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from 
the editor

	 With	this	tenth	issue	of	the	League	of	Professional	
Theatre	Women’s	annual	publication,	we	say	goodbye	

to	ROUNDUP	and	welcome	its	successor,	Women	in	
Theatre	Magazine.	
						I	started	ROUNDUP	ten	years	ago	at	the	invitation	
of	Harriet	Slaughter	and	Isobel	Robins,	co-presidents	
of	the	League	at	that	time.		Its	original	intention	was	

to	provide	coverage	of	League	events	and	activities	over	
the	course	of	a	given	year,	hence	the	name	signifying	a	

roundup	of	League	programs,	projects,	and	special	events.	
It	was	intended	as	well	to	cast	light	on	particular	projects	in	

which	League	members	were	professionally	engaged.	ROUNDUP	gave	thorough,	
in-depth	coverage	of	such	major	League	endeavors	as	the	WOMEN	IN	THEATRE	
television	series	on	CUNY-TV	(2003-08)	and	CURTAIN	CALL:	Celebrating	a	Century	
of	Women	Designing	for	Live	Performance	(2008-09).	It	reported	on	the	Oral	
History	Program,	the	New	Play	Festival,	Leadership	Luncheons,	forums,	and	panels.
	 Gradually,	as	ROUNDUP	evolved	and	as	the	League	grew	and	became	more
involved	with	other	organizations	and	with	events	in	the	wider	world,	its		
content	was	broadened	to	include	more	features.	We	enhanced	the	design	and	
photographic	quality	of	the	magazine.	We	also	gave	attention	to	elements	that	
looked	toward	transition	to	a	magazine	of	wide	general	interest	to	women	in	
theatre.	Last	year’s	issue,	with	its	new	look	by	designer	Lianne	Ritchie	and	color	
photographs	throughout,	was	a	prelude	to	the	new	Women	in	Theatre	Magazine.	
The	League	board	approved	the	name	change	and	further	stated	that	the	magazine	
should	“continue	developing	into	a	magazine	of	general	interest	to	women	in	
theatre,	while	including	coverage	of	major	League	activities.”
	 Women	in	Theatre	Magazine’s	center	section	focuses	on	women’s	concerns	
with	their	under-representation	in	the	field,	particularly	at	the	higher	reaches	of	
the	profession.	It	contains	articles	by	Alexis	Greene	and	Jill	Dolan	on	the	“50/50	
in	2020”	meeting	in	New	York	and	the	Princeton	University	conference	entitled	
“Issues	for	the	21st	Century.”	A	celebration	of	SWAN	(Support	Women	Artists	
Now)	Day	looks	back	to	the	WPA,	as	does	a	reminiscence	by	Harriet	Slaughter	of	
early	encounters	with	forebears	Margo	Jones	and	Hallie	Flanagan.	We	continue	
our	focus	on	League	members	engaged	in	projects	of	special	interest,		with	
interviews	of	Angelina	Fiordellisi	on	Cherry	Lane’s	Mentor	Program	and	with	Linda	
Chapman	on	New	York	Theatre	Workshop’s	flourishing	International	Programs.	This	
season’s	Leadership	Luncheon	guest,	Victoria	Bailey,	executive	director	of	Theatre	
Development	Fund,	gave	a	provocative	address	on	audiences	for	today.		We	note	
the	granting	of	awards	to	several	deserving	women,	most	notably	the	League’s	
own	Dorothy	Olim	who	received	a	Lifetime	Achievement	Award	for	literally	a	
lifetime	spent	in	managing,	operating,	organizing,	moderating,	adjudicating,	
administering—all	to	the	benefit	of	theatre	and	those	who	labor	in	it.
	 We	thank	our	Editorial	Committee	and	our	contributors.
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VICTORIA BAILEY On ThE 
RELEVAnCE Of ThEATRE 

tant meant that some numbers 
of people actually see the play. 
That it’s about relevance, being 
in the conversation. There is all 
sorts of work going on outside 
the mainstream, whether you 
describe that mainstream as 
Broadway or regional theatre. 
That work is important and not 
to be disregarded. But today 
for us, here at Sardi’s, in New 
york, i am talking about the 
mainstream, which is, i would 
maintain, where the most impact 
can be had.

To start, a few numbers: 
audiences for the theatre are 
declining.  The latest NeA survey 
on participation in the arts 
published in 2008 reveals that 
attendance by Americans at 
the theatre has declined by 30 
percent in the sixteen years 

from 1992 to 2008.  For musicals it’s better; the loss is only 4 
percent, characterized as statistically insignificant. 

Other recent reports back this up. The American Arts 
Alliance has just announced its National Arts index. This is a 
highly distilled annual measure of the health and vitality of 
the arts in the united States. it covers an eleven-year period, 
from 1998 to 2008. Among its many findings, the percentage 

of the u.S. population attending these arts events is 
shrinking, and the decline is noticeable. Broad-

way attendance was down 3 percent last year, 
compared to the prior year, and is currently 

down 3 percent this year against last year.  
if you think about who is sitting in 

most of our theatres right now and you 
think about what our country is going 
to look like in twenty years, there are 
more concerns. According to the latest 
Broadway League study, the Broadway 
audience is 80 percent Caucasian (against 

66 percent nationwide). hispanic and black 
audiences are significantly underrepresented 

against national percentages, at 8.6 percent 
and 2.4 percent, respectively.  As for educational 

levels, 73 percent of the audience has college or 
postgraduate degrees, 57 percent make more than $100,000 a 
year, and the average income is $195,700. The average age is 
42.2.  As we know, the majority of attendees—66.2 percent—
are women. A note about that: if so many of us are in the 
audience, shouldn’t we be able to achieve 50/50 by 2020?

Lest those of us who work in the not-for-profit sector 

leadeRship luNCh

programs

think these demographic statistics are 
just about Broadway, it’s not much 
different in our not-for-profit theatres 
around the country, except for income 
levels, which are lower nationally.

So what’s going on? We know 
that it costs a lot to produce plays; 
we know that ticket prices are high, 
much too high. But we also know most 
Broadway shows don’t recoup and that 
recoupment is what encourages people to 
invest the next time. We know that nonprofit 
theatres off- and off-off-Broadway and around the 
country are struggling in the face of a recession that has hurt 
fundraising, government funding, and ticket sales. 

i don’t have answers, but i would like to throw out a few 
ideas. There are success stories, there are opportunities.  i want 
to talk a little about diversity and a little about technology. 
Diversity, as you know, encompasses many things: race, age, 
economic levels, education, and gender.  We are not going to 
unpack all the issues related to this topic here in one luncheon 
conversation.  But it is a critical issue. We have to talk about 
how we, as producers and marketers, decide what the target 
audience is for a particular show—we have to look at our 
assumptions.  mix up the audience.  Don’t assume that you 
know how a play will resonate for someone. Think about the 
audience in terms of what the play is about, not just who 
the people in it are.  i have learned from the students in our 
programs at TDF that it is a mistake to make assumptions 
about what will resonate.  every June we have a graduation 
for the participants in our Open Doors program, a mentoring 
program for New york City high school students who attend 
the theatre six times a year and then have a postperformance 
discussion.  One year at graduation, a young woman spoke 
about going to Wicked, and here is part of what she said: 

“I am Palestinian American Muslim….My culture is very 
important to me. It gives me a sense of purpose and helps 
define who I am, yet it has also caused me a great deal of 
pain and hardship. Being Muslim and Arabic, I am faced 
with many different stereotypes….The portrayal of my people 
by the media only exacerbates the hatred that I am faced with 
on a daily basis. I can’t understand why a piece of material 
can cause so much hatred. I was very hesitant and nervous 
about going to the theatre. I did not think I would fit into the 
theatre crowd. I was wary about the stares that I would get 
for wearing my Muslim attire. When I stepped into the theatre 
for the first time and looked around, I saw I was the only 
person wearing a scarf. I felt awkward and out of place, but 
what made things worse were the stares. Everything changed 
the minute the lights went out and the curtain came up. For 
the rest of my life, I will always remember my experience of 
seeing Wicked. I was brought to tears several times during the 
performance. I identified very strongly with the character of 
Elphaba. I felt all her emotions from sadness to loneliness to 
defiance. I knew the pain she experienced as she was shunned 

Victoria	 Bailey,	 the	 executive	
director	of	Theatre	Development	
Fund,	 gave	 the	 following	 add-	
ress	at	the	League’s	Leadership	
Luncheon,	at	Sardi’s	Restaurant	
on	February	25.	2010.

it’s wonderful to be here 
with you all today.  One of the 
things i value most about my 
life in the theatre is the depth 
and breadth of the relation-
ships i have developed over 
time with colleagues and 
mentors in the field, many of 
whom are in the room today. i 
am honored to be here and will 
try to say something useful.

As many of you know, TDF 
is committed to enabling and 
building audiences for theatre 
and dance. my colleagues and 
i spend a lot of time talking 
about getting people to the theatre, and i spend a lot of 
time thinking about audiences, and Ludovica [Villar-hauser, 
League VP of Programs] and i thought that it might be inter-
esting for me to talk about that this afternoon.  One of the joys 
of working in a service organization is that you are supposed 
to pull back and think about issues facing the field and figure 
out how to help fix things. The pace is sometimes slower than 
in a producing organization, too slow sometimes, but 
it does allow for intentional thinking.

i think about the study on the lives of 
American playwrights and new American 
plays that TDF just published: Outrageous 
Fortune, the Life and Times of the New 
Amerian Play. Among many issues that 
surfaced in the report are the very differ-
ent ways writers and theatres view “the 
audience.” The authors of this study, 
Todd London and Ben Pesner, and i have 
been traveling a lot recently, talking 
about the book and the challenge it poses 
to us all. in Los Angeles, a playwright asked 
me why TDF was so focused on the idea 
that a successful play was one that attracted a 
large audience. he said he felt he had succeeded if a 
play of his was produced for a short run, in a small venue, 
for people he knew (of course, he earned his living doing 
something else). i said we didn’t mean to be judgmental, but 
rather, that TDF was founded by people who believed that 
the theatre was important, whether it was looking at “big 
issues” or simply entertaining. And that part of being impor-

“If	you	think	
about	who	is	sitting	

in	most	of	our	theatres	
right	now	and	you	think	
about	what	our	country	
is	going	to	look	like	in	
twenty	years,	there	are	

more	concerns.”

“We	have	to	
talk	about	how	we,	

as	producers	and	market-
ers,	decide	what	the	target	
audience	is	for	a	particular	
show—we	have	to	look	at	

our	assumptions.”	

TDF CULTURE SCAN

for her green skin by her classmates….Her 
hardships paralleled with the hardships 
and scrutiny I have had to endure. I never 
thought that my life could be portrayed up 
on stage. I never thought that the theatre 
could move me as much as it has.

i am not suggesting that the Wicked 
marketing campaign should have been 

targeted at this specific audience but rather 
that we should dig a little more deeply than we 

often do about who is going to respond and how. 
We need to be careful of blanket statements.  We all 

know that a constant refrain from all of us is that we need 
more young people in the audience, and we do. But i remem-
ber a letter i got from a subscriber who asked me to share it 
with those who complain about old people in the theatre. he 
said it wasn’t easy for him to get to the theatre; he probably 
put more effort into coming to the theatre than people twenty 
or thirty years younger; and while he knew it was a disrup-
tion on the rare occasion when he had to get up mid-act, the 
writers should rest assured that he was far more upset and 
embarrassed than anyone else. he added that he would miss 
the theatre but wouldn’t go where he wasn’t welcome.  it’s 
about the mix. Why does a play have one logo, one graphic 
image, and one copy line?  Why not talk to different parts of 
the audience differently? 

Now a few words about technology. TDF recently commis-
sioned research about the attitudes of casual theatre goers in 
New york and about what might help them go more often.  For 
the research, the team created a culture scan. That’s a research 
tool that identifies emerging cultural trends as they relate 
to the topic being studied. here are some of the things the 
culture scan revealed that have had an impact on the chang-
ing landscape of entertainment in general and thus also of 
theatre:

 
• Content has broken the bounds of form; 
consumers expect content to travel from the 
venue to home to computer to cell phone  
 
• Consumers increasingly consume 
entertainment on their own terms  
and schedules

 
• experts are democratically selected  
by the quality of their opinions, not  
anointed by their position  

 
• Mainstream entertainment is not some- 
thing to be planned around; people make 
their own entertainment and events 
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Now think about the theatre: theatre happens at a 
given time in a given place.  it doesn’t move beyond the 
theatre or the performance. Those of us in the theatre talk 
a lot about how theatre is special and unique because the 
experience is live and can’t be replicated. That may not be the 
best way to sell it. many of you may know about the initiative 
started by the National Theatre in London, where they screen 
performances live, à la the metropolitan Opera.  The National 
endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts (NeSTA) 
in england has just issued a report on a live screening of 
Phaedre in the uK. it found several things. most relevant for 
this conversation are the following:

 

• Cinema audiences reported higher
levels of emotional engagement with the 
performance than did those watching 
it in the theatre. 

• 60.6% of the cinema audience agreed
that they felt “totally absorbed” in the
production, as opposed to 38% 
in the theatre.

The Creative industries director at NeSTA, hasan Bakshi, said 
this was unexpected and added that the liveness of the perfor-
mance was as important for the cinemagoer as for the people 
at the theatre. he said, “Somehow, this technology allowed 
the theatre to break the physical constraints that are presented 
by traditional theatre and actually managed to maintain the 
‘live’ and in some ways, rather surprisingly, develop it.”

