly!.
Critics of the show found performances to be sapgpiarticularly that of Ms. Bailey,
however, they could not refrain from commentinglua producers’ decision to keep white
performers from the cast. Clive Barnes’s Novemi@&71lreview for théNew York Times
stated that Pearl Bailey, “took the whole musindiér hands and swung it around her neck
as easily as if it were a feather boa,” but Baaudksitted:
| went prejudiced. | had not been bowled over Battier, and frankly my sensitive
white liberal conscience was offended at the idearmnintegrated Negro show. It
sounded too much like “Blackbirds of 1967,” andtadl patronizing for words. But
believe me, from the first to the last | was oveslntred. Maybe Black Power is
what some of the other musicals need (61).
Barnes’s comment illustrates a complete lack oframess of how racially charged his
reference to black power was, despite the interdfa@omplementing the quality of the

show. He also demonstrates his indifference towacaowledging the dominant white

93



presence on Broadway that had never, in the cadithe century, been satisfactorily
equalized by black representation whether in numbkperformers or numbers of shows.
Likewise, Frederick O’Neal, who was black and arfd of LeNoire’s, commented from
his position as the president of Actor’'s Equity:
This seems to be a favor in reverse. It's verydlift for our policy to get through
to producers — casting should be done accordiagitity. Having an all-Negro cast
— or an all-Jewish or all-Chinese one, for thatterat is not the idea at all. Of
course, Negroes need the work they will get inndn production of ‘Hello Dolly"
But we are sacrificing our principles for a few ksi¢“Dolly Levi Now Finds Her
Match in Pearl BaileyNew York Time&2).
Again, O’'Neal’s idea limits the scope of what imt&gon can mean. Hello Dolly! was the
only black offering, or one of a small number adi shows, then the white dominated
Broadway season had been integrated. If Actorsitizgenounced shows which cast all
black performers they narrowed the employment pdis for black union members.
The STATS Report mentioned in the Introduction draly conducted research
from 2006 forward. However, in 2006 the total numtfeminority actors acting on the
New York stages was 15% where Caucasian actotedd8%. As if the 2006 statistics
aren’t bad enough, and given the historical tinma&af minority representation on
professional New York stages in 1967, it can berassl that the percentages in the sixties
would be much lower in the case of minority acemmd much higher as the numbers apply
to Caucasian actors. Given tiiéllo Dolly! was a large cast musical, it would have driven

up the number of working minority actors, if ontya small way. Integration at any cost to
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employment, in this situation, appears to be aanaftpolitical image rather than
practicality and completely disregards the positegponse to the artistry of the work.

In 1967 Rosetta LeNoire was in the early stagderaiing Amas. Being a loyal
union member for many years and having served oN@AEommittee on Integration, she
also followed an integrationist philosophy that skientually applied to Amas by casting
white performers in shows that were primarily blackrder to desegregate. With the
continued critique and attentisiello Dolly! received before and after its opening, LeNoire
would have been well aware of this backlash ag#iesall-black production, particularly
from her union. The critical and union responskétio Dolly! may have affected her
decision to create a theatre company that waslIiAoliaak.

The critical dialogue surrounding the castingdeflo Dolly!, and the larger issue of
nontraditional casting, was given thorough treatmelValter Kerr’'s lengthy October
1967 essay for thidew York TimesThe Negro Actor Asks Himself: ‘Am | a Negro or
Am | an Actor?” Appearing one month before thestsopening, Kerr's essay was
predominantly focused on the casting circumstantekello Dolly! and lays the
groundwork for possible audience reception base@aom rather than quality of
performance. His examination of the theatre envirent in 1967 made use of language
from the civil rights movement when he asked, tglon the perspective of a Negro actor,
“Should he accept a role in the all-Negro compdriyello Dolly!” which Pearl Bailey
will be heading this season, or should he avoidtwghan stage and in effect, a segregated
display?” He includes the newly formed Negro Endendmmpany in his query, also

written from an imaginary Negro point of view, asi
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Should he cut loose altogether and join with RoBlexdks in a new enterprise to
develop an all-Negro theater staffed with its owowgng playwrights, directors,
producers? What is the difference between an ajkdleompany sponsored by
Negroes and an all-Negro company sponsored by sthiteone more segregated
than another? (250)
In the case of Kerr’s essay, both concerns of RoteiNoire’s — whether to found an all-
black company and whether to cast all-black pradost— are open for critique and both
are labeled as segregated — a concern LeNoiredsadllon her sensitivities regarding the
separatism of the black arts movement and heraedtip with O'Neal and AEA.
Kerr, who was white, went so far as to injecttfpsrson into his answers:
If equivocally and irrevocably a Negro, | must eitmake my own black theater on
my own terms or accept just those roles in the entional theater which require
my uniqueness as a Negro. If an actor, then | amtly do what every actor does:
impersonate. And | can impersonate anyone (250).
Kerr's thesis is based on an either/or premise er&vbne either identifies as a member of
one’s racial heritage or identifies with one’s geation:
A man born black asks himself: am | a Negro, ol @aperson? If his answer is
“Negro” then he may wish to assert his distinctesnby joining the forces of
Black Nationalism and putting up self-designedheathan imposed, barricades. If
the answer is “person,” then he will probably teydh— against all known odds — to
function socially in tandem with other persons vene white, counting on what is

common between the races sometime to carry th€284ay.
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Kerr blames black nationalism for creating moreibes than already exist. The alternative
he describes could read as if he is calling ther®edno functions “socially in tandem with
other persons who are white” an Uncle Tom. Moreljikhe finds the Negro who tries
hard against all odds and ignores imposed barrs;asehe relies on a universal
commonality with white people, to be the white idea well behaved Negro who stays in
his place and doesn’t disturb societal norms vathaal behavior.
Kerr then useslello Dolly! to illustrate his point:
An all-blackHello Dolly! may be very like th8lackbirdsrevues of 30 years ago,
which white people went to see because Negroesssawgll and because they had
such gleaming, happy teeth. But it does mean vart,a job is indispensable if
time and energy are to be found for the next stepe fight forward (250).
Though Kerr ends this statement by putting the @muthe individual black performer for
taking a job in a black production, the mentioBt#ckbirdsis a reference to black
musicals from the twenties and thirties which wesethe mid-1960s, identified with the
stereotypes of minstrelsy. The concern that altfofaoductions were not only boldly
segregated but were also referencing a past tlsateovesidered offensive was also saying
that all such productions would carry the burdepafraying stereotypes no matter what
their subject was. Since the accusation of segoegassumes that some performers were
discriminated against, it follows that the sameldde said oBlackbirds,though it is
highly unlikely there were white performers who eéurned away from thlackbirds
casting sessions.
Angela Pao asked in 201(Hello Dolly'’s producers had possibly, “eschewed a

black and white cast in order to avoid dealing wlith issue of having an actor of one race
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playing a character romantically pursuing a chargafayed by an actor of a different
race?” No Safe Spaces84). However, Kerr points out in his 1967 es$ay Broadway
audiences had already been broken in when it canméetrracial romance withihe Owl
and the Pussycata Broadway play in which the matter of color weever mentioned,”
and inNo Strings where “Color was to be dismissed as an issuert #¢end the first
situation to be believable because the lead feateeacter irOwl and the Pussycatas a
prostitute, played by Diana Sands, a black acteas$;White audiences do not have much
difficulty imagining an intimate relationship withNegro prostitute” (250). This is only
one of a number of Kerr's comments that could lael s racist. His polemic spans seven
pages in th&lew York Timeand teeters between sarcasm and irony that castich$ well
be construed as bold racism. The essay is onedir$h to confront nontraditional casting
in a detailed way and asks questions that woulasked again and again in the decades to
follow. Though Kerr's opinion is still ruled by aad for historical and societal
believability he redeems whatever hint of prejudsceluded to when he states:
Yet the need for a wide-open door is there anailsggto become greater hour by
hour and decade by decade. The fact of the mattkai the United States is a
mixed society. It isn’t a white society. It's a wdand black society. It is, with the
passage of time, going to become ever more mix&iglg/, sexually,
psychologically . . . | take this to be as cer@sranything | know (n.pag.).
Kerr points out the rigidity of a naturalist thesand advocates “formalizing” or making
the theatre more theatrical to break down theioéisins of naturalism. As Kerr suggests:
When the play is sufficiently formalized, no perimidadjustment is required. The

very first gestures of the evening say immediatedy we are to suspend any
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lingering, literal historical sense or any interiesphotographic duplication. What

this sort of theater does require is a shift inglagwright’s habit of mind and of

eye: he must give over his slavish copying of tiiéeses of life and go for the

depths (n.pag.).
Kerr therefore believes that if theatre opensfiteehll manner of possibilities “we may
very well find that we have solved the problem eigkdb employment” (n.pag.). The “we”
in this statement stands for whites, who, it's asstd, have a problem with when, where
and how Negroes work in the theatre, such thatfoews of theatre must be created to
find a solution. In fact, musical theatre is onehaf most unrealistic forms of theatre. It is
the genre on which Rosetta LeNoire focused herdmgnof Amas. Still both Kerr and
Barnes have a problem with the all-blaé&llo Dolly!, even if it is a non-realistic musical,
and call it segregated. If they were truly attemgtio hold up the production to the
scrutiny of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 they woul¢so need to examine if there had been
discrimination as far as gender goes. Should taeacker of Horace Vandergelder be
played by a woman if a woman was the best actoraudaitioned for the role? If the
producers had decided to cast an all-feriidio Dolly! would there have been the same
tone of critical response? What Kerr seems to pegas he imagines the perfect theatre
where Negroes could work with no issues is thay onthis theatre would the concept of
colorblindness work to deracialize the black pearfer such that white audiences had no
problem with his/her presence on stage.

Writing one month from the opening ld€llo Dolly! Kerr's essay anticipates what

public reaction might be based only on race, cgsthoice and integrationist politics. He
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was unable to comment on the performances or tis¢raof the production because he
had not seen it.

Editor of Anthology of the American Negro in the Theat@ndsay Patterson took
up the criticism in early 1968 when he declared:

Fifteen years ago, the arrival of an all-Negro aasHello Dolly!” would have

given the nation its catchphrase of the centuriell6 Darky!” Today, of course,

the Negro is serious business. No one thought a@d, make a joke of the new

“Dolly.” Everyone was busily expressing indignati@md rightly so, over a non-

integrated cast (“To Make the Negro a Living HunBamng” New York TimeS82).
Patterson’s use of the term “non-integrated” ingptleere was no concerted effort made to
assure there was representation, no matter hoasitdene, by another race or ethnicity, for
the sake of removing the stigma of segregatiatidfproducers dflello Dolly! had cast
one or perhaps two white performers, would it hsilenced Kerr and Patterson’s
concerns? Patterson’s solution for the controveussounding the casting of black actors
in otherwise white productions is to begin utilgithe “wide color range” of skin tones
available, which could help to differentiate chaeatypes according to how dark or light
skinned the actor may be. He further recommendsthek theater companies stay away
from protest theater in the hope that the imaddaifk America be tempered down and
away from one of menace. His opinions are the akintegrationist/assimilationist
philosophy as opposed to those of black nationalism
Larry Neal, summed up black nationalism’s opinigrstating in his 1968 essay “The

Black Arts Movement”:
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The theatre of white America is escapist, refustngonfront concrete reality. Into
this cultural emptiness come the musicals, an oypteversion of the same stale
lives. And the use of Negroes in such plays asoHadllly and Hallelujah Baby
does not alert their nature; it compounds the problThese plays are simply
hipper versions of the minstrel show. They pred&groes acting out the hang-ups
of middle-class white America (33).
Neal's comment seems to take a similar tone as manestream white critics, though on a
closer read he objects to black actors performinghite material because he considers it
unworthy.Hallelujah Babywas a musical written by the all-white creativanteof Jule
Styne, Adolph Green and Betty Comden, presentiagtbry of a black woman. Neal is
not only objecting to black performers appearing/imte authored shows presenting what
would typically be white subject matter but alsatelauthored shows that attempt to
present black subject matter. Neal’s positionaalhationalist one, was that black actors
should be appearing in black authored shows daegitiack subject matter. If that scenario
were pitched to Walter Kerr or Clive Barnes, wotlldy have considered it segregationist?
The confusion in the late sixties over what céatg#d integration and segregation
in the theatre and the vastly differing points i@, is also confusing in the present.
Rosetta LeNoire was in her fifties in the 1960s wad being challenged with complex,
and often conflicting, politics, opinions and idegiles. Many in her age group must have
thought the solution to all racial issues was irg#gn into mainstream American society,
which meant white society. This was what LeNoird har contemporaries had been
fighting for over the course of several decadesvéler, the new philosophies coming

from black nationalism, black power and black axglored black identity, Afrocentrism
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and called for group solidarity that, to those veispoused integrationist thinking, appeared
as separatism.

Not only did criticism oHello Dolly! discuss the credibility and plausibility of
having upper middle class black people inhabitingRérs, New York in the late
nineteenth century, but the argument also boileddo employment needs and practices
as articulated by Frederick O’'Neal and Actors’ Egun keeping with the civil rights
movement’s focus on integration. It is also appttieat in order to hope for a more
positive reception from the white establishmenatreeprofession, including white critics,
the best course would be to establish an integtegbany and publicize it as such.
LeNoire worked with many white actors and otherte/tihheatre professionals. The
message must have been loud and clear to hendtainly for philosophical and political
reasons, her best direction was to found an irdafreompany that would fulfill the
expectations of the civil rights movement by stgyifear of accusations of segregation by
the New York white theatre establishment and AEAeAIncorporating Amas, the
company spent several years planning and performisgall found spaces all over the
boroughs of New York before announcing their fssason in 1973. Very quickly Amas
found itself developing and producing a show tlagitered the imagination of producers
who wanted to take it to Broadway. After the catiaproar over the all-bladkello Dolly!
in 1967,Bubbling Brown Sugaiound its moment ten years later in a decaderéhat
discovered the commercial viability of black muarnd performers. All-black shows were a
trend in the seventies. HowevBybbling Brown Sugawas one of the few with a black

creative team behind it.
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Bubbling Brown Sugarl1975-1977
Bubbling Brown Sugappened at Amas in a space at 263 We'tSfeet and

subsequently went on tour before opening on BrogidiMae show’s subject matter

involved two couples — one white, one black — bgngn a fantasy tour of Harlem in the

timeframe of 1910 until 1930. A review of the fisbduction at Amas stated the show:
is as much bitter as it is sweet. Much of the imp&this musical is drawn from its
closeness to the real passion of a community dingpfpr its very soul. The songs
chosen here . . . sizzle with something beyonavbrels and music: the aspiration
of a people who would call the subway entrance pibarly gates’; they spring from
a people who vow that only Harlem prevents themrmfonitting their throats

(Moran. “Amas Conquers All.Show Business.pag.).

The heartfelt tone of Edward Moran’s review of tiiown production was not reflected in

Clive Barnes'’s review of the Broadway opening, Whitstead focused on the issue of a

weak book, race and casting. Barnes writes:
it is really rather a thin, but acceptable exdesea bundle of old Harlem tunes,
interspersed with some evocative names and sommer tzdd jokes . . . Here and
there the book does attempt to make labored sommiment about the changing
stature of the black man, but this tends to b#le &xploitative and even
patronizing. However, the many blacks in the auckeitid not seem to think so.
What would a honky know? (“Bubbling Brown Sugar Bat ANTA” 29)

Unlike Moran, Barnes can only see the music asiadle of old Harlem tunes,” and

moves on to the show’s weak commentary on the dondf blacks in society. Once

again, as with his review éfello Dolly! he uses the term “patronizing,” in a way that
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doesn’t actually say anything other than from histevperspective he finds the politics of
the show to be lacking. Ending the paragraph h@vesihimself from the entire
experience by sarcastically offering that his latknderstanding is based on being a
“honky,” a slang term for being a white man, ancaiampt to come across as hip. Rosetta
LeNoire, in speaking of changes in the show betar@ved to Broadway, mentioned that
her producers wanted to remove the few whites wai@wn the cast, “I had them [whites]
put in there because | didn’t want anyone to thingt | would do an all-black show”
(Norflett 366). The statement, particularly witkethse of “them” to mean the white couple
in the story, sounds like tokenism. The implicati®that to serve her determination that
Amas was not a black theatre she concocted a scevizgre she could include a few
white performers to satisfy that mission. Barnesments in his review, “The blacks are
given a new sense of their heritage, natch, and/bes, equally natch, fall so fulsomely
in love with it that they find Harlem is the plage earth where they can feel fully alive.
Oh, yeah?” (Barnes 29). Barnes questions the li#itysdf such a transformation taking
place. Historically, given that the two couples faom the 1970s in New York, a time
when Harlem was suffering from extreme urban decal/crime, Barnes, despite his
sarcasm, has a point. LeNoire justified her indosf whites in the cast with, “a lot of
whites did ask if they could work up in Harlem It. gave you a full story of what | saw
and what | lived in Harlem” (Norflett 366). LeNoireay have been speaking of white
entertainers in Harlem. She does mention a rotentha the embodiment of white singer
Sophie Tucker being eliminated from the Broadwagio& of the show by the producers
who “wanted an all-black show and I told them thest couldn’'t do it . . .” (366). Aside

from white entertainers, white landlords chargeorbitant rents in the Harlem of
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LeNoire’s youth and therefore forced overcrowdingpartments as a means of paying the
rent. Whites came into the neighborhood to stadin®esses and social services. Damon
Freeman writes that these whites, who were expipttie disadvantaged, saw the
neighborhood:

as not only pathological but dependent on outsadle for survival. Most social

welfare agencies that operated in Harlem did sectahtly and independently of

both financial support and co-operation from tre@l@wommunity they purportedly

served (“Kenneth B. Clark and the Problem of Powi&?2).
NeverthelessBubbling Brown Sugawas not only a musical, which already adds a lafer
heightened non-realism to theatre, but it was edssidered a fantasy. It was LeNoire’s
love for her childhood memories of Harlem, withats and artists, that delivered the
optimism needed to take a white couple, from th&%9back in time to experience the
romance of a myth rather than the reality of a slum

Two white performers iBubbling Brown Sugaiparticularly in light of their
presence carrying the entire burden of interraating, reflects on a larger question of
what constitutes black theatre. If the show istemifrom a black point of view, with a
subject matter that reflects on black life and blaistory, does the presence of two white
performers negate the show’s blackness? The atadoeament mentioned in Chapter Il
clearly states th&ubbling Brown Sugawas “a project to show young Harlem black men
and women something of the culture they were tejtsand further states that, “By 1920,
it [Harlem] had become, without trying, the captiéiblack America” Amas Musical
Theatre Archiven.a. Production files. Box # 3 MG 4@ubbling Brown Sugar All

factors point td8ubbling Brown Sugaperhaps not being all-black in terms of the

105



employment of actors, but certainly being a bldubws If this were an all-white show that
wanted to integrate through the inclusion of twacklactors, their inclusion could be
considered tokenism, or casting not for any sehagtistic vision but rather to satisfy an
appearance of diversity. LeNoire and Loften Mitt&lctured the story around the two
couples going to Harlem, so the white actors westafiable. However, LeNoire stated that
the book had been written that way so her show avoat be perceived as all-black.
Therefore the casting of white actors had utilligey were tokens — used to signify
diversity in what was, in every other respect,acklshow. They were playing a white
couple so there was nothing extraordinary in thg @facolorblind casting that required the
audience to transcend their race, other than tlegg alone in their whiteness. Brandi
Catanese statesTine Problem of the Color[Blind]
In American theater . . . colorblindness and multizalist agendas are two sides of
the same coin: transcendence to a state of raneksss1 American theater
reproduces the aesthetic, economic, and institaitimarginalization of black art,
while “multicultural” resources bolster the influsnof white art, which remains
intact, unsullied by race as a category of exchugty).
Catanese is writing within the context of a whisgablishment theater which practices
colorblind or multicultural casting. How does thiiffer within the context of a black
theater and, in the case of Amas, a black thdat¢dbes not care to pursue being a black
theater? The inclusion of two white actors in dreowise all-black production has the
same effect as the inclusion of two black actos white production — whiteness is
enhanced and, as Catanese states, is “unsullibd.ihite actors are portraying a white

couple in Harlem and therefore their whitenessripldied and the production becomes
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about the white characters. What was interestiogitahe timing oBubbling Brown
Sugarwas that Broadway was experiencing an unpreced@dee of black shows and
with or without the inclusion of a few white penfioers,Bubbling Brown Sugdbecame
part of this unusual trend.
While on the out of town toBubbling Brown Sugawas highly successful. After
it was presented at Philadelphia’s Walnut Streetatie it was so commercially viable it
was financially able to sustain itself. The toyrsitive reputation and response followed
the show into New York, where it opened in Marcii@@nd ran for 766 performances. By
fall of that year Ntozake Shangé&sr Colored Girlshad opened as well as a revival of
Porgy and BessThese two shows joindgubbling Brown SugaMe and Bessje limited
run ofl Have a Dreamand the long runninhe WizMel Gussow'’s surprise at the trend is
evident from his article “Broadway Enjoying Blackl&nt Boom” where he assures his
readers:
There is so much black talent working there .nd such a lively black audience
that the theater district could almost be retaghgedsreat Black Way. At the same
time, white audiences are discovering black thedtas is not an insular variety of
entertainment, but very much part of the mainstrézsn
Gussow is quick to let his white readers know thay are welcome at these shows as well
as others, such &ppin andGodspel] which also included significant roles for black
performers.
The black musical trend continued through the $3¥i€h EubieandAin’t
Misbehavin’(1978) and into the 1980s wiBvophisticated Ladie®reamgirlsandThe Tap

Dance Kid after which the wave tapered off. In a 1977 wieaw for Black Enterprise
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Magazine Douglas Turner Ward commented, “Broadway wasva@ium. Major
playwrights were not producing blockbusters. So tiwey have re-discovered black
entertainment and they find the audiences stillsedlby our presences as long as it isn’t
controversial” (79). To Ward the trend was a fltikat would not have otherwise happened
if white playwrights were generating more commengraperties. Ward’s statement is
supported by an unidentified white producer’s cominnethe same interview, “When they
[black musicals] stop making money people will staaking something else — Chinese
musicals perhaps. It's all economics” (79).

