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This ninth issue of ROUNDUP honors the central League 
enterprise of the 2008-2009 season: CURTAIN CALL: 
Celebrating a Century of Women Designing for Live 
Performance. Three years of planning, plotting, gather-
ing, organizing, and fundraising fi nally bore fruit in the 
exhibition that occupied the Donald and Mary Oenslager 
Gallery of the New York Public Library for the Performing 
Arts at Lincoln Center for six months, from mid-Novem-

ber of 2008 to the beginning of May. Articles on CURTAIN CALL are the focus of the 
central section in our newly designed annual publication.

Teresa Eyring, executive director of the Theatre Communications Group, reported 
to the membership at a Leadership Lunch on the current state of the fi eld in this 
time of fi nancial strain; the wise words of her address are printed in full. At the 
holiday party the Lee Reynolds Award was presented to Mia Katigbak, director of 
the National Asian American Theatre Company (NAATCO), and the Josephine Abady 
Award to the Peruvian director Gisela Cardenas. The Ruth Morley Design Award was 
presented to Anna Louizos at the annual June luncheon. League Travel ventured 
farther afi eld than usual this season with a trip to Teatro a Mil, an international 
theatre festival in Santiago, Chile.

Features in this issue include Roberta Levitow’s report on theatre in East Africa that 
includes testimony of some remarkable women from Kenya, Tanzania, and Rwanda; 
Milly S. Barranger’s account of the famed Robeson-Hagen Othello on Broadway; 
and two stories of SWAN (Support Women Artists Now) Day, one in New York, the 
other world-wide.

Thanks to our Editorial Committee: Managing Editor Alexis Greene, Photograph 
Editor Harriet Slaughter, and contributors Milly S. Barranger, Joan D. Firestone, 
Carol Hall, Anne Hamilton, Roberta Levitow; Martha Richards; Harriet Slaughter, 
Melanie Sutherland.

Finally, a note about the new look of ROUNDUP. Thanks to the League’s support, 
the magazine keeps growing and changing. This year, with the skilled advice of our 
designer Lianne Ritchie, we have a more streamlined logo, a more comfortable “trim 
size,” and color photographs throughout. We hope you like our new look.

RUTH MAYLEAS
EDITOR
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 A  
TERESA EYRING ON THE 
STATE OF THE THEATRE 

then talk about what we are hearing about the theatre fi eld 
today.

TCG is the national organization for professional 
not-for-profi t theatre in the United States. It started in 
1961, with just a handful of theatre leaders around the 
table. We now have about 500 organizational members 
with budgets ranging from $50 thousand to $50 million 
a year. 

There are four key areas of our work. There is network-
ing and knowledge-building within the fi eld through 
research, conventions, and peer-to-peer coaching opportu-
nities. There is publishing: TCG is the largest independent 
publisher of dramatic literature in North America, and we 
also publish American Theatre magazine, which has its 
twenty-fi fth anniversary this year. Grant-making: we give 

grants through partnerships with major 
foundations, including one called New 
Generations that pairs emerging leaders 
with mentors in theatres around the 
country. And advocacy. We advocate at 
the national and federal levels for the 
arts, run a national program called Free 
Night of Theatre, and we are the United 
States center for International Theatre 
Institute. And speaking of ITI, I am 
pleased to announce that the New York 
Public Library has just completed a 
fi ve-year project to make accessible the 
International Theatre Institute/Martha 
C. Coigney Collection.

I know you are all interested in how 
this economy is affecting the theatre 
fi eld. It is something on our minds 
every day at TCG. This is an intense but 
simultaneously hopeful time. We have 
seen economic trouble coming for more 
than a year and have been making 
adjustments, but there is nothing like 

that authentic arctic blast of cold air to shock us into bold 
decision-making. 

In a recent fi eld survey we found that 77 percent of TCG 
theatres were cutting expenses; 146 theatres reported $33 
million in actual dollar cuts. Sixty percent were anticipat-
ing defi cits this year double the number of defi cits that 
occurred in fi scal 2007. Fifty-nine percent were expecting 
cash-fl ow problems, and about 20 percent reported that 
they were having trouble securing a bank line of credit. 

Freezing salaries and curtailing travel were the biggest 
“fi xes” being contemplated, followed by ticket discounting 
and reductions in administrative staff. Many are working 
hard to keep the artistry and artists at the forefront, but 
are still expecting to cut productions and production size. 
Several have gone into emergency campaigns: Magic Theatre 

On February 26, 2009, the League hosted Teresa Eyring for a 
Leadership Luncheon at Sardi’s Restaurant. Eyring became 
executive director of Theatre Communications Group (TCG) 
mid-March of 2007. League member Ruth Mayleas introduced 
Eyring.

Thank you, Ruth. Here’s how I fi rst got to know about 
Ruth Mayleas. George White taught a class at Yale on 
Theatre Management, which was also affectionately known 
as “wine-tasting class,” because he thought it important 
for young theatre managers to know how to order good 
wine off a menu in the context of a business meeting or a 
funding call. 

This class had a lot of food themes running through it. 
George gave us a quiz called something like “Alphabet Soup 
of the Theatre Field,” and in 
this quiz — which was a hand-
out on a mimeographed sheet 
of paper — were the names of 
the most important people for 
a young theatre manager to 
know. 

Sometimes these individu-
als were so iconic that you 
were supposed to recognize 
them just by their fi rst names: 
Gordon, or Zelda, or Ruth. And 
when I fi nally met Ruth, it was 
like I was meeting a superstar. 
I didn’t really expect her to 
give me the time of day, but 
she was so friendly and acces-
sible. And I am glad that we 
meet again.

Knowing or having access 
to the thinking of a variety 
of luminaries in the fi eld 
had a tremendous impact on 
my development as a young 
professional. I felt recognized and embraced by them, and 
given the energy and confi dence to go forth in this fi eld. 

Because the younger generation today seems to have 
the upper hand in so many ways, with its knowledge of 
technology and its fl exibility with models and structures, 
one might think that any reverence for wisdom and experi-
ence had disappeared. But it really hasn’t. Emerging leaders 
still need and want the mentoring of those who came before. 
This is one priority area for TCG. Our national conference 
in Baltimore this June focuses on the cross-pollination of 
generations and even includes a session called “If I Ran 
the Zoo,” in which young leaders present their thoughts on 
how they would change certain existing organizations, if 
they were in charge.

I want to tell you a few more things about TCG and 
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PROGRAMS in San Francisco, Shakespeare Santa Cruz, Kentucky Reper-
tory Theatre. Just today, About Face Theatre in Chicago 
launched an emergency campaign. Many organizations in 
emergency status had pre-existing cash-fl ow problems. 
Still, they are major contributors to the artistic life of their 
communities and the nation.

So there is no question that we are seeing a retrac-
tion, whether it’s in the number of organizations or in the 
theatres’ overall expenditures. But what does this all mean, 
apart from numbers? What are the concerns?

A few days ago I was talking to an alumni representa-
tive from Stanford University, my alma mater. Stanford’s 
endowment has been dramatically reduced, and the school 
is slashing budgets. I asked her how they were going 
about this process, and she said there were many possible 
solutions, but that their priorities were to maintain academ-
ics and fi nancial aid. Those were not negotiable. 

In my mind, those priorities match up in the theatre 
world with artistry and audience access. But unfortunately 
in theatre, the one area that has become variable to some 
degree is the art: the number of shows, the size of the 
shows. Artistic leaders are striving to maintain quality, but 
they are also going smaller.

I think that historically there has been enormous 
pressure for some non-profi t theatres to seem fi nancially 
“profi table,” to appear as awesome fi nancial stewards 
above all else, and never to be publicly in fi nancial trouble, 
even if the trouble came about through extraordinary artis-
tic achievement. 

Many theatres operate with the sense — sometimes 
aggravated by trustees or other stakeholders in the business 
world — that they are mediocre at business or have unten-
able business models. If they’re in trouble, they don’t 
deserve any more support until they get themselves out of 
trouble somehow; the money will come, but fi rst, get your 
fi scal house in order. As recently as a few years ago, the 
models for how sophisticated businesses do it right might 
have been a Lehman Brothers or an AIG.

What’s interesting about this crisis is that it is affect-
ing major for-profi t institutions once viewed as infallible. 
This allows a non-profi t theatre to be transparent about its 
economic situation without the fear of immediate judgment 
about its business model. Because now everyone is feeling 
the pain: for-profi ts and non-profi ts, trustees and donors.

Think of the billions being spent on the bank bailouts 
with few questions asked compared to the $500 million 
or so that could shore up the entire theatre industry and 
generate leeway to restore ambition to the art form. But 
working capital has always been an issue for the non-profi t 
arts. At one time we had the Ford Foundation’s National 
Arts Stabilization Fund, but nothing like that has existed 
for a long time.

However, people really want to help. The funding 
community by and large has been extremely fl exible 
and attentive, recognizing that the cost of restarting an 
organization that goes under is much greater than the cost 
of keeping it alive.

There are some positives about this crisis. It has galva-
nized the fi eld in ways not previously seen. The arts sector 
has a renewed sense of itself and its potential for some 
power and infl uence at the national table. We are lucky to 
have a president who seems to get it, who sees the arts as 
valuable. The majority of our theatres are recognizing the 
extreme importance of honing their missions and commu-
nicating with their stakeholders. They have been using 

marketing tools such as YouTube and Facebook brilliantly 
to accomplish these ends.

TCG was able to generate an advocacy effort through 
the Performing Arts Alliance, Americans for the Arts, 
and other advocacy partners in the fi eld that included the 
National Endowment for the Arts in the American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act of 2009. To ensure that arts organi-
zations be eligible for the many categories of economic 
stimulus funding, we wanted to signifi cantly reduce the 
impact of the Coburn amendment. This was accomplished 
through a call to action that generated nearly 100,000 
communications with Congress, to make the case for the 
arts in the economy.

The arts must be recognized for the important sector 
of the work force and economy that it is. According to a 
recent NEA research report, nearly two million people say 
their primary profession is “artist” a fi gure just under the 
number of men and women on active duty in the military. 
As a category of worker, artist is larger than doctor, accoun-
tant, or lawyer. Research shows that 100,000 not-for-profi t 
arts organizations are members of the business community, 
employing people locally, purchasing goods and services, 
and promoting their communities. These organizations and 
their audiences generate $166 billion in economic activity 
every year.

Non-profi t theatre has been resilient. We have weath-
ered ups and downs in the past. But what now? This situa-
tion is worse than anything that has gone before and not 
getting better.

Every now and then I like to climb up to 30,000 feet 
and observe our history from that place. In the 1960s, when 
the NEA and TCG were founded, there were a handful of 
theatres. Today TCG has 500 members representing estab-
lished, professional non-profi t theatres. As best we can tell, 
there are 2,000 professional theatres nationwide. Since the 
1960s, the United States has had wars, economic downturns, 
high unemployment, market crashes, and terrorist attacks. 
And despite these challenges, the fi eld has bounced back. 
Sometimes it has bounced back even stronger.

And that is how TCG sees its role today: to help our 
fi eld bounce back stronger.

I subscribe to the State Department’s daily briefi ngs, 
and I’ve read countless speeches, fi rst by Condoleezza Rice 
and now by Hillary Clinton, to dignitaries and press in 
foreign countries. 

It’s amazing to hear the ways in which these women 
interact with world leaders. By the end of her tenure, Condi 
was almost one of “the boys.” She had an informal tone, 
as though talking to buddies around a poker table. Hillary 
is newer to these dignitaries, so the relationships are more 
formal. But in South Korea, one offi cial asked how she 
managed to stay so young and look so good, especially 
after the grueling presidential campaign (of course, these 
questions would never be asked of a man).

Clinton’s answer was so refreshing. “I love my work,” 
she said. “I take so much joy in it, and I try not to focus on 
what I haven’t done, but instead on what I will do.”

Simple guidance, but it reminds me of the tone that is 
emerging now among many in the theatre. Let’s not spend 
all our time talking about what we have or have not done 
right in the past. Let’s concentrate on what we will do to 
defi ne a whole new landscape.

Teresa Eyring. Photo: Harriet Slaughter
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 EEEEE
ANNUAL 
MEETING

The Annual Meeting of the League of Professional Theatre Women was held on October 17, 2008, at the 
Julia Miles Theatre, thanks to the generosity of Women’s Project and its producing artistic director, Julie 
Crosby. After an hour of greeting and informal networking in the lobby, and furnished with good wine and 
hors d’oeuvres, some forty members assembled in the theatre to discuss and approve an extensive revamp-
ing of the League’s By-Laws, undertaken during the previous year. 