Perhaps we should stop talking quite so much about how 
the experience in the theatre is the most important one, the 
best one, the most authentic one and start using alternate 
media to extend the theatre beyond the playhouse. Another 
story that many of you may have heard at last summer’s TCg 
conference. irene Lewis, the artistic director at Center Stage, 
was at the theatre for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead 
(which she had directed), attended by a large group of young 
adults.  They seemed to enjoy the first act, went out to the bar 
at intermission, and were chatting away. When the second 
act started, some of the group did not go back in the theatre. 
Very concerned, irene asked them if they had not enjoyed the 
show. “Oh, no,” they answered. “We like it a great deal. We 
just want to watch it out here on the monitor so we can talk 
about it while it’s going on. And have another drink as well.” 
     The lesson here? i am one of the people who hate drinks in 
the theatre. But maybe i have to get over it. Do we let people 
talk in the theatre? No. Do we encourage them to watch it on 
the monitor? Not while it’s going on in the theatre. But maybe 
we do need to find ways to make it available in its entirety, 

or in large chunks.  maybe we can provide access to blogs, 
where audiences who have seen the play can chat with other 
audience members about it. yes, they might say something 
bad, but it’s far more likely they will say something good. 
maybe we have to get with the plan and get to a Web 2.0 
world, where we use the Web to open up the theatregoing 
experience before and after the event itself.

it’s less about showing the song from the production itself 
than it is about showing the actors or creators in “real life,” 
connecting person to person.  musicals are getting good at 
this. We have a way to go with plays. Can we open up the 
rehearsal room? yes, it’s sacred space. yes, if you give a day 
over to filming, you lose a real rehearsal day and you have 
to make it up some other time. But so it goes.  maybe it’s 
smarter to spend money on a few more rehearsal days and 
get some stuff out there on the internet than it is to buy more 
e-mail addresses to send a blast to. Let the audience find you; 
remember the democratically selected opinion makers. 

What really concerns me is that if we don’t expand 
our audiences beyond the people already there, if we don’t 
move beyond the multi-buyers, if we don’t figure out how 
to align the theatre with the cultural changes that technol-
ogy has created and will continue to create, then the theatre 
will become increasingly irrelevant.  it won’t disappear, but it 
won’t be available to most people. its voice will still be there, 
but who will hear it? 

i will end with someone else’s words about why it matters 
and why we have to use all the tools at our disposal to fight 
for relevance. This is a quote from the former managing 
director of the Barbican Centre, John Tusa:

“The arts matter because they are universal; because they 
deal with daily experience in a transforming way; because 
they question the way we look at the world; because they offer 
different explanations of that world; because they link us to 
our past and open the door to the future;…because they take 
us out of ourselves; because they make order out of disorder 
and stir up the stagnant; because they offer a shared experi-
ence rather than an isolated one; because they encourage the 
imagination, and attempt the pointless; because they offer 
beauty and confront us with the fact of ugliness; because they 
suggest explanations but no solutions; because they force us to 
think about the difference between the false and the true. The 
arts matter because they embrace, express, and define the soul 
of a civilization. A nation without arts would be a nation that 
had stopped talking to itself, stopped dreaming, and had lost 
interest in the past and lacked curiosity about the future.”•

NESTA Report

By haRRiet slauGhteR

Turning	Points,	the	League’s	New	Play	
Festival,	was	presented	at	the	Cherry	Lane	
Theatre	on	November	9,	2009,	co-produced	
by	 Joan	 Firestone	 and	 Rachel	 Reiner.	 The	
Festival	has	now	become	an	annual	event	
that	provides	an	opportunity	for	members	
in	 different	 theatrical	 arenas	 to	 share	 in	
each	 other’s	 processes.	 Harriet	 Slaughter	
spoke	with	 the	Festival’s	playwrights	and	
directors	and	asked	them	to	reflect	on	their	
experiences.

			
What was the challenge of writing a 
ten-minute play?

Sheilah Rae (The Waiter): every brush
stroke counts.  The story needs a strong 
beginning, middle, and end, with a 
complete dramatic arc, and it has to 
happen in ten minutes. my experience 
in advertising was good for this, because 
in a jingle or commercial you have thirty 
seconds to tell a whole story! 

Anne Hamilton (And Then I Went 
Inside): The challenge of writing in a 
short-play format, as opposed to a one-act 
or full-length format, is that a playwright 
must choose carefully to create a vivid, 
viable world in relatively few words. 
The playwright must refine her theme, 
tone, language, and characterizations for 
dramatic effectiveness. it is a gratifying 
form to write in, because it allows you to 
get to the point, to concentrate meaning, 
gestures, settings, and words into one 
seamless whole.

Paula  Cizmar  (river:post-futurist): There
is simply no time to allow the audience 
to settle into the characters or develop a 
story. you have to jump right in, create 
characters that are easily recognizable 
without being clichés; you have to tell a 
story with a dramatic build to a climax.

   
Was there a life experience that prompted 
you to write this play for the Festival?

Glenda Frank (Target): There are 
journalists all over the world who risk 
their lives so that we can know the truth.  
Two of them, Veronica guerin and Sergei 
Kanev, were my inspiration for Target.

Leah Kornfeld Friedman (I Stood with 
My Satchel): The event of my mother’s 
coming to America on her sister’s passport 
inspired I Stood with My Satchel.

 
Did you write this piece with a specific 
actor in mind?

Joan Vail Thorne (Half Light): Frances 
Sternhagen is always in my mind when i 
write parts for older women.

 
Is there a playwright that has most 
influenced you?

Shirley Lauro (Audition):  An Anglo-
irish novelist, elizabeth Bowen, influ-

enced me very much.  i began by writing 
fiction and published a novel, The Edge.  
Bowen was my mentor in graduate school 
at the university of Wisconsin and she 
once told me that my strongest gift was 
in character and why didn’t i try a play?  
So i did. The Contest premiered in New 
york City at ensemble Studio Theatre.  
i’ve been writing plays ever since.

Leonora Thuna (What’s Left): Several 
playwrights influenced me when i 
first started going to the theatre in my 
early teens: Tennessee Williams, eugene 
O’Neill, Lillian hellman, Noel Coward.  
my first Broadway play, The Natural 
Look, was inspired by Private Lives. 

 
Have you been mentored by an organiza-
tion or a person in your writing career?  

Carol Mack (A Chip on My Shoulder):  
New Dramatists gave me my home-
away-from-home when i was starting 
out as a playwright with three very 
young children.

Joan Vail Thorne (Half Light): The 
Women’s Project.

Glenda Frank (Target):  i’ve been a 
member of the League’s Playwrights Lab 
for about five years.  it’s very supportive.  
Being able to hear a reading of my full-

NeW play FestiVal

Leah Curney and brandon Jones in 
river:	post-futurist  
Photo: Gerry Goodstein

Kristin Maloney, Randy Graff
and Noah Racey in The	Waiter.
Photo: Gerry Goodstein
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By Ruth Mayleas

length plays at Julia’s room has been a great help in revising 
them.  

Leah Kornfeld Friedman (I Stood with My Satchel): Never 
mentored, but supported by many women in the theatre: 
Susan einhorn, ellie renfield, Pamela Berlin, Lynne green, 
WOW Café, and now of course the League of Professional 
Theatre Women.

 
How did you select your director?

Deborah Savadge (The Right Number): The superb actor 
Stephen Bradbury introduced me to melissa maxwell. She 
had dramaturged my play Calling the Tune after it was given 
a reading at Julia’s reading room. i so enjoyed working 
with her and wanted to see how we worked together in 
rehearsals. She is a wonder! energetic, warm, efficient, and a  
great editor.

 
What informs your work as a director?

Melanie Sutherland (river: post-futurist): everything, i 
hope. images, language, politics, the creative team.

Ludovica Villar-Hauser (I Stood with My Satchel): how i 
feel about the piece when i first read it; whether it moves me 
in some way; whether it stays with me (very important). But 
mostly, if i start to think about it, dream about it.  it has a life 
of its own and begins to take shape.

 
What style of directing appeals to you most?

Tricia McDermott (A Chip on My Shoulder): i prefer to 
work in a thrust space on intimate projects, although i’ve 
worked in large, outdoor proscenium spaces as well.  The style 
of play, genre, and length are all exciting and challenge me as 
an artist and storyteller. 

Cara Reichel (What’s Left): i think the style of directing has 
to be driven by the material you are working on.  i tend to 
work on a lot of comedies and musicals, but i always want the 
choices to be grounded in truth, even if the style is heightened.  

 
What visual ideas emerged during the reading and mounting 
of this production that you felt were realized by the actors?

Elyse Singer (Half Light): i was glad that we used actual 
photographs of injured veterans as props during the rehearsal 
and performance.  The actors’ responses to the photos certain-
ly were a core element of the piece.

 
What have you found to be the best way to develop a  
relationship with playwrights?

Elyse Singer (Half Light): Time. meeting frequently to 
discuss the play from different angles. Developing a rapport 
and mutual respect.•

Kathleen Chalfant in And	Then	I	Went	Inside  Photo: Gerry Goodstein

Frances sternhagen in Half	Light	
Photo: Gerry Goodstein

Angelina Fiordellisi with the 
playwright Edward Albee

Women	 in	 Theatre	 Magazine	 continues	 a	 focus,	 begun	 in	
ROUNDUP’s	 eighth	 issue	 in	 2008,	 on	 theatres	 and	 projects	
both	 initiated	 and	 carried	 out	 by	 League	 members.	 For	
this	 issue,	 Women	 in	 Theatre	 Magazine	 interviews	 Cherry	
Lane	 Theatre’s	 artistic	 director,	 Angelina	 Fiordellisi,	 about	 her	
theatre’s	playwright	Mentor	Project.

WIT: my talk with artistic director Angelina Fiordellisi 
in the handsome library of the Cherry Lane Theatre began 
back in April 2009. We spoke about edward Albee, who had 
addressed the audience before the previous evening’s perfor-
mance of Housebreaking by playwright fellow Jakob holder.  
Albee talked eloquently about the special nature of Cherry 
Lane’s playwright mentor Project, remarking that of the many 
play development programs that existed around the country, 
this one was unusual in its focus on a seasoned playwright 
working with an aspiring playwright over a long span of time 
in a one-to-one relationship.

Angelina Fiordellisi:  edward was instrumental in devel-
oping the mentor Project. he was the mentor’s mentor when 
he, michael Weller, Wendy Wasserstein, Tony Kushner, A. r. 
gurney, and Charles Fuller began the project in 1998. in our 
project, mentor and fellow together develop the text and work 
toward a showcase production. We believe that playwrights 
learn most when their plays are up on their feet before an 
audience, that the audience is the critical component in the 
development of new work. in the mentor Project, playwrights 
continue working, rewriting, and editing throughout the 
twelve performances of the play. i believe our program is 
special in that it’s an intimate experience and the mentor is 
unique in the process.

WIT: Edward Albee is presently listed as advisor to the  
Project. Does he have a title?

AF: he still goes by mentor’s mentor. i believe he’s 
enamored of that title. each year he gives a private master 
class to the three finalists and spends substantial time in 
discussion with them. edward is loving and generous and 
considerate of the young writers. Though he has a reputation 
for being a curmudgeon, to witness his praise and gentle 
criticism with the playwrights is a wonderful experience.

WIT: Is there a director of the Project, other than yourself 
and Albee in his special role? Is there another playwright 
who sees that the process is moving along?

AF: We had the great good fortune of having michael 
Weller as founder of the program with me and my friend 
and colleague Susann Brinkley and subsequently with 
michael’s involvement for many seasons as supervising 
mentor.  

WIT: How, exactly, does the project work in terms 
of schedule? Is it a full year—or a theatre season? 

Do the playwrights come in at the same time? Can you 
describe the process?

AF: march 15 to June 15 is the submission period. First, 
the nominating committee, a group of theatre professionals 
from around the country, is contacted. Among the nominators 
are michael Bigelow Dixon, formerly literary manager at the 
humana Festival, now at the Playwrights Center in minne-
apolis; Janet Neipris from the Tisch School at Nyu; others, 
from Columbia’s graduate School of the Arts, whose dramatic 
writing program is now headed by Charles mee, who was 
last year’s supervising mentor. We ask the nominators to send 
work of the best early-career playwrights they come across, 
talented writers who can’t get produced regionally. They 
each send three. All in all, we get about one hundred scripts.  
in the second phase, i call on two or three trusted people 
—literary managers or others with similar backgrounds—to 
read the scripts with me.

WIT: All one hundred of them?
AF: yes. We read them all. And i must point out that 

these are blind submissions; throughout the process the 
playwrights are not identified. We discuss them, we hash  
them  out, and then i choose the final twelve plays that will  
be sent to the season’s mentors. What invariably ends up is  
an A-list of the top eight to ten scripts, followed by six  
to eight in what i call the A/B category, and finally, in the B 
category, another six to eight.  We send each mentor three to five 
scripts that i think suit them; in most years, they pick one from that  
list. By early September, we select the semi-final list of ten to 
twelve plays.

mentors are each sent three to five plays, with a month 
to read them and let us know that “this works for me,” or 
“this doesn’t,” or “send me another.” The final selections are 

A CONVERSATION
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made by October, and the three playwrights are informed that 
they’ve been selected by the mentor.  Then we begin the three 
phases of development.

WIT: We’re now talking about three plays that have been 
selected by three different mentors.

AF:  right. 

WIT: Are the mentors paid?
AF: They receive a stipend of $2,500. The fellows receive 

a $5,000 grant each and a $15,000 production. On the first 
monday of December the finalists are announced, and mentors 
and finalists read five to ten minutes of a work in progress.

WIT: Earlier you mentioned a pool of mentors that you 
rely on. How many are in that pool?