In 1976Bubbling Brown Sugawas early to open with more black shows to follow.
Whether LeNoire intended her show to be considalidalack or not, it was received and
recorded in reviews as a black show. A few whitéqumers did not change the show’s
focus on black music and black community. HowelzeNoire’s use of a few white actors
in Bubbling Brown Sugaior the sake of the show appearing to be intedriatéhe same
motivation behind institutionalizing integrationegin with — for appearances. Whiteness
is particularized in this situation as if to sagttHarlem needed to prove to whites that they
were welcomed. The purpose of integration is tloeesfindermined by the need for
validation from whites.

BetweerHello Dolly! in 1967 and the opening Blibbling Brown Sugan 1976
the controversy generated by an all-black showtlaaderminology of nontraditional
casting had changed. Actors’ Equity would contitheestruggle for integrated theatre
beyond the sixties and seventies, but in generaéwbciety had settled for an overall
acceptance that integration had taken place anorypyties for blacks were growing. The

1976 opening of the all black version@flys and Doll®nce again challenged the
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principles of integration against the appearandsebévability. Since Harlem was, at that
time, considered to be a black community, couldimgnat a re-location from Times
Square to Harlem make an all-blgkys and Dollgasier to accept by a primarily white

audience?

Guys and Dolls:Ghetto-izing Acceptance
The success of the all-blaGuys and Dollsvas the result of director Billy
Wilson'’s vision. Coming from his work as choreodrapforBubbling Brown Sugar
Wilson worked withGuys and Dollsco-author, Abe Burrows, to tweak the show to aeno
suitable language and environment. As Wilson deedrthe approach:
It's not so much the changing of words that makeddifference . . . It's the
delivery. We have such a rich attitude among blaitksssomething that’s intrinsic
with us. It isn’t what you say, it's how you saythich is beautiful to me . . . My
biggest point of direction to them [the cast] was)d the equivalent in your own
experience, and go from there. Get the rhythmwine you would really say that
(“Guys and Dolls Comes Back Black” 48).
Some phrases were changed and the show’s seténgeddo have moved uptown from its
original Times Square location. As Clive Barnes nwnted, “The musical works as
admirably black as it worked admirably white, angilerone remembers such luminaries
as the original Vivian Blaine, Sam Levine and StuKlaye, their successors seem
perfectly at home in Harlem” (“New Guys and Dollsrfies Seven Again” 26). The show
was structured to be more immediately acceptedttieall-blackHello Dolly! almost ten

years before. Whetdello Dolly's black cast was thought to be forced on the sourc

109



material,Guys and Dollsnet the task and adapted the musical to supposetiycast, if
it can be surmised that full acceptance of anlattbcast in a classic American musical
means sending the show to the ghetto.

In the case of th&uys and Dollgritic Mel Gussow took up where Walter Kerr left
off, without the demeaning first person referertodsow black actors feel. In “Casting by
Race Can Be Touchy,” written a month afBerys and Doll®opened, Gussow addresses
the same issues Kerr’s essay tackled in 1967:

The crucial question is whether a play should s eatirely with black performers

or with a mixed company. The former can seem r#disére is no artistic validity

for the switch in color. Then its only justificatias to give minority actors
employment. The mixed company makes far more sensé¢here are those special

cases, such as “Guys and Dolls” . . . (57).

Gussow’s questions are the same questions tha iarasy dialogue on nontraditional
casting, the most important being: is employmeatahly justification needed for
nontraditional casting? And, once again — what@sfiracism in the theatre? Is it racist to
present shows with all-black casts and not ragisast shows all-white? Does it work to
have black actors portray traditionally white cludees that do not necessarily reflect black
experience®uys and Dollanswered these questions by reconfiguring the sboeflect
the plausibility of a black cast in what was assdineebe Harlem. Though the location was
never actually stated, the all-blaGkiys and Dollgplaced Damon Runyon’s relatively
benign gamblers, con artists and thieves in anvuptéew York black neighborhood. The
producers and director had no qualms portrayimgastgpes when they placed their

henpecked male criminals idling on the street agroéan otherwise unnamed location
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which could be associated with a ghetto, partitplarthe mid-seventies. A decade before
Guys and Doll®pened, the role of the black male was calledaostion by the
Moynihan Report. Ten years later, the image oltnemployed, uneducated loiterer,
involved in crime and abandoning his responsibgitivas becoming a stereotype that still
remains unshakeable.
In 1965 Daniel Moynihan’s paper, “The Negro Familize Case for National
Action,” was published. According to journalist Tafvicker, Moynihan contended:
That slavery, segregation, and rising unemployrhadtundermined the role of the
black male as family head and economic provideMMoynihan suggested, the
black family had tended to disintegrate, leavingraployment, divorce,
abandonment, and illegitimacy prevalent in the iramy, and delinquency, crime,
narcotics addiction, and educational failure onribe (Tragic Failure123).
Moynihan’s report was greeted more with outrage thigh recognition that work needed
to be done to correct these problems. As Wickesrtepboth blacks and whites saw the
report as blaming the victim or as a finger poirgéthe failure of the civil rights
movement. He explains:
The report also piqued the latent guilt feelinggeaflers of both races who had
focused their efforts on civil rights and the Sorgther than on the inner city’s
economic and social problems (or pathologies, agnihan perhaps unfortunately
termed them) (123).
Also unfortunate, was the placing®tiys and Dollsblack criminals on the streets of an
imaginary black urban neighborhood. The show washmmiore acceptable to the white

critics, but if the statement of the Moynihan Repeais maligned by both races, Billy
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Wilson’s production gave little thought to how drpetuated and, indeed, embodied racial
stereotypes.

Although the seventies brought a commercial uigtiib more black shows being
presented on the New York professional stage, & $ke Guys and Dollappeared to
reinforce racial stereotypes that were swiftly meitg a mainstay of conservative thinking
on the issues of continued black urban povertgriofization of blacks had been a theme
of white supremacy for several hundred years,igghe late twentieth century it gathered
momentum as conservatives blamed poor blacks éardlwvn problems. The gathering
forces of a backlash to race conscious policiesused the perception of individual
behavior, as portrayed in media coverage, film asdnnocent as it might have seemed,
theatre, such &uys and Dollsto support pushing against the outcomes of theratts
movement. The image of urban blight was translagedrime, violence and, in the
seventies, the growing problem of drug traffickifige inclusion of blacks in this image
was used politically as a weapon against race amnspolicies. Again, the politics of
black theatre, or in the case of Amas, black tleeattempting to be non-black, were
complex and confusing. There was an entire pachgelitical and critical considerations
that accompanied any theatrical choice that attedhjat maintain balance between being

black theatre and, like Amas, a necessity to iatiegr

From Bubbling Brown Sugar'sSuccess: No Future Guarantees
Audiences flocked to all-black shows in 1976 amda& enjoyed a relatively quick
success witlBubbling Brown SugaiMel Gussow continues the conversation on

nontraditional casting with his article “Broadwagj&ying Black Talent Boom.” Gussow
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mentions new black directors and choreographerkimgoon new black material,
including straight plays, and new black audienckglwjoined a vast number of white
audience members. As Gussow states, “Once irgsatance is overcome, theatergoers
realize the diversity of black theater” (55). Thauwe does not precisely mention which
theatergoers are working to overcome resistancenpblecation is that it is whites resisting
to attend the theater with blacks or possibly wresastance to black subject matter. Many
of the black shows of the mid-seventies and eaglyties were musicals in a nostalgic
revue format, such &ubbling Brown Sugarand were therefore considered non-
threatening to white audienc&ubbling Brown Sugés inclusion of two white cast
members did more to reach out to white theatergmeisherefore ensured the possibility
of a mixed audience.

The success @ubbling Brown Sugatould have given Amas the financial
foundation it needed to continue its operationf winfidence and security. The show had
been managed by a team of black producers who ta&eshow’s opening were featured in
Black Enterprisenagazine’s coverage of the new trend in black yoctidn teams. Also
featured were Ken Harper, produceiftie Wizand Woodie King, Jr., producer iebr
Colored Girls.While detailing the successful history of eaclhefse shows from the
perspective of their producers, another large featealt with the funding of black arts.
Hazel Bryant, then the head of the Richard Allettual Center, commented that
Bubbling Brown SugaandFor Colored Girlshad first been produced by black theater
companies, “But neither had the money to produemtbn Broadway so they had to turn
them over to someone else. That someone else iagrihle big money” (“Feuding,

Fussing and Fighting: Funding the Arts in Amerié8). Bryant’s comment reflects on
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Bubbling Brown Sugé&s producing team, who were also included in thaesBlack
Enterpriseissue as representatives of new black producgrgieg success on Broadway.
In fact, the story not mentionedBack Enterpris&s coverage of Ashton Springer
and his partners was that, according to RosettaiteNhey failed to pay her, Loften
Mitchell and Amas $90,000 that was due for herinalgstaging and concept and Loften
Mitchell’s book. Additionally the producers neveaigh the costume designer or
choreographer Billy Wilson. The money had been tsaed LeNoire reported:
We all checked and they didn’'t have the money. 8@ouldn’t sue. We did the
next best thing, we went into arbitration and iswdgcided that the show could not
be continued without two people saying yes andishiabften Mitchell and myself .
.. Also the producers are not handling the mo@ae of the legal stipulations was
that the profits would go to the attorney and helldamet out the money (LeNoire
gtd. in Norflett 374).
Compounding the problem was LeNoire’s dismay owgrdecision to allow Ashton
Springer and his partners to produce the show kBlemducers were new to Broadway and
LeNoire felt a responsibility to do what she cotddyive them an opportunity.
Unfortunately, the decision was not the best. Simengented:
And the thing that hurts is that | had two choiee®t to say that wouldn’t have
gone the same way. But | could have given it tdhdaencombination [of producers]
who had had plenty of experience and wanted itlBatd, No. If | don't let these
three black men take this show to Broadway, whaltbleens will let them in?

They have got to get into the mainstream. Ken Hanpd gotten in with The Wiz
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and | said it's about time. | must do it. That'sawh got for it — that this should

happen to a black woman (LeNoire gtd. in Norflé4-3J5).
The show went on tour in Europe, with LeNoire anitchkll’'s permission, and made a
small amount of money for Amas, but it was not eoto set Amas on a successful, well-
funded course and LeNoire found herself back tginegfor money from public and
private sources many of which shifted gears wellyafsom the open generosity of the
1960s and 1970s. The 1980s would see a declingbiicgunding as Ronald Reagan’s
administration shaped the decade. Amas enteratethidunding terrain directly after its
success witlBubbling Brown Sugar

Bubbling Brown Sugathough not a great money maker for Amas, woutadaia
the company’s signature success story. Often mediapfront and visibly in all Amas’s
promotional literature, the show sealed the comisamgputation and gave it enough
importance to always have a surplus of scripthtmse from and the ability to attract
reviewers from thé&ew York Timesvery production was mounted with the hope for a
move up, either to an Off Broadway or a Broadwaydpction. Two shows that were
developed afteBubbling Brown Sugar Micki Grant’sit's So Nice to be Civilizednd Vi
Higginson’'sMama, | Want to Sing showed the potential for the move to Broadway. |
the case olt's So Nice to be Civilizethe entire concept was changed for the worsedy th
Broadway producing team. The show closed aftepsiformances. Micki Grant took the
brunt of harsh criticism that was aimed at chamg@ghich she had no part. The situation
with Higginson’s show was more complicated. All &ebe taken to Broadway, the show
became embroiled in an actors’ dispute over caniohs they had made to the original

script and their option to be paid for roles thesated but in which they may or may not be
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cast as the show was moved. One evening beforutteen went up the music director
absconded with the score and the show had to dasas had invested $13,000 in the
production. Situations like the circumstances vtant and Carroll's shows put Amas
more and more in a financial hole that was deepbgede funding changes beginning in

the 1980s.

Funding Changes in the 1980s: A Temporary Place #te Table

By the nineteen-eighties Amas had been in oper&ioover a dozen years and
was feeling the financial crunch of the slowdowrfunding that was one of the many
economic features of Ronald Reagan’s administraRosetta LeNoire kept Amas afloat
through her work as an actress but was findingphgcheck not enough to keep Amas
running. In 1980 She stated:

We have been picking up small donations from Coisdeg from McGraw-Hill,

and Avis . . . Every now and then a few dollars esnm to keep us from getting put

out into the street. But it's rough and it's gegtiougher. It used to be a lot easier

(LeNoire gtd. in Norflett 382).
Government funding of theatre was diminishing coesably. Woody King, Jr., who
founded the New Federal Theatre, pointed out thtte sixties and seventies it was
“politically expedient” to fund black theatres, “tmder that the destruction of the cities
might be stopped, we were given token handoutgalmee, as King explains it, art is
political, and “We Black artists are as controliedur art as we are in influencing social
and economic change here in this man’s land.” Kimgtinues, as funding pertains to black

theatre in the eighties:
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The very same people are the ones suggestindhéss tultural programs be cut or
merged into white-controlled organizations, byuwerbf their supposed
administrative skills, should save taxpayers thand-earned money. These whites
react immediately, as if 30,000,000 Blacks do rayt their share of tax dollars

(“The Politics of Black Arts” 30).

James V. Hatch points to the policies of Ronaldgaaan the 1980s as the beginning of a
downward spiral for many black theatres. He coms)éihtke a rock thrown into a pond,
Reaganomics sent shock waves through state articdand corporate donors. What the
government programs had given, the governmentdoay” (A History of African
American Theatrd31). The Negro Ensemble Company’s funding wasnchlf and
Woodie King Jr.’s New Federal Theatre took a dtdiihg cut as well. Eventually the
Negro Ensemble Company was forced to close asmwang black theatres.

The economic condition of black theatre in the(®&as a result of Reagan’s swift
work at diminishing and often disabling many of gregrams that were important to the
progress of African Americans from the years ofdivé rights movement forward. James
Hatch'’s insight regarding the state of black theeatas part of the larger agenda of
Reagan’s administration that had its roots in opjposto integration that began soon after
the civil rights movement’s advances. JournalisnWicker writes inTragic Failure

By 1966 opinion surveys were showing a startlingersal [to civil rights

legislation]: Three quarters of white voters thaviglacks were moving ahead too

fast, demanding and being given too much, at tiperse of whites. As white

backlash mounted, polls the next year suggestedthamumber one concern of

117



most respondents was fear that black gains woutthda the well-being of whites
(8).
As early as the 1960s it was clear that white cmasige backlash against the policies of
the civil rights movement was gaining momentunthigir 1965 essay “Who Has the
Revolution” John B. Turner and Whitney M. Young,dention a new, at that time, white
supremacist group, SPONGE, or the Society to Pt&ely Negroes Getting Everything.
In the mid-sixties the same conservative ideolbgy Reagan pushed in the 1980s, and
exists today, was clear to Turner and Young whdevro
If the Negro really wants to improve himself, itug to him. If he is down and out,
if he has fewer life chances, he has only himsetldme. People who see the cause
of the Negro’s problem as individual failure sayhe Negro, ‘Learn to speak
better, dress well but less conspicuously, becameter and more moderate in
your behavior, work harder, save your money, fixyapr property, attend concerts
... This prescription for solving the Negro radgeoblem is called acculturation or,
more commonly, the ‘melting pot’ approach. Peop®welieve in this approach
would seek to help the Negro equalize his life cearby making him a ‘dark white
man’ (1156).
By the 1980s the message was, as Ronald Reagarcotad® changes in policies that
directly affected black communities, that evendbecept of the “dark white man” was
unwelcome to many white Americans. While promotngplitical culture that vilified
blacks as thugs and welfare queens, Reagan ushdhedage of racial realism — an
ideology that claims the civil rights movement dqpesl American society, racism is over

and if blacks were still behind and suffering itsnthe result of their own attitude and
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behavior, much like Turner and Young's 1965 stateimEhe arts were no exception when
it came to the ideas of racial realism.

Reagan conservatives looked seriously at the NEA{gnsion Arts programs,
which were created to focus on minorities, emergirtigts and underserved organizations.
The grants from this program were one of the hiedi of black theater companies,
including Amas. In 1980, The Heritage Foundatioog@aservative think tank, produced a
report on the NEA which stated:

The NEA spends millions of dollars yearly to funégrams and policies which are

unconcerned in any way with enduring artistic agalishments; the best of these

projects do no more than fossilize the populamucealof the past, and the worst are
little more than high-flown welfare and employmeohemes (qtd. in Koch, “The

Contest for American Culture” 23).

Reagan also called for a colorblind society thail@liminate the preferences shown in
the Voting Rights Act and Affirmative Action. As erof the principles of racial realism,
colorblindness, in this context, means that nogmep should receive preference because
society has transcended race. Again, under thisgamhy, responsibility lies with the
individual’s behavior and attitude no matter whalbc they are or what circumstances they
come from. As funding was lessened or stripped ¢etely from programs that benefited
black communities, black theatres also sufferescé&SsAmas still carried the perception of
being a black company, it also carried the burddimited funding.

After over a decade in operation, and aside fr@MNdire’s original mission to cast
interracially and not be labeled as a black the&tngas was, in fact, identified with black

theatre. Whether it was because the company fowmakeblack or because black subject
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matter made up the majority of the company’s prtidadistory, in sources examining the
condition of black theatre, Amas was mentioned gdaie others. A. Peter Bailey’s “A
Look at the Contemporary Black Theatre Movementitten in 1983, mentions Amas as
one of a group of theatres “that have played ainolke contemporary black theatre
movement,” along with Vinnette Carroll's Urban A@erps, Aduke Aremu’s Harlem
Children’s Theatre, as well as several others @ddlitionally, Addell Austin’'s 1988 essay
“The Present State of Black Theatre” includes Amdser “Catalog of American Black
Theatre Companies”, with the further explanatiat tifhese are companies which are
primarily concerned with plays about the black eipee” (95). As late as 2008 Glenda
Dicker/sun wrote irAfrican American Theatre: A Cultural Companion
Though the Black Power and Black Arts Movementseveeminated by male
voices, women were active nationally in founding aostaining theatre
companies. In New York alone these included BarbaraTeer’s National Black
Theatre in Harlem, Hazel Bryant’s Richard Allen @ral Center, Rosetta
LeNoire’s Amas Repertory, and Marjorie Moon’s Bilioliday Theatre in
Brooklyn (147).
Dicker/sun not only aligns Amas with other blackdtre companies but also infers that
Rosetta LeNoire was a participant in the Black Anesatre movement, something that
LeNoire had specifically attempted to distance &léfsom. Nevertheless, this sample of
scholarship reveals that as the decades passedwasasonsidered a black theatre
established by a black theatre professional.
A look at Amas’s productions through the eighiilesstrates that LeNoire was, for

all intents and purposes, primarily presenting ealsiwith black subject matter. However,
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to be thorough, there were some musicals interspehst were not necessarily of black
subject matter lik&'he Buck Stops Herabout Harry Truman. Many of the reviews
mention that casts were multiracial or multiethnic.

In 1980 LeNoire appeared to be more acceptingofdie in black theater as
shown in her letter to thBlack Theatre Alliance Newsletter

| am concerned about funding for Black theatrn@1980s . . . | am positive that

the people in charge are not stumbling in the dBnky know how their policies

will affect Black theatre people. | am certain ttrety are not honestly empathizing

with and evaluating the inequities of the past mah the history of Third World

people has been generally ignorBthtk Theatre Alliance Newslettgtd. in

Norflett 432).
Her letter uses the term “Third World” several tsnsuch as, “I am especially concerned
about the Third World (multiracial) history beirgd through theatrical techniques which
have a universal way of educating people” (432udimg the term, LeNoire may have
been associating herself with an African heritagge countries of Africa are considered
to be third world. She may also have been attemptirappeal to the Black Theatre
Alliance (BTA), a group that served as a suppoivoek for black theatres. For whatever
reason, the language in the letter illustratesnaareness of changing times and politics
within the black theatre community. LeNoire is s@yshe feels there is a deeper political
agenda to the withdrawal of funds. If LeNoire congd to promote Amas as a theatre that
was not black, the BTA may not have been sympathEtie language in her letter
positions her more in common with the concerndadlotheatres. As it turned out, the

BTA closed after its main government support orgaiion, the Comprehensive
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Employment and Training Act (CETA), was dissolvenling the next few years of
Reagan’s administration.

Where most battles on integration were fought ftbenside of white organizations’
inclusion of minorities, Amas was conversely a klagganization working hard to include
whites, as well as all other ethnicities, in th@wwductions. LeNoire used this as a point of
pride and distinction when she spoke about Amasgtidt apart from other theatres. In a
1990 interview irBack Stageshe pointed out:

We buried that maid [a role in which LeNoire ha@ibéypecast] stereotype right

with any others we happened to come across, arahi@epioneers in what is

known today as “non-traditional casting.” In Amasdluctions over the years we
have had the first black pope, Oriental cowboysd, tae first Caucasians ever to
play in the old all-black baseball league (“Beinlack female actress is no

challenge compared to keeping Amas alive” 25).

By this time she was taking some ownership forpttaetice of nontraditional casting,
positioning Amas as pioneering the practice, anoldh her bold choices having
dispatched stereotyping and discrimination. Tlaelkobope LeNoire mentions was a
character in the musicAlnonymougbut it was the 1985 musidaingo! which brought

“the first Caucasians ever to play in the old #lel baseball league” to the stage, a choice
that pushed LeNoire’s casting policy to what seelikedunreasonable, if not absurd,

limits.
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Bingo! (1985): Forgoing Blackness for the Sake of Polisc
Ossie Davis and Hy Gilbert adapted the mudoado! from the novellhe Bingo
Long Traveling All-StarsAlready having been adapted to a film starringyEee
Williams, James Earl Jones and Richard Pryor]dtttee story of black baseball teams of
the 1930s. Mel Gussow’s review in tNew York Timepoints out that the film “focused
on racial inequities,” and because of the team&usion, “they were forced to become
showmen in the manner of basketball’s Harlem Glolttetrs,” as excellent athletes went
unnoticed. Gussow’s review points out the lightweigeatment given to what could have
been rich dramatic possibilities, while mentionthg “congenial” performances. His
review hits home with:
Inexplicably, there are several white athletes omy8s all-black team; their
presence vitiates whatever pretense the musicalfimaaking a political statement.
Watching Bingo! the musical, one remembers the mewthe flamboyance of Billy
Dee Williams and James Earl Jones and, especiehaRl Pryor as the baseball
player who would do anything to break into the m&jeven lie about his color (“A
Baseball Musical: Bingo!” C36).
By insisting on interracial casting, in a situatishere it was clearly, per the source
material, inappropriate, LeNoire devalued the digaf black baseball teams that were
ostracized because of color. As if it were not goto affirm the courage and dedication
of an all-black baseball team for its own sakehuwiitt the baggage of a muddled casting
choice, LeNoire made a decision that negated #ra’'testruggle. These players were
segregated and no casting decision could chang&tiiaother than to make it less

historically significant and somewhat silly.
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Gussow'’s review was not the only place wH&rego!'s casting was questioned.
Actress and director Billie Allen also recallBahgo!s gala opening where she had brought
two of Harlem’s most important politicians whom stae been attempting to woo over in
support of Amas. Allen recalled:

They both thought | was crazy! And when | confran®osetta with this, shall we

say, inconsistency, she responded rather shaAdlyny career | was denied roles

because of my color. I'll be damned if that willegshappen in my theater!” (Allen

gtd. inProfile of Amas Musical Theatks
Allen remembered that LeNoire’s only compromise welsave them wear darker makeup
— a decision that would have pitted one mistakengganother. Clearly when casting
interracially with no regard for its lack of plahgity or respect for the source material the
consequences will work against the intention. Rgts white actor in blackface added
minstrelsy to the problem and presented a cleaisaiti of LeNoire’s naiveté when it
came to considering what race means onstage. Heegperience of racial discrimination
should have been the clear motivation for leavibtpak baseball team black. Rather than
the audience being concerned about the odd cotopasition of the so-called black
baseball team it would have been a better choitaltthe story as it happened.