The ad-hoc Bylaws Committee had met privately over several months, examining each provision, and 
had met with the board fi ve times to discuss and fi ne-tune each item; changes to the By-Laws had been 
approved by the board at its June 2008 meeting. The October meeting was to request formal approval from 
the membership, for which a quorum was required.

Dorothy Olim (a member of the By-Laws Committee along with board member and attorney Diane 
Krausz and League president Lynne Rogers) led this offi cial meeting. Dorothy reported to those assembled 
that the previous By-Laws revision had taken place in 1996. 

That revision had reduced the board from an unwieldy twenty-four members to sixteen and had given 
offi cers two-year terms, with the proviso that they could serve in those offi cer positions for two successive 
terms only. Board members could be elected for three-year terms, after which they would be required to 
rotate off for one year in order to be eligible to run again. However, board members could be eligible to 
become offi cers at any time.

After an active and lengthy discussion of the many proposed revisions to the By-Laws, a motion was 
made to approve the new document, except for two provisions that were remanded for more discussion at 
a later meeting. The motion to approve was passed unanimously by the quorum present.

A second League-wide meeting was subsequently called for April 25, 2009. Thanks to the organiza-
tional skills of Sylvia Schwartz, Vice President Programs, and League board member Mary Miko, more 
than 50 members, many of them new to the League, assembled from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. at the Lambs Club, 3 
West 51st Street, to vote on (and pass) the outstanding By-Laws provisions. Prospective offi cers and board 
members introduced themselves, as did the chairs of about twenty committees. The afternoon was devoted 
to relishing a delicious catered lunch, sitting in on committee meetings, and enjoying each others’ company.

ALE X IS  GREENE

NETWORKING 
MONDAYS

The League’s programming includes a multitude of presentational events, but lacked infor-
mal, inexpensive meet-and-greet opportunities. Since I’ve been producing networking events for 
nearly fi fteen years, my mind naturally gravitated toward creating an event for professional and 
social networking, a chance for new members to meet old, and vice versa.

With the board’s encouragement, League secretary (now co-president) Rachel Reiner and I 
went in search of a midtown location large enough to hold fi fty people, but small enough to 
feel cozy and, just as important, offer low bar prices! O’Flaherty’s on Restaurant Row fi t the bill: 
there’s an intimate side bar, and the $3 Happy Hour price was spot on.

The structure of the event is simple: we start gathering at 5:30 p.m., the League pays for 
the snacks, and if it’s your birthday month, the League also buys you a drink. At 6 p.m. each 
woman introduces herself, gives a brief run-down on her past or current theatrical activities, and 
exchanges contact information by fi lling out index cards.

Enthusiasm for this event has been high, as has been its energy level. Running since October 
2008, Networking Mondays looks as though it will be around for a fall re-engagement. 

to relishing a delicious catered lunch, sitting in on committee meetings, and enjoying each others’ company.

MEL ANIE SUTHERL AND 

rooms (including divine beds with silken sheets), a pleasant 
bar for our nighttime parleys, and great air-conditioning.

 The compelling purpose of the Chilean visit was Santi-
ago a Mil, an annual international theatre festival in its 
sixteenth year, co-produced by Carmen Romero and Evelyn 
Campbell, both international affi liates of the League. Thanks 
to Mary Miko’s research and meticulous planning, and 
Joanne Pottlitzer’s in-depth knowledge of Chilean theatre, 
its history and leading fi gures, the visit was a fascinat-
ing and enriching experience for the trip’s twelve partici-
pants: Billie Allen, Marie Chenevey, Angelina Fiordellisi, 
Joan D. Firestone, Carol Fleming, Glenda Frank, Sondra 
K. Gorney, Ruth Mayleas, Mary Miko, Marcia Morrison, 
Harriet Slaughter, and temporary Chilean resident Joanne 
Pottlitzer. 

 Our fi rst night in Santiago we attended the Teatro 
Municipal de Santiago to view a new opera, Viento Blanco 
(White Wind), by a young Chilean composer, Sebastián 
Errázuriz, who was inspired by a true story of new army 
recruits who, in 2005, met their deaths during a snow storm 
in a southern Andean ski area. Well sung (in Spanish), its 
subtitling, also in Spanish, eased understanding for those 

In January 2009 twelve League travelers journeyed to 
the end of the world. “Chile,” when translated, means liter-
ally “the end of the earth,” according to a Mapuche Indian 
legend. However, upon arrival in Santiago after an eleven-
hour fl ight from frigid New York, the balmy summer air 
felt more like the top of the world than the end of it.

 Travel often leads to adventure, and from arrival to 
departure, this trip was no exception. Adventure number 
one for Harriet Slaughter occurred when an otherwise 
adorable dog got a whiff of almonds languishing along-side 
a stash of dried cherries in the bottom of her carry-on bag. 
She was convinced that she had arrived in the remnants 
of post-Pinochet Chile when she and Angelina Fiordel-
lisi, carrying similar items, were detained by the control 
police and charged with the same offense. It turns out that 
Chile has particularly strict laws about the importation of 
agricultural products. 

 Two hours and two hundred dollars (each) later, Harriet 
and Angelina emerged from a hearing before a judge and 
greeted the group with a thousand apologies for delay-
ing our journey to the cool, sleek, modern Hotel Atton 
El Bosque, which welcomed us with gloriously luxurious 

SANTIAGO AND 
EASTER ISLAND

TRAVEL

RUTH MAYLEAS
AND HARRIET SLAUGHTER

North Meets South in Santiago. Photo: Harriet Slaughter
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of us with a smattering of the written word and almost 
none of the spoken. The Teatro Municipal impressed us 
with its beautiful classical building, much like its European 
counterparts.

 The other Spanish-language performances we saw at 
Teatro a Mil came from companies in Argentina, Spain, and 
Mexico, as well as from Chile. Much of the work was inven-
tive, often acted with élan and skill. An example: How I 
Learned to Drive (Como Apprendí a Manejar), performed by 
the Detuch Company of Chile, had previously been staged at 
the Chile-North American Cultural Institute’s newly revived 
festival of U.S. plays, which Drive’s author, the playwright 
Paula Vogel, had attended. Other productions included De 
Monstruos y Prodigios: La Historia de los Castrati from 
Mexico, and Apoteosis:BBB-UP and Violeta, both from 
Chile. The festival also presented works from non-Hispanic 
lands: Lithuania (Hamlet), Korea (Medea), Germany, Italy, 
China, and Mali, but most of these had been presented prior 
to our arrival. This year, the festival presented fi fty-three 
productions of theatre, dance, 
and music, thirty-fi ve from Chile 
and eighteen from twelve other 
countries. Our band of travelers 
added to the estimated 455,000 
spectators that fi lled the many 
theatre spaces and outdoor 
venues throughout Santiago.

 The second day’s intro-
ductory bus tour showed us a 
lovely city, fi lled with parks and 
fl owers, and took us to the top 
of San Cristóbal for panoramic 
views. Then it was off to the 
newly constructed contemporary 
Galería Patricia K. Ready, an 
extraordinary example of Chilean 
minimalist architecture, where we lunched in a sculpture 
garden. Later we toured a part of the gallery’s extensive 
contemporary collection. 

 We walked back to our hotel, stopping at the Museo de 
la Moda, a fashion museum founded by a wealthy Chilean 
textile manufacturing heir, to see an exhibit of fashion 
from between the fi rst and second World Wars. In the 
evening, we visited the Parque Arauco mall, a lively venue 
whose least interesting attraction was La Noche Canta Sus 
Canciones (The Night Sings Its Songs) not songs at all but 
a domestic piece by the Norwegian playwright Jon Fosse 
about a family’s inability to communicate. Produced by an 
Argentine company and directed by Daniel Veronese, La 
Noche may not have held our interest in part because it 
was a realistic play, highly dependent on text that most of 
us didn’t suffi ciently understand.

 Sunday took us on a day trip to the old harbor city 
of Valparaíso, set on a series of steep hillsides, and to 
the adjoining beach resort of Viña del Mar, attractive in 
spite of its crammed beaches. We were accompanied by 
Carmen Helfmann, a writer for El Mercurio, a leading daily 
doing a story on us. Called by Pablo Neruda “the port of 
a thousand fl ags” (a poet’s translation of laundry fl oat-
ing from balconies), Valparaíso is the site of La Sebastiana, 
one of Neruda’s three houses, now a museum. A narrow 
structure seemingly rammed against a hillside, it is notable 
for its odd collections and whimsical spirit, for example 
the stuffed Scarlet Ibis fl oating over Neruda’s “cloud chair,” 
where he wrote his poetry in green ink. A large photograph 

of Walt Whitman was prominently displayed in Neruda’s 
study. Whitman was beloved by Neruda, as he is by many 
Chileans.

 A second Valparaíso house visit introduced us again to 
the spirit and taste of Patricia K. Ready, who entertained 
us with pre-lunch cocktails while guiding us through her 
exquisitely renovated, historic waterfront house, a break-
fast room with a skylight three fl oors above, extraordinary 
antiques and rugs and treasures. We relished her Chilean 
hospitality of Pisco Sours, champagne, and hors d’oeuvres, 
offered along with a serene view of the sea. After lunch at 
a seaside restaurant, Valle de Quintil, we rode the Ascensor 
Espíritu Santo from the restaurant to street level and our 
waiting bus. 

 Rounding out a very active day, we took to the streets 
as darkness fell to see La Fura Dels Baus, the well-known 
thirty-year-old company from Barcelona, performing Orbis 
Vitae. This fi fty-minute spectacular began just as night 
descended. A white fl ying fi gure appeared in a spotlight, 

suspended by a gigantic crane 
some forty stories above the crowd 
and appearing to have descended 
from the heavens. Numerous 
actor-aerialists had assumed their 
places atop an offi ce building. Fire 
erupted, and they scaled down 
the building fl oor by fl oor, while 
multicolored lights followed their 
progress to the street. A fl ying 
angel then emerg ed, mounted 
upon a modernistic chariot with 
a span of steel that traversed 
Apoquindo Avenue, where some 
25,000 people had gathered. (We 
scrambled to scatter out of the 
chariot’s way as it passed by.) 

Acrobats dangled inside a huge, open steel drum and 
turned the enormous wheel to follow the chariot, while 
other actors carried numerous torches in procession, setting 
the scene ablaze along the avenue. 

Reactions from our group ranged from excitement 
and admiration at the extraordinary spectacle to negative 
feelings about the menace and danger the piece evoked. We 
learned that an estimated 70,000 people saw the company’s 
second performance, in front of La Moneda Palace, on the 
Alameda, Santiago’s main street. That performance, of a 
different piece, closed the festival. [Mayleas’ note: I had 
seen this company in New York about twenty years ago, 
performing then in an outdoor but tightly enclosed space; 
despite the spatial differences, the aesthetic of danger and 
vehicle dodging was the same.] 

The following morning, Elsa Poblete a leading Chilean 
actor and an international League affi liate arranged for 
us to get together with women members of SIDARTE, the 
Chilean actors union; Fernanda García, the union’s current 
president, ran the meeting. SIDARTE, which has about one 
thousand members, has its own facilities: a main stage, 
rehearsal spaces, and several smaller performance spaces 
for producing their own work or renting to others. 

In a discussion with the SIDARTE representatives, we 
learned that there is no collective bargaining in Chilean 
theatre, nor are there minimum salaries or laws protecting 
theatre workers. However, the organization does provide 
health insurance and benefi ts for its members. The group’s 
new home is in the Barrio Bellavista, a pleasant neighbor-

While there, we saw two separate and superb exhibi-
tions of lesser known works by Frida Kahlo and Diego 
Rivera, and a retrospective of paintings and embroider-
ies (known as “arpilleras”) by the beloved visual artist, 
composer, poet, the late Violeta Parra. Titled The Spiri-
tual: Mysticism, Religion, Life and Death, this exhibition 
informed our appreciation of Violeta Parra: al centro de la 
injusticia, a theatre piece based on the artist’s poetry and 
songs, which we saw on our last evening in Santiago

Among the many fascinating people we met was René 
Lara, director of the International Program of the Univer-
sity Mayor, founded in 1988 and one of Santiago’s many 
private universities. Noted for its instruction in the arts, it 
has conservatories of theatre, dance, music, and visual arts 
(fi lm is to be moved to a separate facility), all housed in 
the same building at one of the University’s six Santiago 
campuses. 