AF: At the moment about fifteen. We ask for a two-year 
commitment. And we rotate them so that in a given season 
there will be at least one who’s already been through the 
process. We try to bring in fresh blood every year, and we 
also go to our racehorses, those who have been through 
the program, and bring them back. For the 12th anniversary 
season, announced December 7, 2009, David henry hwang, 
Charles Fuller, and Craig Lucas will serve as mentors. The 
three playwright fellows selected are Nate rufus edelman, 
ruth mcKee, and Winter miller. 

WIT: We will be seeing these mentor fellow productions 
during the spring of 2010. Angelina, your commitment, and 
that of your colleagues, to this project prompt me to ask where 
your interest in new work and the playwright springs from?

AF: i worked as a professional actor from 1981 until 
1985, when i got married. i’ve always admired the writer. 
i always understood that the reason we actors had jobs is 
because someone had written something good that someone 

wanted to produce. i married someone who was an emerging 
playwright when i met him. i was between jobs as an actor 
and i produced a series of one-act plays by this writer in 
the space that is now the Cherry Pit. Twenty-five years ago 
i produced my husband’s early plays! Those plays about a 
homeless African American man who had adventures at the 
Port Authority and at the New york Public Library opened the 
door for my husband to work on The Cosby Show.

Jay Sandwich, The Cosby Show’s director, had optioned 
one of the segments of matt’s play with mary Tyler moore 
for a movie on hBO. When it was time to hire writers for The 
Cosby Show, he brought in my future husband and asked him 
if he knew how to write for television. he said no, he never 
had. Anyway, to make a long story short, they hired him as 
a term writer, and the rest is history. he was an emerging 
playwright who found enormous success in television and we 
were married. And because i’m a traditional, old-fashioned 
italian mom and wife, when opportunities took him and 
his work to Los Angeles and i was seven and a half months 
pregnant, i went with him to Los Angeles to start our family 
there. While i was having my children and his career was 
taking off, i became involved in new play development 
with the New harmony Project, which takes place in New 
harmony, indiana, every year for two weeks. The president of 
New harmony, Jeff Sparks, saw me pregnant and said, “you 
know, we take nursing mothers.” And i said, “Cool, i’m there.” 
So i went—as an actress. The New harmony Project is like 
a company. At the beginning, when the plays are read, the 
entire company is present. They work on five or six plays at 
different levels, and everyone listens to the play at the begin-
ning of the process. Then you spend two weeks in a room 
putting it up on its feet for a staged reading. There are actors, 
a dramaturg, and a director working with the playwright: 
an intense two-week process. By the end of the two weeks, 
everyone presents his or her work in front of each other, and 

you see how miraculously these plays have grown in that 
time. 

i went, wow, what a model! i thought, too, that this process 
was more exciting than performing. i was involved with New 
harmony for eight seasons and i became an advisory board 
member. While i was doing that, i was also invited to work at 
the Carnegie mellon Showcase of New Plays. it was a similar 
program, which was founded by Frank gagliano at Carnegie 
mellon and took place every summer. (Frank gagliano is a 
Cherry Lane alum who was a finalist in ALBArWiLD’s new 
playwrights program developed at Cherry Lane in the 1960s 
by edward Albee, richard Barr, and Clinton Wilder and the 
inspiration for mentor Project.) So i participated and observed 
their very intense process. it was not like a company. in New 
harmony, it’s like you’re in camp, and everyone gets to 
know each other, and you have all your meals together, very 
familial. At Carnegie mellon you were involved only with a 
small circle of artists: a playwright, a dramaturg, a director. 
it was very insular; you didn’t interact with the rest of the 
artists working on new plays. Of course, the Carnegie mellon 
showcase had an amazing audience from the city of Pitts-
burgh, which filled the theatres.

i took the best of both those ideas on new play develop-
ment. At Cherry Lane we have a three-week workshop, and 
then we do the twelve performances full-up. That three-week 
workshop is directly out of New harmony and the Carnegie 
showcase. Then i realized that we really needed to extend the 
program and its development over a season.

i’ve had a number of mentors in my career as an actor. 
José Quintero is at the top of the list because of his love of 
playwriting and his love of actors. Two of my greatest teach-
ers were Sanford meisner 
and José. i’ve been involved 
in many a mentorship in 
my lifetime. Whether it was 
in the theatre or whether 
it was in an office while i 
was working to put myself 
through school, there were 
always elders of the tribe 
who would take me under 
their wing and help me 
navigate through life. 

When i got together 
with my dearest friend and 
colleague, Susann Brinkley, 
we put our heads together 
and developed the mentor 
Project. i knew exactly 
what i wanted to do from 
my experiences with José, 
the New harmony Project, 
and the Carnegie mellon 
program. Susann, who had 
developed new plays at 
Alice’s Fourth Floor, thought 
we should bring in a contem-
porary playwright who 
might help us engage some 
high-powered playwrights 
to launch the program. She 
talked with michael Weller, 
who loved the idea, because 
regionally, where his plays 
were being produced, he was 
always taking local young 

playwrights and bringing them through his process so they 
could see his play go from page to stage. We tried to combine 
his knowledge and his access to people in the industry with 
our idea for this development program, and that’s what helped 
launch mentor Project. Did that answer your question?

WIT: Yes, it more than answered it. I thank you for being so
forthcoming and telling us the hows, the whys, and the where-
fores of the Mentor Project and a bit of your own life story.

We	picked	up	this	conversation	once	more	in	January	2010,	
when	Women	in	Theatre	Magazine	learned	from	Fiordillisi	that	
a	 project	 mentored	 in	 2006	 by	 Michael	 Weller—Lascivious	
Something	 by	 Sheila	 Callaghan—was	 scheduled	 for	 a	 spring	
co-production	at	Women’s	Project.	

AF: The mentoring process for Lascivious Something 
had already taken place in 2006. The play was mentored by 
michael Weller and had several consequent workshops. As 
a next step i brought it to Julie Crosby of Women’s Project, 
asking her to partner with me to produce it at Cherry Lane. 
But that production didn’t happen because the Women’s 
Project season was already set. So when WP’s board gave 
Julie an additional play to produce this season—what an 
amazing board!—she called me and asked about this play. She 
had already worked with the director, Daniella Topol, whom 
i had brought in to direct it after the mentor Project produc-
tion. This writer and director are an awesome pair.

This is what we hope to do with all mentor Project 
plays. Over one-third have gone to productions in regional 
theatres, off-Broadway, off off- Broadway, or London; one 
mentor Project play made it to Broadway. •

	
As	of	January	2010,	forty	
playwrights	have	participated	
in	the	Cherry	Lane	Mentor	
Project	since	its	inception	
in	1998:	Peter	Buchman,	
Heather	Hill,	Lizzie	Olesker,	
Christopher	Shinn,	Bridgette	
Wimberly,	Hunt	Holman,	
Ward	Just,	Rosemary	Moore,	
Anne	Washburn,	Gary	Winter,	
David	Adjmi,	Ross	Berger,	
Glyn	O’Malley,	Cybele	Pascal,	
David	Wiener,	Julia	Cho,	Eliam	
Kraiem,	Deborah	Zoe	Laufer,	
Bathsheba	Doran,	Anton	
Dudley,	Allison	Moore,		
Alexandra	Bullen,	Joseph	
Fisher,	Kendra	Levin,	Courtney	
Baron,	Sam	Forman,	Rajiv	
Joseph,	Sheila	Callaghan,	
Katori	Hall,	Megan	Mostyn-
Brown,	Peter	Gil-Sheridan,	
Colin	McKenna,	Molly	Smith	
Metzler,	Greg	Keller,	Deirdre	
O’Connor,	Samuel	Brett	
Williams,	Jakob	Holder,	Ruth	
McKee,	Nate	Rufus	Edelman,	
and	Winter	Miller.

Dana Eskelson, Rob Campbell and Elisabeth Waterston in Lascivious	Something		Photo: Carol Rosegg

Daphne Rubin-Vega and Nathan Darrow in  
Paternity by Winter Miller, written and directed 
by mentor, Craig Lucas  Photograph: James McNeel
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This past year saw notably increased activity in many 
fields in women’s ongoing struggle for pay equity and  
job equity. in theatre, women across the country sought 
better representation of women playwrights and directors on  
American stages.

These issues, which had quietly simmered for years, 
motivated the founding of the League of Professional Theatre 
Women in 1982. in its early days—almost thirty years ago—the 
League, under the direction of Julia miles, was busily engaged 
in gathering employment statistics for women directors and 
designers. At the same time, the Women’s Project, also headed 
by miles, was both producing women’s plays and amassing 
statistics on productions of women playwrights in theatres 
around the country.

 Then in 2002 came the famous New york State Council on 
the Arts “report on The Status of Women: A Limited engage-
ment?”  That report provided stimulus for the League to join 
forces with the Women’s Project and New york Women in 
Film & Television, to produce a forum on women in American 
theatre and film in 2003. entitled “Why Do Numbers matter? 
The Thorny Question of under-representation,” the forum 
was moderated by arts foundation executive Suzanne Sato 
(AT&T Foundation). Participants were playwright Wendy 
Wasserstein; director Julianne Boyd (founder and artistic 
director of Barrington Stage Company in Pittsfield, mA); TCg 
deputy director Joan Channick (presently associate dean of 
the yale School of Drama); independent film director mary 
harron (The Notorious Bette Page); and film director Nancy 
Savoca (Sundance grand Jury Prize for True Love). 

excerpts from the forum follow, as reported in the 2003 
issue of ROuNDuP:

Joan Channick led off with some statistics.  “The field of 
nonprofit professional theatre,” she stated, “has grown from 
210 theatres to 400 theatres in 20 years. most institutions 
have dual leadership, with both an artistic and a managing 
director. Twenty years ago, 28 percent of TCg theatres had 
women artistic directors, and today the figure has risen a 
whopping 4 percent!” She added that the bigger challenge is 

A Look at the Not-So-Distant Past: 
The League’s 2003 Forum 
on Women in American
Theatre and Film By Ruth Mayleas

Playwright Wendy Wasserstein Photo: Jill Krementz 
Courtesy Lincoln Center Theater

in the artistic area, where, for example, “22 percent of plays 
presented in TCg theatres were authored by women.” As for 
her own career, Channick started as a lawyer, thinking theatre 
was not for serious-minded people. “eventually,” she said, she 
came to her senses, “chucked” corporate law for theatre, and 
went back to school for a degree in theatre administration. 
She believed that entering the field as a lawyer gave her a 
“macho advantage.”  

Director Julianne Boyd worked in the off-off Broadway 
arena for six years without making any money, until she was 
told she should find a project of her own because no one was 
going to hand her a play to direct. When she was getting her 
start, Boyd recalled, “No one wanted to hear that you had 
kids….They thought you were a dilettante if you had children.” 
She found that “there has been a big change in that area over 
the past 25 years.”  Boyd said that the same problems still 
existed, and she believed that women should hire women. 
“Women will only get to Broadway as directors, writers, and 
designers if women producers hire them,” she advised.

mary harron, who got her start in the east Village punk 
rock scene, was writing a movie in 2003 about how that 
experience “influenced her life.” She said that she “remains 
a cultural optimist” and had learned to drop all negativity 
and “just do it.” She had also learned that to be successful, a 
woman has to be better than a man. “There has never been a 
‘girl genius’ myth like the ‘boy genius’ myth.”

Wendy Wasserstein, in a highly entertain-
ing account, told how she went to a girls’ high 
school and a women’s college, with the result 
that she “didn’t know women didn’t have 
views and a story to tell.” At the yale School of 
Drama she found herself for the first time in an 
environment where she discovered there was no 
tradition of women playwrights. People would 
shrug and say, “Oh, there’s Lillian hellman, oh, 
there’s Betty Comden.” So in 1976 she wrote 
uncommon Women and Others about mount 
holyoke.  Someone at yale told Wasserstein, “i 
can’t get through this, it’s about girls.” in 1978 
uncommon Women was produced as a teleplay, 
part of an affirmative action by WNeT to put a 
play by a woman on television. it starred meryl 
Streep, Jill eikenberry, and Swoozie Kurtz. 
Wasserstein believed that “it still takes a theatre to make an 
active decision to put a woman’s work on stage or a woman 
artistic director to take the initiative to make it happen, 
although it doesn’t always follow that women in power are 
eager to help women.” 

Filmmaker Nancy Savoca pointed out that in independent 
films, “no matter how many women are in middle manage-
ment, they still have to take the projects upstairs to get the 
green light from a man. So the project has to fit the fantasy 
of the man who sits at that desk upstairs.” As she grew older, 
she saw the importance of being a role model for younger 
women and came to appreciate the struggles of the women 
who came before her.

So have things changed in the American theatre between 
2003 and 2010 with regard to theatre women’s continuing 
search for recognition and employment commensurate with 
their numbers and talents? Things probably have, to some 
degree, but we really don’t have sufficient data to back up 
particular claims, pro or con. What i personally see—more 
than anything else—is a change in focus and tone. There is 
less acceptance of the status quo. Theatre women today are 
speaking louder, more effectively, and more frequently. They 
seem better organized and better able to join with colleagues 
and with women in other fields to address common issues.     