The casting of white actors in black roles cowdgidnbeen LeNoire’s attempt to
venture into the unrealistic, where earlier Walerr felt cross-racial casting found its
place. Instead her decision was one that forcegtntrsophy orBingo! LeNoire could
have simply accepted the production for sometHuag)it most obviously was — a show
about black experience in a white world. Instead, gushed against casting expectations to

confuse and strain the concept of colorblindness.
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In 2013 director Daniel Banks discussed castirggoels by pointing out that the
heritage of actors may reveal more than their appea. “Since USers [Banks’ term for
Americans] live in a multiethnic society, we canrgy on the visual to know a person’s
identity, or, more importantly, how he identifigsThe Welcome Table: Casting for an
Integrated Society” 6). LeNoire’s white basebadly@rs may have come from a heritage
that was not evident from their appearance, adiiriger complexity to her casting choice.
To illustrate, in her autobiographjuyst Lucky | Gues€arol Channing, who originated the
role of Dolly Levi in the first white cast ¢dello Dolly!, revealed that her paternal
grandfather was of African heritage. Channing wgbktg-one when she disclosed:

When | was sixteen years old, packing for leaviamé alone for the first time to

go to Bennington College, my mother announced to wees part Negro. “I'm only

telling you this,” she said, “because the Darwirieam says you could easily have a

black baby (8).

Channing’s father identified physically as whiteulgh his original birth certificate had a
“c,” meaning colored, as his race. Channing keigtscret all her life. Physically she also
identified with being white and, considering thaes in which she worked, it could have
put her performing career in jeopardy.

LeNoire was of a mixed racial heritage hersetiutih physically she identified as
black and spent her life being discriminated adaBanks asks, “How ‘non-traditional’ or
‘color-blind” would a production with actors of @slbe considered if audiences could not
read the actors as being from historically margredl groups?” (8). In the caseR®ihgo!
actual team players who identified as white, thooighfrican heritage, would not have

suffered the same, or the extent of, discriminatih@t players who physically identified as
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black. In fact, players who identified physically\@hite would have qualified for the white
major leagues as long as their heritage remaindidclosed. It is these types of
complications that LeNoire did not weigh when shemher choice. Like insisting a few
white performers be presentBubbling Brown SugatleNoire forced her politics on the
material, even if the result was obvious tokenisat tonfused both black and white
audiences.

Bingo! may not have been an example of the most sucte$sfasting choices but
it did put Amas and LeNoire in the middle of a dgle on nontraditional casting that was
gaining momentum as the eighties moved forwardo®tEquity continued to monitor
casting and had taken action against productiatsghored giving minority actors equal
opportunity. In 1980 the union developed a committeread scripts prior to casting and
give nontraditional casting recommendations toatiimes and producers. Again, it may
have been a mixed up notion of breaking union rateging against her union colleagues
that caused LeNoire to cluttBmgds story with white actors. However, there wereckla
theatre companies that had formed by this timegwaffering in the backwash of
Reaganomics and still stuck to their missions. LiesRomission was, after almost two
decades, lodged somewhere between public perceytimer theatre as a black theatre and
her need to make it appear otherwise.

In 1986 Actors Equity conducted the first Non-Titatal Casting Symposium in
New York City. The event drew over one thousanatteeprofessionals to discuss the
status of nontraditional casting and make suggesfiar how to get more theatres to pay
closer attention to their casting policies in twife. From the Symposium came a

publication,Beyond Traditionwhich served as a record of the Symposium aietsyit
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particularly its many panel discussions. Guidelwese given as to how nontraditional
casting might work and make sense. The Symposilledcatention to the seriousness

with which Equity was treating the issue and setdiage for a dialogue that would carry
forward into the nineties and the twenty-first eyt The Non-Traditional Casting Project
and its Symposium remained at the forefront ofl@tussion of cross-racial, integrated and
multicultural casting as the times and terminologgnged and as the next turn of a century

approached.
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CHAPTER IV

NONTRADITIONAL CASTING FORMALIZES

“When are we not going to try to get blacks to @netthat they are something other

than they are?” (Henry Miller qtd. Beyond Traditiorb8)

In 1985, the same year Amas produBetjjo!, LeNoire began a steady career in
television that would continue well into the 1998ke was cast on a number of episodes of
Gimme A Breakn 1985 followed by work oAmenand finally settled into a regular role
on the long lived=amily Mattersin 1989. Her lucrative salary was helpful with a
struggling theatre company to support, but LeNeieddsence, while filming in California,
made administering Amas difficult. Amas began eigpeing a period of decline at the
same time Actor’s Equity took a serious step towandtitutionalizing and organizing
nontraditional casting. Because of Equity’s initiaf nontraditional casting became a
challenge for all theatre companies rather thamsthiated mission of a few select groups
such as Amas. The union’s push for more diversityaisting came at a time when black
theatres were suffering from debilitating losseiimding. Chapter 1V will examine and
discuss Equity’'s Non-traditional Casting ProjecT W), the First Symposium of the
NTCP and the surge of critical debate that wasdhelt of the NTCP’s initiatives.

The difficulties Amas experienced from the mid-Q98intil a change in its
administration in the 1990s will also be discus$&ddfts in the political landscape that
caused changes in funding were ongoing through@88s and will be shown to be
inextricably linked to a new ideology pushing bagjainst race conscious policies. Also
important was the growing national realization ttiail rights legislation had lost

momentum and integration as a means for resolvieguality was failing. As integration
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lost ground, theatres were as culpable for thatraas other institutions while at the same
time being targeted with the rest of the arts deri@ funding was cut. Chapter IV
discusses the political forces at work that dinfietthe progress of integration and what
the effect was on the fate of black theatre aniés. Amas, still identified as black
theatre, was threatened with closure throughouttieesighties and mid-nineties.

Prior to her move to the west coast, Rosetta LeNeiceived a letter from Actors’
Equity Association praising her for her castinggicees. “Your theatre,” the 1984 letter
reads, “embodies the goals of Actors’ Equity: ibathat Black and White actors can
perform together in an integrated setting with wong creative results.” Written by
Anthony LeGrand, Business Representative for Eogbloyment Opportunity, the letter
further states, “l intend to keep an open linearhmunication with you because your
endeavors at AMAS are an example to the profedsibeatre” Amas Musical Theatre
Archive Production files. Box # 2 MG 4@3ackberrie$. The letter clearly communicates
AEA’s approval of LeNoire’s mission as it was realil in her casting choices. The year of
the letter is one year befdBengo! was produced and may have informed her contralersi
casting of that show. Also worth noting, the shbattconvinced LeGrand was
Blackberries- a show about minstrelsy which included not @hé/depiction of a minstrel
show but also white performers in blackface. Andi¥eShields directed and claimed, “I
don’t know how many people realize that Judy Garlanickey Rooney and Ethel
Merman performed in blackface or brownface. Its kind of information that | know
people automatically think is offensive, but theat'i true” (qtd. in Nelson. “Blackberries —
a musical odysseyDaily News n.p.). The article contains information that dice de

Shields had high hopes fBfackberriesgoing to Broadway, but these hopes were not
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realized. The titleBlackberries hearkens back to comments made in the mid-196@s w
the all-blackHello Dolly! was unfavorably compared to tB&ackbirdsrevues. However,
Blackberrieswould be praised by AEA while theatricalizing ofééve subject matter.
Again, a show likeBlackberries with white actors in blackface, may have informed
LeNoire’s comments regardiigjngo! the following year. Setting aside how race was
represented iBlackberries the letter from AEA, concerned with integratedpéogyment

and not an offensive subject, told LeNoire thatwhe doing exactly what she should be
doing, whether or not her audiences remained paxgland possibly offput by her choices.
AEA'’s continued zeal for integrating theatre in wheer way possible led to the formation
of the Non-Traditional Casting Project in 1986 —ratiative that mobilized the union and

its members toward the common goal of expandiregiation of theatre once and for all.

The Non-Traditional Casting Project (NTCP) and theFirst Non-Traditional Casting
Project Symposium: Integration in All Forms

The NTCP was only one step of many that Actor’'sifgook to combat
discrimination through the years. In 1947 Equityndeded theatre owners cease the
practice of segregating audiences. “We state navto. the public which is looking to us to
do what is just and humanitarian,” the union statitht unless the situation is remedied,
we will be forced to forbid our members to playréigwww.actorsequity.org). In the
nineteen fifties Equity forbid its members to penian South Africa as long as apartheid
existed. The union also produced “Integration Skames” which presented scenes with
mixed casting to an audience of casting directodspaoducers. The Ethnic Minorities

Committee, of which Rosetta LeNoire was a membas, fermed in the nineteen sixties
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and an Equal Employment Opportunity Business Reptatve was added in the nineteen
seventies. Still there was work to be done to finahsure that theatre companies,
directors, playwrights and theatre administratuatyfunderstood the serious position the
union held towards diversity in all areas of thegtroduction. The Non-Traditional Casting
Project was a larger initiative that oversaw thet séage of Equity’s work in the 1980s.

In November 1986 NTCP’s First National SymposiumNon-Traditional Casting
was held at the Schubert Theatre in New York. Sylmesat to the symposiuBeyond
Tradition, a transcript of the proceedings, was publisheynidte speeches by John
Houseman, Raul Julia, Paul Robeson and Francesrbagikended each of the three panel
discussions. Like the integrated showcases ofdketpe symposium also presented
groupings of scenes before each panel, all froiysgdg white playwrights such as Neil
Simon, David Mamet, Shakespeare, Lanford Wilsonathdrs. All scenes were cast with
non-white actors or mixed combinations of actorse $cenes were presented as proof that
black actors, as well as a few Asian and Latinoractould viably portray characters in
plays that had a long history of being perceived/laite only. There were no scenes from
plays written by non-white playwrights cast withitehactors. Clearly the message was
that it was white institutions appealing to whiteleences by presenting white plays that
needed to come forward and embrace nontraditi@sding, primarily because American
theatre was founded and operated from a white mapwint of view. In terms of policy,
the provocation to focus on white institutionsafiective of integration politics that
initially focused on desegregating white schooldditionally, the focus on white theatres

reveals where the majority of employment was fbaetiors.
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Rosetta LeNoire was not in attendance at anyeoNthCP symposia. In the late
1980s she was well into her television work and matyhave had the ability to attend. She
may also have felt that Amas had fulfilled the matedor nontraditional casting well
before the NTCP existed. She had validation from\Alat Amas was an example of
exactly what AEA wanted from other theatres.

Where LeNoire’s philosophy was more concerned efittiing prejudice through
creative collaboration, AEA’s concern was employmérwas the plausibility, practicality
and commercial nature of employing or casting ramtitionally that comprised the
arguments behind questions, concerns and insigittsthe symposium’s participants. For
example, from a panel entitled “Non-Traditional &g What Tradition?” Carl Harms
makes the statement:

| am the Chairman of the LORT Committee of Actdtguity. Actors’ Equity has a

very basic interest in this subject — employmenbia ethnic actors . . . | think this

problem is related to the managers of our theatrgsproducers and how they are
going to break down their own feeling of what thlewk their audiences want.

How do we get to the point where our producerseaity going to be brave

enough to do some creative work on their audie(2@)?

Sara O’Connor, Managing Director of Milwaukee Réper Theatre, is the first responder
to Harms’ question:

| am not being slick when | say there is no wagidat but to do it . . . Milwaukee

Repertory Theatre last spring had the largest siitisn renewal in its history after

a full season of non-traditional, non-conventioshbuld-be-traditional, color-blind
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(I don’t care what you call it) casting for a vayief plays with a multi-racial

resident company. You can'’t just run scared (29).

In this one exchange several different perspectieee been presented, for example: the
need for more employment of minority actors, tresithat the problem resides with those
in charge of theatres, the need to confront audenath nontraditional casting, the
efficacy of making bold season and casting chaceksthe more ambiguous notion that
theatre companies are afraid of the results ofngasbntraditionally.

Amas’s mission fell more in line with the thougbfsO’Connor. LeNoire did not
guestion her casting decisions and made choicesdieg to her personal philosophy and
politics. Her audiences were not asked what theyldvand would not accept. However,
what is apparent from the symposium is that Amas neavhere near the first or only
theatre that was tackling nontraditional casting.

Beyond Traditionmeveals the symposium as a microcosm of the redtabate on
nontraditional casting. It also reveals a lackanius as discussions began on one subject
matter and ended on another. As Robert Nemiradta his opening to the panel “Re-
viewing the Audience,” “The purpose of this confeze is not to pay lip service any more,
not to say the pro forma things we think somebodwta/to hear, but to talk honestly” (72).
On a panel dedicated to how audiences could barmmo/to accept nontraditional casting,
Jack Reuler, Artistic Director of Mixed Blood Thegtsaid, “If we presuppose the
audiences’ ignorance we are making a mistake. @uisjnot to ask the audience what they
want to see, but tell them what they want to sé8) Reuler’s statement, which referenced
Mixed Blood’s commitment and history with non-trigalnal casting, is hopeful that if a

company courageously goes forward the audiencdolldlw. His statement is somewhat
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negated by press agent Irene Gandy who respontleere is no problem, | don't think,
with the audience accepting color-blind castind vall they pay to see it? Will the critics
come to review it?” (72) Bernard Jacobs, who hedlded&chubert Organization, then puts
the responsibility directly on the critics citingettreatment a female actress received
playing Hamlet at the New York Shakespeare Festitra critics tore her apart. There has
to be some education of the critics. We will natcged . . . unless we have the support of
the press, because the public, unfortunatelyleesheep and they are going to follow the
press” (78). Jacobs’s concern is interesting wieéieating on the Broadway theatre of ten
years prior to the symposium when a multitude atblshows, includingubbling Brown
Sugar were playing successfully. Critics used the trendomment on casting choice and
however contradictory their comments were, as svén Chapter lll, the audiences were
still attracted. Additionally, Amas, as a small off Broadway theatre had always been
able to get critics to review their shows. Whetheras because LeNoire was known or
because of the legacy Btibbling Brown SugatheNew York Timegeviewed many of
Amas’s productions through the years. With respetite black trend in the 1970s, in
contrast to what the NTCP was requiring, showsguslack subject matter and casting
black performers did not constitute nontraditioredting no matter how such shows
integrated the white establishment theatre. AEAIscern was the employment of actors
only.

In the next exchange, David Visser, booking afianthe Negro Ensemble
Company, passes it on to playwrights while alsduging what is traditional and what is

nontraditional:

134



You have to go to the Gus Edwardses and the CHaulés's to find the inter-racial

plays being written in any quantity in 1986. | thithat we really have to put a

demand on our playwrights to begin to think abbetgsociety at large and the

society which they are writing about (78).
Again, plays dealing with interracial subject matieing cast according to their interracial
requirements is not necessarily nontraditionaliegsOne of the results of the symposium
was the NTCP’s formal definition of nontraditior@@sting: “the casting of ethnic, female
or disabled actors in roles where race, ethniggynder or physical capability are not
necessary to the characters’ or play’s developmeamd’its outline of four separate
categories in which nontraditional casting mighavyer appropriate:

Societal Casting ethnic, female or disabled actors are cast esrtley perform in

society as a whole.

Cross-cultural Casting the entire world of a play is translated to dedént

cultural setting.

Conceptual Casting an ethnic, female or disabled actor is castrinleéto give a

play greater resonance.

Blind Casting: all actors are cast without regard to their ratienicity, gender or

physical capabilityBeyond Traditiom.pag. [bold type the author’s choice].).
Though Harry Newman, the Executive Director of HECP states, “These definitions and
ideas are presented solely to stimulate creatieisida-makers to begin thinking in the
broadest terms,” both the definition of nontradiibcasting and the four categories are
problematic (6). For instance, “Societal Castinggugh appearing to be what Visser

called for, is actually aiming to have roles whathuld be cast from any ethnicity, and
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usually cast as white, being cast instead with nitynactors. The category is defined as
actors being cast in roles they perform in socety presumes knowledge of what these
societal roles are and how they manifest themselndke case of race, or “ethnicity,” as
much of the text states, there is a question ot gpecifically defines an actor’s ethnic
role. Is this role defined by skin color, genetiak@aup, cultural heritage or behavior? Is this
presumed societal role a stereotype? In the caReswdtta LeNoire’s history as an actor, is
it “societal casting” to continually cast her irettole of a maid in a white household
because somewhere in American society black womewarking as maids?

“Conceptual Casting” is defined as a specific ethf@male or disabled actor being cast in
a character to “give the play greater resonanctiout any explanation of what
“resonance” means in the context of a casting otecign the case of LeNoire’s casting of
Bingo!, a greater resonance was achieved in furtheribgpice’s political and

philosophical concept while robbing the play ofrgsonance as a story of discrimination.
The politics of the play’'s statement were sacrdite the politics of the company’s
founder. It could also be questioned as to whdtreeterm “ethnic” in the definition of
conceptual casting applies only to actors of cotdf, as in the case &ingo!, it also

applies to white actors.

The category of “Blind Casting” might best fit Lelde’s casting oBingo! if she
expected audiences to not notice that she hadvbast actors in the roles of black baseball
players. However, the idea was distorted whent béigng questioned by audience
members who absolutely did notice her casting ehailse suggested putting the white

actors in blackface. Blind casting, or as it i®oftalled — color blind casting — is

136



problematic insomuch as it asks audiences to legkid, or transcend, ethnicity, gender
or body type in an attempt to erase difference.

Despite problematic terminology in its casting @agpts the NTCP’s Symposium
was the strongest statement by Actor’s Equity te,daroving its commitment and
seriousness towards seeing that all of its asistg treated fairly. Following New York,
symposia were held in Washington D.C., San FraacBoston, Los Angeles, and
Toronto. In all, it took until 1989 to complete tigmposium phase after which — using
Beyond Traditiorand a video calleBreaking Tradition 25 forums and seminars were
held with industry professionals and educationatgs such as ATHE, The Dramatists
Guild, LORT and others. Nonetheless, the implenm@mtaf casting change remained
slow and seemed to peak with enthusiasm genergtepdn discourse as the NTCP was
holding symposia. Unfortunately “doing” rather thtatking remained an issue once
decision makers were left on their own. Harry Newmaites, in his 1989 article “Holding
Back: The Theatre’s Resistance to Non-TraditiorestiDg”:

Most express support or interest . . . Such indoechowever, only makes it

difficult to determine whose professed commitmentis genuine. Whether and

how nontraditional casting appears in the workfiiseour only gauge of sincerity.

Of course, at some point in the history of almestre theatre, an ethnic person was

cast. .. or there was an incidence of cross-gesasting or whatnot . . . The point,

however, is not to seek refuge in token examplastdinclude these American

artists regularly and fully in our performing af2y).
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Newman'’s article, written three years after theGL8¥mposia initiative, illustrates the
reticence of theatres to seriously adopt nonti@uhli casting as a mission rather than what
might be called a novelty.

Despite the efforts of the NTCP, change did nke talace fast enough or
thoroughly enough to significantly affect the lacaise of American theatre. Theatre had
conspicuously lagged behind other institutionsnplementing the changes brought about
by the civil rights movement and the constitutitiyadf integration. Amas, and other
organizations such as the New York Shakespearav&lastade integrated casting an
important part of their operation many years alefdde NTCP. However, the NTCP
worked to break ground in all theatre organizatioased on a common sense idea that the
United States was no longer the exclusive realmwliite majority and that theatre was
operating in a time long since gone. The NTCP’ssioisstatement reads:

Our principle concerns are that ethnic, femaledisdbled artists are denied

equitable professional opportunities; that thik latparticipation is not only

patently discriminatory, but a serious loss todhkural life of the nation and has

resulted in a theater that does not reflect therdity of our society (qtd. in Pao 8).
Harry Newman'’s 1989 article points to U.S. CensuseBu statistics in the attempt to
convince readers that the term “ethnic minority"ultbbe obsolete by the year 2000 as
ethnic populations grow and “The United States nae become a nation where every
group is a minority” (25). Holding the performingsacommunity to account he asks,
“Why don’t we have a multiethnic, multicultural peming arts already? If | were
describing the NTCP’s work to a Brazilian or andoeler or a person from China it might

seem silly. What's the big deal? Why has this cledmgen so long in coming?” (27).
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Unfortunately, as Newman begins to examine the answhis questions, he comes up
against the reality of American life:
Naturally the deeper resistance to non-traditicaating is a reflection of the
racism, sexism, and prejudice operating withingmgiety itself. No matter how
much performing artists behave as though they woekvacuum, we are a part of
the greater culture, and affected by it . . . # multure in which differences of any
kind are discouraged . . . Individuals who arefedént” are tolerated only if they
can be categorized, or if they can prove that Hreyin some way “just like the rest
of us” (28).
Though Newman acknowledges racism, sexism anddicejas components in resistance
to nontraditional casting he also fully recogniitest theatre institutions work within a
bureaucracy that tends to maintain status quoderdo assure survival both of the
institutions and its employees, such as artistieatiors, who jealously stand guard over
their jobs. Nevertheless, Newman brings his arguiinack to the landscape of the nation
when he writes:
Yet whether for artistic or practical reasons, ¢ha$o make decisions in the
theatre must recognize that American society laastormed . . . There may be a
longing for the status quo of one’s formative yebtg for demographic reasons
alone the status quo is changing too (31).
As a piece of the NTCP’s entire package to perstlastdres to take on a challenge to their
outmoded means of operation, Newman’s article éachkbld issues such as racism, job
protection and old fashioned thinking entrenchea mo longer relevant past. Written three

years after the NTCP’s initiative, while still wiaigy for substantive action to take place, his
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article took a stand in the national conversatiat tvas less polite than the symposia. As
Amas struggled and LeNoire’s voice and presencsidet), the debate on nontraditional
casting picked up strength from the contributiomeiv critical responses in the late

eighties that fueled the national conversatiortfernext 30 years.