Lara gave us a fascinating lecture on Chile, from prehis-
tory and migrations from Asia to the Spanish invasion, 
to its independence inspired by the French Revolution and 
independent Chile’s fi rst president, Bernardo O’Higgins. 
The illegitimate son of a prominent Chilean woman and 
an Irish-born offi cer of the Spanish crown, O’Higgins 
countered the colonial Spanish values, abolished primo-
geniture, established an English legal system, abolished 
slavery, cut ties to Spain, and separated church and state. 
The result was relatively little Spanish infl uence in Chile, 
and more infl uences from England, France, and Germany. 

Lara also talked expansively about Chile’s education 
system. The University of Chile was founded in 1842, 
and the Catholic University in 1862. Today, in addition to 
those state schools, there are sixty private universities in 
Chile with 700,000 students. The national literacy rate is 

hood that houses other performance spaces as well as a host 
of cafés and restaurants, at one of which, Azul Profundo, 
we had a delightful, delicious lunch.

January 20, Inauguration Day in the United States, 
found most of us bound for an excursion to Isla Negra, 
Pablo Neruda’s magnifi cent house on the sea, and his burial 
place. 

After touring this remarkable home and looking at 
the poet’s extraordinary collections of ships’ fi gureheads, 
artfully hanging from the walls; ships in bottles; varicol-
ored glass vases; butterfl ies and insects we dined in an 
adjoining restaurant. There, a small television had been set 
up, so that, at precisely twelve noon Washington, D.C. time, 
we could watch Barack Obama take the oath of offi ce and 
deliver his inaugural address with a simultaneous Spanish 
translation. Other restaurant guests, Chileans, sat at nearby 
tables, watching and, at the end of the ceremony, cheering. 
It was strangely moving to be seeing this seminal event 
in world history in that beautiful place, the shrine to a 
great poet and humanist, and be surrounded by citizens 
of a nation that had so recently endured its own political 
turmoil.

The Centro Cultural de la Moneda is a national art 
museum and cultural center in a stunning, airy space. 
Inaugurated in January 2006, the complex occupies more 
than 22,000 square feet distributed over three underground 
fl oors. Located in front of the presidential palace, it is lit 
by the refl ection from a pool on the plaza above it. The 
handsome contemporary building displays the work of 
modern Chilean artists side-by-side with pre-Columbian 
works an interesting juxtaposition of infl uences.

How I Learned to Drive, (Como Apprendi a Manejar) by Paula Vogel 
performed by Detuch Company of Chile.

Left: Orbis Vitae, performed in Santiago. Photo: Marcia Morrison
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Pottlitzer’s knowledge of Chile and its theatre, gleaned from 
nearly a lifetime of study and living in the country, made 
possible a culturally rich trip, new theatre experiences and,  
potentially, new friends and connections. Mary Miko’s 
careful research and travel savvy gave us good hotels, 
preferred airline seats, timely bus arrivals and departures, 
and general calm. Santiago, a beautiful and sparkling 
city, is not a particularly diffi cult place, but it was new to 
most of us and very far away. This team made it easy and 
wonderful.

And so, on to Easter Island.

A sub-tropical paradise and a UNESCO World Heritage 
site, Easter Island is 2,300 miles from any other island 
group in the South Pacifi c, but a mere sixty-three square 
miles in size. 

Small though it is, Easter Island has a great mystery at 
its core. How did the Rapa Nui, as the native Polynesian 
people are known, get there? And how did they make those 
towering stone creations, the extraordinary Moias? How 
did they get them down from the quarry and stand them 
upright, and why are all of them facing inland? 

We were on the island briefl y, but long enough to be 
moved by what we saw and enjoy the pleasure of its rocky 
coast and surrounding ocean, visible from every spot on 
the island.

We had an arranged tour with a charming young 
woman named Sabrina, a Rapa Nui, who showed us the 
main sights: the fi fteen Moias standing on their platform 
and the quarry from whence they came, with fi gures 
outlined in the rock but not yet cut out from it. She talked 
about her people, the Rapa Nui; their history insofar as 
it is known; that she is from one of the chief families of 
the Rapa Nui; and her personal story of how she learned 
English by traveling to Michigan with an aunt and going to 
high school there for several years. 

The journey to and from Easter Island was smooth 
and uneventful a four-and-a-half-hour fl ight that felt 
like a brief hop after our marathon fl ight to the Southern 
Hemisphere. The return fl ight to New York took ten hours, 
slightly shorter than our outbound version, and we arrived 
to what we had left: cold and snow! 

 

96 percent (the overall world literacy rate is 82 percent). 
Universities are now setting up accreditation systems 
and looking to the U.S. for models. The twenty-year-old 
University Mayor is the top private university in the fi eld 
of international exchange agreements, with 240 such 
agreements in forty-three different countries. Lara feels 
that Chile has lagged in bringing ideas from abroad but 
is now catching up. Lara was followed by Hector Noguera, 
a highly regarded actor and dean of the Arts School, and 
Rodrigo Pérez, director of the Theatre School, who staged 
Violeta. There are 300 students in the four arts schools. 

The level of hospi-
tality on this trip was 
overwhelming. At Drina 
Rendic’s beautiful estate 
just outside Santiago, 
we were introduced to a 
cross-section of notable 
Chilean cultural fi gures, 
from the aforemen-
tioned René Lara, Hector 
Noguera, and Fernanda 
García to the heads of 
various cultural organi-
zations: Juan Carlos 
Correa, executive direc-
tor of the Chile-North 
American Institute; 
Constanza Güell, the 
Institute’s cultural direc-
tor; actor Liliana Ross 
and her husband, the producer Raoul Pinno; Carmen Gloria 
Larenas, a former dance journalist who is now general 
manager of COBA (Cultural Corporation of Lo Barnechea). 
Rendic, who is a leading patron of the arts, sits on the 
governing council of Fondart (Council of Culture and the 
Arts – somewhat equivalent to our National Endowment 
for the Arts), founded in 1990. She is currently engaged 
in gathering information on forms of government and 
private support of the arts in other countries, particularly 
the U.S. and Canada. Her luncheon gathering included 
Laurie Weitzenkorn, Counselor for Public Affairs, and 
Michael Orlansky, Cultural Attaché of the U.S. Embassy, 
whom we were to meet again the next day during a brief 
Embassy visit. On our next to last evening in Santiago, 
Liliana Ross, one of the League’s international affi liates, 
invited us to dinner at her home, where we met more of 
the young leading lights in Chilean theatre. Laura Pizarro, 
another international affi liate whose excellent company 
TeatroCinema unfortunately was not performing while we 
were in Santiago, was one of the guests. Liliana is one of 
Chile’s leading actresses, a star of soap operas as well as a 
producer and director; her latest project is Edward Albee’s 
The Goat: or, Who Is Sylvia? which she will produce in 
Santiago. 

These social events, fi lled as they were with good cheer 
(not to mention Pisco Sours), enabled our small group to 
absorb some of the culture of the country, to talk with 
colleagues, exchange views, and make interesting connec-
tions. We hope that we can, in small part, repay this gener-
ous hospitality when some of our new Chilean friends visit 
New York.

This Southern Hemisphere adventure was truly unlike 
any other League trip, from the meticulousness of its 
planning to the inclusiveness of its cultural range. Joanne 

CURTAIN CALL

The Moias on Easter Island. Photo: Joan D. Firestone
Right: Carrie Robbins’s sketch for a production of Frankenstein (1981).
Photo: Ken Howard
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These early costume designers are followed in the 
exhibition by forty-fi ve costumes arranged on dress forms 
and placed on the fi rst platform to display a colorful array 
of work that includes designers from the fi rst half of the last 
century and notes the performers who wore their costumes. 
Aline Bernstein is represented most poignantly by Juliet’s 
costume, which was worn by Eva Le Gallienne in the Civic 
Repertory Theatre’s 1930 production of Romeo and Juliet.

The second platform displays an eclectic mix of modern 
costumes worn in Shakespearean productions, musical 
comedy, ballet, and opera. “Exotica,” the label for animal 
and fantastical garments, were designed for actors to 
inhabit such creatures as the White Knight with horse’s 
head from Alice in Wonderland, the primordial lizards in 

Seascape, and the pink sheep from Candide and the cow 
Milky White from the musical Into the Woods. 

On walls parallel to the platforms, a doppelgän-
ger effect is achieved. The viewer turns away from 
the presentation of the fully dressed mannequins 
to encounter two-dimensional views in pencil 

sketches, painted drawings, and photographs 
that serve as bookends to the story of 

the costumes on display. In one 
instance, Queen Elizabeth’s 

jeweled black velvet gown 
with cartridge-pleated 
collar and cuffs, worn 

in Arena Stage’s production 
of Sarah Ruhl’s Passion Play, is 

accompanied by Linda Cho’s meticu-
lous rendering of the costume and a 

photograph of the actor in full regalia.
A darkened corridor parallels the length of the 

two platforms. Within this narrow space, scene and light-
ing designers are represented in preliminary sketches, 
painted renderings, storyboards, painters’ elevations, and 
production photographs that capture the re-imagining 
and reshaping of theatrical space through lighting design. 
In addition, twelve lighted set models with architectural 
details are on view and range from The Night of the 
Iguana and The Secret Garden to Avenue Q and Spring 
Awakening. 

A thirteenth model, built by Anna Louizos for the 
musical In the Heights, is showcased at the entrance to 
the gallery, along with Loïe Fuller’s swirling, diaphanous 
garment created for her dance performances and one of 
Maria Björnson’s Phantom costumes from the longest-
running show in Broadway history.

Turning right into the shorter segment of the L-shaped 
gallery, feathered angel wings, a fl oating kite-like costume, 
winged creatures, shadow puppets, and giant Greek masks 

dominate the scene from above. On the walls below, 
this highly contemporary segment of the 

exhibit makes use of video 
monitors featuring sets, 

Entering the Donald and Mary Oenslager Gallery, which 
serves as a gateway to special exhibitions at The New 
York Public Library for the Performing Arts, the viewer at 
fi rst observes a centerpiece of shadowy fi gures on raised 
platforms. Then the shapes coalesce into forms clothed in 
vibrant fabrics: one hundred years of theatrical costumes 
conceptualized and designed by women. The surrounding 
walls are fi lled with two-dimensional costume renderings, 
sketches, and photographs that speak to the theatrical 
origins of the clothing worn by the life-size mannequins. 
Together, costumes and drawings are the centerpiece of the 
exhibition titled CURTAIN CALL: Celebrating a Century of 
Women Designing for Live Performance. 

A three-year-long collaboration between the League of 
Professional Theatre Women and The New 
York Public Library for the Performing Arts 
at Lincoln Center was spear-headed 
by the exhibition’s co-curators, 
Carrie Robbins and Dr. Barbara 
Cohen-Stratyner, and CURTAIN 
CALL’s project director, Joan D. 
Firestone. This fi rst-of-its-kind 
exhibition features fi fty “histor-
ical” designers and more than 
one hundred “contemporary” 
designers those whose careers 
bloomed after 1960. 

Between the historic past 
and the millennium present, the 
disproportionate numbers stand 
as silent commentaries on the 
diffi culties women encountered 
when they emerged, at the turn of 
the last century, from their roles 
as seamstresses and costume shop 
owners, and fi nally attained the 
status of fully credited designers of 
theatre, opera, and dance.

The earliest designers are repre-
sented by Caroline F. Siedle, who 
in 1901 created the “clothes” for a 
Daniel Frohman production of The 
Forest Lovers; and by the color-
ful designs, gouaches-on-paper, by 
London-born couturière Lady Duff 
Gordon, who was known by her signa-
ture name, “Lucile.” She was recruited 
by Florenz Ziegfeld in 1915 to design 
extravagant costumes for his Follies 
and rooftop Midnight Frolics at the New 
Amsterdam Theatre on Forty-second 
Street. 

The guest list read like a Who’s Who of New York’s theatrical design community, 
as people gathered for the fi rst night of CURTAIN CALL: Celebrating a Century of 
Women Designing for Live Performance, in the Donald and Mary Oenslager Gallery 
at Lincoln Center. 

Jane Greenwood, William Ivey Long, Marjorie Bradley Kellogg, Jennifer Tipton, Clint 
Ramos:  there they were on Sunday, November 16, 2008, when the curtain rose on 
the exhibition organized by the League of Professional Theatre Women and The New 
York Public Library for the Performing Arts.

Behind the scenes, last-minute touches had been in progress. Beverly Emmons, the 
exhibition’s lighting designer, once again checked the positions of the lights focused 
on the array of costumes. Jacqueline Z. Davis, the Library’s executive director, went 
over the guest list one last time. 