The opinions and events described in the articles that follow 
provide some reflections on current thought and activity.•

“Women	will	only	get	to	
	Broadway	as	directors,	
	writers,	and	designers	
	if	women	producers	
	hire	them.”	—JULiANNE BoyD
 

“To	be	successful,	a	
woman	has	to	be	better	
than	a	man.”	—MARy HARRoN
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—HARRiET SLAUGHTER

drama students from the college to fill out the casts for her 
shows.  After his WPA days, my father had landed there as 
founder and head of the drama department, and margo took 
me, a scrawny kid, and cast me as a fairy in every Shake-
spearean production requiring nymphs or some wide-eyed 
child. Later, in my teenage years, i became the proverbial 
ingénue.  

margo’s hugs were abundant. She hugged donors, audience 
members, critics, and, above all, me. i remember her all- 
embracing bear hug and accompanying laugh that gave me 
all the encouragement in the world.  Whatever she asked, i 
was sure i could do. i still have a framed handkerchief with 
a note she had penned to me upon my graduation from high 

hallie Flanagan was a household name when i was 
growing up.  my mother revered her, and my father, richard 
Slaughter, often reflected on how i was a mere twinkle in his 
eye when Flanagan, director of the Federal Theatre Project 
at the Works Progress Administration (WPA), rescued him, 
a struggling actor/director, to head the Project’s theatre arm 
in Fort Worth, Texas, circa 1935. his scrapbooks bulge with 
recollections of those Depression years, when theatre was 
brought to the people in parks, pavilions, formerly dark 
auditoriums, and public spaces throughout the country.  

The purpose of the WPA was to put people to work; in the 
case of theatre, to set up an enduring structure for the spoken 
drama.  Jobs were made available for performers, stagehands, 
dancers, scene painters, wardrobe attendants, box office 
personnel, among others.  The framework of a nationwide arts 
movement was organized to provide work relief, not only in 
the theatre but in all the arts:  painting, sculpture, music, and 
literature.  it was a $27,000,000 cultural program adminis-
tered through the WPA. That’s $270,000,000 in 2010 dollars!

Thus my history in the theatre began around the dinner 
table, as i was fed the glories of the WPA and hallie Flanagan’s 
legacy. Only later did i realize what a giant force she was in 
her time.  Through her charge, the beginnings of regional 
theatre were established.  uncle Sam went into show business, 
until Congress axed most of the initial funding in 1939.

margo Jones was another giant who dominated my young 
theatrical life and a person whom i grew to know and love.   
A former classmate of my father’s at Pasadena Playhouse, 
she established her Theatre ’47 in the round in Dallas, Texas, 
at the bidding of an astute theatre critic, John rosenfeld, of 
the Dallas Morning News.  Since Dallas was only a few miles 
away from my hometown of Arlington, margo drew upon the 

school.  it says, “here’s a small token of my affection. i’m sure 
you can do anything your heart desires.” What empowering 
words!

my inability to master algebra haunted me as i contin-
ued to miss classes during rehearsal and performance periods 
throughout my high-school years. But yes, i finally donned 
the cap and gown, with a sigh of relief. Somehow, i reasoned, 
the school of life provided me with a better knowledge base 
than i could ever hope to achieve with π2. i learned at the 
feet of a master, who chose the works of playwrights like 
William inge, Tennessee Williams, and Jerome Lawrence and 
robert e. Lee. it was a heady experience. margo mounted 
their productions, as well as the classics, on her tiny stage, 

with ninety-nine seats encircling the action.  
her primary ensemble for a season was always drawn 

from New york City, so it is not surprising that the crowning 
moment for me was being cast in the original production of 
Lawrence and Lee’s Inherit the Wind.  From the day of the 
first reading to the end of the run, it was one of those once-
in-a-lifetime experiences of electrifying theatre.

The show ultimately moved to Broadway with Paul muni 
in the lead, and the Dallas cast was crestfallen when no one 
in the original production was asked to be part of it.  “That’s 
show biz,” as they say.   But my training served me well as 
i carved out a career in theatre, performing in cross-country 
tours and ultimately on Broadway, before switching careers 
for my longest Broadway run, director of labor relations for 
the Broadway League. 

We all have our theatre lore.  it’s wonderful to know that 

Margo Jones/Tennessee Williams  Photo from the 
collections of Texas/Dallas History & Archives 
Division, Dallas Public Library

Margo Jones  Photo from the 
collections of Texas/Dallas History & 
Archives Division, Dallas Public Library

Photo: Hallie Flanagan Collection, special Collections 
& Archives, George Mason university Libraries

women like hallie Flanagan and margo Jones and 
so many others served as early inspirations 
and models for the creation of regional 
theatres in cities all over America, 
establishing a truly national 
theatre that does not 
require the exclusive-
venue stamp of a New 
york production to merit 
success.  i am proud to 
have had such giant shoul-
ders to stand upon. •

“	That’s	show	biz,	
	 as	they	say.”

—HARRiET SLAUGHTER

STANDINg ON THE SHOULDERS  OF gIANTS By haRRiet slauGhteR
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“There	can	be	no	lasting	national	
recovery	without	cultural	recovery.”
—ARLENE GoLDBARD

The Works Progress Administration, or WPA, was 
created by President Franklin D. roosevelt in 1935 to provide 
employment for the 25 percent of the work force that the 
great Depression had put out of a job. From 1935 until 1943, 
when the united States was deep into World War ii, the WPA 
was the country’s largest employer. 

Among theatre people, writers, and other artists, the WPA 
became legendary. Through the Federal Theatre Project, led by 
hallie Flanagan, the WPA gave paid work to actors, drama-
tists, directors, and designers all over the 
country. The Writers’ Project hired poets and 
novelists—may Swenson, margaret Walker, 
zora Neale hurston, Dorothy West, among 
many others—to travel to rural areas and 
record the life histories of farmers, former 
slaves, and quite simply any American with 
a story to tell. 

Thanks to the Artists’ Project, we have the 
paintings of yvonne Twining, and a young 
photographer named Berenice Abbott found 
beauty in a harsh urban reality, behind the 
lens of her camera.

SWAN Day—Support Women Artists Now 
Day—celebrated the third year of its existence 
by celebrating the women of the WPA. On 
march 22, 2010, the League, NewShoe 
Theatre, and WomenArts (SWAN Day’s 
guiding force) organized a play reading and 
panel discussion at the Cherry Lane Theatre. 
The program’s title: “Towards a New WPA: 
Supporting Women Artists Now.”  

For those who knew little about the WPA, 
NewShoe’s play, Mixed Relief, provided an 
introduction to the political context in which 
the WPA thrived and later succumbed, a 
victim of right-wing Congressional pressures. 
The piece mingled the words of WPA figures, 
such as the novelist eudora Welty and the 
Federal Theatre Project’s Flanagan, with the 
thoughts of contemporary writers, such as 
Cassandra medley and Kara Lee Corthron. 
Political figures like eleanor roosevelt, 

Secretary of State hillary Clinton, 
and Senator Jesse helms appeared as 
characters and crossed swords over 
freedom of artistic expression.

But the evening’s force came from 
the panel, during which WomenArts 
founder and executive director martha 
richards led a discussion with elizabeth 
A. Sackler, founder of the elizabeth 
A. Sackler Center for Feminist Art at 
the Brooklyn museum; Carol Jenkins, 
emmy Award–winning journalist and 
founding president of the Women’s 
media Center; and Arlene goldbard, a 
leading advocate for a new WPA.  

each woman spoke an activ-
ist message. Sackler said it was a 
“disgrace” that the arts must rely on 
private funding and called for the 
federal government to supply full arts 
support. (The u.S. government, panelists noted, has spent 
$970 billon on wars since 2001.)

Jenkins asserted that “the art world has been created as 
though women do not exist” and urged women to issue and 
sign petitions, reach out to the media, and “make our voice 
heard.”

goldbard called for a new WPA. Alluding to the u.S. 
government’s military budget, she asked, “Do we want to be 
remembered for our prodigious capacity to punish, or for our 
vast creativity?” 

“Art,” goldbard insisted, “is nothing less than the secret 
of survival.” Pointing to the success of roosevelt’s WPA, 

(continues on page 18)

Photo: Courtesy Eudora Welty LLC, 
Mississippi Dept. of Archives and History

Photo: Hallie Flanagan Collection,  
special Collections & Archives, 
George Mason university Libraries

ON SWAN DAY,
CALLINg FOR A NEW WPA?

By aleXis GReeNe
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which supported hundreds of young, struggling artists, who 
staged plays, took photographs, painted murals, and wrote 
about their fellow Americans, she asserted, “There can be no 
lasting national recovery without cultural recovery.” She also 
cited the public service employment programs of the 1970s, 
particularly CeTA—the Comprehensive employment and 
Training Act—which resourceful artists used to support arts 
in their communities. 

in both programs, goldbard noted, “the arts were treated 
as just another sector of the work force.” Not only did such 
job creation benefit society—the artist, after all, could now 
pay rent, start a family, and put money into circulation—
but also it nurtured “someone skilled at making beauty and 
meaning, who invests those gifts in the public 
good.” Listening to goldbard one perhaps heard 
echoes of the quality-of-life argument that arts 
advocates have been making for decades. 

But goldbard was urging what she calls 
“cultural citizenship,” to be experienced by a 
nation that respects and uses the artists in its 
midst. “in a situation of true cultural citizen-
ship,” goldbard said, “people learn about each 
other’s heritages, respect each other’s contribu-
tions to community life and public discourse, 
feel welcome in their own city or town. And 
the very best way to cultivate this capacity is to 
employ artists.”   

how to make a second WPA happen? 
goldbard suggested patience, perseverance, 
and a concentrated effort, filled with excite-
ment, that communicates “art’s public purpose.” 
She opined that, considering artists’ abilities to 
tell stories, we have not yet found the images 
and metaphors to tell the story that will arouse 
public interest in art and ideally fashion a new 
WPA.

 
The	complete	text	of	Arlene	Goldbard’s	SWAN	
Day	paper	can	be	found	at	the	WomenArts		
Web	site:	www.womenarts.org

“The	art	world		
	has	been	created		
	as	though	women		
	do	not	exist.”
 —CARoL JENKiNS

“In	a	situation	of	
	true	cultural	citizenship	
	people	learn	about	
	each	other’s	heritages,	
	 respect	each	other’s	
	contributions	to
	community	life	and	
	public	discourse...”

—ARLENE GoLDBARD
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By eliZaBeth VaN dyKe

Actor,	producer,	and	playwright	
Elizabeth	Van	Dyke	gave	this	speech	at		
the	“50/50	in	2020”	meeting	on	August		
25,	2009,	at	the	Julia	Miles	Theatre.

Let me begin by saying that i 
choose to walk in the world by defining 
myself as a Black woman—an African 
American woman who is a Black artist in 
the American theatre. i cannot separate 
my gender from my race. i choose not to 
do so for many reasons:

• The color of my skin is evident and
  goes with me wherever i go
• The discrimination and inequality 
 i have endured in America and   

 most specifically in the American
 theatre are because of my race 
 and gender
• And most importantly, my 
 entire aesthetic is based on the 
 African Continuum
my people came from Africa to this 

new world in slave ships, and that African 
culture, rhythm, and texture remain in 
my very ethos, and this informs my art.

As a Black woman artist in the 
American theatre, i “battle” daily to do 
the work to have my vision realized 
and to have my voice heard unaltered, 
undiluted, and not compromised. 

i battle to do work with no funding 
or so little funding it is a miracle that 
anything gets on. i battle to make a 
living wage. i battle misinterpretations 

of my culture that foster and perpetuate 
stereotypes. i battle the lack of attention 
given to the work in a system that would 
like to ignore me out of existence.

in 1999, ten years ago, the late Curt 
Dempster, founder and artistic director 
of ensemble Studio Theatre (eST), and i 
met for the purpose of creating some kind 
of program specifically for Black women 
writers. Out of that meeting, Going To the 
River (gTTr) was born, a program that is 
still at eST—a program that was initiated 
to provide a New york forum in which to 
develop, nurture, and refine the work of 
African American female playwrights. As 
a Black artist, i had experienced a dearth 
of multileveled, dimensional, and complex 
roles for Black actors; a dearth of stories 
about Black women told from Black 
women’s points of view. 

Since then, with the help of gTTr’s 
executive producer, Jamie richards, and 
joined by eST’s new artistic director, 
Billy Carden, and executive director Paul 
Alexander Slee, we remain committed to 
getting this work out there.

We have had so little funding that we 
could only do readings, have panel discus-
sions, host guest speakers, and celebrate a 
playwright who had been building a body 
of work but was underproduced: the late 
marti evans Charles, who in twenty-five 
years saw only two of her plays produced 
in New york City.  We presented readings 

of plays by Aishah rahman, P.J. gibson, 
and Cassandra medley. We helped develop 
the voices of Kathleen mcghee-Anderson, 
Fannie green, Sheri Sherpard-masat, 
melissa maxwell, elaine Jackson, Perri 
gaffney, Donna marie Branden, eleanor 
herman, Lorna Littleway, and Veona 
Thomas, among others.

The irony was that we were asking 
everyone else to produce the work but not 
doing so ourselves—using lack of funding 
as the reason.

This year, i realized that gTTr was 
treading water—standing still. What does 
a playwright want and need? A produc-
tion. Attention given to the work so that 
someone sees it and loves and takes it on 
a life of its own. i realized this year that 
if we were going to matter, going to the 
river had to become a producing program. 
i had to step up and produce. i had to 
raise the funds and do whatever work was 
necessary to get these plays on stage.

Our first time out we chose to produce 
short plays in an effort to provide oppor-
tunity for many voices to be heard. As 
producing artistic director i chose to take 
it even further in this age of Obama, in 
the face of a changing America, and open 
it up to all women of color. And so an 
additional program of gTTr was born. 
Women playwrights of color are horribly 
underserved, underrepresented, and under-
produced in the American theatre. Their 

voices are ignored, in effect silenced.
The river crosses rivers, into other 

cultures. imagine these women play- 
wrights of color standing before you 
today, arm in arm: Asian, South Asian, 
Latina, and African American. See them. 
hear them: France-Luce Benson, melody 
Cooper, Kara Lee Corthron, Kia Corthron, 
Naveen Bhara Choudhury, ruby Dee, 
Nan ewing, j.e. franklin, P.J. gibson, 
mrinalini Kamath, Desi moreno-Penson, 
Lynn Nottage, Bridgette Wimberley, Cori 
Thomas.