As the Nation Goes So Goes Nontraditional Casting

Newman'’s article was one of many critical essayaantraditional casting that
appeared during and after the NTCP’s symposiunsydée debate was reinvigorated not
only by the NTCP’s formal categories but also g/iore positive outlook that perhaps,
with imagination and courage, a new theatrical mvnent could be created.

Writing from 1988 through 1989 Zelda Fichandlesf-the Arena Stage — The
Drama Review’s Richard Schechner, and theatre &ithard Hornby all wrote often
guoted essays on nontraditional casting. All tlegsays discuss not only the reasons why
ambivalence continued but also offered perspectimabe practice’s implementation. In
all three cases the perspectives involve intexmestf three areas that Zelda Fichandler
compresses when she states, “Nontraditional castitige end becomes not a matter of
employment, but of politics and art” (“Casting #oDifferent Truth” 21). Employment,
politics and art are the unstable moorings in #tgate with much of their resolution
coming from pre-conceived ideas on audience remepti

Writing for American Theatrén 1988, Zelda Fichandler’s “Casting for a Diffete
Truth” reflected on a time many years prior whes Atena Stage implemented what
Fichandler calls an “experiment . . . with a totatitegrated acting company.” The

experiment was, according to Fichandler, not sisfakg-ichandler writes of casting as
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breathing life into an imagined figure that “existsa specific social, political and
philosophic imagined world.” Once the director gmdducer step away:

The actors and the audience will be left to shaearhplications of each other’s

presence within the tale enacted between thera highly political act of

communication and empathy. They speak to each ttrmrgh and under the lines

of the play, of their daily lives and of what thegnt to come of them, for

themselves and for their children (21).
The delicate reciprocity between actor and audienhéech is quite separate from the
actor’'s employment with the company as an institytis where the success or failure of
nontraditional casting resides. Fichandler idealee integrated company where “the
human spirit could be embodied in unpredictablersewlly imagined ways, astonishing
the spectator and revealing meanings never befhi@pated, sloughing off old ways of
looking at things and opening them up to their vegrt,” and concludes, “I can imagine
such a company, and it excites me. | can imagjrteatigh |1 wouldn’t yet know how to
make it real. Surely it is not an abstract possyilFichandler’'s weary comment is
reinforced with nostalgia for the Arena’s past ekpent in integrated casting, about which
she does not reveal any more than to say “a vasfagasons” were responsible for its
failure. However, the relationship between the dofi the actor and “the world that the
audience brings in from the outside” seems to plarge part in the unpredictability of
success (21).

Fichandler’s words, though more poetic in stylntheactions to Amas’s work over
the years, could, in their most basic interpretatie applied to Amas. To pull from

Fichandler’s language, the unpredictable way irctviine baseball team was embodied in
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Bingo! astonished at least part of the audience and @dliem to question and possibly
arrive at different meanings for LeNoire’s castatgpice. LeNoire imagined her company
and went forward without over thinking many of kecisions. This courage worked for
and against artistic results however she nevestiéd from doing exactly what she wanted
with her company.

Each of the three essays puts forth an imagiremtra where nontraditional casting
might work. This imagined theatre differs, accogdia the author, from the theatre already
in existence. Richard Schechner’s 1989 “Race eader Free, Body-Type Free, Age
Free Casting” presents his argument:

for a dance and theatre where several differemiskaf responses are possible:

times when perceiving the race, gender, etc., dbprers matters; times when

spectators perceive the categories but it doesattem and times when it should
not even be perceived — not because of disguiseduaiuse spectators have been
trained to be race, gender, age, and body-typedb(9).

However, Schechner admits, while sounding somelldeaFichandler:

It is extremely difficult even to spell out thiski of situation because it is so unlike

what currently goes on in America. It is hard t@gme flexibility with regard to

these categories which are felt to be either “réiror “historically” fixed” (9).
Schechner does admit that one group, the MixeddBIdeeatre Company, is successful
with color-blind casting but it isn’t enough. Hemts blindness on all fronts while
simultaneously acknowledging that the “nature/acet or “biologically
determined/socially constructed” debate is a atafigiirresolvable conflict” (10).

Therefore, since the data derived from biologi@hds always changing “in terms of
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social constructions and interpretations” the typgexibility he seeks in an audience
would always be unstable.

Once again, without knowing Amas, and without Le®le input, Schechner points
to the way Amas pushes its audiences to adjusieasdrk changes. As previously
mentioned, LeNoire did as she wanted, giving littleught to concepts such as
nature/nurture or social constructions. As smat@mpany as Amas was, it likewise had a
small core following that understood the work tbenpany did, understood that they might
possibly see any configuration of race on stageadswlunderstood that the interpretation
of what was on stage was largely in the handseo§fgiectators. Schechner’s ideal “trained”
audience may have already been realized at Amas.

Published later in 1989, Richard Hornby’s “Intereh Casting” supports shifting
the responsibility to critics. After citing sevesdamples of negative critical response to
occasions of interracial casting — including Johmd®’s admonishing the New York
Shakespeare Festival for casting black actofhaWinter's Taland Kenneth Tynan’s
objection toFlower Drum Song casting a Japanese actor in a lead role rdthard
Chinese actor — he mentions the generally negetitreal response to casting James Earl
Jones as Judge Brack in Ibse@lsosts

They couldn’t help pointing out that there were no blacks in nineteenth-century

Norway . . . at the same time, no critic took isgith the fact that the cast were

speaking English, though I think nineteenth-centdoywegians actually spoke

Norwegian. Speaking English was simply a convengomeutral means for

American actors to convey the play to an Ameriaashence . . . (460)
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Hornby then proposes, rather than color-blind ngsticolor-neutral casting, in which we
accept the conventionalized nature of the stagksaspend concern about the race of an
actor unless the play itself stresses it.” He plsiats out that the way to achieve color-
neutral casting, “is to practice it as often assgue” (460).

By analyzing critical reaction to nontraditionalsting Hornby pulls back from
focus on general audience reaction and placesdifggally on the critics who sometimes
wield the power to deter productions from makinggdbocasting choices. In a section
devoted to racism in theatre practices, Harry Newsiddolding Back” (1989) explicitly
points to John Simon'’s “repeated attacks on nasitiomal casting” and blatantly asks if
they are “fueled purely by artistic consideratio(®8). Though not calling Simon a racist
outright, Newman has planted the question of Sisianderlying intentions and therefore
his possible negative affect on an audience aradrthprofessionals where, as was pointed
out above, “the deeper resistance . . . is a tefleof the racism, sexism, and prejudice
operating within our society itself’ (28).

While Fichandler and Schechner are attemptingtongent on art, essays by
Hornby and Newman are concerned with critical respand social implications as it
pertained to employment. Art is hardly a considerain Newman'’s, though he does
examine critical response as Hornby does. Whilengdbke question of whether Simon is
considering art in his responses, Newman bringsdsay back to questions of racism and
prejudice.

1989 also saw Newman'’s article “Casting a Doui#:ltegal Issues of Non-
traditional Casting” published ifihe Journal of Arts Management and La&¥e includes

adjustments in the wording of the four NTCP castagpgories as well as some further
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degree of explanation. For instance, societalogsticludes the roles of “clerks, judges,
scientists and salespersons” as examples of relésrmed in society. A description of
conceptual casting included the wording “extra disien to that part” rather than
“resonance.” Later in the same paragraph Newmaesstae categories do not “negate
actors’ cultural identities.” Newman is anticipa@tilegal issues occurring with the new
casting territory the NTCP is proposing. He posesstjons such as “What role can the law
play in opening up casting choices” and “Can tleatar operate freely without regard to
the law” (57). In the effort to cover all possiltdgalities, Newman presents a review of
civil rights law and the legal questions which nieyraised as theatres attempt to
implement the four casting categories. In the c$dind casting Newman states that it is:
Often the kind of nontraditional casting that isught to be the most problematic
from an artistic viewpoint. Legally, however, ittlee easiest to accept. It is simply
the broadest extension of all civil rights legiglat. . . No one is excluded at any
stage. There seem to be no legal difficulties Wwithd casting (60).
Again, examining the legalities of nontraditionakting is acknowledging the union’s
primary concern — employment. Newman’s concerngarky reflections on what Russell
K. Robinson examined in his 2007 essay mentionéokinntroduction — casting is caught
between First Amendment protections of artistiedi@m and employment regulations.
When applying civil rights law to casting how ddks subjectivity that was once the
nature of casting, i.e., casting the right actotlie role based on the artistic perspectives of
directors, playwrights and producers, affect tlyal@spect of hiring practices? After the
civil rights law in 1964, and its creation of thqual Employment Opportunity

Commission, want-ads contained language that esthdiscrimination “because of such
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individual’s race, color, religion, sex, or natiboagin”
(www.archives.gov/education/lessons/civil-right$had ater language included disability
and age and often creed was used as a substitutdifion. Newman'’s article was
considering how such terminology affected castiragfices. As an example, what were
the legal implications in casting a play with aeralritten, for instance, to be young,
presumed white, and female if a middle-aged blaalerhad a better audition than the
young females? If AEA’s stipulation — to cast tlestoactor for the role — was taken
literally, how would such casting change the adigtoduct? In such a case, if the male
actor were passed over for the young, white, femetler, what could be the legal
ramifications according to the civil rights law atiné Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission (EEOC)? Though the scenario seems higtiilely, to shape it a little
differently, a similar hypothesis could have applie the casting dBingo! at Amas. If a
company, such as Amas, is fully implementing thiega of the EEOC, and only seven
black actors came Bingds audition and if two white actors also auditionsdhe
company not legally committed to cast the two whiteors, since baseball teams have 9
players? Casting is further complicated if ninecklactors and two white actors came to
the audition and the two white actors had bettditims than two of the black actors. The
nuances of the civil rights law, when applied tedtnical, or any, casting practices are put
to a test. However, nowhere in the law or in Newiiassays is art made part of the
dialogue.

Though Newman’s essay is meant to question, dismud solve legalities
surrounding nontraditional casting, the threatehf involved in a discrimination suit may

have been a reason for theatres remaining sluggifr as change in casting practices.
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Casting has always been perceived as part of isé@process of creating theatre and
AEA and the NTCP were approaching it as an employmeactice.

In the case of Amas, reviews written of shows poedl in the 1980s reveal that,
over all, artistic product was lacking. Mentionvedak books, inconsistent casting and, in
the case of 1986'Sh-Boom!the work not showcasing “even one singer of psathi
appear throughout the decatiefv York Time€20). This trend, from shows for which
there are reviews, may be attributed to Amas’s citmemt to original musicals and be
part of a developmental process. However, LeNomession “dedicated to bringing
people of all races, creeds, colors, religionsk@aakgrounds together through the creative
arts” used language from the EEOC and was as noudt Wwith process as it was with
product (Norflett 70). In Norflett's 1983 articlRosetta LeNoire: The Lady and her
Theatre,” LeNoire states:

We have set an example that people of all racdtsires, creeds, and backgrounds

can work together . . . they can do it in the effi@and in the corporations. It can be

done everywhere . . . it certainly does not conmuaiyith just laws. It hasn’t

worked this far with legislation (72).

LeNoire, like AEA and the NTCP, was concerned \ethployment and work process in
her mission as much to facilitate equality in therkvas to produce a praiseworthy piece of
art. Her reference to “offices and corporation®as to work and employment on a
broader scale with Amas as an example of how esuployment succeeds.

While LeNoire’s mission is admirable, with Amasugjgling through the eighties,
and particularly after her lengthy television care@mmenced, more attention to art than to

politics may have resulted in the show it needgaltbit from the realm of small off off
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Broadway groups and give it a more solid foundatmsurvive the shaky years ahead.
Most shows at Amas were one run offerings witkeliib no future. A production such as
Bingo!,with its challenging casting decision, that, ia #nd, reduced the political message
of the piece, might otherwise have had a life aft@as, particularly with its creator, Ossie
Davis, being a well-known actor, playwright andedior. Without specific knowledge of
why shows at Amas did not go on to be developélarfuture, other than the evidence in
reviews, | can only speculate, with the great gtyaof productions coming out of Amas,
that possibly a lack of artistic quality formedattprn that was not resolved against the
priority of LeNoire’s politics and the company’ssaion.

While AEA was launching an initiative to mobilipeofessional theatre to
implement what might be viewed as a form of affitneaction towards the eventual full
and equal integration of theatre, national polities chiseling away at corresponding
policies to diminish, or remove altogether, theftuence. As LeNoire said, in the
comment mentioned above, “it certainly does noteaimout with just laws. It hasn’t
worked this far with legislation” (72). While theatcontinued to use the term “color-blind”
to support integrated casting, the term was chggmaiologically to mean that it was no
longer the domain of government policy to push rgianequality but rather, after only
three decades since Brown vs. Board of Educationckaim of inequality rested solely
with the individual. Tom Wicker points out that:

Following the election of Ronald Reagan in 198@gfal policies reduced funds for

desegregation efforts and even encouraged couwshdotend successful

desegregation programs, with administration offscpaously maintaining that these
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programs no longer were needed since desegredmtbbheen achievedr@agic
Failure 95).
As Reagan’s economic policies began to grow theleligetween the haves and have nots,
conservative whites guarded against minoritiesrge#t fair share of any available
prosperity. The tendency was well known even abdak as the sixties. Turner and Young
wrote in 1965:
It is, in fact, easy to believe that the walls w€lasion have fallen; having won the
opportunity to enter barbershops in one commuitity,possible to conclude that
barbershops in all communities are open, or hawitsgrated housing on one
street, to think the street will remain integratetver (“Who has the Revolution”
1151).
Turner and Young acknowledged that integration fagieg even in the sixties because it
required constant government attention to succedthree hundred years of oppression.
As Kenneth Clark wrote iDark Ghetto
It is not sitting next to a white, but the factttki@s implies equal status.
Historically, the most intimate relationships hdeen approved . . . so long as the
status of white superiority versus Negro inferyohtis been clear. Trouble comes
only when Negroes . . . seek a status equal tothahites (gtd. in Wicker 78).
In the 1980s the Reagan administration sent a meskat the notion of privileging blacks
over whites in government policy would be endinffirfative action was characterized as
showing preferential treatment towards minoriteesdid voters rights legislation. In
Reagan’s color-blind society, policies such asdivesre deemed unnecessary. In such a

political climate, how would a white majority theateact to a union mandate to integrate?
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Being somewhat late to strongly commit to an irdégpt theatre, AEA and the NTCP were
not seeing the hoped for results after their wd\symposia in the late 1980s.
Angela Pao’$No Safe Spacdakes a historical stance when she comments on the
integrationist politics that inspired nontraditiboasting practices:
For directors and administrators . . . that att@gredominantly if not exclusively
white audiences . . . the decision to cast actoeslor in canonical Euroamerican
plays was an acknowledgment of the abilities oflbknd other racial minority
Americans and of their rightful claim to all aspeof the national heritage (17).
She traces how the experiment was subverted in“trhen resentment against
government-mandated integration in other areai$eofihd anxiety over racial activism
carried over into the theater,” and a challengheanstitutionalized white theatre
undermined the good intentions of social justi@ Bomments:
The power and privilege to define dominant soana eultural values that had been
assumed and protected as the exclusive privilegéhidé Americans of European .
.. origins was very visibly challenged by crossiaband interracial casting, as
black bodies both literally and metaphorically wplaced in roles previously
assumed only by whites (17).
When examined from this perspective, color-blinstiog fell victim to the same politics as
other institutions. White audiences questionednaalittonal casting choices in theatrical
roles that were traditionally embodied by whitesolBontinues to point out that
polarization over nontraditional casting remainddl@the NTCP, more or less, attempted
to force the issue hoping to alter the otherwisgtéeial landscape of American theatre

practices.
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Josephine Lee’s 2003 essay “Racial Actors, Liberghs” points to liberal
integration being used as a cure for inequality aifler it acknowledges difference. Once
acknowledged these differences were considered snef@ce “masks” that must be
rejected in order to achieve full integration. kamining the NTCP’s casting categories,
Lee recognizes that the first three categoriescietad, cross-cultural and conceptual
casting — “all have the potential to highlight eddifference.” However, color-blind (or
“pblind”) casting does not. “The ordering of thesdagories,” she states, “first looks at
‘race, ethnicity, gender or physical capabilitydahen looks away, towards a kind of
integrated utopia brought into being by color-bleasting” (101). In terms of political
ideology, the conservative backlash against ransaous policies sought to eliminate
government programs by claiming that integratiod been achieved and like Lee’s
insight, chose to look away, a feature of colondbicasting, and no longer acknowledge
race. Unfortunately, to use the castingofgo! again, there is no method, other than
physical masking, to eliminate race on stage sotiety. However, LeNoire’s solution, to
use blackface, only served to amplify race. Thetpa of blackface had been used, and
validated by AEA's letter, mentioned at the begngnof the chapter, in 1984, one year
beforeBingo! in the productiorBlackberries

Seeking to solve the issue of integrated theh&d\fTCP and Actors’ Equity also
attempted to get over race by offering severalgygenontraditional casting. Nonetheless,
as society attended to racial issues so did theefatiew — the results were slim and
inadequate. In 1989 the NTCP still had hope thait Buggested casting practices would be
implemented and proven to be successful througide range of theatrical participation.

Theatres would absorb the practice into their dpers, audiences would adjust and the
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necessary artistic and employment questions waelilolb to rest. Newman claimed in
“Holding Back,” “Our organizational goal is obsatesice” (24). In other words, traditional
theatre practices would become non-traditional Wwiwould then, in a reasonable
timeframe, settle into a new tradition and the NMgfild no longer be necessary.
Newman had no way of conceiving how genuinely carapdd and multi-faceted the
conversation would become or how long it would oarg. Also, in the 1980s, and running
parallel to the work of the NTCP, black theatretoared to suffer from lack of funding. In
1992, sociology professor Samuel Gilmore’s reseaganning from 1987 to 1990,
showed that the percentage of funding from theddatiEndowment for the Arts in that
time period was drastically limited in its distrtimn to minority arts groups. THeos
Angeles Timereported Gilmore’s findings that low funding tormarities appeared to be
directly linked to low minority representation ofcN peer panels and not to lower
numbers of applications for funds. Zan Dubin’s@etalso revealed:
he believes federal minority art support couldtvedtened as never before because
of ‘right-wing’ attacks against the NEA for suppng what some deem obscene
art. Some observers have speculated that this tEaddhe agency to support only
large, mainstream, mainly Euro-centric arts ingons” (“NEA Funds Don’t Reach
Minorities” n.pag. http://articles.latimes.com/1902-04/entertainment/ca-
5187_1_minority-arts).
As previously quoted in Chapter Ill, “What the govaent programs had given, the
government took away” (HatchA History of African American TheatfdS1).
The late 1980s brought about an outpouring atafitesponse to the NTCP’s

initiatives that continued through the 1990s artd the twenty-first century. 1989 was
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particularly important for the contribution of Hallewman'’s two essays and that of
Richard Schechner. 1989 was also the year Roselitaite began her long run on the
television showramily Mattersand spent much of her time on the west coast. Mexyve
her work and dedication to Amas was acknowledgeehwim 1988, AEA established the
Rosetta LeNoire Award, with her as its first reeiiand honored at a ceremony in

February 1989.

The Rosetta LeNoire Award: What the Union Wants
Colleen Dewhurst, the executive secretary of Astquity in 1989, delivered her
address at LeNoire’s award ceremony via tape dhertavork schedule. She said:
You always knew what it meant to be as one — athgitto barriers to stand in
your way, and admitting no barriers to stand forome else. | think you were
always nontraditional before any of us thought.dfortunately, under that love
and heart has always been strength and steel.cananyg | both know . . . that
when push comes to shove, don’t fool with Rosia (e Sun"The New Yorker
24).
Dewhurst’s remarks give a nod to the NTCP withieference to LeNoire’s being
“nontraditional.” The timing of the award — in 19&Riring the symposia years — points to
LeNoire’s founding of Amas as an example of whatNiTCP was striving for with other
theatres. The award also proves that a theatr@a@sas Amas could take a significant
stand against discrimination in theatre practiceklave an impact. The award’s page on

Actor’s Equity’s website reads:
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Established in 1988, the award was named in hdrnbeactress Rosetta LeNoire,
who was also the first recipient, not only becanfdaer body of work in the theatre
— and her work with the then titled Actor’'s Equitgsociation’s Ethnic Minorities
Committee — but also for founding Amas Repertorgdtre Company, an
organization dedicated to maintaining and intealaddmpany of actors
(http://www.actorsequity.org/aboutequity/equityadsdtenoire _award.asp).
Having awarded its Z5recipient in 2013, the award has been given ahnsiaice its
inception. Its criteria are published on the AEAbsie as:
The Rosetta LeNoire Award, established in 198&geizes outstanding artistic
contributions to the universality of the human eigee in American Theater. The
Award is given to an individual, theater or prodgcorganization with an
exemplary record in the hiring or promotion of ethminorities, female actors and
actors with disabilities through multi-racial andfmntraditional casting
(http://www.actorsequity.org/aboutequity/equityadsdtenoire_award.asp).
By using language that is pulled directly from tiedinition of nontraditional casting
published inBeyond TraditionAEA linked Amas not only with the NTCP’s initigé& but
with the national debate that occurred as a re$titte NTCP’s initiatives. By establishing
the award in LeNoire’s name AEA and the NTCP acKedged her as a leading example
of what they sought from other theatre professmrfalirther language explaining the
motivation for the award states it is given in ore
recognize those members that adhere to the umiolity regarding non-
traditional casting, and increasing diversity witthe theatre, but were

unrecognized for efforts in this arena. In additiGouncil felt that holding up as
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a positive example those theatres and/or prodtlcatsio create ethnically
diverse casting opportunities, that it would seasen incentive for other theatres
to also make strides in this area

(http://www.actorsequity.org/aboutequity/equityadsdtenoire_award.asp).