But at 7:00 p.m. it was Lights up! Curtain up! After three years of planning and 
preparation, the League and NYPL were opening their long-awaited retrospective, 
scheduled to run until May 2, 2009.

And what an opening it was. Wine fl owed, thanks to a generous contribution from 
Diageo Chateau. Guests exclaimed over the dazzling costume, scene, and lighting 
designs from the fi elds of theatre, opera, and dance. Here was a glittering beaded 
dress designed for Eartha Kitt in The Wild Party. There was an original Barbara Matera 
tutu, looking indescribably delicate. 

Some guests massed three-deep to glimpse the jewel-box displays of set models 
by Kellogg, Heidi Ettinger, Adrianne Lobel, Christine Jones, and Anna Louizos 
(among others).

Other guests sported headsets as they listened to interviews with lighting designers 
Tharon Musser and Jennifer Tipton, watched a fi lm clip about the innovative scene 
and costume designer Tanya Moiseiwitsch, or saw footage of performances lit by 
Frances Aronson, Natasha Katz, Beverly Emmons, and Peggy Eisenhauer. 

Orders fl owed for the exhibition’s handsome catalogue. The retrospective was truly 
an embarrassment of riches, viewers said, demanding repeat visits. 

CELEBRATING A CENTURY OF WOMEN DESIGNING 
FOR LIVE PERFORMANCE

BY HARRIET SLAUGHTER

CURTAIN CALL
OPENING NIGHT

THOUGHTS ON 
AN EXHIBITION: 
 ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF THEATRICAL DESIGNS BY WOMEN
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to encounter two-dimensional views in pencil 
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that serve as bookends to the story of 

the costumes on display. In one 
instance, Queen Elizabeth’s 
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this highly contemporary segment of the 

A three-year-long collaboration between the League of 
Professional Theatre Women and The New 
York Public Library for the Performing Arts 
at Lincoln Center was spear-headed 
by the exhibition’s co-curators, 
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 On tap for CURTAIN CALL’s opening were League 
members who had contributed their time, skills, 
and resources: Sheilah Rae, who fi rst suggested 
the project; project director Joan D. Firestone, 
who carried the exhibition forward; Jacqueline 
Z. Davis, executive director of The New York 
Public Library for the Performing Arts, who 
responded enthusiastically to the idea of Library 
participation; costume designer Carrie Robbins, 
co-curator and designer of the exhibition; and 
Barbara Cohen-Straytner, Judith R. and Alfred A. 
Rosenberg Curator for Exhibitions, The New York 
Public Library for the Performing Arts. Robbins 
and Cohen-Stratyner made the challenging 
decisions of selecting the exhibition’s rich, varied 
material. Firestone, Harriet Slaughter, and Ruth 
Mayleas were the fundraising triumvirate. Alexis 
Greene edited the catalogue, which was designed 
by Linda Florio. Anita Ross was stage manager 
supreme until the end.  

The foundations, companies, and individu-
als who supported CURTAIN CALL should be 
congratulated for their vision in backing this 
project. They are the National Endowment for 
the Arts, New York City Department of Cultural 
Affairs, Sonia Alden Foundation, Lucille Lortel 
Foundation, The Amber Foundation, American 
Express, Budd Enterprises, Diageo, Ettinger 
Foundation, The Paul Green Foundation, Hudson 
Scenic Studio, Life Style Visuals, Manhattan 
Beer Distributors, Edith Meiser Foundation, 
PRG Theatrical Lighting, The Jerome Robbins 
Foundation, Rose Brand, Daryl and Steven Roth 
Foundation, The Dorothy Strelsin Foundation, 
United Scenic Artists, Ernest Winzer Cleaners, 
Anonymous, Barbara Freitag, Jane Harmon, 
Chase Mishkin, Judith Resnick, Thomas Safran, 
Nadine Schramm, Joan Vail Thorne, Elizabeth 
Williams.

Designers Susan Hilferty, William Ivey Long, 
and Willa Kim. Photo: Anita Shevett

Toni-Leslie James’s ensemble for Eartha Kitt in
The Wild Party (2000).
Photo: Ken Howard
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JM: You went to Syracuse University and 
studied painting. I want to start there.

SH: Well, it actually goes much 
further back than that. If you ask every 
designer how they began, we all have 
wildly different stories which bring us 
to that one place: how we got involved 
in theatre. I come from a big family, 
six kids. There were no arts at all in my 
background. We didn’t even have TV. I 
saw my fi rst movie when I was thirteen. 
I was always the artist in the family, 
always painting, drawing, and acting. I 
started when I was seven years old. I 
collected art work from any magazine. 
I was always being inspired. I chose 
Syracuse University because it had an 
art program, plus I thought I was going 
to be a painter. But also, starting at 
eleven I had begun making all my own 
clothes – coats, underwear, everything. 
So I chose Syracuse because it also had a 
fashion program and a theatre program, 
and because I knew that I wanted 
liberal arts. To go to any undergraduate 
program is a great liberating moment, 
because you arrive not having any idea 
of what’s about to happen. And I gave 
myself a place that allowed me many 
opportunities. I minored as a fashion 
designer. I did my work study at the 
theatre, so I was around theatre. But I 
had no idea what theatre design was... 

not a clue. I thought... you would just 
call the costume rental house, Brooks 
Van Horn, and they would send you “the 
clothes.” And if you looked at the back of 
a script, a [Samuel] French acting script, 
there would be a list of “the clothes.” 
There would even be a picture of “the 
set.” I thought, “Well, that’s what ‘it’ 
is.” At Syracuse, I was also interested 
in performance art or installation art. 
Laurie Anderson was one of my great 
inspirations. There were many different 
kinds of art that I was interested in, in 
addition to painting. I’m going to keep 
running through this. Is that okay? 

JM: This is exactly what we want to hear.

SH: So all of these things start 
happening, and I’m percolating. I had 
never been beyond a fi fty-mile radius 
of my home, so Syracuse was a cold but 
exciting place for me.

JM: Where did you grow up?

SH: Arlington, Massachusetts. Paul 
Revere rode through Arlington on his 
way from Boston to Lexington. That 
puts it right on the map. So I’m at 
Syracuse, and everything is happen-
ing, from art to literature to love. I did 
my junior year abroad, in London. The 
fi rst time I saw professional theatre was 
mind-boggling. I saw the original Rocky 

ing the second largest group due to the pioneering work 
in dance lighting of Jean Rosenthal. Women scene design-
ers acknowledge that they have made inroads into the 
commercial theatre, but they still fi nd employment elusive 
on Broadway’s stages. Projection designers represent the 
newest specialty in theatrical design. 

The majority of the exhibition’s 
designers are costume designers, 
although many design both scenery 
and costumes. Despite the demonstrable 
talents of women designers, the larger 
proportion of costume designers refl ects 
persistent female-male divisions in the 
profession.

Many visitors to the exhibition have 
remarked that the volume of materi-
als on display speaks to the evolv-
ing presence and infl uence of women 
designers in the American theatre. 
Not only theatres, but also dance and 
opera companies throughout the United 
States have profi ted artistically from 
the professional niche that began as 
“women’s work” at the turn of the last 
century and evolved into mainstream 
theatrical careers for professional 
women. 

The road has been long, and the 
pioneers persistently determined. As a 
result, women have achieved interna-
tional recognition on stages as far away 
as Australia and as near as the theatres 
and opera houses at Lincoln Center.

costumes, lighting, and projection designs from 1960 to 
the present, and much more. Seated on benches, visitors 
listen through earphones to oral histories and interviews, 
and watch fi lm clips from a range of not-for-profi t and 
commercial productions.

On the north wall at the end of the gallery space, the six 
video monitors simulcast curtain 
calls from nine Broadway shows, 
oral histories with lighting design-
ers, opera designers discussing 
their creations, dance performances 
enhanced by lighting design, and 
a documentary fi lm detailing the 
fi fty-year career of designer Tanya 
Moiseiwitsch. That formidable 
designer, in collaboration with 
Tyrone Guthrie, fashioned a bold 
thrust stage and innovative audito-
rium for the fi rst Guthrie Theatre 
in Minneapolis and also famously 
designed set pieces, costumes, and 
masks for the Guthrie’s production 
of The House of Atreus.

By dividing the exhibition 
into the work of past and present 
designers, the co-curators have, 
fi rst, demonstrated the growing 
presence of women designers in 
the American theatre from the 
turn of the last century to seven 
years into the twenty-fi rst century. 
Second, the sparse number of early 
designers (costumes were viewed as 
“women’s work” by the male producers) contrasts with the 
burgeoning variety of women designers in the mid-to-late 
twentieth century.

In 2009, the majority of female designers are still to be 
found in costume design, with lighting designers register-

Horror Show. We were in this small 
theatre where they were making light-
ning by switching on fl orescent lights. 
I saw the original Equus. John Napier 
did that gorgeous design. The set was 
a turntable, with actors as horses. I saw 
John Gielgud’s The Tempest. And one 
of the most important things for me: I 
saw Athol Fugard’s Sizwe Bansi Is Dead.
In London, I suddenly saw what theatre 
design was, and I knew that I had 
actually, without meaning to, trained 
all the right parts of myself. I was 
drawing. I knew about clothing. I knew 
about making clothing. I knew about 
art and literature. I knew about build-
ing scenery. And I loved to tell stories. 
I went running back to America, to the 
Berkshire Theatre Festival, and got a 
job. My room and board were my pay. 
I was the assistant costume designer. 
They fi red the costume designer after 
the fi rst show, so I became the costume 
designer. It happened very quickly for 
me. I’m the luckiest person I know.

And then, because this is always 
fascinating, the last show of the 
season had Shelley Winters in it, and 
I designed a show with Nehemiah 
Persoff and Shelley Winters. I designed 
the show; I dressed the show; I did 
the poster for the show. And then the 
show toured, and Shelley insisted that 

JOSEPH V. MELILLO IN 
CONVERSATION WITH 
DESIGNER SUSAN HILFERTY

Candice Donnelly’s sketch for Haroun and the Sea of Stories (2004). 
Photo: Ken Howard

Below: Carrie Robbins and Tony Walton. Photo: Anita Shevett

Right: Susan Hilferty and Joseph V. Melillo. Photo: Harriet Slaughter



           AT
 AT AT

16 17

magical! Aren’t I the luckiest person 
you know? Come on. So that’s how Yale 
came into my life.

JM: Let’s go to the more primary question, 
“Why is the theatre in your life?” 

SH: I love to tell stories. It’s as simple 
as that. I’m a storyteller. I think this is 
true for all theatre artists. This life is a 
calling. There’s no reason to do it unless 
you can’t do anything else. Theatre 
artists are like junkies, too, because 
you’d think we’d be damaged by what 
we go through to make theatre happen. 
But instead, somebody calls, and I say, 
“Wow, I would love to do that! I would 
love to do Mourning Becomes Electra at 
a small theatre that has no money and 
no dressing rooms. Please, how much 
will it cost me to do it? I would love to 
do it!” Theatre is all about “Oh, I want to 
tell this story.” 

What I also love about theatre is that 
you can tell the same story but differ-
ently, and it will affect people in very 

different ways. You 
could do the 

same 

I come with her. I had never been to 
New York City before, and I arrived in 
New York fresh from The Mike Douglas 
Show, in a limousine. I cleaned out her 
closets. I hung her Picasso. I went to 
shows with her. I stayed with Shelley 
for four months as her companion. Isn’t 
that a great introduction to a life in the 
theatre? Come on! 

JM: How did Yale come into your life?

SH: After Shelley, I went back to 
fi nish my degree at Syracuse. Then I 
moved to New York. I found an apart-
ment on 32nd Street. For the young 
people in the audience, this is a very 
important part of my career. Because of 
the apartment, I actually have a career. 
It was a cold-water fl at: toilet in the 
hall, bathtub in the kitchen. I lived there 
for twenty-four years. I could afford 
it because it was rent-stabilized. At 
fi rst, I was working in New York doing 
showcases. I was working as a draper 
at Ray Diffen’s Costume Shop on 17th 
Street. I was designing at places like 
the Irish Arts Center on 52nd Street. 
But a year after being in New York, 
I took and passed the union exam. 
I thought it was a secret society. I didn’t 
tell anybody, even my mother, that I was 
taking the exam. But I became a member 
of United Scenic Artists. 