They are beautiful. They are mighty. 
Together they form an artistic collective 
that is resounding, powerful, and difficult 
to dismiss or ignore out of existence. •

“As	a	Black	woman	
artist	in	the	American	
theatre,	I	‘battle’	daily	
to	do	the	work	to	have	
my	vision	realized	and	
to	have	my	voice	heard	
unaltered,	undiluted,	
and	not	compromised.“
-ELizABETH VAN DyKE

I CHOOSE TO WALK 
IN THE WORLD

Elain Graham in  Banana	Beer	Bath	by Lynn Nottage  Photo: Gerry Goodstein

Ruby Dee and Elizabeth Van Dyke 
Photo: Gerry Goodstein

Toks Olagundoye and Adam Couperwaite in Ladybug	Gonna	Getcha 
by Kara Lee Corthron Photo: Gerry Goodstein
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By aleXis GReeNe
OUR TURN
Perhaps it was hillary Clinton’s run 

for the presidency. even though Barack 
Obama beat her out of the Democratic 
nomination, the presence of a smart, 
feisty, politically astute woman aiming 
for the nation’s top spot and almost 
making it spurred a feminist revival.

Or maybe it was the election of 
Obama himself, which drove feminists to 
say, in effect, “Now it’s our turn. The time 
has come.”

Whatever the stimulus, 2009 was the 
year that women across the united States 
felt poised to fight for territory we still 
need to claim: pay equity and job equity. 
On January 29, 2009, President Barack 
Obama signed the Lilly Ledbetter Fair 
Pay Act of 2009 into law, making equal-
pay lawsuits legally possible after each 
discriminatory paycheck. “A Woman’s 
Nation Changes everything,” a report 
by journalist maria Shriver released in 
October 2009, put into bold print that 
“for the first time in our nation’s history, 
women are half of all u.S. workers and 
mothers are the primary breadwinners 
or co-breadwinners in nearly two-thirds 
of American families.” But after all that, 
white women earn 77 cents for every 
dollar a man earns. African American 
women earn 69 cents, and Latinas, 59 
cents. 

So 2009 became the year that women 
in theatre took to the barricades, by 
forming groups, organizing panels, and 
joining coalitions to address pay equity 
and job equity within our own ranks.   

To start, on June 22, a Princeton 
graduate named emily glassberg Sands 
stood onstage at 59e59 and revealed the 
results of her senior economics thesis, 
which researched the status of women 
playwrights in the American theatre and 
attempted to figure out why women’s 
plays are not being produced in the same 
numbers as those of men.

Probably only the self-possessed, 
photogenic Sands was not surprised 
that her study drew so much attention, 
both from the media and theatre people. 
reactions pro and con filled blogs and 
e-mails for weeks. Questions arose about 

of the vanishing print press, and author 
Alexis greene cited the large number of 
women, past and present, whose plays 
never see publication; she urged drama-
tists to publish their plays themselves.  
Finally Natatia griffith, of the New york 
City mayor’s Commisssion on Women’s 
issues, and co-chair with Joan Firestone 
of the government Affairs initiative at 
New york Women’s Agenda (NyWA), told 
the audience: “you’ve got three options: 
(1) lead by example, (2) hit them with 
lawsuits, and (3) legislation.”

Following these calls to arms, 
audience members were invited to join 
working groups led by the panelists. Time 
Out reporter helen Shaw, covering the 
event in her blog, wrote that “airy chats 
about fairness were shelved in favor of 
clear discussions about nationalizing 
the effort,” and she called the evening 
“electrifying.”        

Barely a month later, Princeton 
university’s Program in Theatre hosted 
“Women in Theatre: issues for the  
21st Century” at the university’s Lewis 
Center for the Arts. Feminist scholar and 
faculty advisor Jill Dolan organized the 
daylong series of panels, the League of 
Professional Theatre Women was one of 

her data base (Doollee, a Web site that 
draws considerable scorn from most 
theatre folk), her research methods, 
and her conclusions as to why female 
playwrights lag behind. One of her 
deductions was that women don’t submit 
as many plays as men: we supposedly 
hang back, assuming we will be rejected 
anyway.

informed or not, glass’s conclusions 
spurred League women and others to 
hurry up and tackle the bigger subject of 
women’s status in the American theatre. 
The first salvo came from the theatri-
cal arm of “50/50 in 2020” (sometimes 
referred to as “50/50 by 2020”), a 
movement that aims to ensure job and 
salary parity for women by 2020, the 
100th anniversary of American women’s 
winning the right to vote. 

Led by melody Brooks, artistic 
director of New Perspectives Theatre  

Company; Julie Crosby, producing artistic 
director of Women’s Project; and Susan 
Jonas, formerly of NySCA,  the “50/50 in 
2020” project was launched at the Julia 
miles Theater on August 25, 2009. 

it was a late-summer evening, and 
you might have thought that people 
would be out of town relishing the 
season’s final days. But the auditorium 
was filled. Asked by moderator Brooks 
to discuss practical ways for women to 
move forward in the theatre, the seven 
panelists spoke forcefully and with deter-
mination. 

Jonas called for fresh statistics about 
women working in the theatre. Crosby 
endorsed the value of networking and 
mentoring and urged young theatre 
artists not to be shy but to boldly seek 
out mentors and ask for their assistance. 
educator and author milly Barranger 
spoke about the value of bringing the 
lives of past theatre women to light. 

in one of the evening’s most passion-
ate moments, the actor and director 
elizabeth Van Dyke read a deeply felt 
statement about women of color in the 
theatre. Newsday theatre critic Linda 
Winer injected humor when she spoke 
ruefully about covering theatre in the age 	

“Women	often	
	need	institutions	
	behind	them,	to	
	receive	funding		
	and	do	the	work		
	we	need	to	do.”

—EMiLy MANN

Paula Vogel and Emily Mann  Photo: Frank Wojciechowski

(continues on page 24)

several co-sponsors.
Where the “50/50 in 2020” seminar 

had felt urgent, the Princeton confer-
ence was reflective. At the Julia miles 
Theatre, panelists and audience members 
had eagerly sought practical directives 
for the future. For most of the day at  
Princeton, divided into four sessions 
(Artistic Directors, Directors, Playwrights, 
and Summary and reflections), the 
discussants generally cited past events in 
their lives that had led them toward their 
present positions. 

Patterns emerged within each panel 
session. With mara isaacs of mcCarter 
Theatre Center moderating the first 
session, five artistic directors revealed 
that each had pursued an artistic leader-
ship role in order to influence what 
audiences see on the American stage, 
be that new work in general, plays by 
women, or material which mirrored 
a theatre’s diverse community. emily 
mann, honored at the conference for her 
twenty years as mcCarter’s artistic direc-
tor, said she had “never picked a play 
because it was written by a woman….i 
want to blow minds,” while maria Striar 
of New york City’s Clubbed Thumb stated 
that she purposely sought out women’s 

stacy Wolf and Danai Gurira  Photo: Frank Wojciechowski
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months after the Princ-
eton university conference “Women in 
Theatre:  issues for the 21st Century,” in 
September 2009, i found the transcript 
of a daylong symposium i’d organized 
in may 1996 at the City university of 
New york’s graduate Center with Julia 
miles and Suzanne Bennett, both then 
of Women’s Project and Productions.  
The open forum, which was attended by 
about sixty people, addressed women’s 
status in theatre.  inspired by that conver-
sation, Julia, WPP’s founder and artistic 
director, and Suzanne organized a major 
weekend conference in April 1997 that 
drew hundreds more participants eager 
to join the conversation.

reading the 1996 symposium 
transcript, remembering the 1997 confer-
ence, and reflecting on the Princeton 
conversations last fall, i was struck by 
their consistent themes.  how should we 
count the number of women in theatre?  
On which data might we rely to argue 
for equity?  Why aren’t talented women 
produced or hired at rates equal to men?

Although these questions seem 
perennial, parts of the landscape have 
changed in the last twelve or thirteen 
years, even as other aspects of women’s 
sub-par status have remained the same. 

At the Princeton conference, in fact, 
some speakers sounded positive and 
optimistic.  The event celebrated emily 
mann’s twentieth anniversary as artis-
tic director of the mcCarter Theatre and 
gathered playwrights, directors, and other 
women who lead major regional theatres 
to talk about their experiences and their 
perspectives.  many of these women 
testified to their success as well as the 
obstacles they faced, demonstrating that 
the terrain was shifting and the going had 
gotten a bit less rough.  [For an archived 
video recording of the proceedings, see  
www. princeton.edu/wit]  On the other 
hand, women continued to face persistent 
discrimination. read playwright Theresa 
rebeck’s Laura Pels Keynote Address for 
ArT/Ny’s march 2010 event for a grim 
reminder of the gender inequities and 
biases that remain rife in the field.

Chairing the summary session that 
ended the Princeton conference in 
September 2009, i realized to my chagrin 
that we’d failed to broach feminism as an 
organizing term during the day’s discus-
sions.   i want to emphasize now that, 
to achieve real equity, we must retain 
feminism as a political platform and a 
critical method through which to under-
stand the production and reception of our 
work.  An incisive critical and theoretical 
framework strengthens our arguments 
for parity and offers tools with which to 
knit our work into important civic and 
artistic debates.  Perpetuating a feminist 
critique allows us to continue the impor-
tant ideological work of changing social 
consciousness about gender differences.

i grow impatient with women artists 
who demur when asked about feminism, 
refusing to “label” themselves according 
to gender or politics. in manohla Dargis’s 
New York Times discussion [march 10, 
2010] of Kathryn Bigelow’s historic role 
as the first woman to win the Best Direc-
tor Oscar for The Hurt Locker, Dargis 
wrote, “[Bigelow] might be a female 
director, but by refusing to accept that 
gendered designation—or even engage 
with it—she is asserting her right to be 
simply a director.”  yes, indeed, to be 
considered an “artist” without a gender 
or racial modifier that marks your excep-
tionalism might be considered utopia for 
women and people of color.

But isn’t Bigelow’s honor—as the 
first woman to win Best Director in the 
Academy Awards’ eighty-two-year histo-
ry—proof positive that we haven’t arrived 
at utopia yet?  until then, aren’t women 
artists obliged to underline that making 
films and theatre is a political act imbued 
with power distinctions that fall along 
gender, race, and sexuality lines?

Second-wave feminism laid the 
groundwork for Bigelow’s success 
because it had agitated for women’s 
right and ability to direct, write, and 
produce films and plays and to present 
stories that illustrate the complexity and 
variety of our lives.  Successful women 
like Bigelow owe their attention, their 
assistance, and their advocacy to those 
still struggling for legitimacy.

We owe it to all women artists to 
keep sharpening and honing the tools of 
feminist criticism that calls out the paltry 
number of women rewarded or noticed 
for their work, that analyzes representa-
tions of women onstage and off, and that 
provides us with keen readings of work 
by women that matters to all of us.

much of the 1996 symposium 
addressed theatre criticism—the unfair 
assessment of women’s work by the 
mainstream press; the paucity of women 
reviewers; and women artists’ urgent 
need for public response and insight-
ful, productive debate.  None of this has 
changed.  Criticism should be the next 
front on which we agitate for feminist 
change.

We need smart and engaged, fluid 
and compelling writers to think publicly 
about women in theatre, focusing on 
their work and what it means in the 
world.  Arts writing has taken a populist 
turn, as blogs and Web sites proliferate 
and dominate the dialogue about theatre 
and performance.  readership of my 
nearly five-year-old blog, “The Feminist 
Spectator”(www.feministspectator.
blogspot.com), has grown consistently, 
as more people become eager for alterna-
tive, feminist ways to engage in the arts.

i’m hoping that the next Princeton-
sponsored symposium will focus on this 
critical dialogue and expand and sharpen 
the feminist discourse that is crucial for 
our growth as visible, vital, innovative, 
and successful theatre artists. ••

By Jill dolaN

ent,” said Kron, but playwrights “should 
have more control.” 

The intelligent but restrained confer-
ence caught fire during the final session. 
While the earlier panels had circled 
around the issues of gender and parity, 
playwright Paula Vogel, Susan Jonas, 
gigi Bolt (a former director of theatre at 
the NeA), emily mann, and feminist critic 
Alisa Solomon tackled them head-on. 
“We have been having the same conver-
sation for forty years,” said Jonas. “But 
change is glacial. Twenty percent [of 
productions] are not enough.” And she 
added pointedly, “Our conversation has 
been insular.”

“What’s the aggression that’s req- 
uired?”asked Solomon, and answered her 
question: “Let’s blow up the main stages. 
They’ll never give us gender parity. There 
needs to be major structural change.” 

mann, who heads one of those main 
stages, demurred, urging us to remember 
that, historically, institutional theatres 
had been established by women who 
not only felt shut out by the commer-
cial theatre but also disagreed with its 
philosophy and mode of operation. For 
those women, the not-for-profit model 
had offered opportunity. “We can do a 
lot inside this structure,” mann urged, 
adding that “women often need institu-
tions behind them, to receive funding 
and do the work we need to do.”

The Princeton conference ended 
without a specific agenda for future 
action, in contrast to the August 
symposium, which called for additional 
meetings and soon issued an Action List 
for women in theatre.  however, the two 
events portrayed complementary sides of 
the same challenge. On the one hand, as 
the Princeton sessions demonstrated (and 
of course, as women in theatre already 
know), contemporary theatre is rich in 
women of extraordinary artistry, and we 
can learn much from their careers. But 
as the slogan “50/50 in 2020” signifies, 
women must also push ahead. 