This statement supports the idea that LeNoire wasdbin her mission to follow the
requirements of AEA’s mission to integrate theafit&rough the years many of the
recipients were participants or attendees at teedymposium, including Milwaukee
Repertory (mentioned earlier), Ellen Stewart (Lahdarheatre Company), the New York
Shakespeare Festival (represented at the firstasionp by Estelle Parsons of the
Shakespeare Project), Paul Robeson (who gave ateegddress at the first symposium)
and also Mixed Blood Theatre Company (mentionesdmechner’s article).

Ironically, as with the success and notoriet3obbling Brown Sugathe Rosetta
LeNoire Award did not have a visible impact on fiuecess of Amas. LeNoire was
entering her eighties and still working on the wasst. Despite her frequent commutes
back to New York, her presence and determined Jradesubsided as her schedule
became inflexible. There were no more articleswtarviews filled with passionate
advocacy for her mission. Other leadership was rgran board and LeNoire’s role was
diminished. Consequently, Amas struggled througHitist half of the 1990s as the
national debate on nontraditional casting contirausdl built momentum. Still primarily
identified as a black theatre, Amas took its piloagside others and came near closing

due to lack of funding.
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Amas Struggles as the Culture Wars Take Their Toll
1989 marked the first ceremony honoring the RadadiNoire Award. The year
also saw the culmination of the first wave of aitres from the NTCP and a surge in
critical responses commenting on nontraditionalicgsAdditionally, 1989 was the last
year of Ronald Reagan’s presidency — a decadalteaéd the economy of the United
States from that point forward and fostered a amasige ideology that fueled the so-
called culture wars of the nineteen eighties anéties. In “Cultural Wars and the Attack
on Multiculturalism,” Teasley and Tyson assert:
Cultural wars are intellectual, political, religguand social conflicts over cultural
pluralism in Western society. Cultural wars haveaynpoints of departure and have
polarized American liberal and conservative for@esr issues such as abortion
rights, homosexuality, political correctness, sbaelfare policies, racial and
ethnic identities, education, the separation batvebeirch and state, and
multicultural education (391).
Backed by religious neo-conservatives the econguailicies of the Reagan years grew the
class divide between the haves and have nots wsiig a rhetoric of patriotism and
individualism. The concept of national identity wag in contention with the growing
movement of multiculturalism. The arts environmeas also challenged as conservative
forces policed artistic commaodity for signs of diveness and anything that was deemed a
threat to conservative American values. As Crifdavies stated:
Throughout that troubled era, the performing arsdiai arts and mass media were
increasingly seen as the cause, rather than tleetreh, of social instability, and

quickly became subject to governmental regulafldv@ ongoing struggle over
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American cultural values and the representatiamgyoetion and consumption of

those values made for a tenuous relationship beteéural production,

regulation and the law (“Constructing ‘Decency’”)93

In 1989 controversy over the photographic imBgs Christoy Andres Serrano
and Robert Mapplethorpe’s photography, which coethihomoerotic images, questioned
the National Endowment for the Arts’ funding ofisit. Extreme commentary from
religious leaders such as Reverend Donald Wildmogtimne American Family Association,
and television commentator Patrick Buchanan, cldi®&rrano’s work was part of an anti-
Christian campaign. Additionally, performance araren Finley and three other artists
caught the attention of conservatives in the éi880s who held the NEA accountable for
funding artistic work that was deemed indecent.niivaly the agency pulled its funding to
individual artists, however, funding of the Endowrhalso dropped nine percent from
1989 to 1998 (Caldwell “Art for Politics Sake” ng)long with the NEA, corporate and
foundation funding began to diminish considerahhlptighout the late eighties and
nineties.

As noted in Chapter Il the type of matching-grdahations resembling Ford
Foundation grants were never intended to suppgéamzations in perpetuity.
Organizations were expected to developed streamsaie that would sustain them as
large funders decreased their donations. Unforiywanany small theatres, such as Amas,
had not developed reliable means of income aneldreln outside support. In 1990
LeNoire commented, in an article Back Stage:

in this fragile financial climate, with producti@osts rising, and grant money

declining, the very survival of Amas is in jeopardy we seem caught in an
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endless re-run of “The Perils of Pauline,” only mging to hang on by our

fingernails” (Bilowit. Back Stage5).

In “The Earnings Shift” Louise K. Stephens mensitimat not for profit arts
organizations, in the “fragile financial climatef'the late eighties and on, were required to
adapt to new paradigms, not the least of which‘Wesler driven to market driven,” as
well as becoming conscious of audience expansionder to generate income. However,
she states:

Entrepreneurship, which often flourishes at theahstages of organizational

development in nonprofit organizations, disappears the initial organizational

phase is completed. Nonprofit managers commoryirgio environmentally
induced management drowsiness. They also adofstthggling to survive’ mode

vs enterprise development, quality management ssatlipts (10).

By the early nineties Amas had been in operatiotvienty years, Rosetta LeNoire was
settled into a steady television career on the e@sst, and strong leadership was absent.
The AmasProfile explains:

The period of time in the early nineteen-ninetwesen Amas experienced an

extended period of disarray, is worthy of more tpassing attention because of the

confluence of forces at work then. Rosetta’s absand Amas’s institutional

torpor were seized upon by some as proof thatrigp@nazation had served its

purpose and was no longer needed (6).

TheProfile implies that nontraditional casting had been agtbptroadly throughout the
country. It continues, “Most every theatre now ficad, in one form or another, what once

only Rosetta had preached. Amas seemed . . .im\0€its own success” (6). The
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mistaken ideas of therofile’s information are twofold - 1) Amas was not thestfitheatre
to practice interracial casting. Not only did theviNYork Shakespeare Festival integrate
their casts but others did as well, even for spertods of time, such as the Greenwich
Mews Theatre, that practiced interracial castinthenineteen fifties, and the Arena Stage,
mentioned above; 2) nontraditional casting had‘cenight on” to the extent that it was
taken for granted as a norm in American theatréadt in January 1990 the NTCP
launched a new symposium entitled “The Continuihgli@nge.” In her article that
reported the event, “The Non-Traditional Castingj&at Continues into the ‘90s,” Ana
Deboo states:
But despite differences in intention, some thingd hot changed over the
intervening years. The personal testimonies, regdiprogress, bitter anecdotes,
angry calls for justice, and challenges to theldistament heard in 90 echoed
those found in the '86 transcripts (188).
As in the first symposium extensive follow-up indilng attending the Performers with
Disabilities Conference and the Association of Aicaar Cultures’ “Open Dialogue IV”
was necessary to re-generate momentum. Debodendsticle:
Newman [Harry] had expressed the hope that the NW@Rd be a ‘catalyst for
change,’ that in time, ‘like our organization — fit@ase itself will disappear, and
‘non-traditional’ casting will become the perforrgiarts’ new tradition.” Not yet,
but they're working on it (191).
Clearly, the NTCP’s goal of obsolescence had nehlseached. In time, the NTCP would
change its name to The Alliance for Inclusion ie #rts, which continues to be active

today.
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Though theAmas Profilemay present the idea that the company was losing
momentum due to their mission becoming antiqudted 992 theNew York Times
reported Rosetta LeNoire would suspend operationsi| we find the money to continue,”
the company having lost “90 percent of its Fedtenadls and 65 percent of its city funds.”
Amas was not the only smaller company in troublh@early nineties. The crisis hit small
companies the hardest because they “lack largeshibslists and thus must rely almost
solely on public and corporate financing for thesiistence,” corroborating the problems
cited by Stephens. Solutions were also what Stepbettined in her article as stated by
Robert Crane of the Arts Forward Fund:

... honprofit companies need to develop new s&suof earned income, to market

themselves more effectively to their target audesnand to cut costs by sharing

resources and space with other arts groups” (“\Briteadway is FeastingNlew

York Timesi.pag.).

Looking at the diversity and history of the com@antited in the article it is evident that
the changing funding climate, and not old fashiomessions, was the culprit that closed so
many small groups. The well-established ManhattarcPR Line fell between the cracks
and closed; the Negro Ensemble Company was thezhteswas Woody King’s New
Federal Theatre; the South Street Theatre Complamyyew Theater of Brooklyn and the
Quaigh Theater all faced closure (n.pag.). The @xics of the not for profit business
model were culling theatre companies that wereaht# to adapt to a more barren funding
environment. Amas was caught in the same predicaasesther companies and money
was the primary reason it was floundering. Nonett®las Amas’s future was threatened,

the conversation on nontraditional casting conthtleough the nineties. In the face of the
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funding crisis and the culture wars, the efforbtimg equality to theatre casting was joined

by others who still believed nontraditional castwas the only means.

The Debate in the Early 1990s and a Multicultural Anerica

As the culture wars carried over into the 1990sarsity theatre departments
became more inclusive and diverse. Therefore th&aditional casting debate expanded
to encompass departments in need of adjustmenwithddl help serve all student actors. In
1992 J. Robert Wills’'s “Non-Traditional Casting:Gase Study” presented a step by step
process for changing a university theatre depaitioerne that adopted and practiced
nontraditional casting. The article presents gugtits to be considered and followed in
order to create and implement the new departmpaot&ly. The points include developing
written policy, a grievance procedure for studetesching the policy, developing an
assessment tool and several others (Wills 118-8ls Yi¢titious case, at “Northern State
University,” by “Director Torg Anderson,” is statéd have arisen from Anderson’s
reading oBeyond Traditiorafter he had attended the NTCP’s first symposiigain, the
NTCP’s initiative provides the foundation for onggicritical response. Wills closes his
article illustrating how his case study can be wiseffuture educational settings, “to
encourage discussion and debate about multicutorah theatre, and particularly about
nontraditional casting as it affects both theatganizations and individual directors”
(120). Adhering to the term “nontraditional” casfitlustrates Wills’s support for the
language of the NTCP even as the term “multiculismd was gaining ground in
universities. However, Wills’s plan could just aslkapply to a theatre company seeking

to develop a written policy for integrating theasting practices while also making certain
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it was following equal employment guidelines. Arpkuch as Wills’s called for oversight
from a casting perspective which could also be eagd to include oversight of season
programming.

Also writing from a university perspective, Etliatts Walker's “The Dilemma of
Multiculturalism in the Theatre” tackles the isaafgorogramming decisions as it points out
that institutions often will include one token athproduction in a season, “and believe the
mission of diversity is achieved; for a brief tithe house is peppered with new faces who
want to hear their voices; and then, the “storased” until next year,” as opposed to
creating a season that reflects productions fraarigty of ethnic playwrights or genres,
such as Noh drama (8). Walker calls attention ¢chtypocrisy behind such a limited
inclusion when she states:

Unfortunately, many institutions consider themsglrrulticultural and

nontraditional in their approach to theatre simphcasting people of color or the

disabled or females in roles normally not givemimbers of these groups.

However, how many institutions include works byymiaights from

underrepresented groups? (8).

Walker also separates multiculturalism from nontragial in the effort to point out that as
institutions and society were moving into a timeawimnulticulturalism became the favored
approach to diversity, theatrically it requiredifiedlent means to an end than nontraditional
casting, which could be achieved through exactycsting practices Walker describes.
The simplicity of nontraditional casting was noffgient to meet the demands of

multiculturalism.
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Both Wills and Walker present compelling insigivtsich have relevance in a
university setting and also could be directly aguplio theatre companies that were
becoming more organized from a business perspedtheaatre companies were challenged
through the later decades of the twentieth ceritubehave more like corporations and
develop company policies and procedures to bettaire that they were operating at the
standard that would attract funders. Programming@mancreasingly more multicultural
America also became important as a step to proaegiiy to funding sources. As far as
Amas was concerned during this timeframe — the emypad a history of diversity,
however its struggle and requirement for underagifrom its founder proves that Amas
was not only in constant need of funding but alsad have benefited from better business
guidance. This guidance would come forward as 8894 progressed.

In the nineteen eighties the concept of multicalisam was gaining ground over
other ideologies that were not equipped to speakstaciety in which diversity was
expressed in a multitude of ways. Old concepts wareing, like nontraditional casting, to
be inefficient at fully addressing diversity. Orfdltese concepts was the ethno-racial
pentagon that David Hollinger explains in his 19@8kPostEthnic AmericaHollinger
points out that “residents of the United Statesanéinely asked to identify themselves and
their contemporaries within one or another of fwesumably involuntary communities of
descent.” These communities are African AmericaiaA American, Euro-American,
Indigenous and Latino — a means of classificatiat Hollinger reminds us “replicates
precisely the crude, colloquial categories, blgeliow, white, red and brown” (8). The
pentagon is rendered obsolete by the numbers ofiéams who were then, and are now,

of mixed heritage and may not be able to so rigottgsify themselves. Multiculturalism
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examined the many forms of diversity but also adlgfinalyzed perceived economic and
political inequalities associated within groupsfdat, as Hollinger tells us,
“multiculturalism was frequently advanced as a nse@rempowering young people said to
be psychologically victimized by a Eurocentric acwtum that displayed few
achievements by members of their own ethno-rac@als,” hence the movement'’s close
association with changes in education. Hollingeneeents, “Multiculturalism has proved
to be a major preoccupation in American life agsteged in the deliberations of local
school boards and in the professional journalb®@htumanities and social sciences,” a
feature that explains why, in Ethel Pitts Walketisw, it is not enough to implement
nontraditional casting as the only means to achmewiiculturalism (100). Hollinger points
out:
The heightened sensitivity to diversity fosterechtylticulturalism has had the
ironic result of diversifying diversity . . . theast dramatic indicator of this
diversification of diversity has been the demandégognition voiced by mixed-
race Americans whose affirmation of their own difece has complicated the
argument over what kinds of sameness and what kindiference matter (102).
Arguments against multiculturalism professed gignal an end to the ideology that the
United States was, and should be inhabited byeaif who transcended diversity to
achieve a single American identity, i.e., colomthess. Multiculturalism instead cultivated
the idea that difference, in all its many formsswaore American than the older notion of
E Pluribus Unum. By exalting difference, multicutilism could be said to be an opposite
view to colorblindness as an answer to racial tendtowever, those who believed firmly

in an America where differences were better ovegantranscended, than cultivated,
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distrusted multiculturalism as a force that chippegy at the ongoing effort to maintain
the concept of an American identity. The overalufe of the NTCP to fully integrate
theatre across the country was one way that diyewsis being challenged by the culture
wars. As Teasley and Tyson state in “Cultural Wand the Attack on Multiculturalism:”
The need to maintain power relationships has caisedmerican
antimulticultural movement to engage in culturatsvan several fronts: This
includes an outright attack on academic professerspphobic tendencies toward
immigration policies . . . continued stereotypiceddia projections of non-White
people . . . and revisionist history (398).
The authors’ list could also include an attacklenadrts in general and, more specifically,
the inability of theatres across the country tdyfirtegrate, the decline of many black
theatres through the 1980s and 1990s and thednaggition of theatres like Amas that
operated more from a position of multiculturalisthe authors then assert that
conservative think tanks, such as The Americanranse Institute, have held symposiums
to “develop young conservatives” and promote muiiticalism as reverse racism. They
quoteDiversity and Multiculturalism: The New Raci¢8002), developed from the Rand
[Ayn] Institute:
The diversity movement claims that its goal isxtorguish racism and build
tolerance of differences . . . One cannot teaattestis that their identity is
determined by their skin color and expect themetadiorblind. One cannot
espouse multiculturalism and expect students t@aele other as individual human
beings (Berliner and Hull gtd. in “Cultural Warsckine Attack on

Multiculturalism” 397).
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The statement’s reference to an expectation thdests will be colorblind is one that
coordinates with the integrationist politics of tworblind in theatre. Once integrated, race
will be gotten over, or transcended, as Catanesgions, and therefore erased. Other
methods that celebrate race, such as multiculsmnai this context, are accused of calling
attention to something thought to be best leftdten. This is a conservative argument
meant to undermine antiracist policies.

With the conservative backlash, that grew frormecaic struggles starting in the
1980s, battling diversity on so many fronts, massurprise that nontraditional casting had
barely made a footprint in white dominated theasiase the initiatives of the NTCP.
Another quote fronDiversity and Multiculturalism: The New Raciseads:

Advocates of "diversity" claim that because thé weald is diverse, the campus

should reflect that fact. But why should a campogyation "reflect” the general

population (particularly the ethnic population)? &ltswer. In fact, the purpose of a

university is to impart knowledge and develop reasgp not to be a demographic

mirror of society

(http://www.aynrand.org/site/PageServer?pagenamestbsm_diversity).

This statement is an assault on affirmative agiimgrams in college admissions. It also
reflects on the situation at the University of Mgdmn cited in the Introduction where low
admissions of black students had resulted in sischadl percentage of students that the
black population had no voice on campus and réamsion was at a high point. It is also
ironic that the argument the writers are refutirthat a campus population should reflect
the mixed population of society — is one that pragus of nontraditional casting used and

still use to continue to push theatres to integraseearly as Walter Kerr’s essay discussed
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in Chapter Il the reasoning behind nontraditiaresting was its realistic reflection of
American society.

In “Racial Prejudice in a Capitalist State,” (198&6chard T. Schaefer points out
the realization in the nineteen eighties that gttewch solutions to racism had slowed down
during the years of Reagan’s administration. Hesta

More progress in attitude and behavioral changemsade a generation ago. True,

the black community and sympathetic non-blacks weaiking more demands on

whites than now. But more importantly, the whitencounity is now more
preoccupied with its own economic welfare tharnm 1960s. The welfare state, if

it has not declined, has redefined whose welfare e protected (198).

Shaefer's comment offers a societal context thapsrs Angela Pao’s statement
confirming the proprietary hold white institutiorzdd theatres, and their audiences, placed
on white European work as part of a larger natipoétical movement.

The confluence of political, economic and sociaté&s on theatres in the nineteen nineties,
particularly smaller theatres with a mission ofedsity, or black theatres, put Amas in the
position of possible closure. In a paper writtentfee Black Theatre Network Conference
in 2013, Sade Lythcott, daughter of National Blatleatre’s (NBT) founder Barbara Ann
Teer, reflected on the “imperative call to actiafi’'the black arts movement, “In the
roughly ten-year span of the Black Arts Movemenlew York alone (1965-1975), over
two hundred black theaters emerged; today theresse¢han ten” (“The Way Back
Home.”Making the NetWORK: The Black Theatre Network Genfse Program 2013

23). Erroll G. Hill and James V. Hatch give anotsetistic in History of African

American Theatre, “In 1973 the Black Theatre Altiarcounted 139 ‘professional’ [black]

167



theatres around the nation. In 2001 it was estithidat no more than fifty existed” (480).
Though none of these writers list which theatresexd the numbers still speak to an
overwhelming start-up of black theatre in the 19804 seventies followed by an
overwhelming decline. Amas, as one of those stastftom the sixties, was vulnerable
through the eighties and nineties and survived bwylthe consistent transfusion of funds
from LeNoire’s television salary. However, a clusienew influences gathered in the

1990s to re-direct Amas’s downward trajectory ane g another chance for survival.

The Founder Lets Go

By 1994 Amas’s Board of Directors insisted Rosk#Biloire, who was then in her
eighties, cease underwriting the company’s operatith her salary and begin to save for
her own retirement. The Board also voted to closeag, however, a new wave of funding
from New York City’'s Department of Cultural Affaicsaused them to re-think their
decision. Producer Eric Krebs stepped in to offera& a new home in the John Houseman
Theater Center and to organize new leadershipescaimpany could stay in operation.
Krebs was subsequently made Chairman of Amas’sdBafdDirectors, a position he still
holds. A limited number of programs, including thebie Blake Children’s Theater and
some low budget productions, were all Amas couldagea until it had achieved recovery.
Also brought into the administration was Donna Koiff, who, like Krebs, is white and
who eventually became Artistic Producer. At thi;mpo Amas’s history, with LeNoire
stepping into the background, the company beganaegs to change the perception that it

was a black theatre. In an interview with DonnanKoif she stated:
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It's interesting to me that Amas, all those yesith Rosetta at the helm, was

perceived as a black theatre company and thatauksecshe did a lot of African

American shows — she had a lot of African Ameriftéends — but she also did

Asian shows and Jewish shows — all kinds of pahtsew (Interview 7/2012).
Trinkoff does not acknowledge the fact that Amay imave also been perceived as a black
theatre company not only because the majoritysaghbws were of black subject matter
but also because its founder was black. Howeverkdif also points out, “She was a great
believer in the universality of man,” and latergdiscussing the casting process of a
particular show, “I wanted to cast it multicultuyal and further, “there are more and more
companies using colorblind casting . . .” (Intewi@/2012). Trinkoff demonstrates the
intermingling of terminology that exists, as a fes@ithe culture wars and into the twenty-
first century, and as the terms apply to what rsegally still called non-traditional casting.
Universalism, which espouses more of a meltingpbdosophy, i.e., everyone is the same,
is vastly different from multiculturalism, which lebrates difference. Colorblind casting is
a practice that, as has been discussed, grew fremeted to erase race on stage, again from
the premise that everyone is the same. In the 18804 990s the term colorblind also took
on a strong political message from conservativee®that turned its once liberal ideal
inside out to be used as a means to continue rtdweto eradicate racial inequality.