I was designing both costumes and 
scenery at this point, but there was 
something missing. I knew that I needed 
time. What Yale did for me was to give 
me time to develop myself as an artist. 
I had time to think about a design, to 
actually think about what I was doing, 
why I was making a choice, what I 
thought about a text. I was doing 
scenery as well as costumes. Bob 
Brustein had created the program, 
but he left after my fi rst year, and 
Lloyd Richards came in. Fortu-
itously, Lloyd had invited Athol 
Fugard to direct one of his own 
plays, A Lesson from Aloes, for 
the fi rst time in America. I was 
assigned to design for Athol 
in my third year of graduate 
school. And that’s a relation-
ship that has continued. I’ve 
worked with Athol now 
as costume designer, set 
designer, co-director, and 
director for twenty-eight 
years. So it was absolutely 

play over and over, and each time be 
telling a different story. 

 My friend John Conklin says another 
good reason to do theatre is that you get 
to talk with Shakespeare. You get to talk 
with Chekhov, Ibsen. We open up a text, 
and we get to go at it literally as if we 
were having a dialogue with the author, 
as if they were living right in front of 
you. Luckily we get to work with living 
writers as well.

JM: That segues into discussing your 
relationship with the director. 

SH: Working with a director is like 
falling in love. It has all of the myster-
ies. I was thinking: I did a lot of work 
with Garland Wright at the Guthrie. A 
fantastic, magical director. We got to do 
everything together: Greek plays, David 
Storey’s plays, Chekhov, Shakespeare, 
Babes in Arms. Each time, Garland would 
open up a story differently. He would 
come with a different clue. It might be 
a sound: “This is how I think it sounds.” 
Or it might be one image: “This is how I 
think it feels.”  

 Working with a director is like 
dancing and learning new steps. It’s 
terrifying, because you start with the 
unknowns. My response to a text is 
always very different, but I don’t always 
know what it will be until I start working 
with that director. Joe Mantello is tough. 
He’s a genius in clarity. You show him 
something — he knows. It’s right or 
wrong. It’s smart. It is always moving, 
it’s not a dreamy exploration. He listens, 
he trusts you. He’s a great storyteller. 

Jo Anne Akalaitis says you slowly, 
slowly build a world. It’s a slow evolu-
tion. You’re watching something be 
born, and it gets deeper and deeper, 
and then you can’t necessarily track 
back to why you made a choice, but 
it’s embedded in the work. 

With Athol, he’s a writer-direc-
tor. The design actually became 
embedded in the text, so that the 
set was part of the writing process. 
Valley Song began with a fuller 
text and then it got reduced, 
because as we started working 
together, more and more we 

would strip things away, so that 
less was needed. Until we could do 

the play with almost nothing. It became 
more and more about the actor, how the 
actor was going to tell the story. 
JM: Having won the Tony Award for 
Wicked, and with Spring Awakening, is 
there a difference for a costume designer 
working on Broadway versus in a not-for-
profi t institutional theatre?

 SH: It’s a good question. I honestly 
can work anywhere. But I don’t design 
differently. I don’t design differently 
because of the space or the budget. The 
specifi cs of the design will change, but 
the kernel — the beginning steps — are 
the same. All the beginning conversa-
tions are about What’s the idea? What’s 
the text? Once you have captured the 
essence, you can build it on Broadway 
or anywhere within the boundaries of 
the budget and the space. Can I tell you 
a side story on that? Spring Awaken-
ing was done at the Atlantic Theatre, 
a small company housed in a church. I 
knew with Spring Awakening, as soon 
as I heard it, that this was something 
really special. But we had no money. I 
decided, “Okay. I’ll do it the way I did 
it in the olden days. I’ll go to Banana 
Republic and buy shopping bags full of 
linen suits, take these linen suits home 
and dye them navy blue, and alter them 
myself in my apartment for the actors.” 

I got to the counter and I thought, 
“Susan, you are over fi fty years old, you 
can’t do this!” So then I did what I still 
think is the cleverest thing, but nobody 
thought it was clever at the time. I 
actually went back and said, “I will 
invest in this play,” and I’ll put money 
into Spring Awakening. And I paid for 
the costumes myself.

JM: I love it.

SH: It turned out to be the best 
investment anybody made two years 
ago. Who knew? I could have done it 
with the suits from Banana Republic, 
but we got closer to our truth by making 
them. 

JM: Exactly. Now, having had the experi-
ence of being on Broadway, are the other 
experiences in dance, opera, and fi lm 
similar? Or is there a radical difference 
in costume design per medium?

 SH: Film is different. I love live 
performance and actors, and I love the 
event of something happening on the 

we have to be unbelievably organized, 
unbelievably connected to “this has 
to go here, here, here, or here.” But 
I’m always learning. Some of my best 
friends have been administrators, so I 
learned by osmosis.

JM: Tell me, and reveal to everyone 
here, what really have you learned about 
costume design that you didn’t know? 

SH: Well, I don’t know whether you 
can learn about costume design. I think 
that you can learn about yourself as a 
designer. 

 For me, Wicked came at the perfect 
moment in my life. Because I started 
as a draper, I’ve always been interested 
in dressmaking, and I’ve worked with 
some of the greatest drapers in the 
world. I’m fl uent in the language of 
dressmaking and how clothes are made. 
So with Wicked, I was often inspired 
by the dressmaking challenges. How do 
I twist a garment on the spine? Some 
drapers probably wouldn’t go there. 
Some drapers would say, “Oh no! It’s not 
possible.” And I would say, “Oh, no! I 
know it is possible.” Any artist is always 
taking a step that leads to another step. 
I couldn’t have done Wicked if I hadn’t 
done the other 250 shows. So I guess 
my secret to costume design is that you 
just have to do it. Then you do it again, 
and you make horrible mistakes, and 
you learn from your mistakes and try it 
again.

JM: What’s the single misunderstanding 
about costume design in the profession?

SH: That’s easy. People think, “Oh, 
you can get that anywhere. Oh, it’s just a 
dress.” Oh, yeah? Even we are surprised. 
We forget how hard it is. We think, “Oh, 
it’s only 200 costumes, it can’t be that 
hard.” It’s 200 pairs of shoes! How many 
people are there who have designed 200 
pairs of shoes? For somebody else, not 
for themselves? And every actor has foot 
problems. “Oh, I’ve got a bunion, I can’t 
really wear a heel. This foot’s different 
than that foot.” The biggest misconcep-
tion is that people think, “Oh, I wear 
clothes, so they must be easy to design.” 
“It’s just a suit.” I don’t sound bitter, do 
I? Good.

 
JM: So how do you handle the challenge 
of an actor who doesn’t want to wear 
what you’ve designed?

stage. I love it being in a room. There’s 
something magical about it. It’s messy 
and dirty and sweaty and all of those 
things. Film, for a costume designer, 
doesn’t have the same immediacy. So for 
me, fi lm is not the medium of choice. 
However, for many of my best friends, 
fi lm is totally the medium. 

Theatre, dance, and opera are similar. 
I design the big picture and the tiny 
details. I’m totally connected to the 
actor: How does this make you feel? 
How do you move?

Costume designers actually have 
the most dangerous job in the world, 
because we change people. It’s a lot of 
power. We make people walk a different 
way. We change their bodies. We give 
them teeth or noses or busts. We corset 
them. We literally can change a person’s 
center of gravity. So the relationship 
with an actor is usually a one-on-one, 
trusting relationship. They trust you to 
see them naked and help make them 
into something else. It’s a slightly differ-
ent relationship within the different 
disciplines, but I love it all.

JM: How was the transition to teacher? 

SH: I started teaching when I was six 
years  old, when I made all the little kids 
in my neighborhood come to my house, 
and I sat them down and I taught them 
anything: dancing, etiquette, reading, 
anything! I’ve always loved to teach. 
I fi nd that two magical things happen 
in teaching. One, you get to learn a lot 
about yourself, because you’re constant-
ly having to ask yourself questions: How 
can I help somebody get to a certain 
place? How can I get them to have an 
experience? 

The second magical part is watch-
ing people discover themselves. Many 
of my students are so smart, unbeliev-
ably talented. It’s thrilling to watch 
somebody putting it all together: think-
ing about a text, thinking about clothes, 
about a performance. 

I’m also the chair of the design 
program at NYU, which is a graduate 
program for designers of sets, costumes, 
lighting, and fi lm. That’s the life change: 
an administrative job. It means that I 
have to have a vision about what the 
whole program should be and try to 
make it happen. Raising money, making 
meetings. That’s a part of my brain that 
I’m actually good at. Like all designers, 

Susan Hilferty’s design for Glinda in 
Wicked (2003) 
Photo: Ken Howard 

I thought it was a secret society. I didn’t 
tell anybody, even my mother, that I was 
taking the exam. But I became a member 

I was designing both costumes and 
scenery at this point, but there was 
something missing. I knew that I needed 

He’s a genius in clarity. You show him 

tor. The design actually became 
embedded in the text, so that the 
set was part of the writing process. 
Valley Song
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SH: You know what? My job is to 
make the actor believe that this is what 
they were born to wear, that this charac-
ter needs this costume. I’m not tricking 
them into wearing it. That’s the thrilling 
part about being a costume designer. 
You’re back in that fi tting room with 
somebody who’s naked, and they are 
becoming somebody else, and you get 
to be there with them as they transform 
into another being. The greatest thing 
we costume designers hear (that’s not 
completely true) is, “You’ve fi nally given 
me my character. I know who I am now, 
when I look in the mirror.” Whenever I 
go backstage to Wicked, the actors all 
take me aside and say, “Thank you. I 
have the best costume.” Each of them 
believes that they have the best. That’s 
our job. It’s hard being an actor. An 
actor has to go out there and has got 
to believe. 

I had a friend once who said, “I want 
to be a costume designer but I don’t like 
actors.” And I said, “Well, that ends that. 
You have to love actors. It’s our job.”

JM: What about producers? 

SH: [Laughs] Is that a leading 
question?

JM: Yes.

SH: It’s a really good question, but I 
don’t think it’s a question of producers 
by themselves. We are always part of a 
company. This goes back to me being 
lucky. I fi rst worked at all the small 
theatres in New York City and then 
at various companies across America. 
I spent twenty years traveling nine 
months a year, being in different parts 
of the world. I became part of many 
companies: the La Jolla Playhouse, 
ACT in San Francisco, the Guthrie, the 
Goodman, Hartford Stage. Theatres 
that I’ve worked at, I am part of those 
organizations. And it is not just a build-
ing or an artistic director; these theatres 
actually have a spirit. I feel that you 
have to understand the personality of 
the individual theatre and be part of 
that. 

In commercial productions, it is the 
producer who creates a company. There 
are great producers who understand 
how to work, that they’re birthing 
something. And hopefully, the produc-
ers understand what designers do and 

One of the sad things about being a 
costume designer is that you never get 
to work with other costume designers. 
Your teammates are always lighting and 
set designers.

There are some teams that you have 
a magical connection with and that you 
get to work with again and again. There 
are some lighting designers that you 
never see until you’re in the theatre. 

I think it really goes back to the 
conversation about the text. The critical 
parts of working with my collaborators 
are not the specifi cs of the designs so 
much as knowing that we’re all in the 
same place when it comes to the text. 
I don’t know if any of you know Doug 
Stein — great set designer. We used to 
share a studio; we did probably twenty 
shows together. We did an ill-fated 
production of UBU here at Lincoln 
Center. We met for a year reading the 
translation, working with the text, just 
reading the text out loud, trying to fi nd 
ways into it. So sometimes you can work 
like that and it comes to nothing. 

One thing that’s happening now, 
which has made it harder for designers 
to communicate the way that we need 
to, is technology. It started with faxing, 
now it’s the computer. The idea that we 
can have a conversation about a design, 
about a three-dimensional space, on 
a computer screen or on the phone — 
that’s been damaging for collaborative 
relationships. It’s not “The next best 
thing to being there.” It isn’t. (That’s an 
old AT&T jingle.) There’s a great South-
ern expression: “Well, shut my mouth.” 
And that’s the moment of truth. It’s like, 
“Oh, I get it.” And those moments are 
only when your collaborators are in the 
room, and something happens visually 
or spatially. The moments of “Well, shut 
my mouth.” The great collaborative 
relationships are when we meet with the 
director, all the designers together, again 
and again, so that we’re all connected. 
So that, by the time we walk into the 
theatre, we’re all working toward a 
common goal. I love being in tech. The 
hardest thing for costume designers is 
being in a fi tting room and imagining 
what it’s all going to look like. The hat’s 
not there, the shoes aren’t there, the 
wig’s not there, the makeup’s not there, 
the background’s not there, the person 
whom they’re going to be standing next 
to is not there. So to fi nally  have that  

how we are part of this creation. A great 
producer is someone who either under-
stands what we do as artists or trusts 
us to do what we do. I’ve been lucky 
enough to work with many of them.