As 2009 departed and 2010 arrived, 
many pressing questions remain. how 

THE NEXT FRONT:
FEMINIST CRITICISM

Jill Dolan  Photo: Frank  Wojciechowski

work. Timothy Near, when running San 
José repertory, had tried to stage plays 
that reflected her community’s Latino-
Asian-Caucasian population.

The majority of the women had 
come to their artistic director positions 
after pursuing other careers in the 
theatre. Only molly Smith, who founded 
Alaska’s Perseverance Theatre in 1979 
and now heads Arena Stage in DC, had 
wanted to produce from the beginning 
of her professional life—ever since she 
was nineteen, in fact. Still, she noted, 
“Founder’s energy is different from the 
energy required to run a company such 
as Arena,” which is almost sixty years 
old. The question for her at Arena: “how 
do i fit myself into history and still move 
the organization forward?”  

All the artistic leaders agreed that their 
jobs afforded them enormous creative 
opportunities, and all cited obstacles 
that often kept them up at night. Finding 
money was at the top of the list.

if the artistic directors largely enjoyed 
a certain amount of power, the stage 
directors, most of whom operate on a 
freelance basis, were less sanguine about 
artistic control, and the playwrights were 
even more aware that the power experi-
enced when writing a work of art can 
vanish when the writer seeks a produc-
tion or sits in the rehearsal room.

Liesl Tommy (The Good Negro) 
recounted how she moved from acting to 
directing “because i had no control over 
the stories i wanted to tell.” irish director 
garry hynes, who leads the Druid Theatre 
Company in Dublin and directs inter-
nationally (1998 Tony Award® for The 
Beauty Queen of Leenane), spoke of her 
growing realization of “how incredibly 
difficult it is for women in the theatre,” 
whether in europe or the united States. 
Performance artist and playwright Lisa 
Kron described how empowered she had 
felt when she self-produced solo shows 
at WOW during the 1980s, but how 
frustrated she felt as an actor and drama-
tist when her play Well was produced on 
Broadway.  “each collaboration is differ-

do we avoid duplicating advocacy 
work? Should “50/50 in 2020” and 
other women’s theatre groups coalesce 
under one umbrella organization that 
can advocate for us all on a national 
level? Should women in theatre join with 
groups striving for parity in government, 
education, and every other branch of 
American life?

Perhaps the most critical questions: 
Are small, incremental steps the way 
to effect change? Or, following Alisa 
Solomon’s fervent call in Princeton, 
should we attempt something much more 
radical, in order to transform our indus-
try so it reflects the parity that we know 
is our due? •
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the iNteRNatioNal sCeNe

i first met zdenka Becker in 2005 at a League reception at 
lyricist Sheilah rae’s home.  zdenka is a Czech writer who lives 
in Austria and writes in german; 
her plays are produced through-
out europe, and her seventh novel 
was recently published.  i am a 
freelance director based in New 
york. From that brief meeting, an 
e-mail conversation grew, zdenka 
sent me her translated plays, and 
each time she was in the States, 
we discussed working together. 

in 2008, zdenka was writer-
in-residence at Lafayette College 
in Pennsylvania, and while there 
she became consumed with a 
true story about a white german 
woman and her bi-racial son.  
She put aside the novel she was 
working on and wrote Hinter der 
Dunkelheit, a play exploring racial 
tensions in a unified germany.  
given the racial dialogue during 
the u.S. presidential campaign, 
this seemed the perfect play for 
our collaboration, and i proposed a 
workshop of Behind the Darkness 
(the American title), with American actors. Austria claims 
zdenka Becker as its own, and the Austrian Cultural Forum 
New york was happy to sponsor our workshop at their strik-
ing raimund Abraham–designed tower on east 52nd Street.  

zdenka originally conceived this play for two characters—
a mother and son—with the actors doing the voices of the 
many other characters, including taunting schoolchildren, 
neo-nazis, white grandparents, and the black father.  my 
concept was to create a soundscape with recorded voices.  
however, for the purposes of the 2009 workshop, i hired two 
additional actors to play the other characters.  With a cast of 
four, the director, the playwright, and an Austrian intern, we 
embarked on our weeklong workshop.

early in the process, zdenka suddenly stopped the 
rehearsal to ask, “What means, ‘mental patients’?” As i’m 
explaining, she interrupts—“No, no, no!  That’s not what i 
wrote!  it’s ‘refugees seeking asylum’!”  A language student 
in Pennsylvania had translated the script, and we determined 
that her work hadn’t been reviewed by her professor because 
the german woman whose untimely death inspired the play 
had been the professor’s good friend.  This then became our 
task for the week: discovering more “mental patients” running 
through the script!

The actors and i enjoyed working line by line, teasing 
out the essence of the translated play to bring these unique 
characters to life.  zdenka later wrote: “Behind the Darkness 
was a special experience for me. i enjoyed working with 
melanie and the actors, and understanding each other. it was 
the first time i worked so closely with an American team, and 
i learned a lot—about theatre and about friends.”

As a director, to be immersed in the world of the play 
for a week was an amazingly creative experience—the 
ACF-sponsored workshop with this talented playwright and 
four terrific actors was indeed a true collaboration between 
countries—and all inspired by a chance meeting at a League 
event!

The sold-out performance was followed by a reception 
sponsored by the League’s international Committee, organized 
by Ludovica Villar-hauser.•

 
Behind the Darkness by	 Zdenka	 Becker,	 directed	 by	 Melanie	
Sutherland,	with	Melissa	Hurst,	Brandon	 Jones,	Anna	Nugent,	
and	Andy	Schneeflock,	was	performed	on	October	2,	2009,	with	
support	from	Austrian	Cultural	Forum	New	York;	 the	Austrian	
Federal	 Ministry	 for	 Education,	 Arts	 and	 Culture;	 the	 Office	
of	 the	 Government	 of	 Lower	 Austria;	 and	 an	 anonymous		
American	donor.

THE STORY OF
Seven CONTINUES

By CaRol MaCK

In	2007	this	publication	brought	word	of	a	fascinating	new	
project	 that	 represented	 an	 unusual	 collaboration	 between	 a	
Washington	 DC	 non-governmental	 organization	 (NGO)	 and	
seven	 playwrights—six	 of	 them	 League	 members.	 Three	 years	
later	the	product	of	that	collaboration	has	become	an	interna-
tional	phenomenon.		

Once upon a time, in 2006, i met melanne Verveer, who 
is now the u.S. global Ambassador for Women and at that 
time was president of Vital Voices global Partnership. Vital 
Voices was started by hillary Clinton in the White house; it 
later became a Washington-based NgO, its function to train 
and support women leaders around the world.  

At a Connecticut meeting i heard Farida Azizi of Afghani-
stan tell her story, and i spoke with melanne about the possi-
bility of creating a documentary theatre piece highlighting 
the stories of women leaders globally. melanne loved the idea. 
i then approached a few award-winning women playwrights 
whom i knew: Paula Cizmar, gail Kriegel, Anna Deavere 
Smith, and i had been members of the Women’s Project 
and had had work produced there; ruth margraff, Catherine 
Filloux, and i met as alumnae of New Dramatists; and Susan 
yankowitz and i met via a mutual friend, the brilliant Scottish 
director gerda Stevenson. Within two days of asking these 
busy women, we had become seven!  

i went to Washington DC, and met with Vital Voices’ Alyse 
Nelson, and subsequently each playwright selected a woman 
from a different part of the world. Vital Voices arranged the 
interviews, and we were off and running, each playwright on 
her own with no prepared list of questions. 

The resulting monologues are based on their interviews: 
Paula Cizmar with marina Pisklakova-Parker (russia); Cathe-
rine Filloux with mu Sochua (Cambodia); gail Kriegel  with 
Annabella de Leon (guatemala); myself with inez mcCormack 
(Northern ireland); ruth margraff with Farida Azizi (Afghani-
stan); Anna Deavere Smith with hafsat Abiola (Nigeria); and 
Susan yankowitz with mukhtaran mai (Pakistan). At New 
Dramatists, we listened to the works-in-progress and devel-
oped the monologues. We were responding to a commonality 
that these heroines held: their courageous quests and remark-
able originality, changing lives in very different cultures by 
creating new roads.

We were invited to work at Voice & Vision’s eNViSiON 
retreat at Bard College, where, for two weeks in August 2007, 
the playwrights, gerda Stevenson, and wonderful actors 
wove the monologues into a theatre piece that we named 
SEVEN, until we got the complex piece to work.* Through 
the fall we continued at New Dramatists with director evan 
yionoulis, SEVEN opened in New york City at the 92nd Street 
y on January 21, 2008, martin Luther King Day, to a stand-

ing ovation. Diane von Furstenberg, on the board of Vital 
Voices, was there, loved SEVEN, and brought it to her studio 
in march. SEVEN then launched the Women Center Stage 
Festival at The Culture Project in New york on April 13, and 
interest grew domestically and internationally. A perfor-
mance on October 16, 2008, in Deauville, France, opened the 
Women’s economic Forum, playing to an audience of 1,200 
in english with French subtitles and generating requests 
for performances worldwide. All these events and more are 
recorded on the Web site www.sevenplay.org

This past year, hedda Sjogren, a League international 
affiliate member, translated SEVEN into Swedish and arranged
with riksteatern, Sweden’s National Touring Theatre, to 
perform it throughout the country. At the hague, SEVEN  
launched the Women in War zones conference. 

Back in New york, Secretary of State hillary Clinton 
introduced a reading, with meryl Streep as Northern ireland’s 
mcCormack and marcia gay harden as russia’s Pisklakova-
Parker. Directed by Julie Taymor the reading opened The 
Daily Beast’s Women in the World summit, hosted by Tina 
Brown, on march 12, 2010. melanne Verveer, now our global 
Ambassador for Women’s Affairs, led a postperformance 
discussion. SEVEN is being translated into Spanish and will 
tour Argentina; it goes to india this fall.

This project has taken me on a new journey. i have 
experienced how a documentary theatre piece can inform and 
actually transform lives of women very far away, and i have 
grown close to a few of the women whose lives are the basis 
of SEVEN. The saga of SEVEN continues. No “The end” in 
sight! •

 
*Voice & Vision is a recipient of the League’s 
Lucille Lortel Award.

REHEARSINg
Behind the Darkness

The Director Melanie sutherland with the actors  
Melissa Hurst and brandon Jones  Photo: zdenka becker

By MelaNie sutheRlaNd
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LONDON’S
THEATRICAL BOUNTY

By haRRiet slauGhteR

We knew we had arrived in London in mid-January 
when our toe-tips met the “Look right” signs emblazoned on 
the crosswalks.  We looked right and left for our own particular 
theatrical pleasures in this theatre-centric city, and London 
did not disappoint. The city offered a bounty of musicals and 
plays, among them Enron, an intelligent script in a visually 
exciting production, by a young playwright, Lucy Prebble. 
Other impressive new plays—Red by John Logan; War Horse, 
adapted for the stage by Nick Stafford from a novel by michael 
morpurgo; The Habit of Art by Alan Bennett; Nation by mark 
ravenhill; The Pitmen Painters by Lee hall;  The Power of Yes 
by David hare—dotted the landscape on the West end and 
at the National.  Some are sure to appear in a Broadway or 
regional theatre near you. 

American actors were much in evidence, too, with the 
Broadway cast appearing in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof at the 
Novello Theatre, down the street from our Strand hotel, 
always a prime location for theatregoing.  James earl Jones 
was spotted sneaking into a Thursday matinee of The Caretaker 
with Jonathan Pryce. A new Australian musical, Priscilla, 
Queen of the Desert, is an over-the-top extravaganza that 
provided this writer with her West end debut, dancing the 
polka as an audience volunteer.  The crossover from Broadway 
to the West end is evident with Legally Blonde, Jersey Boys, 
Chicago, Hairspray, Wicked, and The Lion King dominating 
marquees. Hair is soon to follow. 

Transatlantic contacts and mutual endeavors continued 
to be themes as the League gathered with over fifty London 
theatre women at Teatro Bar, where the Society of London 
Theatres President, Nica Burns, gave us an enthusiastic 
welcome. We raised our glasses to the goal of more and better 
economic opportunities for professional theatre women in 
their various ventures on both sides of the pond.  “We need 
an old girls club to get the job done,” said Nica. 

League vice president Ludovica Villar-hauser described 
the League’s initiative of “50/50 in 20/20” and encouraged 
League international membership for London theatre women.  
Susie mcKenna of the hackney Theatre took her turn at the 
microphone, expressing thanks to the League for the opportu-
nity to network with League member Debra Ann Byrd’s Take 
Wing and Soar company. The result was the production A 
Midsummer Night’s Madness, a stunning musical piece with 
the hackney’s gifted young company, which was presented in 
New york in the summer of 2009.  mary miko announced the 
forthcoming SWAN Day and urged London women to partici-
pate in what is rapidly becoming an international event. 

The League arranged a group side trip to the international 
School of Design to view a documentary film of a Dance 
united project, a part of its work with ethiopian dancers. 
Sadler’s Wells joined forces with Dance united to present 
Destino, a landmark collaboration between the professional 
and nonprofessional dance worlds that was produced at 
Sadler’s Wells Theatre in march 2009. Dedicated to the core 
belief that dance can transform lives, Dance united has built 
an impressive record of working with the uK’s criminal justice 
system. The company works mainly with young, inexperi-
enced performers who undergo twelve weeks of intensive 
training, rehearsals, and professional staging. The film was a 
remarkable testimony to the importance of the arts as a tool 
for expanding cultural diversity.•

The Hackney Harlem Theatre Company in A	
Midsummer	Night’s	Madness   Photo: Hubert WIlliams

Photo: Courtesy Dance united

The Hackney Harlem Theatre Company in A	
Midsummer	Night’s	Madness   Photo: Hubert WIlliams
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The	 following	 conversation	 took	 place	 in	 April	 2009	 and	
January	 2010	 at	 New	 York	 Theatre	 Workshop	 (NYTW),	 where	
Linda	Chapman	is	associate	artistic	director.			