In 2011 Brandi Catanese wrote of the intertwirdhthe political nature of

colorblind with colorblind casting as it existstire twenty-first century:

Color blindness and integration (as new or incré@aseess to space and virtually

all forms of capitalism) are bedfellows . . . Camdt careful attention to just how

many people of color receive access to materialuregs and opportunities is
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essential to preserving the distinctions betwedor @indness, racism, and racial
opportunism . . . many non-white theater artisteetgeep concerns about
becoming signifiers of diversity (evidence of binas$s to color as an automatic
criterion of inclusion or exclusion) who are alwdiggired as occasional incursions
rather than as central and consistent contribtibaitse representation and
production of American culture within the relatiygrivileged sites of regional
theater in particularTihe Problem of the Color[Blind}6-7).
As theatres such as Amas continue to practice ldoidness in this context they are also
guarding themselves from accusations of non-dityeirsia political, not an artistic,
context. In fact, as seen earlier in Berliner amdl’siconservativeDiversity and
Multiculturalism: The New Racis(2002), the notion of color blindness was, by tae/n
century, being used as a defense against multialiin and diversity in the debates of the
culture wars. In 2005 Harvard Law Professor Patriciwilliams explains the paradoxes
that now exist in discussions of race. Her staténsemme that perplexes while at the same
time makes clear that the language of integratamhrian its course:
The debates are always in this clouded sense afeigswn thinking, in which
segregation becomes mere choice, in which multicalism is attacked as if it's
about monoculturalism or tribalism . . . In otheays, race is dropping out of our
political discourse altogether. Remember that greibnal conversation we were
going to have about race? It's completely sileneriEbasic issues, such as racial
profiling, have been completely turned upside-d¢i@onversations: How Many

Americas?” 17).
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Trinkoff mentions, in speaking of LeNoire, “the ietps . . . for her beginning Amas was to
combat a reverse racism,” (Interview 7/2012) nalizeng that reverse racism is a term
now being used in the effort to eliminate affirmataction and other race conscious
policies. Reverse racism was conceptually undeglime segregationist claims from the
critics who commented on black theatre in the 19608s idea of reverse racism in this
context, i.e., “we [meaning white people] had tiegrate and so do you [meaning black
people]” is ironic when taking the subordinate poring of black actors and black theatre
into account.

Tracing a history of racial tension both in so@iatl political spheres once again
proves how theatre, while grappling with and defgphiighly similar problems, falls under
the pressures and influences of the same polfbcags as other institutions. Theatres such
as Amas may have no idea how their casting practiey be held up to more discerning
scrutiny in the twenty-first century, what the inspaf replacing a black leader with white
leadership could be or how flexible the use of teategy must remain. As the times have

changed, so have the meanings of concepts, woddgraatices.

Towards the Millenium

In 1997 the National Endowment for the Arts puididAmerican Canvasa
lengthy report compiled over several years andgusia national conversation model to
gather information from theatre practitioneksnerican Canvaadmits openly, while at the
same time expressing frustration over the cultuaedebates, that when it comes to issues

of color in society:
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the arts community has long labored under a stuibyppersistent class system of

its own, one that continues to haunt the field:rd@gnition, palpable even in our

democratic protestations to the contrary, thattidience for the nonprofit arts
remains highly skewed, betraying a demographidlprtifat tends to be older,
wealthier, better educated, and whiter than a &mi®ss-section of the American
public. Defenders of the field . . . point proutiiythe progress that has been made
in this regard . . . But these figures, subsumeattunategories that are largely
class-based themselves, have as much to do wittuthueal apartheid in which we
began this century as they do with the culturabéityuthat, for all our efforts,

remains as elusive as social, economic, and edanehequality (75-76).

In many respect&merican Canvablad a sweeping influence on missions and
programming decisions made in theatre companiesidgirthe nineties and into the next
century. For practitioners who longed for a formihiat would return the Endowment’s
highly sought after subsidy, the document, forrtiwest part, delivered the information.
However, in its statement regarding primarily whitealthy audiences and the relentless
race and class divide that persisted in theatretlgxas it did in American society, it made
a stark accusation that access was being withbeldarger, yet untapped, audience base
and that the lazy attempts to provide access ipdisewere not working.

The type of raw information iAmerican Canvasat least in one singular section,
was part of the subject matter of a keynote addyess by playwright August Wilson on
June 26, 1996, for a conference held by the Th&idremunications Group. Entitled “The
Ground on Which | Stand,” Wilson’s words reflece tltultural exclusivity” mentioned in

the Amas Profileand sent shock waves into the theatre communityge, at least
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temporarily. On closer examination, however, Wilsamords were more reflective of his
admonishment of a white professional theatre conimtirat failed to support black
theatre. Chapter V will examine Wilson'’s speechintluence and the commentary and
debate that followed. Chapter V will also take@sel look at Amas today and how it
settled into maintaining LeNoire’s mission with yéew changes even as the status of
black Americans fell through the next few deca@¥sapter V must also consider what a
shift from black leadership to white leadership neeand what impact it will have in the
future. How will a theatre like Amas change if dg@n making is seen through a lens of

white privilege and power?
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CHAPTER V

AMAS AFTER ROSIE: TRANSITION, SUCCESSION, CONCLUSIO N

“The issue of separatism is intriguing . . . Sefefilom what? You have to be a
part of something before you can separate yourseif it . . . When has White
Theater ever invited more than 1 or 2 Black plaghts at a time to share its
resources?” (EImo Terry-Morgan. “The Making of thigican Grove Institute for
the Arts.” 32)

This dissertation has sought to track the histatyonly of Amas as a theatre
company but also examine influences on the lifRadetta LeNoire, her activism and
politics throughout the twentieth century and thmplexities of her philosophy as it
affected her company’s mission. As | have showa pitlitical landscape of American
society served to complicate employment equalith@atre. AEA’s advocacy for the
employment of non-white actors was only partiallgeessful as conservative political
forces pushed against civil rights legislation.tBg late 1990s the language of race had
turned itself around and terms once consideree tdbral, such as colorblind, were used
as weapons against race conscious policies. Icdisluding chapter one more significant
event — the 1996 speech, “The Ground on Whichridta delivered by August Wilson —
must be examined. | will examine how Amas, now unddate leadership, has not sought
out the densely varied meanings and readings efaacstage. While still practicing a
multicultural mission and seeking to generally @ators from all backgrounds and
heritage, Amas does so in ways that still quegtste, intention and logic. | will use
several examples of productions to ascertain hova®aurrently approaches their casting

and programming decisions.
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August Wilson’s “The Ground on Which | Stand”

August Wilson’s 1996 speech provoked a myriacesponses such that, like
coverage of the NTCP’s initiatives, no volume ontnaditional casting is complete
without mention of it. The only reason for includiit here is that AmasBrofile singled
the event out as a significant turning point in¢benpany’s examination of its mission in
the 1990s as its leadership was changing. CovanageProfile reads as a broad
misinterpretation of Wilson’s words. As did manysmes, thé>rofile has focused on one
element of Wilson’s message while ignoring its éangeaning. Many critiques also focus
on the subsequent debate between August WilsoRabert Brustein. My examination of
the event will focus on Wilson’s speech, surveytieas to it, and forego the public
debate. Brustein’s response, “Subsidized Separat@so picks and chooses among
Wilson’s text to extract what serves Brustein’ssteewhich is clear in the title of his essay.

Amas’sProfile claims, “Most every theatre now practiced, in @ren or another,
what once only Rosetta had preached. Amas seemadgry real sense, a victim of its
own success.” These statements are in refereribe tmmpany assumption, at least in
print, that Amas was the only theatre practicingiedorm of nontraditional casting,
which, as mentioned in other chapters, is incortdotvever, directly following is the
Profile’s response to August Wilson’s speech:

An extremely important voice in American theatresveaerging, that of

playwright August Wilson, whose opinions seemednditically opposed to

LeNoire’s and were emblematic of the time. Wilsdorgliant plays were, he

contended, written for his fellow African America@sd not for anyone else.

Although he was happy that others found his wagkificant and meaningful, he
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didn’t really care if they saw it or not. He hacearudience, and one audience only,

and making the tent larger by bringing people togeseemed not on his agenda at

all (6).
TheProfile interprets Wilson’s speech to be the antitheslsedfoire’s philosophy. Wilson
is portrayed as recalcitrant and writing his pleysAfrican Americans only.

“The Ground on Which | Stand” is quite long andamwf its language is strong —
so strong that Benny Sato Ambush writes:

His candid self-revelation, the historical ratiaalpporting his views, his political

point-of-view, and his unapologetic assertivenass setting that neither expected

these views nor had such prior precedent exhildusiene, traumatized others, and

opened the eyes of those who had never heard sasbning (“Culture Wars”

n.pag.).
To distill the speech to one thesis is extremdiycdit and Amas’s attempt is over-
simplified. Wilson explored ideas that grew oubt#ck nationalism, European theatre,
black American history and the present day Leadiesident Theatre (LORT)
organization. As Ambush expresses, “He drew aitiriee sand about race, culture,
identity, politics, funding, cultural power, cris@nd certain theatrical casting practice”
(n.pag.) At the time of Wilson’s speech there was black theatre in the LORT
organization. His plea is directly to the particifsaof the Theatre Communications Group
conference and is for more black theatre, morekigéywrights and more black actors
working in black theatre. He points out the poditig skewed dynamic in the LORT
organization that leaves black theatre beggingenhiige subscription based institutions

manage to get the greatest portion of public fumdite speaks of black spirituality and the
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need for protection of black cultural heritage. loer, nowhere in his speech does he say
that his plays are only for African Americans aatthe does not care if others see them.
The AmasProfile is one that demonizes Wilson while attemptinglévae LeNoire’s
philosophy. TheProfile’s next statement, “and making the tent larger tiyging people
together seemed not on his agenda at all,” pranagsftmas is willing to use its ostensible
mission (bringing people together) to prove Wilsoong. None of the language used in
these statements comes from Wilson. Wilson’s adwoo&funding and support for black
theatre has been turned around inRh&file to mean that Wilson is also advocating for
actively preventing all non-African Americans frdms work. Wilson’s popularity with all
races is proven from his many Broadway productibissPulitzer Prizes, Tony and Drama
Desk awards, as well as his stature as an Ameplegmvright, revealed in his having been
invited to deliver the TCG keynote address.

Wilson does make statements regarding colorblastirng from which th@rofile
extracts occasional words or phrases to continuditg a case against Wilson. In his
speech Wilson states:

By making money available to theaters willing tpgaort colorblind casting, the

financiers and governors have signaled not only threvillingness to support

Black Theater but their willingness to fund dangesrand divisive assaults against

it. Colorblind casting is an aberrant idea thatiager had any validity other than

as a tool of the Cultural Imperialist who viewsithemerican Culture, rooted in the

icons of European Culture, as beyond reproacts ipatfection (Wilson 498).

This strongly worded statement is connected tor@@sis statement mentioned in Chapter

V:
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... many non-white theater artists have deepamiscabout becoming signifiers of

diversity (evidence of blindness to color as am@dgtic criterion of inclusion or

exclusion) who are always figured as occasionalrsions rather than as central

and consistent contributors to the representatoipaoduction of American

culture The Problem of the Color[Blind}6-7).
Wilson and Catanese are referring to regional tesalaiming the employment of non-
white actors to fulfill the diversity portion ofeir missions and therefore qualify for
funding that requires a diversity component ingheduction season. While non-white
actors are finding occasional employment forayshite establishment theatres that use
colorblind casting, black theatres are sufferimgficially and cannot compete with the jobs
available in mainstream theatres. However, nonenduitors are aware of their use as
“signifiers of diversity” to the mainstream theatr&/ith Amas under white leadership the
company is also open to interpretations of how Hreyrepresenting race on stage. As
Carla Stillwell’'s comment underscores, “howeverlwebaning this practice is, the
underlying message it asserts is that theater reasecl for, and belongs to “white” people,
and said “white” people are graciously finding aga for people of color in their world”
(“The Mythology of Color Blind/Conscience Castingvivw.howlround.com). Mentioned
in the Introduction, Stillwell’s insight would nbe applicable if Amas was under black
leadership. However, by continuing with the missibmontraditional casting Amas proves
its loyalty to Rosetta LeNoire through a lens oftelprivilege.

Why Amas’sProfile misinterpreted Wilson in order to make a casdéHeir
mission is unknown. When | asked Donna Trinkoffglibe coverage of Wilson in the

Profile she said, “I have no idea what'’s in that thingg¢aming theProfile and also
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meaning she did not write it. Again, ignorancealsdw Amas is presenting itself
illustrates the company’s denial of the politicsade on stage.

As far as how therofile is interpreted, surely there is room for blaclathe and
every other sort of theatre without the stigmaxafi@sion or separatism being attached.
There is also a clear message in the writing aghtoh of these positions is right and which
is wrong when, again, there is no reason why batimat be right and exist independently
of each other without a diametric being construttecegate the one at the expense of the
other. However, by dignifying difference betweendin’s advocacy of black theatre and
LeNoire’s philosophy that was, in the 1990s, bemgxamined, Amas seems to have been
out of touch with what was taking place politicatiyterms of backlash against integration
and other race conscious policies and the idepdiliyics that emerged from the culture
wars. As mentioned in Chapter IV, terminology thatl once worked to communicate
liberal diversity was, in the nineties, as welt@day, being used for conservative purposes
to push against diversity. Colorblind casting, asm@cept, with its goal to eliminate race on
stage under the premise that we are all the sasigeirwas in contention during the years
of the culture wars when the idea of assimilatiod #nhe melting pot was losing favor.
Ambush comments on colorblind casting:

Many, myself included, find it a fallacious, misdad attempt to improve a severe,

chronic underemployment issue for black actors @nextension . . . women, the

disabled, gay and lesbians) by pretending thaalraaid cultural markers which

hold great significance in the world outside thestier do not matter inside the

theater, and that these markers can be rendenstiawby the willing suspension

of disbelief (n.pag.).
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After many decades, critics such as Ambush wermgwag how white mainstream
theatres were continuing to cast with no thoughthat race means on stage.
Unfortunately, with fewer and fewer black theatéfiering employment to black actors,
these mainstream theatres presented more optialsarV¥ plea for financial support of
black theatres, and black playwrights, offered [taTr@ative solution that went against the
grain of those who insisted that the better salutias integrating white establishment
theatre. As far as Amas was concerned, in liglh®ttompany’s problematic relationship
with the entire concept of black theatre, Wilsapgech, with the power of Wilson’s
success and popularity behind it, may have seeiked threat. Wilson does bring forward
his own experience in the causes of black natismalvhich served to inspire him in his
life as an artist. LeNoire’s opposition to blackioaalism’s influence was one of the
catalysts in her founding of Amas. Though the blaakonalist movement, along with
black power, was silently well in the past, Wilseréminder of what the movement stood
for could have, for Amas, signaled the need foold btatement against Wilson’s ideas.
Unfortunately, the rhetoric used in tReofile, written nearly ten years after the speech and
five years after Wilson’s death, was largely cornedc

Others who commented on Wilson’s speech includeyHa Elam, Jr., who wrote,
in his essay “Keeping it Real:”

He confronts the status quo . . . these politiceem not only understanding the

power inherent in the visible representation ofidén Americans but with

controlling the mechanisms of production that detae dissemination of these

images . . . Wilson advocates a black art thabisappressed by the dominant

culture but an active expression of African Amemiexperiences, a practice that is
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historically grounded, socially committed, and atdlly specific” (qtd. inAugust
Wilson and Black Aesthetié2).
Elam’s focus is not on the black nationalistic refeces in Wilson’s speech but rather
Wilson'’s call to re-claim black culture from therdmant culture that controls its
interpretation and meaning. This point of viewasstated by Ambush:
Many African-Americans responded warmly to hisraffation of the enlightening
and almost sacred mission of black theatre to ¢migect historical distortions of
black people; repair the ravages of oppressiori looilective self-esteem and self-
respect; commune with black audiences in termsuinelgrstand; develop black
talent . . . tell stories and present images wbetabrate and nurture the innate
dignity, beauty, and worth of black people . ..p&g.)
Both of these comments put the responsibility @clotheatre to tell the stories of black
people. However, if Amas, as so often stated bipitader, was “not a black theatre,” the
company would have been, according to both Elamfambush’s interpretation of Wilson,
unequipped to claim the stories of black Americaims interpretation of Wilson,
misconstrued in AmasBrofile, would constitute a challenge to the company’siors
which at the time of Wilson’s speech was going tigioa transition.
Robert Brustein’s response to Wilson’s speechaiswbat he is not certain what a
“black theatre” is and asks:
But how does one describe the New York Public Tdreand the Atlanta Alliance
Theater, under the black artists George C. Woltekenneth Leon? Or the Yale
Repertory Theatre and Syracuse Stage when theylegeby such black directors

as Lloyd Richards and Tazewell Thompson? (“Subs@i&eparatism” 40).
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Brustein’s questions could serve as answers to ®dninkoff's previously mentioned
interest in why Amas was considered a black theBtam the company’s reaction to the
Wilson speech it appears that even into the nmé@sdeadership was sensitive about the
possibility Amas would be perceived as a blacktiiee@ccording to Brustein, it might be
seen as obvious that if a theatre company had adership it would be perceived as a
black theatre. Again, Amas’s attempt to avoid ff&teption poses a question: why was
being perceived as a black theatre such a proldethd company? LeNoire had always
associated black theatre with exclusion and setiocega a reflection of her
integrationist/assimilationist politics. Wilson’peech challenged that thinking. Robert
Brustein took the position of LeNoire’s philosophyhat Wilson’s words constituted
separatism and segregation, like the critics ofl@&0s who discussed the all-blad&llo
Dolly! Once again, theatre practices are intertwined pothics that reach into the past to
justify their interpretation of the present, whiatthis case was 1996. As Ambush wrote:
Like those who currently oppose Affirmative Actionthe belief that in less than
thirty years the ravages of centuries of oppredsawe been reversed, that all debts
have been paid, and that the statute of limitatmnehite accountability and guilt
has been reached, Brustein seems to be askingldewkly to overcome,
transcend, or outright forget their history and bug an assimilated American
aesthetic melting pot (n.pag.).
Amas’sProfile continues with its admonishment of Wilson, “Anchis [Wilson’s] famous
ongoing argument with Robert Brustein he attackedbtion of a ‘melting pot,’ in
general, as ‘culturally imperialist . . .” (6). Tingh the reasoning Ambush and others like

him bring to the challenge of Wilson’s words isysible, logical and based both in history
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and in the politics of the times, Amas clearly sigdath Brustein. The simplistic way in
which theProfile explains its reaction to Wilson’s speech speaksphilosophy that is
mired in LeNoire’s politics of the 1960s. Not stayiin touch with how race relations in
the United States had progressed and stagnatbd ded¢ades wore on seems irresponsible
for a theatre that professes to be, “Encouragilegance and civility among people of our
diverse society by bringing them together throughart of musical theatreA(nas
Mission Statemenhttp://www.amasmusical.org/missionstatement.htrigwever, both
terms, “tolerance” and “civility,” are problematithe need for either assumes a situation
where tension already exists between participdmtsuch a circumstance Amas’s role is no
more than that of a mediator. Josephine Lee pourts
Theatrical performance focuses attention on thedmupody in action;
constructions of race, of course, rely on the geiror and interpretation of live
bodies. Studying the theater thus brings to theffont — makes visible in a
particular direct and immediate way — how our comderary lives are shaped by
race (“Racial Actors, Liberal Myths” 89).
Writing in 2003, Lee’s comment illuminates Wilsom®rds:
Our manners, our style, our approach to languagegestures, and our bodies are
not for rent. The history of our bodies . . . tloely that is capable of inspiring
profound rage and pungent cruelty . . . is notéott. Nor is the meaning of the
history of our bodies for rent (“The Ground on WhicStand” 499).
Wilson’s speech confronts his audience with tha ioehind how the lives of Americans

are, as Lee puts it, “shaped by race.” Amas, canghe same moment as Wilson, was
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behind the times in understanding how race ontgeesvas being examined and
interpreted by the very non-white actors who wesi@dp colorblind cast.

The inquiry in Lee’s essay grew from the pro-Beusteaction her students had to
his debate with Wilson, which was in contrast @irtlenthusiasm when Lee introduced
them to the playwrights of the black arts thedfpecited to read the revolutionary plays of
LeRoi Jones, Sonia Sanchez, Ed Bullins and otllestudents still managed to approach
the debate between Brustein and Wilson as if Biysteth his “hidden racisms embedded
in neoconservative arguments over meritocracy,enpritvilege, and affirmative action,”
was actually the more liberal of the two (89). &r Hdismay over their reaction she
recognized the difficulty in teaching her studéitdsbe critical of the fault-lines of their
own liberalism” and asks questions that are allevaat to Amas:

Broadly, several critiques might well be made harsong them, how the partial

success of civil rights reforms created a falsss@f “progress” and “safety” in the

past few decades; how neoconservative appropreatibterms such as “color-
blindness” have been made that in fact maintainpgndetuate exclusionary
practices and racist ways of thinking; and findllgyv the liberal management of
racial difference might lend itself to a “multicutlism” that carefully displays

racial visibility in order to “sell itself” as praogss (89-90).

Again, Lee’s writing reflects on Wilson’s concdan bodies being “rented” to satisfy
diversity standards in mainstream theatres, asasgedlhe comfort of theatres, like Amas,
adopting multicultural missions that appear to espnt racial progress. With their
overreaction to and misinterpretation of Wilsorpeach, Amas signaled that their “safety”

net of colorblind casting was no longer as sounihey believed, particularly if they were
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considered a black theatre that was not activdtivating, though still primarily
producing, black musicals, creators and actorerliatthe 1990s LeNoire would resolve
the question of whether or not Amas was a blacitteevhen the transition to new

leadership took place.

Rosie Retires: Transitioning to White Leadership

In the late 1990s Donna Trinkoff had been in hoeitpon of Artistic Producer with
Amas for several years. Rosetta LeNoire was finghip the long run dfamily Matters
She would be 87 years old when the show was firalhcelled. After returning to New
York, it was clearly time for her to retire. Trifk@and LeNoire were awarded the
Municipal Art Society of New York Award in 1998 ami1999 Trinkoff nominated
LeNoire for the National Medal of Arts and accompdrher to the award ceremony in
Washington, D.C.. In this timeframe LeNoire askeuhKoff to take over Amas. Trinkoff
recalls:

And | said to her, ‘Rosie, if you really think Irtao it and you want me to do it,

but wouldn’t you rather have an ethnic person is plosition?’ and she said,

‘That’'s not what | started Amas for. It doesn’t teatwhat color you are. Color is

not important; that's what Amas is about.
Trinkoff continued that, “there have been some, motcever to my face, but there were
people who were upset when | took over the compaggause | wasn't black. That was
the perception” (Interview with Donna Trinkoff @012). Nonetheless, with this decision,

it would follow, if having a black leader causee terception that Amas was a black
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theatre, having a white leader, with all primargdership positions also filled by whites,
creates the perception that Amas has become anarof white theatres.