JM: I want to ask the audience for 
questions now. 

Q: I’m interested in the process of creating. 
I personally have a few weak moments. I 
wonder if you have moments when big 
problems suddenly solve themselves and, 
if so, maybe you could share them.

SH: Always. It’s all about weak 
moments. Facing a piece of blank white 
paper is the scariest thing that anybody 
can do. I’ve seen grown men cry over 
a piece of blank white paper who were 
totally willing to drive ninety miles an 
hour. But somehow this blank piece of 
paper humbles them. I think that you 
don’t sit down to draw “the costume.” 
You can’t sit down to write the great 
play. Athol Fugard has a great line. He 
says, “I wait until the blank paper looks 
in the other direction.” So it’s all about 
your weaker moments. The secret is, 
you have to start to put it down on the 
paper. You can’t think about it. It’s the 
same with a writer or any artist. You 
can’t say, “Okay, I’ll wait until a great 
idea emerges full blown, like Athena out 
of Zeus’s head.” 

I also think that all designers need 
to be ready for that moment. We’re 
exercising. It may not be sit-ups, but we 
have to constantly be getting ourselves 
ready to recognize the moment. Or to 
put ourselves in the company of a direc-
tor, other designers, and actors who will 
help us recognize that moment. Eureka! 
In the meantime, we pray. We think, 
“Oh, please, please.” 

I have a confession to make. I was in 
San Francisco trying to design Fantasio 
for the Guthrie, and it wouldn’t come. 
So I started to pray for an earthquake. 
I was willing to sacrifi ce the city of San 
Francisco to give me just a little more 
time. I’m glad to say the city survived. 

Q: I’d like for you to talk about your 
collaboration with partners in lighting, 
especially how it affects color on the 
stage. Also scene designers, in terms of 
how you work together in that process.

SH: It’s completely different with 
every design group that I work with. 

actor in the right fabric, with the shoes 
and the hat, sitting next to the person 
they’re going to be sitting next to, it’s 
heaven. 

Q: I’m concerned that critics don’t 
pay enough attention to designers, and 
wondered whether you had any relation-
ships with critics or comments about it.

SH: Frankly, one of the things that 
I’m more interested in is that design-
ers should be recognized in the creation 
of a piece. Of more concern for me 
than the review is the title page of the 
program. It used to be that designers 
were recognized for their relationship to 
the production. The title page listed the 
director, choreographer, designers. Now 
the title page is a mess. I was in some 
union negotiations where the designers 
were willing to give up money because 

they felt like the respect of program 
credit was important enough. 

JM: In conclusion, it’s really important to 
ask this question, which is: where do you 
go for inspiration? 

SH: Years ago, I went to hear a 
group of Aborigine artists who 
came to the States to give a 
talk. They spoke beautifully 
and eloquently about their work. Their 
secrets were their inspiration and part of 
their life. The man who was interview-
ing kept saying to them, “But what are 
the secrets?” They’re secrets — not to 
be told. But I think inspiration is every-
where. Inspiration is personal. The secret 
is to recognize it. It’s in this room.

 
JM: Thank you. 

Susan Hilferty’s design for 
Milky White in Into the Woods 
(2002). Photo: Ken Howard

The costume designer Susan 
Hilferty, working with sketch 
artist Beth Niemczyk, explores 
ideas for turning an actor into 
a cow for Into the Woods.
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and seeing Peter Brooks’ production of A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream and the early 
Robert Wilson pieces. I was inspired by 
those productions.

I had a checkered education. I sort of 
skipped college. I ran off to Hollywood 
for a couple of years and worked in the 
movie studios under these incredible 
old-time production designers, people 
who had worked with Renoir and Hitch-
cock. They took me under their wing. I 
also studied at a little school in Green-
wich Village called the Lester Polakov 
Studio and Forum of Stage Design. 
Lester had been a successful designer in 
the 1940s and 1950s. He had wonder-
ful classes. He had a mask-making class 
taught by Fred Nihda, which I loved, and 
a great scene-painting class. 

Then I met a young man named Paul 
Zalon, who had just graduated from 
Yale. He became a millionaire designing 
pop-up cards and got out of the theatre 
early. But I assisted him in the beginning 
of his career, and he said, “You know, 
you should think about going to Yale.” 
I applied, and Ming Cho Lee accepted 
me. But then I ran off to Hollywood. 
Two years later I did go to Yale and I 
would have to say Ming was the major 
infl uence.

JDF: Having seen the extraordinary 
exhibition, we’re all curious about 
process and how it happens. So Heidi, 
tell us, how do you start? Do you read a 

script? How do you get the imagination 
going and then the methodology to do it?

HE: You start by reading a script, 
but I’ve learned over these many years 
that the fi rst impulse is usually the 
right impulse. I think there’s a relation-
ship between water and creativity, so 
my impulse usually happens in a bath 
or swimming in a pool. You have this 
notion, and if you don’t go toward it, 
you’ll fi nd yourself fi ghting your way 
back to that original impulse. 

Once you have that impulse, every-
thing that you see on the street reminds 
you of whatever that idea is: you see 
that architectural detail, that fabric, that 
texture. Wherever you go, you keep 
reading that image. It builds, and you 
evolve it from a scribble on a napkin. I 
go to a white model, a little quarter-inch 
model and then to the next step. That’s 
my process.

JDF: Anna?

Louizos: It’s similar for me, although 
it depends on what the material is. If it’s 
a single-set play, it’s about the environ-
ment, a single location. If it’s a multi-set 
musical, it gets a little more compli-
cated, because you have many locations, 
many moments on the stage you have 
to capture, and that gets trickier. It’s 
like creating a jigsaw puzzle before 
you know what the image is. What I’ve 
learned through the last few shows I’ve 

Anna Louizos: Well, actually, yes. I had a teacher from 
whom I took a set design course. I went to Mills College for 
two years to study acting–that was my fi rst impulse anyway 
because I loved theatre. I took a set design course, because 
I always loved what took place backstage, and I could draw 
and loved working on sets, even in high school. I had to do 
a project and I built a model, and he said, “You know, you 
really should think about going into this fi eld, because it’s 
something that I think you can do” And I said, “Where do 
you do that?” He said, “Go to New York. Go to NYU.”

I always had that in the back of my head, and he was very 
encouraging. Then, Oliver Smith was one of my teachers at 
NYU, when I fi nally did go to graduate school in design, and 
he was very encouraging. He was so prolifi c, and I got to 
work with this living legend. He was truly inspirational as 
a teacher.

JDF: And you Christine, is there anybody you can point to 
who was your inspiration in theatre?

Christine Jones: Defi nitely. I had a high school theatre 
teacher, Mr. Whitman. I grew up in Montreal, Canada, and 
the legend was that he had gone to Yale, which seemed like 
some mystical, faraway place. He directed us in Shakespeare 
productions. I played Gertrude and Jessica, and he was the 
one who really taught me about theatre and awakened a love 
of theatre.

Then I had another teacher who said, “Oh, you should 
really be a scenographer.” And I said, “A stenographer? What 
are you talking about?” He said, “No, a scenographer.” I said, 
“I have no idea what that is.” Because it really is one of those 
careers…sometimes I’ll be on the train, making a model, and 
people will stop and say, “What are you doing?” I explain, 
and they say, “Oh, I had no idea.” So I went to study and, 
just like Heidi, suddenly saw that you could paint and draw. 
To study scenography is to study art, photography, history, 
playwriting and dramaturgy, It’s a very exciting world to be 
a part of. 

JDF: Adrianne, what is your background?

Adrianne Lobel: Well, it was New York City. I grew up in 
Brooklyn, and my parents would take me to see everything: 
New York City Ballet, Broadway shows, and I particularly 
remember going to the Brooklyn Academy of Music early on 

done is to draw little pictures of what I 
think this or that scene might look like. 
There’s not necessarily a relationship 
between the images to start with, but 
as I begin sketching out these pictures, 
I notice that there is a relationship. I 
discover the relationship between each 
of these scenes and try to fi nd a way to 
connect them, how they are framed, or 
whether there will be wagons (traveling 
pieces of scenery) combined with fl ying 
pieces of scenery, that collectively create 
the picture you are seeing on a piece of 
paper.

That’s the more challenging kind 
of design to do, for me, because there 
are so many places that you have to 
put together. Then it evolves into 
model form, as Heidi said, and it’s in 
scale, too. We have to deal with scale, 
because eventually the design has to 
get measured and built by a scene shop, 
where it’s welded with steel and wood. 
It’s like architecture. 

JDF: It is like architecture, and that’s 
probably one reason women were not 
invited into the profession, because it 
was thought that they couldn’t deal with 
those elements. Christine, the other thing 
I’d like to know is, at what point in a 
production do you begin to work?

CJ: Sometimes you’re brought on 
right away; the director gets hired, and 
they bring you on. Sometimes, like with 
Spring Awakening, they had been devel-

Christine Jones next to her set model for Spring Awakening (2006).
Photo: Anita Shevett

In further celebration of CURTAIN CALL, four distinguished 
scene designers gathered on February 19, 2009, in the Bruno 
Walter Auditorium of The New York Public Library for the 
Performing Arts at Lincoln Center, to talk about the state of 
their art. League member and exhibition project director Joan 
D. Firestone led off with these words: 

Joan D. Firestone: I’ll answer the quizzical looks on many of 
your faces. We are missing someone important tonight: the 
moderator, Robyn Goodman, who, unfortunately, is ill. So I am 
pinch-hitting, but I feel comfortable because Robyn did so 
much homework. I will be using her words, and I’ll start with 
her statement: 

“I hope you have a chance to see the wonderful exhibition 
curated by Carrie Robbins and Barbara Cohen-Stratyner. It’s a 
magical exhibition. I believe it is a complete mystery to most 
people how these talented designers do their jobs. 

“As an actor, I just wanted to know where to sit, and if there 
was enough room for me to do what I needed to do. As a 
producer, I wondered why designers needed so many assistant 
weeks and so much time. I am now humbled. In order to design 
for the theatre, you need to be more than an artist; you need 
to be a painter, an engineer, an architect, a model-maker, a 
negotiator, and fi nally, of course, a collaborator.

“In some instances, you need to think like an actor, a choreog-
rapher, a crew member, a lighting and costume designer, and 
sometimes you have to imagine you are a piece of scenery. 
These are only some of the skills that these women before you 
are called upon to use every day. Let’s fi nd out how they do it.” 

JDF: I would like to welcome Heidi Ettinger, Anna Louizos, 
Christine Jones, and Adrianne Lobel. Let’s start, Heidi, and 
tell us why you wanted to be a scene designer.

Heidi Ettinger: Foolishness, I think. I loved the theatre, 
and I also loved painting, sculpting, and drawing, and 
I found that if I did one, I’d miss the others. So design-
ing scenery was an ideal combination of all these 
loves. I wasn’t good enough, I always felt, to be a fi ne 
artist. I was a dabbler. But as a scene designer, you 
can get away with being a dabbler a lot of the time.

JDF: Your sets don’t look like the work of a dabbler at all. 
Did you have an inspirational teacher, Anna? What in your 
childhood led you to scene design?

HEIDI ETTINGER
CHRISTINE JONES 
ADRIANNE LOBEL 

ANNA LOUIZOS
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never saw him pick up a pen and draw 
something and say, ‘What do you think of 
this?’ Instead, he’d say, ‘Let’s talk about 
food. Let’s talk about the restaurants. Let’s 
talk about the sound on the street.’” So 
what do you do fi rst in terms of fi guring 
out a way to work with your collaborators?

HE: I try to show them images that 
are not necessarily related to theatre, or 
even the show. Just a series of images 
that I’ve responded to, which might lead 
the director down a certain path. Maybe 
go to an exhibit with a director, and walk 
through and come up with ideas that way. 
You try to draw inspiration from outside 
sources, not necessarily from theatrical 
sources at all.

JDF: Adrianne, we saw in the exhibition 
the set you did for the opera An Ameri-
can Tragedy, which is based on Theodore 
Dreiser’s novel. Can you talk about that 
process? In particular, Robyn was interest-
ed in the love triangle that leads to murder.

Lobel: I can talk about how I 
approached the story and the design. I 
followed the path that Dreiser followed. 
The case captured the imagination of 
the country, because the murdered girl’s 
letters were discovered and published in 
newspapers, and the poor guy didn’t have 
a chance. Dreiser read some of her letters 
and visited all the places where the kids 

don’t think about what the set’s going 
to be at that point. But I do always work 
within a scale frame, so the decisions 
become more concrete as I go along.