WIT:  Linda, would you describe your theatre’s commit-
ment to international activity. It began, I believe, with Philip 
Arnoult and his Center for International Development.  

LINDA CHAPMAN:  NyTW became involved with Philip 
in 1995, when he was working with the Netherlands Theater 
institute.  Philip had chosen a small number of artistic direc-
tors and theatres in the united States with which to form long-
term relationships for international exchange.  Jim Nicola, 
NyTW’s artistic director, made several trips with Philip to the 
Netherlands (i went on one), and we hosted activity with a 
few Dutch companies here as well. Out of that relationship we 
met the director ivo van hove, with whom we’ve done five 
productions.  it’s been a fruitful encounter all the way around, 
and we found a way a sort of American-Flemish hybrid to 
work with ivo. We’ve created work that is unique to both of 
us and that wouldn’t have happened independently.  

WIT: Let’s go for a moment to your own international 
background, which began with the Wooster Group, did it not?

LC:  i started working with elizabeth LeCompte and the 
Wooster group in 1983, at which time the group already had 
an international reputation. LSD…Just the High Points was 
invited to the edinburgh and Adelaide Festivals, and i was 
asked to go along with the company.  Those first excursions 
were wonderful. Festivals to me are thrilling places:  you never 
know whom you’re going to meet and you see all kinds of 
work.  That time with the Wooster group was inspirational.   

i was a company manager and performer for Brace up, 
Liz’s version of The Three Sisters, and that took me all over 
the world. it was a real education in international theatre.  
european theatre traditions run so much deeper than ours, and 
on tour you’re exposed to the way other companies work. 

WIT:  NYTW’s international program is connected to the 
usual Suspects, isn’t it? Who are they and what is their place 
in NYTW?

LC:  Both Jim and i feel strongly about building an artistic 
community where freelance artists, who are blown from pillar 
to post in our system, have a home base.  The mission of 
NyTW includes both producing and developing.  half of that 
mission is about supporting artists. Jim had started a direc-
tors group (which i was originally part of) and a playwrights 
group; both groups needed actors, so the two were merged. i 
came on full-time with NyTW in 1995. When i started, there 
were about one hundred usual Suspects, a term just coined 
to encompass different kinds of artists. Over the years, we’ve 
built the Suspects community. it is by invitation. There’s no 

second time to St. Petersburg.  A wonderful young woman who 
was our guide then, Olga Perevezentseva, helped us plan this 
trip, along with Jana ross, a recent mFA directing graduate 
from yale, whom we had met through Philip.  Jana contacted 
marina Dmitrievskay, the editor of the St. Petersburg Theatre 
Journal, who helped put our St. Petersburg program together, 
and she also connected us with the New Theatre institute of 
Latvia, which helped organize the riga visit. 

WIT: Was there a lot of theatre in St. Petersburg?

LC: yes, but we were looking for the more innovative 
work. We saw a couple of big productions and a few small, 
more experimental ones, and got recommendations from our 
consultants and friends. We had a lot of help in putting the 
trip together.  

WIT: Several of the plays you saw were new, or if not new, 
they were unknown to us. Can you comment on the new work 
you saw? Does it relate in any way to themes found in new 
work in this country? 

LC: Well, i’ve seen a lot in russia. After the fall of the 
iron Curtain, writers started emerging. i equate it to the New 
york downtown movement in playwriting in the 1960s, 
when people were trying every kind of thing. religion came 
into it, poetry, obscenity, which is a big deal there. Because 
the language of the Soviet era was formal, obscenity and 
vernacular speech didn’t enter the theatre language. Only a 

formal application procedure. it’s about feeling a kindred 
spirit, that these individuals have a relationship to us and 
the way we work and we to them.  it’s a loose affiliation.  We 
have a Website dedicated to the Suspects and their contacts. 
They are like an extended ensemble. We’ve worked with many 
of them on different occasions. it gives us a pool of artists to 
draw on. The Suspects are the heart of the workshop side of 
New york Theatre Workshop.  Suspects Abroad are drawn 
from the ranks of usual Suspects.

WIT: You’ve said that, since 2003, there have been trips 
to Berlin, Wroclaw (Poland), Moscow, Hungary, and the Baltic 
region, either to festivals or by arrangement with particular 
theatres in those places.  How are the places chosen?

LC: it’s driven completely by funding.  We wanted to 
make the inspiration these trips provide available to the artists 
in our community. The first, to Berlin was arranged through 
New york’s goethe institute, which underwrote it, twelve days 
at Theatre Treffen, a festival of german-speaking theatre held 
yearly in Berlin. The goethe institute arranged a program 
giving us a cross-section of high-end festival work and more 
developmental, experimental work. Later, through Philip, we 
met richard Lanier of the Trust for mutual understanding, 
which funded us for the next four trips.  

WIT: A wonderful and generous organization, the Trust. It 
focuses specifically on Russia and Eastern Europe.

LC:  Our first trip to that part of the world was to the 
Dialog Festival in Wroclaw, where so much of Jerzy grotows-
ki’s work had taken place. Dialog brings theatres from all over 
the world, so we not only received a strong flavor of Poland 
but also got to see a lot of theatre from other countries. 

WIT:  Have there been trips to other places where monies 
from the Trust and the Goethe Institute were not available?

LC:  Not yet.  But we have hopes. The playwright Doug 
Wright [I Am My Own Wife] and i were invited by the Japan 
Playwrights Association to do seminars last spring, and later 
we hope to visit Tokyo with some of the Suspects.     

WIT: And more recently, the Baltic adventure, also 
supported by the Trust.

LC: Thirteen days in St. Petersburg; riga, Latvia; and 
Vilnius, Lithuania in 2007.  

WiT:  How are the theatres and productions selected?  Can 
you comment as well on the work itself? And the process of 
putting this together? 

LC: As you travel, you meet people.  i’d visited russia 
twice, once to the New Drama Festival in moscow and a 

very controlled kind of work received support.  And with the 
breakup of the Soviet union, people started reaching back to 
pick up where they had left off before the Soviets, to Chekhov 
and his contemporaries. 

my experience is that they’ve been writing every kind of 
thing. it does remind me of those early days at Caffé Cino and 
La mama. And i felt that kind of energy. One play is talking 
about homosexuality in prisons, which was a taboo subject 
before. They’re talking about women’s feelings a bit more.  
Their ideas about social policy have been wide open.  i think 
they’re going into a more repressed time again in russia, 
for other reasons, but there was a golden moment there for 
ten or twelve years, when every possible subject was being 
attempted.  Another strain i noticed was documentary theatre.  
There’s a company called Theatre Doc, and they take stories 
out of the newspapers and make theatre based on them. So 
there’s a relationship with some of the things we do here at 
New york Theatre Workshop, where contemporary political 
and social events of the day find a place onstage.  Tradi-
tionally, russia is very much a director’s theatre.  So what is 
the right of a playwright?  Can playwrights really own their 
material?  under the Soviet system, the government would 
buy a play from the writer, and that was the end. it wasn’t 
the writer’s play anymore.  But under the new system, they’re 
interested in learning from us about the Dramatists guild and 
how the playwright can get to say something about how a 
play is done. 

A CONVERSATION WITH
LINDA CHAPMAN By Ruth Mayleas
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As	each	year	draws	to	a	close,	the	League	celebrates	the	holidays	by	celebrating	deserving	and	distinguished	women	as	
award	recipients.	On	December	7,	2009,	at	the	National	Arts	Club,	four	women	were	honored	with	the	following	awards:

 
WIT: And that new system really began in the early 1990s 

with the fall of the Soviet union?

LC: yes, but it’s taken them a while. i think it’s already 
peaked, and now the government is again interfering with 
artistic freedom.  But there was that period with a lot of really 
interesting work, or at least the beginnings of it.  i haven’t 
been to russia now for a couple of years, but i hear that 
drama may be drying up a little. The idea of free speech, they 
have to find that again.

WIT: Let’s go back to the Suspects Abroad and their 
travels, the impact of the trips on them. 

LC:  When Jim was starting out with Philip, he came back 
feeling his life had been changed, that his way of thinking 
about the theatre had changed. And that’s what we’re finding 
with the Suspects we travel with. how will these trips affect a 
particular artist in his/her work?  Are people open to foreign 
influences?  We usually don’t take more than six or eight 
people, but we try to choose artists whom we believe are 
malleable and open to experience. And over and again, i hear, 
“my life has been changed by this.”  

each culture can awaken something in you. On these 
trips, we love throwing together people who may not ordinar-
ily meet or have an opportunity to work with each other, 
but they meet on the trip, and new possibilities for artistic 
relationships present themselves. 

WIT:  But you select the participants?  

LC:   yes, although when we have trips coming up, we like 
to hear from those who would be interested in going.      

WIT:  What about the impact on the work of the New York 
Theatre Workshop itself?  

LC:  i mentioned ivo, for one. There’s a long-term relation-
ship with Caryl Churchill. We’ve done six of her plays. Caryl 
has probably done as much as any playwright we know to 
form the aesthetic of this theatre. We feel very much that the 
artists we are involved with provide the theatre’s aesthetic, 
the artist is the center. 

i think it’s opened us up to other ways of working and 
made us want to bring these influences into our work. We’d 
like to do more than we’ve been able to do, and there’s always 
someone else out there.  Alvis hermanis, the director from 
riga, has done a piece based on the Simon and garfunkel’s 
The Sounds of Silence, and we want to recreate that produc-
tion with him and an American cast.  Actors who have worked 
with ivo have told us the experience has changed the way 
they approach theatre-making overall.  

WIT: What about the Palestine/Israel trip that you made 
in the summer of 2009?  

LC:   With the help of a small TCg travel grant, Jim Nicola 
and i did a scouting expedition in June 2009.   We had heard 
about Juliano mer Khamis, who made a film called Arna’s 
Children. his mother had a school and a theatre for youth in 
Jenin, a beleaguered city in the West Bank.  Juliano’s mother 
was Jewish and his father Palestinian.  he himself is a major 
commercial actor in israel and he has dual status, so he can 
traverse the boundaries more easily than many.  his mother 
died of breast cancer a few years ago, and the theatre was 
bombed by the israeli army. Juliano has made a commitment 
to resuscitate the school and make a theatre company for 
young people there: the project is called the Freedom Theatre 
and he is now general director. The first production, based on 
george Orwell’s satirical novel Animal Farm, examined the 
inter-Palestinian conflict.  Juliano was the point person for 
us. he would love to invite American theatre people to teach 
in his school.  We’ve also had an ongoing conversation with 
the israeli playwright motti Lerner, a wonderful man. We’ve 
been reading his plays and visiting with him whenever he 
comes to New york.

WIT:  What are the next steps?

LC:  NyTW hopes to bring Juliano mer Khamis to New 
york in October 2010, to make plans for the Freedom Theatre’s 
first tour of the united States in 2011 or 2012. he will spend 
most of his time in New york meeting with Jim Nicola and me 
to discuss performances in New york and productions they 
might bring to the united States. During the October visit, he 
and either Jim or i will go to Boston and Washington DC to 
expand this collaboration and cement plans for the tour in 
several east Coast locations.

NyTW will host an event to introduce the Freedom Theatre 
to our usual Suspects, many of whom have expressed interest 
in visiting Jenin to teach there. The October event will intro-
duce American artists to a wonderful international exchange 
opportunity. NyTW is now in the process of securing funds to 
sponsor these visits.  

WIT: Linda, this has been a wonderfully enlightening 
conversation, which I hope can be continued. Before we close, 
is there anything else that you would like to say?

LC: The challenge is to find the funding.  There’s so much 
to do.  Arab theatre has been very influenced by Shakespeare, 
believe it or not. For example, revisionist Hamlets are coming 
to us out of the middle east. it’s about finding connections, 
because it seems that everywhere you go theatre artists want 
to meet each other. The opportunities are endless. it’s just 
about finding a way to finance them.  

WIT: In these difficult times.  Linda, thank you. •
Photos: Harriet slaughter

AWARDS, AWARDS, AWARDS

Harriet	Slaughter	introduced	Dorothy	Olim	
with	these	words:

There is hardly a facet of theatre 
in which Dorothy Olim has not been 
involved. her early training at Juilliard 
set the stage for her wide-ranging 
career—directing,stage managing, operat-
ing summer stock, general managing 
and producing over eighty Broadway 
and off-Broadway productions (includ-
ing The Fantasticks). She was secretary-
treasurer of her union, ATPAm, during 
a time when women didn’t head unions. 
This was when i first met Dorothy, sitting 
on the opposite side of the bargaining table  
(at the time i was director of Labor 
relations at the League of American 
Theatres and Producers).

Dorothy and i partnered in found-
ing BWAy (Better Wellness and you) 
to provide health fairs, free flu shots, 
and mammograms to the entertain-
ment industry. Dorothy has spearheaded 
League committees, overseeing the 
Lucille Lortel Award, Travel, Nomina-
tions, and By-Laws. Where would we be 
without her? Dorothy, you have provided 
very broad shoulders for us to stand on. 
 