The decision to place Trinkoff in the main leatdgvposition grew from LeNoire’s
respect for Trinkoff. The bond and love betweentth®women was strong. This was a
clear and independent decision of LeNoire’s, baseler need for the kind of leadership
to make certain Amas went forward after her deathreer firm belief in the type of
integrationist philosophy which had guided Amastfoee decades. Trinkoff did not
change titles. She had been Artistic Producerdeeal years in LeNoire’s absence.
LeNoire’s decision made Trinkoff's Artistic Produship the lead position in the company.
It is interesting to note that the 1998 seasonrofg again featured several shows of black
subject matterRollin’ on the T.0.B.A.a musical about the black vaudeville circuit,
Reunion: A Civil War Musicalvith strong black roles (portraying blacks durthg Civil
War, i.e., slaves), arstormy Weather, The Story of Lena Howfeer this season Amas
changed its mission to solicit and include moretitwitural material in contrast to the
reality of a usual Amas season where a majorigshofvs concerned black subject matter.
This change was stated as, “a real opportunitglp Amas evolve into the coming
century,” though it may also have been to shdinay from being perceived as a black
theatre after it had become a white theadrads Musical Theatre ProfilE0).

In 2001 Trinkoff issued a statement thatifas is not color-blind. We celebrate
color! All colors . . . there is a continuing richnesson-traditional casting, and it's not
because it's color-blind, but because it's coloasat (11). The italics and exclamation
point are thdrofile’s author’s. Still speaking to August Wilson’s spleeand in fact

mentioning him in her statement, she continuesd“hen | put someone of color or of a
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different background than usual in one of my shawsonly do theyotlose their

identity, but the show gains immeasurably in teafnigs own identity” (11). Trinkoff's
sentiment is admirable and seems like exactlyigie words to mitigate the touchy terrain
of nontraditional casting. However, the statemest the sort of “come one; come all”
generality that does not answer the question of Amas negotiates the identity of actors
of color in their productions or how shows gairthieir own identity. The example given in
theProfile — a show that attended to black identity — islehlack Damn Yankeeglaced
during the time of the black baseball leagues. Agmuily there were teams that were the
black counterparts to the white Washington Sengatioesshow’s team, and the Yankees
(one of the Black Yankees’ founders was Bill Robms The score was reconfigured as
gospel and R&B.

Being familiar with the score @amn Yankeeksmight ask why it needed to be re-
worked. As with the blacuys and Dollsthat moved the story up to Harlem, Amas’s
Damn Yankeeseatly solves the issue of black identity by “Blag up” the music, as if all
black people identify with gospel (Rosetta LeNouas Catholic) and R & B. Why not use
the score as it is written? A racial statement made by casting the show with black
performers. Changing the music assumes that thasle dharacters, in a non-realistic
musical comedy world, would not be authenticallydl unless the music smacked of
gospel and rhythm and blues.

The black baseball leagues existed because eindisation in the white leagues.
Damn Yankeelsas nothing to do with discrimination, unless ight possibly be age
discrimination. It is difficult to think that theite world of baseball, which excluded black

players, would have no presence in any story ctarthie black leagues as its subject
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matter.Damn Yankeeis about a middle aged man longing to be youngséiathg so he

can live out his dream of playing baseball andrggatihe team. It is essentially a story of
the American dream, as seen through the visiorh@kwereators, in the 1950s. Adding
gospel and R&B to the score does not diminish dlcethat the story line does not explore
what it was like to be a part of the black baselealjues specifically, or being black
Americans in the racially charged 1950s. Amas \a&ed from the larger issue of
rewriting the show’s book by presentibgamn Yankeeas a concert version and not a fully
mounted production.

Trinkoff mentions in her statement that she amddinector were thanked by actors
for the opportunity to “play parts they were nearer considered for before in all their
wonderful careers” (11). This statement is botludsng and confusing. Any present day
production oDamn Yankeewould be completely inappropriate if it was not
multiculturally cast. The show could be updatedrfribe 1950s to reflect that change,
though not if it were placed in the black baseleafjues because they are no longer in
existence. Baseball is integrated and highly regppradive of the wide range of American
society. The pride in the statement also evokesrihge of a white employer bestowing
opportunity on grateful, black employees from aifpms of white privilege, which
connects, once again, with Carla Stillwell’'s comtr@mnontraditional casting, “theater
was created for, and belongs to “white” people, said “white” people are graciously
finding a place for people of color in their worlThe Mythology of Color
Blind/Conscience Casting.” www.howlround.com). I8@ll’'s insight, once again, would

not apply if LeNoire, or another black artistic adistrator, was running the company.
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Trinkoff’'s comment on the gratitude given by noniglactors, is also ironic in contrast to
how Rosetta LeNoire coped with casting white achmie hiring white administrative staff
in her years leading Amas. In 1983 she revealed:

Then there ought to be a training school for whites want to work with an

organization headed by a black. They don’t undedstashether they are conscious

of it or not, that it is very hard for them to warkder your guidance . . . | see it and
feel it around me, and I'm hurt by it. Who told thé was going to be easy on

either side because of their beliefs? But Amagjisificant on their resume . . .

(Norflett. “Rosetta LeNoire: The Lady and her Thedt72).

Where once LeNoire had her feelings hurt by whithe scorned working for a black
woman, Trinkoff boasts of appreciation by gratdfialck actors for giving them parts
they'd never get otherwise. The contrast in thesestories is indicative of the risk that
was part of LeNoire’s experience running her conymand the lack of risk when a white
manager is in charge.

At the 1998 National Black Theatre Summit, in kofw up to August Wilson’s
speech, playwright Joe Walker said, “Anything tloaks like it reflects us, just throw a
little gospel in there, put in a little controvexidiove story and boom!” (“The Diaspora
Comes to Dartmouth” n.pag.) Walker's comment wader@uring a discussion of “clear
disdain for the enormously popular genre of playsstaples of the “Chitlin Circuit,” that
draw large audience support and are known for pgspeg stereotypes. Walker, who won
the Tony for his playhe River Nigercommented, “Black people are ignorant. We got to
admit that. We got a lot of training to do” (n.pad-he issue of stereotyping could also

arise from a black production Blamn Yankeesn the show the lead character makes a
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pact with the Devil who sends his sexy assistanig,lwho represents one half of the
“controversial love story,” to administrate the kdé€2ould casting the Devil and Lola as
black be crossing the line of stereotypeRé&tism in the Post-Civil Rights El&obert C.
Smith points out the long held negative attitudegatrds blackness and quotes the
sixteenth-century Oxford English Dictionary’s défion of black:

Deeply stained with dirt, soiled, dirty, foul . Having dark, deadly purposes,

malignant, pertaining to or involving death, deadbigneful, disastrous, sinister . . .

Foul, iniquitous, atrocious, horrible, wicked .Indicating disgrace . . . (11).

The negative associations of blackness were usajiodice whites against enslaved
Africans. Smith uses the definitions to point dwe tong term effects of such attitudes on
the perpetuation of racism in the United Statesthadustained inferiorization of blacks
by whites. Could casting a black actor as the Cauilg forward such negative
associations and therefore present what couldrbveetba stereotype? Conversely, could
that negative stereotype be heightened by castihgch actor in the lead role as a gullible
would-be baseball player who sells his soul?

There is nothing wrong with reconfigurimn Yankeefiowever it is clearly a
decision not to be made without deep consideraliba.re-working of the musical score to
satisfy what Trinkoff said produced “new revelas@and meanings,” was contrived to
assure black actors would not “lose their ident{gshas Profilell). It is a lack of
examination of the ‘revelations and meanings’ thay not be as felicitous as Trinkoff
describes that complicates Amas’s programming tesslif, since the years of LeNoire’s
sometimes inappropriate casting choices, some def@ducation and understanding of

the politics of identity and representation on sthgs not taken place, it may be the result
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of white leadership’s colorblindness which produitescircumstances pointed out by Lee
as “liberal management of racial difference migimd itself to a ‘multiculturalism’ that
carefully displays racial visibility in order toe8 itself’ as progress” (“Racial actors, liberal
myths” 90). In the case of Trinkoff's statement Siells Amas’s philosophy of color
awareness as the new, more effective, nontraditcasiing option that safeguards a non-
white actor’s “identity,” as if Amas is capableanfrrectly determining the measure of any
actor’s identity and formulating methods by whiohbbth protect it and use it to the
company’s advantage.

The point of examining a project suchzzmn Yankeeis not to say the show did
not fulfill its vision or that it fell short in tens of entertainment. Thdéew York Amsterdam
Newsreview reads “Damn Yankees’ damn good at Amasftié(@rmstrong. n.pag.). The
work was presented at an annual benefit where Amresents the Rosie Award, an honor
given in LeNoire’s name. My analysis examines ttegget through the lens of Trinkoff's
words which reduced the concerns of August Wilsoa tew catchphrases and made
claims about Amas’s ability to safeguard its actiolentities and use them to create more
meaning for the show.

Amas has produced some fine productions in reeers that have received
recognition such as 200ZZanna, Don’t which received the 2003 Lucille Lortel Award
for choreography and 4 Drama Desk Awards nomingtiasnestar Lovewhich received
several Lucille Lortel and Outer Critics Circle adsnominations, and/anda’s World
which also received a number of award nominatiarZiD8. In many ways Amas has been
legitimized under the leadership of Trinkoff. Theltitude of musicals the company

receives for development is testimony to its unligiwaluable position in the New York
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theatre community (Interview 7/2012). Nonethelésste are yet miscommunications by
Trinkoff in terms of how and where to manifest kmmas commitment to nontraditional

casting. One such example is the 2010 producti@igefs of Life: A Tale of Terezin

Signs of Life Is the Holocaust Rwanda?

In my interviews with Donna Trinkoff she mention®jns of Life: A Tale of
Terezinas a show that could have been multiculturally baswas not because the writers
did not want it. It was, instead, cast with whidso were Jewish or who could portray
Jews. The show is about Theresienstadt, or Ter@zoncentration camp created primarily
for Czechoslovakian Jews. The camp was extremalycoowded and served as a feeder
camp to Auschwitz where the Jews were systematipatl to death. However, Terezin
was publicized by the Nazi party as a model cangoveemt through a false transformation
when the Red Cross inspected in 1944. The Nazdionsly re-modeled, transformed and
decorated the camp, as if constructing a movidaethe length of time the Red Cross
visited to make it appear to be more like a retoe@puntry club than a prison. After the
Red Cross left, the Nazis made a propaganda fimatahe camp to prove the excellent
conditions. Some wealthy, more celebrated, inmaa@sto be taken to Terezin under the
misconception they would be protected. Terezinass known for its high level of art
and culture which, while giving the camp a falsesseof elitism, also served to help its
inmates get through the days until they were slifipehe gas chambers (United States
Holocaust Memorial Museum http://www.ushmm.orgéeesh/publications/academic-
publications/full-list-of-academic-publications/ever-saw-another-butterfly-childrens-

drawings-and-poems-from-terezin).
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According to theNew York Timeghe musical’s story centers around a young
Jewish girl, Loreleli, living in Prague until “thealdis round up her and other creative folks
and relocate them to Theresienstadt,” where thepemate before realizing that the camp
is being used for propaganda purposes and thkinfeletainees are being shipped away to
their deaths (Genzlinger. “In a Bleak Era, TryindStay Connected Through Art.” n.pag.).
Genzlinger’s review mentions th&igns of Lifas “a grim theatrical journey.” Keeping in
mind that Amas only produces musicals, the revieasthot delve deeply into either the
music or the book except to say some of the heltydpvices are gimmicky. Primary to
what is said is the sad nature of the subject 8vigether you emerge feeling emotionally
drained, which is certainly the intent, may dependhow much you already know about
Theresienstadt . . .” (n.pag.).

Trinkoff usedSigns of Lifeas an example of a show where the creators spahyifi
requested Amas forego their usual multiculturatiogs She stated:

It's a Jewish story but it speaks to the terriblgang story of genocide that

continues to this day. In fact, on the front pafjfheNew York Times they just

exhumed 600 bodies from Rwanda . . . It's horresdbat this is still going on in
our lifetime and s&igns of Lifas very important to raise that awareness (Inésvvi

07/2012).

Later in the interview | brought up a statemerthim AmasProfile that Amas will
sometimes be politically incorrect. In her answenRoff said:

Well, there is controversy in casting. That thepald have been controversy to

have ethnic or diverse castingQifjns of Lifeand, it might have gotten in the way, |
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don’t know, sometimes I'm a little torn about it s&}f (Interview with Donna

Trinkoff 07/2012).

In my second interview with her | asked about hatesnent “sometimes I'm a little torn
about it myself,” thinking that perhaps she wasstjoaing the mission to always cast
multiculturally. Instead she said that the storgiins of Lifavas “universal enough” that
she felt it could have been multiculturally cast the writers were opposed to that
approach (Interview with Donna Trinkoff 11/2013).

From a purely dramaturgical standpoint, basedesaarch, there were no blacks or
non-whites at Terezin. Blacks were persecuted &\wis but if they were interred it was
not at Terezin. There weren’t that many blacks siaAs in Germany at the time and they
were not part of the plan to exterminate the Jé&dmstéd States Holocaust Memorial
Museum http://www.ushmm.org). What would it meam&wve black or Asian actors in
Signs of Lifé Would the audience understand that the storybeiag) purposely
manipulated away from being a story of Terezin stosy about genocide generally? How
would that re-adjustment help or enhance the algnusical, which is very specifically
about Jews in one particular camp? It could adswesthe subject of genocide awareness to
revisit the hideous memory of the Holocaust, evehomt casting black or other non-white
actors as residents of the camp. Because thdik tkeshorror of genocide in the world
does not mean all circumstances surrounding ithereame.

After reading théNew York Timegseview and visiting the Holocaust Museum
webpage it is clear that the creatorSans of Lifemade their story very specific to the
Jewish experience. They used artifacts that ar&rites in great detail in the Museum

website. One of the songs, described in the reagveferencing the children’s drawings,
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contains the lyric, “We won't live forever, but #ememories will,” which is a direct
reference to the website’s description of the dngwiand poems of children who lived at
Terezin (Genzlinger n.pag.). The website statelse“drawings and poems are all that is
left of these children.” The website pulls its inf@tion from a collection of these
documents entitledNever Saw Another Butterfiinited States Holocaust Memorial
Museum http://www.ushmm.org/research/publicatiacsdemic-publications/full-list-of-
academic-publications/i-never-saw-another-buttecHijJdrens-drawings-and-poems-from-
terezin).

The lack of understanding that Trinkoff exhibasvards the specificity and
intention ofSigns of Lifeseems to be a product of her own good intentitmsled by her
dedication to the integrationist politics of LeNmiWWanting to feature genocide
prominently for the sake of making the public mavere is a noble objective. However, to
not take into account the impact of having blackperhaps, Asian actors, in a show that is
so focused on Jewish subject matter, is irresptenariid reminiscent of having white actors
on a black baseball team.

In our first interview, | asked Trinkoff if Ama®aoducted surveys to ascertain if
their audiences understood and were enlightengldebgompany’s casting choices, or to
assess the efficacy of multicultural casting to namicate a specific message, and she said
they did not. However, when | mentioned in our selcimterview how much scholarship
and debate there was surrounding the subject fdratls of nontraditional casting she
responded, “I don’t think about it very much” (Inteews 07/2012 and 11/2013). The
casting of non-white actors in a show to fulfiiraulticultural mission refers back to

LeNoire stating, as it pertainedBobbling Brown Sugaf‘l had them [whites] put in there
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because | didn’t want anyone to think that | wodikdan all-black show,” and again
complicates the issue of tokenism (Norflett 366al40 echoes Brandi Catanese’s remark
that “many non-white theater artists have deep @mscabout becoming signifiers of
diversity” (The Problem of the Color[Blind}6-7). We have already learned that Trinkoff
receives gratitude from actors for being cast rowiltiirally but how would they react if
they were cast as obvious signifiers of diversitaishow with such a strong story having
to do with the Holocaust? The manipulation of fobysasting non-white actors could
have also taken the audience out of the story vitndg pondered why there were non-
whites in a Nazi concentration camp. Again, yestdlwere non-whites persecuted by the
Nazis; they were not at Terezin.

In the case obigns of Lifethe creators’ casting wishes were honored. Tholugh
production took place in 2010, Trinkoff still reégrces it, in 2013, as an example of her
belief that the material was universal enough tal iéself to a multicultural casting
approach. As Trinkoff comments &igns of Lifeand also on Amas’s “color awareness,”
she reveals her own white guilt, demonstratinditieal posturing described by Lee in her
essay “Bodies, Revolutions and Magic.” Lee refer&ertain multicultural initiatives
[being] called into question for adopting the ‘fackdiversity without its political *heart’,”
and continues, “the appearance of such “radicallidohas less to do with revolution than
with marketing” (78). Though | feel like Donna Tkioff, and everyone at Amas, has heart,
| do understand they are, as white people, attegpdi live out the legacy of their black
founder no matter what their decisions mean or th@y are read. Perpetuating the
philosophy of colorblindness, because this is vide&toire would have wanted, allows

Trinkoff the space to conceptualize Amas as, inde@rds, “both a cure for racism and
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the living proof of a newly pluralistic society . targeted not so much at old racists but at
more liberal audience . . . testifying to the miytht civil rights has actually worked to
resolve racism” (82). While colorblindness was ugelitically, Rosetta LeNoire played
into the hands of conservative backlash by turhegcompany over to white leadership. If
her politics had changed with the times, if herranm towards Amas being identified as a
black theatre had changed through the years, ticeroe may have been very different. As
it is, she left a theatre company that attemptsde its whiteness beneath a residue of

colorblindness that dates from the 1950s.

Checking in with Wilson

Though the AmaPRrofile continues to use August Wilson as a point of depar
for the transition that occurred after LeNoire’8raament, Wilson died in 2005 and, aside
from scholarly study of his speech and debate Ritlstein, his words are not necessarily
at the forefront of casting decisions made in Ao®ritheatres. However, within two years
of his TCG speech, the next phase of Wilson’s aistmk place — The National Black
Theatre Summit “On Golden Pond.”

The National Black Theatre Summit and its subsetjoiee day conference was
held in March 1998 at Dartmouth College’s Minarynfwence Center located in Ashland,
New Hampshire — the location of the filming@h Golden Pon@nd historically the last
leg of the Underground Railroad in the United Stdiefore escaped slaves crossed into
Canada. The Summit lasted five days, had dooredlwsthe public and the press and had
a small select list of invited participants. No dreem Amas was invited. The Summit

centered on black theatre and, even if its planmagdsconsidered Amas a black theatre, and
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Amas was sympathetic to Wilson’s efforts to supptatk theatre, they were one of a
number of companies not represented.

Summit topics discussed included, but were natéidnto, economics of black
theatre, developing black playwrights, audience@rdmunity development and diversity
within the black arts community (Walker. “The Nata Black Theatre Summit”). Position
papers were written on each of the topics to begmted by the one day conference that
followed the Summit. August Wilson had been giversadency at Dartmouth College
during this time. One of the results of the confesswas the establishment of the African
Grove Institute for the Arts, that now has chaptet@ number of cities.

In 2004’sAugust Wilson and Black Aesthetiandra G. Shannon, who was one of
the forty invited participants at the National Blakheatre Summit, wrote of her
experience:

After several days of workshops, breakout sessemms heated fireside debates, |

left the cozy quarters of the Minary Conferencet€efeeling as if | had been to a

revival. This invitation had led me to shift myrihperson perspective on black

theater to that of one who shared a vested interéstsurvival as well as in its

future direction (224).

Shannon, who is Professor of African American latere at Howard University, writes of
her interview with Wilson, conducted in 2004, whehe asked Wilson, “what do you see
as the most significant advances of the speeclhamslibsequent conference at
Dartmouth?” Wilson responded:

The African Grove Institute for the Arts (AGIA) canout of that. But the concrete

results of black gains — I don’t see any, nonbinkt it's been the opposite . . . But
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the important thing is we started with one blackRTOtheatre, and we don't have
any now. Jimandi Productions in Atlanta, a citytikesomething like 73% black
cannot support a black theatre. They closed. livsedl. It's not there anymore. I'm
willing to bet that if you go back and look, aftee speech there was less money
given to black theatres than before (qtd. in “Afterd” August Wilson and Black
Aesthetics225).
In 2002, two years before Wilson’s remarks, Maivifsims, president of the Black
Theatre Network, wrote regarding diversity andussadn in American theatre:
| can say empirically there has been little to harge . . . | would have to say
inclusion and diversity has regressed somewh&isrcountry due to the climate of
the Reagan/Bush years. During the latter part dfani Jefferson Clinton’s second
term of office, socio political advances favorimglusion and diversity were either
adjusted to a more palatable conservative offesirthey were eliminated
altogether Alliance for Inclusion in the ArtsNational Diversity Forum.” n.pag.
http://inclusioninthearts.org.).
Conservative colorblind politics applied to theadtiinstitutions would mean if black
theatre is still suffering, and unable to sustesalf, it is the result of its inability to pull
itself up to the level of white theatre. Howevéhlack theatres reside in black
communities, and black communities are still ex@®ring a depressed economy due to
lack of access to opportunity and services asudtresthose same colorblind politics, how
can black theatre thrive without outside, usuallytevcontrolled, funding sources? The

cycle seems endless, particularly if black theisteontinually viewed as separatist, self-
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segregating and, therefore, the agent of revecssmaThe ideas of separatism and reverse
racism were ideas Rosetta LeNoire associated \attk bheatre.

The quote at the beginning of this chapter isyF®btorgan’s logical perspective on
the notion of separatism — if blacks have nevenlfey made a part of American society
and, consequently, if black theatre has never hdlgrmade a part of American theatre,
how can it separate? Benny Sato Ambush offers ipnssb Robert Brustein, specifically,
in response to Brustein’s essay “Subsidized Separat

Were those LORT theaters who for decades produde@y exclusively from the

Euro-American canon themselves self-segregating?@wish theaters, women’s

theaters, gay/lesbian theaters, or theaters afisiadled self-segregating? . . . Does

a claim of separatism imply that blacks and whitese in fact united at some

time? What's the real threat to whites (and Brugtiei a theatrical landscape that

includes self-defining, culturally specific thea®rA loss of power, control,
centrality, importance, funding? Some things dowblve white people. Must you
define and control everything? Does being pro-blzeke to mean anti-white?

(“Culture Wars” n.pag.)