So it starts out being a muddy mess, 
because you don’t know. And what you 
draw ends up being what you start to 
know. Sometimes you have the concep-
tual idea that solves everything; that’s 
rare. For me, a lot of times, it’s on the 
train. When you’re closest to your inner 
dream state, I think. But if that doesn’t 
happen, then the process is to get up 
every day and just draw. Sometimes 
you’re even drawing the thing and don’t 
know you’re drawing it. You’ll have a 
stack of tissue paper tracing this high 
on your desk, and you’ll look and say, 
“Oh, I’m drawing that over and over, and 
that’s a really good idea.”

I think what people don’t know 
about design is that those rough sketch-
es become the concept for the entire 
production, and that means directing, 
lighting, costumes. Those rough sketch-
es becomes the architectural core and 
the idea core behind many shows.

JDF: One thing we all know about theatre 
is that it’s a collaborative effort, and 
Robyn Goodman pulled out something 
interesting that Hal Prince once said: 
“Boris Aronson taught me this years 
ago. He would never design anything. I 

oping the project for about seven years 
in different formats before I was brought 
on board. Those different circumstances 
affect the process, which is my favorite 
part. I like to take all the circumstances 
and see what kind of game they reveal 
that I should play. It’s like being a foren-
sic psychologist. Somewhere in there is 
the DNA of the play; I have to fi gure out 
which experiments will reveal what that 
DNA is. Sometimes it’s intensive text 
work � turning the text into a poem and 
using that. Sometimes it’s key words 
and adjectives, and using those to do 
research or drawings. Sometimes I do 
collages, sometimes charcoal drawings, 
or photography research. But usually I 
generate something that’s not the set, 
whether it’s a giant collage or a series 
of watercolors, before I do the set. And 
what that thing is, is dictated by the 
circumstances. Once I have that thing, I 
start working in model form.

JDF: Adrianne, since you work in both 
theatre and opera, do you look at the 
solutions to the problem of the process 
differently for each form?

Lobel: No. It’s very interesting to 
hear how everybody else works. I do 
major musical projects, and in a way 
they’re easier, because they are actually 
your company while you’re drawing. I 
sketch endlessly, I put the music on. I 

up to where he was, so that we could 
start from an equal place. I pored 
through that research and then turned 
all of it into collage — he had all these 
images, but he didn’t really know what 
they were. You do those things where 
you have a column, and another column, 
and you have to join the lines. He had 
all the images, and there was the piece 
itself, but he didn’t know how the lines 
joined.

Often through the design process, 
you establish the dramaturgical archi-
tecture of the play. So, taking all these 
images, and fi guring out what scene 
they connected to whether they spoke 
to the Victorian aspect of the play or the 
contemporary aspect helped us realize 
in what way the two coexisted, and that 
the Victorian aspect of the show was the 
exterior world and the music was the 
interior world. 

JDF: One thing that interested me about 
Spring Awakening was the extraordinary 
work the choreographer Bill T. Jones did, 
and what a scene designer has to do in 
terms of anticipating movement.

CJ: If you saw some of those images 
that Michael collected, you would see 
exactly how they infl uenced the chore-
ography, as well as other staging ideas. 
Michael sent the fi rst signal that this 
was going to have a physical life. My 
fi rst love was dance, and there’s nothing 
that excites me more than working on 
a set that is going to have a kinetic life 
with the performers.

JDF: Heidi, what was your particular 
inspiration for The Adventures of Tom 
Sawyer?

HE: There was an exhibition at 
PS1, a playground beach constructed 
out of undulating wood that I found 
enormously playful and fun. When I 
went with Scott Ellis, the director, to 
look at it, the installation was full of 
children climbing in and out of these 
undulations and sliding down, treating 
it as a playground surface. I thought: 
that’s really what our environment 
needs to do. It needs to become this 
magical playground that transforms 
into different places for the kids in the 
show.

At the same time, there was a 
neutrality about that undulating 

met. I don’t know if everybody knows 
the novel; it’s probably best known as 
the Elizabeth Taylor movie A Place in the 
Sun, which was the same plot transposed 
to California in the 1950s. 

I went to the college where the 
letters are archived and I read them. 
Then I went out afterward, by myself, 
and I drank wine and wrote a long letter 
to the murdered girl about how I wished 
she had come to me; I would have told 
her what a cad the guy was. 

I took a lot of pictures of the actual 
places and made collages out of those 
photographs, and that eventually became 
the set. It was an opera that had about 
fi fty-six different locations, so I had to 
come up with an abstract and interest-
ing way to present the different places 
fl uidly and musically, so they could shift 
quickly and also, on occasion, be three 
places at the same time, because there 
were split-screen scenes. 

So I came up with a shifting collage. 
It sort of looked like Hollywood Squares, 
but with broken-up photographs of 
the actual places. There was the board-
ing house where the guy seduced the 
murdered girl, the house where the rich 
girl actually lived, and the factory where 
they really worked. And because the set 
was based on real places, even if you 
didn’t know that, there was something 
haunting about it.

JDF: Anna, Robyn has a similar question 
for you. She read that “The greatest 
challenge in designing In the Heights was 
fi nding the stylistic framework for that 
show.” Can you talk about that?

Louizos: Sure. I had seen a workshop 
of it at the O’Neill Playwrights Center 
two summers before I was with the 
project, and I wanted to be involved. The 
music really seized me, and I felt that 
it was something I wanted to be a part 
of. Even though the show takes place in 
Washington Heights, and these people 
are struggling, there’s something sunny 
and heart-felt and optimistic about 
the characters. It’s not this dark, drug-
infested, scary neighborhood. There was 
something heightened about the whole 
story that I responded to. 

Thomas Kail, the director, and I had 
numerous discussions about the style, 
and I kept thinking, “Maybe everything 
needs to be heightened slightly. It is a real 
place, but the people are slightly height-

ened.” One artist that always captured 
my attention was Ralph Fasanella. He 
was a self-taught Italian-American who 
painted local neighborhoods in Manhat-
tan and I thought there was something 
wonderful about his work. 

 Tommy and I went to the Museum 
of the City of New York to see his paint-
ings, and Tommy was really intrigued. 
So I tried that approach. The perspec-
tive’s off, and the proportions are all 
wrong, but there is something lively 
about it. I thought that if the neighbor-
hood could be depicted in the style of 
Latin American immigrants, primitive 
but very vivid….that was my initial 
approach.

I did a model and made it colorful. 
Over time, we met with the produc-
ers and slowly pulled away from that. 
Instead, it became important to convey 
the sense of people living on top of each 

other and to be able to see through the 
buildings. The set still had a heightened 
sense, but it defi nitely became more 
textured and real. 

JDF: Christine, you had a different 
challenge with Spring Awakening. How 
did you and Michael Mayer, the director, 
modernize something that, in fact, was 
pretty well-known in literature?

CJ: As I mentioned, I was brought 
in when the project had been underway 
for about seven years, which was a great 
gift. Michael had this huge collection 
of books, of research, that he had been 
doing, and he brought those to the fi rst 
meeting. We went through the books 
with our piles of Post-it notes, and 
Post-it, Post-it, Post-it. 

A lot of what I had to do was catch 

Heidi Ettinger next to her set model for The Secret Garden.
Photo: Anita Shevett
Inset: Scene designer Anna Louizos. Courtesy Anna Louizos
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 A   wooden environment which made it 
possible to layer on top of it aspects 
of American folk art, which is very 
much the somewhat naïve quality of 
the work, especially the music. So there 
was a little push-pull, but we both 
responded to this exhibition at PS1, 
which had nothing to do with theatre, 
nothing to do with Tom Sawyer or the 
Midwest. 

JDF: If there were something in particu-
lar that you would like people to recog-
nize about your work, Christine, what 
would it be?

CJ: The thing that I take the most 
pride in isn’t actually the way the show 
looks, but is, I hope, a reputation for 
caring deeply about the story, really 
wanting to get in there with the direc-
tor and the other collaborators, fi gure 
out what it’s about and how we can be 
connected to the guts of it. That’s what 
I would like to stake my reputation on. 
Whatever happens as a result of that is 
what happens. 

Lobel: Ditto. I would like to be 
known as someone who can design a 
show that can move very fl uidly and 
very musically. I would like to be known 
as someone who is very connected 
musically and visually, almost like a 
choreographer. I like to make music 
manifest in my work.

JDF: Anna, as a younger contributor to 
the fi eld?

Louizos: I think it’s changing, I do. 
I defi nitely think that, as Heidi said, 
there’s no discomfort when you’re in 
the theatre working with everyone. 
Everyone is cooperative, everyone is 
respectful. There are probably a larger 
number of associates and assistants 
that are women than there were in the 
past. It’s only a matter of time before 
the few opportunities to design will be 
equally distributed. 

CJ: I think everything is slow in 
the theatre, whether it’s taking on new 
technologies or new trends. Theatre is 
just a slow animal compared to fi lm 
or multi-media forms. As a teacher, I 
notice there are many, many women 
studying set design. In regional 
theatres, there are many more women. 
When I graduated from NYU sixteen, 
seventeen years ago, I didn’t see a lot of 
women directors, and now I work with 
so many. I think that will contribute to 
more women designing. The commer-
cial fi eld is still a boy’s club.

Lobel: It’s not something that I 
spend too much time thinking about, 
because if I had thought about it when 
I was fi rst out of school and working, 
it would have gotten in my way. I 
do think that, maybe because of the 

JDF: One of the reasons for the design 
exhibition was that the fi eld has been 
so slow to acknowledge women as scene 
designers. Is it changing? 

HE: A lot more slowly than I 
believed it would. I’m sort of stunned by 
how slowly it’s changing and how few 
women scene designers are working 
in commercial theatre. The landscape 
of not-for-profi t theatre has changed 
rapidly, but commercial theatre hasn’t 
changed that much. 

I was at Yale a thousand years ago, 
when Ming Cho Lee came in and the 
scene design class fi rst accepted women. 
It was startling that that attitude 
existed, and I know with commercial 
producers, there was the fear that 
women would be less able to work with 
union stagehands. The reverse is true. 
The stagehands are so happy to have 
this nice woman come in and give them 
cookies and ask about their kids. You 
actually get much more cooperation 
from them than a lot of men designers 
I could mention, but I won’t.

But it’s a glacially changing fi eld. 
You would think, with more women 
producers in the fi eld there would be 
more women set designers, and that’s 
only slightly true. I expected at this time 
that there would be at least 50 percent 
women designers commercially.

judge the way it looks until it’s lit. If 
you work with the same people over 
and over, you don’t need to meet with 
them so early, because you trust them 
and you know them. 

JDF: But that’s not always your choice.

Louizos: It often is our choice.

JDF: It is?

Louizos: Yes. I often choose lighting 
designers. I think the set designer has 
as much to say about it as the direc-
tor. That’s why they have to be nice 
to us. A really important part of the 
collaboration is the director, starting 
very early. But the next person who 
becomes involved with the play is the 
set designer. Very early in the process 
you have to fi gure out where you’re 
going to play this, where you’re going 
to set this. What’s the environment in 
which this story’s going to take place? 
People underestimate how much scene 
designers infl uence the dramaturgy 
by how the play is conveyed on the 
stage, how you focus the story-telling 
onstage. It’s very much a part of what 
we do. 

JDF: We’d love to have questions from 
the audience.

Q: Set designing is a lot of work, 
and I’m just wondering how all of you 
balance that with family, and if you feel 

economy, two things are going on. One 
is that people are afraid to hire young 
designers of any sex, which is too bad. 
The other is, as the theatre falters and 
dies and becomes not the place where 
men want to work anymore, then, yes, 
women will inherit it.

JDF: Can you talk about collaborating 
with costume and lighting designers? 
How that works, and what your role in 
that is?

Lobel: It depends on who the design-
ers are. Some lighting designers like to 
come in very early in the process and 
have a great deal of input in terms of 
fabric choices or ways you can illumi-
nate surfaces, and are hugely helpful. 
Some prefer to come in way late in the 
game and fi ght for real estate, fi ght for 
space. 

Costume designers are also all 
over the map. There are those who 
are intensely collaborative and want 
to come in early, as you’re starting to 
create the architecture of the show. 
And others come in late in the game, 
sometimes too late in the game. Every 
production’s different.

JDF: It’s interesting, because certainly 
lighting plays a large role in the architec-
ture of a piece. 