Dorothy Olim:

Thank you, harriet, for your wonder-
ful introduction. This is a great honor.

i’m always being asked how i got 
into the theatre. it’s, i guess, classic. 
every Passover my parents went to 
grossinger’s hotel in the Catskills so my 

DOROTHy OLIM 
Lifetime AchievementAward to a woman 

whose career has demonstrated exemplary 
service to the theatre

CARIDAD sVICH
Lee Reynolds Award, to a woman whose 

work in theatre has illuminated the 
possibilities for social, 

cultural, or political change

TAMILLA WOODARD
Josephine Abady Award, to an emerging 
woman producer or director of theatre 

that exemplifies cultural diversity

DEbRA ANN byRD
 The Lucille Lortel Award, to an aspiring 
woman in any theatre discipline whose 

work displays exceptional promise
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“At	the	end,	the	
rush	of	applause	
and	love	coming	
over	the	footlights
bowled	me	over,	
and	I	was	hooked	
to	the	theatre	
forever.”
—DoRoTHy oLiM

“The	first	job	of	a	writer,	
	however,	is	to	notice,	
	to	observe	the	world,	
	to	train	the	eye	to	really	
	see	and	record,	and	
	sometimes	to	see	what	
	isn’t	there	but	could	be.”

—CARiDAD SViCH

Caridad svich  Photo: Peter bellamy

ROADS TAKEN: 
A DREAM OF 
NO PASSPORT/
A WRITER’S LIFE By CaRidad sViCh

how does one write a life? Where does the will to inter-
vene socially and politically in culture begin? Certainly not 
every playwright’s path is marked by an activist intent. Some 
writers choose what may be deemed a “more quiet, interior” 
position in the field. Others may choose to use the work itself 
as a vehicle to exhort and proclaim their beliefs. Still others 
may simply choose to amuse, to create divertissements, to 
comfort and/or soothe their public. There are many roads, 
in other words, to a writer’s life. The first job of a writer, 
however, is to notice, to observe the world, to train the eye 
to really see and record, and sometimes to see what isn’t 
there but could be. As a playwright, my path so far has been 
marked by a daily practice of seeing that has expanded in its 
global outlook over the years.  

At first, writing was enchantment, a spell of words to fall 
into and in which to seek refuge. Writing, thus, was initially 
for me a retreat from the world. Part of the retreat had to do as 
much with being a child of immigrants as it did with wanting to 
create an alternative universe where ready-made constructions 
of identity and language were much more fluid and open. As 
i’ve kept writing and training as an artist, the enchantment has 
remained central to my relationship to words and signs on the 
page. The drunken ecstatic transformational materiality and 
beauty of languages verbal, visual, and aural restlessly play 
with my imagination and stretch the limits of the world that i 
see. But what is it that one sees as a writer in the theatre? how 
does one face the world? 

want to forget enemies who made me 
work even harder.

No words can fully express the 
fulfilling years with our organization,  
the League of Professional Theatre 
Women, the members of which are  
truly terrific. if you know me, you know 
that i am passionate about equal rights 
and opportunities for women in the 
world and the theatre. That is why one  
of my joys is membership in The League. 
i believe that women must get to know 
each other personally and profession-
ally, like each other, and hire each other, 
just as men do. We need an Old girl’s 
Network that exposes the talents of 
women in all disciplines of theatre, and 
it is this organization that is mandated in 
its mission to do just that.

But in addition, i encourage you 
individually to make an effort not to be 
shy and polite like your mother told you 
to be, but to be assured and confident and 
determined and even pushy if need be, to 
expose your talent. Talent comes in both 
sexes, and neither one has a monopoly 
on the other.

A final word. in my youth, in a 
moment of despair, i asked my then 
analyst: what is the meaning of life? he 
answered: to contribute to the stream of 
humanity. Looking back, i hope, in my 
own small way, i have done just that.

Thank you all very much. •

mother wouldn’t have to change dishes. 
it’s a Jewish thing.

i used to sing and act up as a kid, 
so my parents urged me to sign up for 
the Tuesday night Amateur hour. i was 
twelve years old. i went on the stage, a 
chubby kid in a boa, stood center stage 
in a spotlight and imitated Sophie Tucker 
singing Some of These Days. At the end, 
the rush of applause and love coming 
over the footlights bowled me over, and 
i was hooked to the theatre forever. i 
could sing it to you now, but i need a 
boa. it was magic and it’s been a magical, 
fun, exciting, and extraordinary journey 
since.

No one can venture forward success-
fully alone, and i am extremely indebted 
to many, many people and must briefly 
mention some very important persons, 
beginning with my parents who loved 
theatre and enthusiastically supported 
me in my career. Then my ex-husband,  
Jerry Krone, who took the girl out of 
elizabeth, New Jersey, and worked hard 
to widen her vision with possibilities; 
Wynn handman, who said, after review-
ing my stint in his acting class at the 
Neighborhood Playhouse at the age of 
eighteen, “Don’t be an actress, how about 
being a producer?”; and the two stalwarts 
of my devoted and able staff for over 
twenty-seven years of my management 
firm, george elmer and gail Bell, who 
is no longer with us. Thanks to all the 
wonderful producers who became close 
and dear friends, several of whom are 
here today and too many to name, but 
you know who you are; to all the talent-
ed professionals with whom i worked 
over the years, many of whom, again, 
are in this room and gave me great joy 
including Albert Poland, a great comrade 
and great general manager, respected as 
honorable, creative and witty, thank you 
for your enduring friendship; to all my 
theatrical and nontheatrical friends who 
stuck with me through a lot of thick and 
a lot of thin over the years; and i don’t 



susan Hilferty’s costume design for Fa Mu Lan  
in The	Woman	Warrior (1995)
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“To	
write	a	play	

is	a	civic	act,	or	
at	the	very	least	the	

articulation	of	a	desire	
to	take	part	in	a	civic	

dialogue	with	
society.”

Ami shukla and Virginia beata Photo: bob Pileggi 

Theatre is a public forum. Writing for the theatre and live 
performance thus demands engagement with the world. To 
write a play is a civic act, or at the very least the articulation 
of a desire to take part in a civic dialogue with society. 
Broad questions of identity and human rights enter 
very much into the frame of a play’s vision. What 
stories do you choose to tell when you face the 
page? And how indeed will you tell them? 
Content and form are inextricably linked, 
as they are in the “real world” outside the 
site of action of a theatre piece. When 
i write, the question nearly always has 
become over the years, “Why this story 
now? And how can i shift the world a 
little bit by reframing the ways in which 
we are conditioned to seeing the human 
figure, the post-post-colonial erotic, polit-
ical, and spiritual body, in space and time?” 
As a bilingual child of immigrants from 
Cuba and Argentina, the question inevitably 
also includes, “And how does this story or stories 
engage with the Americas and the larger world?” 

NoPassport (NoP) began in 2002 as an experiment 
with a band of twelve theatre practitioners to explore alterna-
tive ways of thinking of and about words and music. it began 
as a site of play, not unlike the one that attracted me to the art 
and craft of writing in the first place: the vibrant exchange of 
words, signs, and images.  Within a year’s time, NoPassport’s 
mission expanded and evolved to become a theatre alliance 
and a press devoted to the making and advocacy of cross-
cultural expressions of diversity and difference. Our emphasis 
was on u.S. Latina/o theatre-making and its embrace, on a 
formal, political, or spiritual level, of the hemisphere. Why 
did the mission expand? There was a need. A simple need 
among artists around the country to connect in a different 
way, especially after the quiet fade of rAT, an international 
network of alternative theatres founded by colleague and 
fellow NoPer erik ehn.  A need to create a hub, network, 
platform, kiosk, and forum for thought, activism, and chisme. 
A need for being part of a movement of and toward a grain 
of change, in the manner in which the making of art and 
thinking and talking about art can effect and instigate paths 
of change and evolution in the field. A need to fill the gap 
created by voices under-represented in print. 

While all these needs continue to be at 
the center of NoPassport and its ongoing 

evolution, for me, as founder of the 
alliance, the path of NoPassport is 
inextricably linked to my path as 
an artist and thinker.  The question 
of how to engage, make, and see 
the world and offer through the 
engagement of the making of art a 
reflective mirror to society, a face of 
conscience, complicity, trouble, and 

hard-earned hope is one that deepens 
with my work as a playwright, from 

the first play i wrote rather brazenly as 
a teenager looking out of the window of 

my parents’ apartment in North Carolina to 
my most recent play Rift, which centers on how 

bodies are torn, damaged, and preyed upon in fragile 
postwar landscapes and how multinational interests and 
machinations of legal and illegal profit, trade, and trafficking 
de-center and realign territories and human beings so that 
lands and citizens are viewed and used as mere Product.

What is the path we take as artists if we want to live 
in a world of NoPassport? A practical utopian ideal that 
nevertheless acknowledges with respect, tolerance, humility, 
and grace the differences between and among us? how do we, 
as artists who practice this premise, this dream, really, also 
acknowledge in an honest and poetic manner the emotional 
and spiritual cost that the fear of difference bears upon 
those subjected to economic and political tyranny, oppres-
sion, and hatred? i return to the ancient dramatists and the 
central questions of their art, to the inscriptions on the virtual 
field of history that we carry in our bones and hearts in the 
stream of writing and making art in civic dialogue with the 
body public and private, with the self within and outside 
the realm of governance: how we do celebrate our lives? 
how dowe mourn our dead? What lessons, portraits, and 
dreams through performance, through the enactment of 
remembrances, can we offer to present and future citizens 
about the messed-up nature of being human in this world, as 
we write a life, and lives?•

susAN HILFERTy 
Costume Designer

The 2010 Ruth Morley Design Award 

REbECCA PATTERsON
Artistic Director, The Queen’s Company

The 2010 LPTW Lucille Lortel Award 
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At six o’clock on the evening of march 15, the audience in Lincoln Center’s Bruno 
Walter Auditorium buzzed with anticipation. Legendary dancer and choreographer marge 
Champion was about to be interviewed by Tom Jones, lyricist and librettist of The Fanta-
sticks, the longest-running musical ever. Betty Corwin, founder of the Theatre on Film 
and Tape Archive at the New york Public Library for the Performing Arts, introduced the 
participants in this interview for the edith meiser Oral history Program. “marge Champion 
has had a triumphant performing career. She’s a dancer, an actor, a choreographer. Back in 
the 1940s and ’50s, marge and gower Champion were the famed dancing duo of Broadway, 
in mgm musicals, in nightclubs, and on television.  marge has enjoyed great success, won 
many awards, and survived tragedy in her life. She mourned, pulled herself together, and 
said, ‘you either go under or you get up and start moving.’ Today marge is still dancing. She 
and the dancer and choreographer Donald Saddler rent a studio and dance together once 
a week.

“Tom Jones, the extraordinary creator of The Fantasticks, is another legend. i remember, 
at the Theatre on Film and Tape Archive, receiving a call that the twenty-five-year-old 
show was about to close. We had never videotaped it, so we scurried around to record it  

that weekend. it ran for another twenty-five years and in may will celebrate its 
fiftieth anniversary.

 “marge and Tom have watched in amazement as their event-filled lives 
happened. So who could be a better choice to interview marge Champi-
on than Tom Jones?”

Jones began his conversation with Champion by setting the scene:  
Summer. A villa in italy leased by Fantasticks composer harvey 
Schmidt. marge and gower are visiting.  One evening, after dinner in 
the beautiful quiet of the harbor, feeling carried away by the scene, 
the pair stand up and dance on the docks, among the boats, as if in an 
mgm fantasy, making what Jones calls little “mgm moments” before  
disappearing into the mediterranean night. “it seems that marge has 
always danced through the steps of life with uncommon grace and  
elegance,” said Jones.

One hour hardly seemed enough time to explore the steps of this 
talented woman’s fast-paced career, which continues today. gower 
and marge eventually divorced, and marge established her own career 
as a choreographer, dancer, and director. She has made documentary 
films, helped by merrill Brockway, the pioneering producer of filmed 

dance for CBS-TV and Public Television. in 2001, she and Donald 
Saddler memorably danced together in a revival of Stephen Sondheim’s 
Follies on Broadway.   

A beauteous 91 at the time this oral history was recorded, marge 
Champion remains fully engaged by life, both in and out of dance. 

She has written books and is on the board of the Williamstown 
Theatre Festival and Jacob’s Pillow. Keep Dancing, a 

documentary about marge and Donald Saddler, echoes 
her advice: “Keep dancing. Keep whatever passion 
you have going.”                 

                                                                    
—The Editors

 
Colleagues and Friends,

 
Welcome to the 2010 issue of Women in Theatre 
Magazine, the newly branded publication of the League 

of Professional Theatre Women. As the League approach-
es our thirtieth year in 2012, we are taking a long, hard look 

at ourselves. Just as turning thirty is a pivotal moment in the 
life of every woman, turning thirty is a critical moment for a women’s organization—a 
time to stop and reflect. While we seek to celebrate the women who came before us 
as stewards of this organization, we are unceasingly focused on the future of the field 
and the role we will play in it. This magazine, which formerly reviewed the year in 
the life of our dynamic League, will now increasingly concentrate on the prospects, 
successes, and issues important to women in the field.

At our general membership meeting in April of this year, more than eighty members 
—playwrights, producers, directors, actors, designers, dramaturgs, composers, and 
lyricists among us—participated in meaningful discussion about the future of the 
League and how we can galvanize energy around the extraordinary women in the 
field of theatre. Subjects that dominated the conversation were online communica-
tion, social networks, mentoring, and advocacy. There was also provocative discus-
sion about the role of men in our future! Stay tuned as we explore opportunities to 
move squarely and gloriously into midlife.   

Whether you are a League member or you support us in other ways, thank you  
for your interest in our work, as we continue to promote visibility and create  
opportunities for women in theatre.

Warmly,

RaChel ReiNeR aNd NaoMi GRaBel 

 
iN MeMoRiaM

Vera Mowry Roberts
sylvia schwartz

 from the league’s
co-presidents

  Marge Champion  Photo: Harriet slaughter

MARgE CHAMPION:
91 AND DAzzLINg
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