How fascinating it would be to offer the same questto Rosetta LeNoire at a later
moment in her life and find out what her responseld be. In a country that ostracizes
great portions of the black population to run dommer city ghettos and prisons how can
there be more separatism? These are also questaireould be put to Amas in the present
day, particularly since the company still profegbesneed to stay connected to the

theatre’s “African American rootsPfofile 11). Will this always mean shows written by
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white people using black actors, suctCasintess of Storyvillenentioned in the
Introduction) or re-workings of old shows liBamn Yankeé&s

TheProfile mentions a production of Langston Hughestde Hamin 2001 that
was re-worked to somehow become an “uptown Guy®eatid,” a concept that had
already been realized in 1976 with the all-bl&akys and Doll§11). However, considering
the source material, Victor Leo Walker’'s essaylenNational Black Theatre Summit
(1997) quotes Langston Hughes’s poem “Note on Cawiald heatre”:

You've taken my blues and gone —

You sing ‘em on Broadway

And you sing ‘em in Hollywood Bowl,

And you mixed ‘em up with symphonies

And you fixed ‘em

So they don’t sound like me

Yep, you done taken my blues and gone.
Written in 1940, Hughes continues and ends with:

But someday somebody'll

Stand up and talk about me,

And write about me —

Black and beautiful —

And sing about me,

And put on plays about me!

| reckon it'll be

Me myself!
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Yes, it'll be me (qtd. in Walker 621).
TheNew York Timewrrote ofLittle Ham “Eric Krebs . . . insists that his show has
universal appeal,” and quotes Krebs as saying,is‘®&not a black musical in the sense
that it deals only with black issues™ (Rosen n_pagrebs has been the Chairman of the
Amas Board of Directors for many years and is d-lwedwn producerUSA Todals
review ofLittle Ham,retitledLangston Hughes’ Little Hapmentions that Krebs and his
colleagues’ approach to the material deliveredtt@anish, patronizing characters and a
plot that is pedantic and toothless, doing justiceeither Hughes’ hip wit nor other worthy
influences.” Elysa Gardner’s review also pointstbat Krebs and his team are white, with
only Dan Owens, the librettist, being blatktle Ham she writes, reveals a “self-
conscious, self-righteous approach to race relgtioasulting in “easy, awkwardly drawn
stereotypes” (Gardner. “Little Ham means well, ifatnot well done.” n.pag.). David
Finkle’'s review onTheatermaniaevealed, “The first thing to be pointed out iattthe
show . . . doesn’'t have a great deal to do withgstom Hughes or thattle Hamhe wrote
in 1935; instead it might better have been labEléd Krebs'’s Little Hah
(www.theatermania.com/new-york-city-theater/revi€8s2002/little-ham). If Hughes
meant forLittle Hamto be a black musical that was dealing with blaskes, why would
Krebs and his creative team dilute the materiahrattempt to force their own
interpretation? Would the original work, by a blackter, have been less desirable as far
as Amas was concerned?

In 2000 Newark, New Jersey’s Crossroads thedieepnly black theatre in the
country to have membership in LORT at the time Atiddilson made his historic speech,

struggled with financial issues that threatenecldse it. Eric Krebs, once a supporter of
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Crossroads, asked, ifNeew York Timeatrticle covering Crossroads’ dilemma, “Is it
appropriate to have an exclusively African-Ameritiagater in a culture that is so
multiethnic today?” The response to Krebs’ questicom Crossroads’ board president,
Rhinold Lamar Ponder, was that the idea of thenmegago need for a theatre like
Crossroads was “absolutely ludicrous . . . Crosgomhome for . . . the millions of stories
and perspectives that come out of the black expegien this planet” (Krebs and Ponder
gtd. in Capuzzo. “The Future, if Any, of Black Thexd@' n.pag). Krebs’s self-positioning as
a spokesman for the possible dissolution of blhektre into multiethnic theatre is
revealing insomuch as he also feels qualifiedwite and rework black art such lagtle
Ham Re-working Hughes’s show to serve Krebs'’s versibaniversalist philosophy
constitutes precisely what Hughes’s poem is say{ngps is appropriating Hughes’s art
and fiddling with it so it no longer sounds or redile Hughes.

The larger question, with respect to Krebs’s pectpe, i.e., that black theatre is
inappropriate in a multiethnic world, is whethesttype of judgment is being used to
guide Amas. As Chairman of Amas’s board of directOrebs is in a powerful leadership
position. Being a multiethnic theatre, as interpadby its white leadership, does Amas now
take the position that all black theatre is inappide? In stating their intention to “return
frequently to the company’s African American robisyould now appear that possibly
these roots come with additional qualificationslagermined by white interpretation. If
black theatre is deemed inappropriate, as far aasAsconcerned, | return to my initial
statement from the Introduction, that the messadpeaick theatre appears to be: blend or
disappear. Blending is either achieved by beingaspacally included in the seasons of

white establishment mainstream theatres or througjticultural programming, such as
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Amas practices. Either way black theatre art isrfld through and distilled by white
perspective. The result of this arrangement imptiebest, safe, non-controversial and
possibly mundane theatre. However, if black subjeadter is only acceptable insomuch as
it must appeal to and appease white sensibilaias/prst this arrangement is dangerous.
Amas is one small theatre that believes it opefabes the best of intentions but if many
theatres, operated by whites, adopt the outlodikcthiturally specific theatre is now
inappropriate, theatre will be controlled in fawbwhite dominance, whether it puts
multiculturalism on display or not. Could theatexbme a white refuge from, rather than a
challenge to, the often messy realities of a nthitie America? In this scenario all
ethnicities blend and disappear and colorblindreessinforced as the best solution.
Writing in 2003, director, actor and playwright 8e$cott pointed out, “As | travel to
regional theatres around the country | find a VeslEoming atmosphere in more and more
places, from both the artistic and admin staffedtStakes on the scant representation of
black playwrights in mainstream regional theatres laow that affects the work available
for black actors and directors. She comments:
There are about five black playwrights who are dg@roduced over and over . . . it
will be the single black show of the season antigges the single black show for
several years . . . With an ethnically-specificcgpor these artists there may be a
chance of five more plays being produced . . ngjartists a chance to work with
many people in many styles.
Scott shares a personal experience interviewing threcting position at a white
mainstream theatre where she was told, “Oh, wet th@wv'e to hire you as a director for us

to qualify for federal funding, we only have toantiew you. This is your interview”
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(Alliance for the Inclusion in the Arts. “NationBiversity Forum.”
http://inclusioninthearts.org.). Mainstream thesitndno satisfy the barest of inclusionary
practices qualify for much greater funding thanubkeally smaller culturally specific
theatres. From his comments regarding Crossrodadsie to wonder if this type of stingy
employment terrain is what Eric Krebs expects ndwtertheatre artists to endure once all
the culturally specific theatres have closed. Ichsa scenario the offerings of theatres like
Amas, possibly created by whites and administeyadtbtes according to a white point of
view, are the only opportunities left. Is this tygfereasoning what Rosetta LeNoire wanted

as her company’s policy?

Why Not a Black Theatre?

| return to the question in my Introduction. Fofating ideas for why Rosetta
LeNoire was so opposed to Amas being perceivedoéech theatre has occupied a great
part of my research and writing. She related hecdote of hearing the hate speech to
children in a church in Harlem but | can hardlyi®&et that was the only reason. LeNoire
had been in show business for many years at tlat fon certain she heard some terrible
and damaging things said both to her and her fsi@mdl colleagues. That incident may
have been one that tipped her over the edge toastagatre but | cannot believe it was all
that made her so adamant to distance herself fiendea of being a black theatre.

| grew up in the south in the civil rights era. @&shild | remember the images of
that time. The civil rights movement was portrayethe national media as normal people
— men in their shirt sleeves; women in their halresses — being set on by dogs, police

with clubs, hoses turned on them and tear gaseMas a palpable sense of suffering,
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sacrifice and victimization portrayed on televisamd in print. In contrast, and mainly in
the north, the images of black nationalism andkofamwver were of athletically built, young
black men with arm bands, fists in salute and weapbhey were not singing gospel songs
but instead were angry and seemingly militant. E&emri Baraka pointed out when
forming BART/S:

Many of our strongest supporters refused to joanattual organization, because

they felt some of us were just too crazy and haugkt along with. And there is no

disputing that — a couple of those dudes | coulewén get along with. Ironically,
two brothers who had split from the Umbra orgamirat . . were the sickest, most
disruptive negroes in militant clothing | have ewsst (“The Black Arts

Movement” 27).

Rosetta LeNoire grew up in Harlem and when | igatements like Baraka’s and
reflect on the images of the times | begin to tHed was also a motivating factor in her
need to keep Amas disassociated with being arladkltheatre. Additionally, LeNoire
was blacklisted in the fifties for being part oéthoycott of television. Her reaction was to
contact the FBI and have them conduct a formalsiigation and clear her name. Given
the nature of the times, any activity considereticad and extreme coming from Harlem
and other urban neighborhoods was under closdarsgriftshe was afraid of being
associated with the black arts movement, blaclonalism or black power, it could have
also been because she did not want a repetitibring blacklisted or any other
government surveillance on her life and work.

My curiosity has kept the question alive. | couldielp but feel like the story was

more complicated than not wanting to discrimingaiast anyone, though | do believe that
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was at the heart of her mission. Amas did such aflblack theatre; she was obviously not
so rigid that she would turn away projects forghke of not being perceived as a black
theatre, but her very strong verbal protests apgalhblack theatre contrasted with the
company’s programming. Would she have deemedatkitheatre to be inappropriate and
therefore obsolete as the world became more nfulie | also must return to her 1980
letter to the Black Theater Alliance where she wirot

| am concerned about funding for Black theatrén@1980s . . . | am positive that

the people in charge are not stumbling in the dBnky know how their policies

will affect Black theatre people. | am certain tthety are not honestly empathizing

with and evaluating the inequities of the past mah the history of Third World

people has been generally ignorBthtk Theatre Alliance Newslettgtd. in

Norflett 432).
At least in this instance LeNoire was not so aveysgaiming her right to speak on behalf
of black theatre. Though she may have been cagcliather approach towards addressing
the Black Theatre Alliance, up to this point, thybout the seventies she was adamantly
against Amas being identified as a black theatyel 80 she was able to advocate against
the possible disappearance of black theatre, samgefnic Krebs seemed to feel was
inappropriate in 2000.

| recognize and acknowledge LeNoire’s politicakeguities throughout the years
Amas was under her leadership. She oscillated leetyweoducing many black shows and
arbitrarily casting actors of one race or ethnigityoles of different races or ethnicities to
serve her concept of non-discrimination. Howevem dlack woman who was involved in

black theatre in its many forms all through thersevof the twentieth century, | do not
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believe she would ever say that a black theatad as Crossroads, was inappropriate and
possibly should close or blend, which is the ingpleessage in Krebs’s statement. |
believe that sentiment could only come from a wpéeson who is obviously cavalier, and
also ignorant, in his judgment of what is and isaqgpropriate in the theatre, particularly
when it comes to race.

If Krebs and Donna Trinkoff are, whether by chaicaot, ignorant of how race is
being continually debated in theatre practice,ghthsuggest they take the time to research
and investigate the most recent thinking, writing geflection. It is not difficult to do and
does not take an academic’s access to informdiyping a simple search of “black theatre
struggle” in Google reveals several articles inclgdCharles McNulty's coverage of a
diversity forum held in Los Angeles in 2013 whertstic directors revealed the state of
the American economy as a determining factor iir fregramming decisions. McNulty
writes:

It's no wonder that in lean economic times artidécision-making bends in a more

conservative direction. Translation: more showsuigag white folks singing light

FM and more old comedies featuring white folksngljokes that weren’t funny

the first time around.

The diversity forum is an example of how theatezlkrs are attempting to keep the

conversation going whether they arrive at newgigffit solutions or whether they are only
paying lip service to the issue. McNulty’'s commentthe tone of the forum reveals a lack
of real forward moving action, “What the proceedimgeded was a troublemaker to flush

out the unspoken tensions. A spirit of civility sened the most difficult truths” (“Difficult
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times to face as theater leaders talk diversitgnemic.”Los Angeles Timea.pag.). This
type of touchy atmosphere is why the national cosat@ns continue.

Less civil is Michael Dinwiddie, quoted in Christi Jean Chambers 2013 article
featured on the websiléhe RoatDinwiddie, according to Chambers, “proclaimedckla
theatre to be in a state of emergency,” becaud@inagddie observes:

the perverse notion we have in this country thapfeeare being reverse racist by

creating their own cultural institutions . . . fuend would rather give money to a

white theater doing a black play than a black #redbing a multiracial play . . . |

don’t want to call it reverse racism. Is there sad¢krm as inverse racism? (“Black

Theaters Struggling to Survive.” n.pag.)

Dinwiddie is the president of the Black Theatrewdak (BTN), an organization
“Dedicated to the Exploration and Preservatiorhef Theatrical Visions of the African
Diaspora” (Black Theatre Network.
http:/www.blacktheatrenetwork.org/index.php?optioom_content&view=category&lay
out=blog&id=2&Itemid=78). BTN maintains a professal development directory and
holds annual conferences. Their 2013 Conferend¢#ieeriMaking the NETworkre-
published essays on black theatre and diversityertonference program. The essays had
originally been published on the webditewlRoundn the series “Diversity in American
Theater”, where Carla Stillwell, quoted throughtiis dissertation, also published her
essays. One of Stillwell’s essays, “What Shall Vé# Our Young Playwrights Who Are
Black,” is also reprinted in the BTN conferencegreom. In her essay Stillwell pleads to
young playwrights, “Don’t allow your voice and ungblack experience to be muted by

this country’s efforts to move us all past racec&ese when you allow your voice to be
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muted, you participate in the genocide of the biegberience and the death of the black
story” (Making the NetWORK: The Black Theatre Network Genfse Program 20134).
Stillwell's plea is meaningful when discussing tinea like Amas that continue to recycle
warhorses, lik®amn Yankeesvith supposed black trappings in order to seined t
intention to return to “African American roots.” @ BTN essays reveal a range of subject
matter but the point of mentioning all of thesel@ps is to prove how easy and non-labor
intensive it is to seek out various points of viewrace in theatre. Nowhere in discussions
of black theatre’s survival does the notion of ipr@priateness surface.

Searching the Web with “nontraditional castingflpanother set of information
including Sharon Jensen’s 2013 essalha Stagea website from the United Kingdom.
Jensen is the former executive director of theaAllie for Inclusion in the Arts (AIA), an
organization formed as the continuation of the Noaditional Casting Project once the
NTCP included disabled, non-hearing and non-sigattars in its policy. Jensen makes
clear that the NTCP always felt it was importamtdeative teams to accurately represent
the “cultural needs of the piece and cast accolglingensen continues:

If actors are not given the opportunity to porttiagir own ethnicity, let alone

anyone else’s, how will we ever understand thisatision of our humanity and

how will these artists have the opportunity to grawad develop as their peersdo . . .

When we speak of authenticity, it is to insure taors of color are allowed to

inhabit their own cultural identity whenever appiafe.

Jensen adds that nontraditional casting “was ig@mno open what was primarily a Euro-
centric, Western repertoire to artists who had lsgstematically excluded,” not the other

way around. Her “two-way” street — mentioned in #inicle’s title — is addressing the idea
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that Caucasian actors are being cast in roleshef aultures and her goal is equality. She
points out that “Even if . . . as a society anamadustry, we are able to achieve an equal
playing field there must always be room for cullyradisability-, gender-, sexual
orientation-, age-specific work” (“Non-traditionedsting is not a two-way streethe
Stage n.pag). Jensen’s article negates Eric Krebssraags that a theatre such as
Crossroads is inappropriate.
Via Sharon Jensen and the AIA, Actors’ Equityugher clarifying what its
original intention of nontraditional casting mearitile recognizing that equality still
favors whites in theatre in the twenty-first cegtudontraditional casting therefore serves
the same purpose as affirmative action — a meamadmbers of underrepresented groups
to gain access to opportunity. Actors Equity, agaaization that praised Rosetta LeNoire
for her attempts to colorblind cast, even whenaant putting white actors in black roles,
is making clear that, in the present time, nonfdisiaation does not apply in the case of
whites. Whites in theatre are as privileged wheomes to opportunity for employment as
they are elsewhere in society. Jensen has alselldidphe notion that culturally exclusive
theatre is a form of reverse racism, another ofdieRs and therefore Trinkoff and
Krebs’s contentions. Jensen'’s clarification alsgates Krebs’s comment during AEA’s
1990Miss Saigordebacle, where a Caucasian was cast in the rel&afasian. At the
time Krebs'’s viewpoint was:
Equity has its head up its tochis . . . They'rengstanding in the wrong ballpark.
The right ballpark is their own non-traditional tag policy, and the letter that
producers have to sign saying they’ll adhere todisarimination” (Krebs gtd. in

“The Fall of ‘Miss Saigon.”Los Angeles Times.pag.).
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According to Jensen, questioning and attemptingtesfere with a Caucasian being cast as
Eurasians part of Equity’s nontraditional casting policy.das was applying colorblind
philosophy to his opinion as if non-discriminatim@ant giving a white actor the role of a
non-white character. This is the same sort of stdme of race conscious terms that
neoconservatives apply to weaken or eliminaterafftive action. It was a misinterpreted
sense of what discrimination meant that put Kré&biskoff and Managing Director Jan
Hacha in their positions at Amas. At this writimgne out of eleven board of director
positions, including all three top positions of @hwan, President/Secretary and Treasurer,
are held by whites.

Because all three top leadership positions akheivhite people, as well as a
large majority of both board of directors and adiysoard members, Amas now has the
physical appearance of being a white theatre. $t@esy to identify board members
through photographs of a recent benefit gala o\thas website. Not only was the
entertainment of the evening, well-known black sinigeslie Uggams, backed by a white
band, all board members were identified in phofaioas. Group photos of attendees
showed a large gathering of primarily white peoplais appearance of whiteness is in
stark contrast to the original founder and leadiémas.

In the Introduction | examined Amas'’s culture whiacludes the continued effort
to keep Rosetta LeNoire’s ghost present, thereselems to be the appearance of the
company’s clinging to a version of her old integmaist philosophy — the same philosophy
that put white people in charge of her theatreajustification to load the board of
directors with white representation as well. Howewet only does the continued

cultivation of policy that serves to support wHeadership put Amas behind the times in a

212



society that is struggling to keep its democrateais afloat when it comes to racism, it
also serves current conservative perspective witiezdanguage of civil rights is
mobilized to protect whiteness, which is castas a minority identity” (Wiegman.
“Whiteness Studies and the Paradox of Particuladfis). Rosetta LeNoire made her
decision based on a philosophy that to do otherw@édd constitute a form of
discrimination, though whites were then and are,rax@rrepresented when it came to
employment in theatre. In this case, Trinkoff amélbs were treated as if they were
members of an injured minority.

Because | feel that American theatre is influentmgdll political forces active in
American society, those in charge of theatre a¢so the responsibility for learning what
these forces are and doing their best to offertisoisi rather than settling into a
comfortably removed status quo. The effect of ingtnal racism is the same in theatre as
it is for every other system in our society. Theremic, financial and legal institutions
that are structurally biased in favor of whiteséndirect results on how theatres operate,
what programming decisions are made and how raepissented. In the present volatile
political and social atmosphere, particularly aspiplies to race, theatres have the
responsibility for what is presented on their stage

My premise is proven by a recent initiative in M@neapolis/St. Paul area of
Minnesota. A coalition of culturally specific thead has formed to discuss and offer
counsel to area theatres regarding the represamtatrace. Sharon Bellamy, co-artistic
director at The Penumbra Theatre, said in an ierwith Minnesota Public Radio (May

2014):
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There’s a difference between black theatre, angsplath black people in them.

One has a social justice imperative that deal€tirevith the community. The

other uses those people — or representatives tofdh@amunity — in ways that are

not necessarily beneficial to that community.
The Penumbra is a black theatre founded in 19tthtsastruggled financially over a
period of several years, almost closing in 2018, r@cently having received enough
community support to continue. Sharon Bellamy cur@s her interview by addressing the
current racial tensions that theatres should nairigy

The stakes are too high right now. Any little Hihaisrepresentation or mis-

characterization of who we are has so much levearatigs very vitriolic

impassioned environment where we’re just grapphirt our national history, and
we’re doing so quite poorly (Combs. “New theatealitmn wants end to racial,
ethnic stereotypesMinnesota Public Radiovww.mprnews.org.).
Statements like Bellamy’s are proof that the issugcial tension is currently in the
foreground when it comes to theatre programminggsst is in all other aspects of
American society.

In the case of Amas, no matter what the colortfgie on stage, the company is
now operating from a position of white power andgif@ge that controls what work is
produced and how it is presented. Operating fratacades old colorblind policy, where
racial tension is supposedly cured by a misguidebn of transcendence and erasure,
Amas has the same responsibility as other the@tif@®aden awareness when it comes to
race. The claim of a white company to return fredlydo its “African American roots”

carries with it a host of complex interpretatioliss now a dozen years since LeNoire’s
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death. In the future, as her ghost continues te, faatlaim of returning to African
American roots will become empty and artificial.

Without close assessment of how best to preseataastage, Amas continues to
risk practicing the type of white appropriationlsautifully expressed in Hughes’s poem:
“You've taken my blues and gone . . . And you fixexh so they don’'t sound like me”

(gtd. in Walker 621). Such a practice is periloudbse to representing race as minstrelsy,
a form where whites performed misrepresentationsamk behavior, presence and music
resulting in the creation of degrading stereotythasare still promoted in racist American
society. LeNoire stumbled in this area by presengimows likeBlackberriesthat explored
blackface performance. For Amas to continue to bterut of ignorance is wrong,
particularly since the company is now administdrgavhites. If for no other reason than
bad taste, with the additional, and more importanssibility of perpetuating stereotypes in
a highly polarized and racially sensitized Amerit@atres such as Amas should strive to

be more guarded and aware as to how they presenoretheir stages.

Afterword and Update

In the course of writing this dissertation, Amas Imoved from their location at
MacDougall Street in Greenwich Village to officéd/dest 53¢ Street. The Amas website
says that the company is now back uptown, in thattk district, after eight years
downtown. Ironically, the website also boasts, “8ve sitting at the top of the August
Wilson Theatre — right up there with the fly guygivw.amasmusical.org/home). Fly guys
is not only a term for the people who run the flgtem in a theatre but is also the name of

a current black band, a term for someone who isambalso “a self-proclaimed pimp — a
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70s throwback often dressed in platform shoes almted polyester suits”

(www.urbandictionary.com).
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