Louizos: Huge. I don’t think the set 
is complete until it’s lit. You cannot 

like you’ve had to make sacrifi ces. 
HE: I have three kids and I always 

felt that anybody who sacrifi ces 
having the kids for having the career 
was making a big mistake. I seriously, 
completely believe that. It’s not such a 
rewarding career that that’s an okay 
trade-off to make, it truly is not. And in 
the end, it’s really not rewarding fi nan-
cially, unless you’re extremely lucky. So 
if you’re ever thinking of making that 
kind of trade-off, think many times.

If I’ve sacrifi ced anything, I’ve 
probably sacrifi ced the fi lm career. 
Raising three children, a lot of times 
on my own, it’s sort of impossible for 
me to go on location for four months. 
That just isn’t a practical solution. So 
I made some career choices based on 
that, which I don’t at all regret for a 
second. But that was a perfectly okay 
decision to make. 

Lobel: Heidi is absolutely right, and 
she discovered this fi rst and didn’t tell 
me, so it took me way too long to have 
a child. She’s seven. I’m glad that I had 
the career that I had. I’m very happy to 
have done the things that I’ve done. But 
nothing compares.

CJ: I don’t feel it’s a sacrifi ce. I have 
two young children, and it has been 
a gift. I have had to get more specifi c 
about what projects I do and how I 
commit to them, so I feel like it’s only 
honed my work experience in a benefi -
cial way. And I feel extremely fortunate 
to have a balance. I do two days a week 
with the kids, two days a week in my 
studio, and I teach one day a week, and 
that’s an amazing balance.

Whether it’s kids, or siblings and 
parents, or your really good friends, 
none of that is worth sacrifi cing for 
doing theatre all the time, because 
theatre is about people, and your 
human relationships are what educate 
you to be a theatre person. Family is so 
important. And you can still do theatre. 
That’s the thing that’s great about it: 
there are so many different ways to 
do it. It doesn’t have to be an either/
or situation.

JDF: And that’s from our guests: extraor-
dinarily successful people who also have 
thriving families. Thank you.

Adrianne Lobel’s design for An American Tragedy (2005)
 Photo: Ken Howard   

Anna Louizos’ scene design for In the Heights (2008).
Photo: Joan Marcus
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Regents Park. And I just went to the 
theatre constantly. I was a member of 
the National Youth Theatre and I was 
very active. Then I came back and went 
to Northwestern University.

JLB: But when you went to Northwestern, 
you were interested in becoming a…

JVM: Well, I didn’t know I wanted to 
be a designer, that’s for sure. I wanted 
to be an actor, because I really didn’t 
know anything else. I had never found 
anything as exciting as working in 
the theatre, but I just fi gured I’d be an 
actor. I had an English accent; that was 
useful. But I had a wonderful advisor, 
a famous professor, Sam Ball. He was 
a design teacher and he kept adding 
design courses to my curriculum. So 
I became interested in design. Carole 
Rothman, who runs Second Stage, we 
went to Northwestern together and 
we used to take costume design class 
together and stay up all night doing our 
sketches. 

When I graduated, I went to New 
York and I said, “Oh, I’m going to get a 
job at the New York Shakespeare Festi-
val,” which is what I did. I thought I’d 
get a job in props, because I had decided 
I didn’t want to be an actor. So I went 
for a job interview at the Shakespeare 
Festival, and they said, “We don’t have 
a job in props, but we have a job in 
the costume shop.” So I had a job in 
the costume shop. I was a hard worker 

and learned how to dye things, and I 
assisted. And I thought, “If I’m going 
to work this hard, I might as well be a 
designer.” So I went to Lester Polakov’s 
Studio of Stage Design. I decided that I 
wanted to work in show biz. And I just 
did any job that came along, and that’s 
why, once I started working, I thought, 
well, I really want to be a designer. 

JLB: So you went to Lester Polakov’s, 
where you studied under...?

JVM: Jane Greenwood. So that was 
exciting. 

 
JLB: And for how long were you at Lester 
Polakov’s?

JVM: For at least two years. But I 
was working all the time. I went there 
at night, then I assisted, and I started 
designing. 

 JLB: When did you come to Circle Reper-
tory Company?

JVM: In 1973. The fi rst play I did 
there, Prodigal, was with Judd Hirsch. 
I just told them I’d been designing for 
fi ve years, although I hadn’t. But that 
was the best thing that ever happened 
to me. My real training as a costume 
designer was from working with a 
company like that. I just did one show 
after another after another, working 
with the same group of actors. The 
designing that I was doing was for 

Betty Corwin, founder of the Edith Meiser Oral History series 
and the Library’s Theatre on Film and Tape Archive (TOFT), intro-
duced the March 9, 2009, evening program: costume designer 
Jennifer von Mayrhauser in conversation with scene designer 
John Lee Beatty. 

 
JLB: We were resident designers at Circle Repertory Company 
in the seventies. Circle Rep was a very organic theatre. We 
built the scenery in the theatre. We would work till six o’clock, 
and the actors would come on at seven after we swept up 
together. They’d rehearse from seven to midnight, and we’d 
come back in the morning and keep building the scenery. 
Meanwhile, Lanford Wilson was writing the second act of this 
quite wonderful new play, The Mound Builders, and they were 
working on a scene; we were close to dress rehearsals, but we 
were still building the scenery. 

The actors asked whether they could do just one scene on the 
set, because they wanted to see if it worked. They got on the 
set with work lights and played this really remarkable scene. 
I was so moved by it that I called Jennifer to tell her how 
wonderfully they’d done and that I wouldn’t change anything 
about it. Just wearing their simple clothes was far better than 
anything Jennifer was going to do for them. They looked 
wonderful in their everyday clothes. And Jennifer very sweetly 
told me that she had let them wear their costumes a day early. 

This to me is the essence of Jennifer’s work. It takes an 
amazing amount of modesty and steely nerve to put a guy in 
a white T-shirt and jeans and walk away from it albeit the 
right white T-shirt and the right jeans and not to decorate that 
which does not need decoration. That funny ability to channel, 
chameleon-like, our own society on the stage. 

Let’s do the name. I think most people expect you to be a 
Teutonic goddess.

JVM: Which is what I’ve become. I used to have dark 
brown hair [Points to her hair.] Glamorous.

JLB: When we fi rst met, Jennifer looked like Linda Ronstadt, 
and I had a red afro. So you go fi gure. About 1973, 1974? 
But actually you were married briefl y, early in your life; your 
fi rst husband’s the Germanic part. 

JVM: It’s completely bogus.

JLB: Completely bogus because your father…

JVM: Is Thomas G. Bergin, a good Irishman. 

JLB:The thing that Jennifer and I had in common when we 
fi rst met was that we were both the children of academics and 
we both grew up….you lived on the campus of Yale, and I lived 
on the campus of Pomona College. My father was dean of 
students. Your father was Master of Timothy Dwight College. 
And both our mothers were renowned hostesses. So you had 
famous people tripping in and out of your living room, and all 
of that stuff as a child.

 JVM: Yes. It was interesting because he was master 
of Timothy Dwight from when I was fi ve years old until 
I was nineteen. I was well trained. I passed cocktail trays 
and spoke to a lot of people at cocktail parties, and that’s 
proved useful as a costume designer. Not the cocktail part, 
but talking to people. A lot of famous people stayed in 
our house: Harry Truman, Moss Hart, and Adlai Stevenson; 
the Reagans; Barry Goldwater. Harry Truman stayed at our 
house for a week and he came with Dean Acheson, who 
was his secretary of state, because Truman was very intim-
idated by academia. I don’t think he was uncomfortable 
once he met my father and mother and our dog, which slept 
with him every night. Anyway, it was very interesting to 
be exposed to that. Then I went to a girls’ boarding school, 
Emma Willard, which gave me a wonderful education. 

 
JLB: Had you been doing any form of theatre or fi lm as a 
young girl?

JVM: Well, I’ll tell you how I got into theatre. I went 
to camp in Vermont. I actually picked my camp out of the 
back of the New York Times Magazine, as any good East 
Coast child would do. I had these long dark-brown braids 
and I was sort of discovered, because they were doing a 
production of The King and I and needed a nine-year-old 
with long brown braids. 

That was the fi rst production I was in, and from then 
on I was struck. I did theatre at Emma Willard and I was 
an apprentice at “The Whale” in New Haven, which was 
my fi rst theatre experience. Then I worked at Long Wharf 
in its premier season. (Long Wharf has just had its fortieth 
anniversary, and I worked on that as well.) 

Then I went to England for a year. I applied for a schol-
arship through the English-Speaking Union, a boarding 
school exchange program. And I went to my interview and 
I said no, no, no, I can’t go to boarding school, I must 
go to London, because I need to go to the theatre. And 
they believed me. So after Emma Willard I went to Francis 
Holland (Church of England) School for girls right near 
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those actors, and the plays that we did 
were written for those actors. So it was 
really a community. I learned not only 
how to express myself about the plays 
through the clothes, but also through 
those particular actors playing those 
parts. And that was the greatest gift I 
could have had.

 
JLB: How many shows do you think you 
did with Circle Rep? How many years?

JVM: Probably thirty shows. I 
worked at Circle Rep from about ‘73 
to about ‘79, but of course doing other 
things as well.

 
JLB: There must have been four or fi ve 
Lanford Wilson plays in the middle of all 
that.

JVM: Yes. And, talking about fi lm, 
the fi rst fi lm I ever did was The Mound 
Builders. 

JLB: Which was a PBS Theater in 
America production. Did we make our 
Broadway debuts together maybe?

JVM: Yes, we did

JLB: In 1976.

JVM: Knock Knock by Jules Feiffer. 
Here I was doing a Broadway show, 
because it moved from off Broadway, 
from Circle Repertory Company, to the 
Biltmore Theatre, which is now the 
Friedman Theatre. It got great reviews, 

John Lee Beatty and Jennifer von Mayrhauser.
Photo: Harriet Slaughter
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and everybody was nominated for 
Tonys. Marshall Mason was the direc-
tor. It didn’t win any Tony Awards, so 
they fi red Marshall, which was a silly 
idea because he did a great job. They 
thought it should be funnier, so they 
hired José Quintero. [Laughter]. If you 
don’t get the joke, Quintero was famous 
for his productions of Eugene O’Neill.

JLB: And a perfectly wonderful person.

JVM: Fabulous director. Then we 
had Lynn Redgrave. They recast it 
because the original cast hadn’t won 
Tony Awards, so they needed new 
people. 

JLB: They actually wanted Debbie 
Reynolds, but Lynn Redgrave was more 
appropriate. 

JVM: She was very good. They were 
very good, but I had to redesign the 
costumes. That was really an interesting 
exposure to Broadway. Off Broadway, 
we’d made the Cinderella costumes 
ourselves, but for Lynn Redgrave the 
costume had to be bid on by a shop, 
and of course it was expensive. And I 
remember the producer said to me, he 
was looking at the sketches, “But rags 
are so expensive!”

 
JLB: Was that Harry Rigby?

JVM: Yes, it was.

JLB: Let’s jump ahead. Why don’t you 
tell us about Steaming, which takes place 
in a women’s steam bath in East London. 
Which you were teased about at the time. 
It was an all-female production, yes?

 JVM: Yes. The play was by Nell 
Dunn. Marjorie Kellogg did the scenery, 
and Arden Fingerhut did the lighting.

JLB: And the women were wearing 
towels. I recall you were teased, because 
people said you didn’t really have to do 
very much, which of course was totally 
wrong.

JVM: Anybody who’s dealt with 
naked women knows it’s a lot more. It 
took place in a steam bath, so they’d 
come in and put all their clothes in their 
lockers, and then they’d leave with 
their coats on. Then they’d come in, 
and it would be a new day, and they’d 
need a whole new outfi t. There were a 

lot of clothes, actually. These actors in 
the steam bath, they had to be naked or 
else just wear towels. You can’t imagine 
how much time we spent on jewelry, 
because that’s all they had. It was like, 
“I need a necklace, a big, big necklace. 
Earrings, really long.”

 
JLB: So somewhere in here you’ve done 
television. I don’t know the exact order 
of this.

JVM: I did a bunch of Circle-in-
the-Square shows, like John Gabriel 
Borkman. I also did some PBS work, 
and a lot of period PBS fi lms. I did 
one about Elizabeth Cady Stanton with 
Irene Worth. I did just a lot of different 
period fi lms that were shot on location 
around New England and were really 
fun. I also did Uncommon Women and 
Others on fi lm, as well as off Broadway.

JLB: This was Wendy Wasserstein’s play 
about Mt. Holyoke.

JVM: Again, it was developing 
characters, and having gone to Emma 
Willard, I understood the world that 
Wendy was writing about. And Wendy 
was very clear about the characters. 
We really understood each other; we 
understood what it was about, and I 
really felt that Wendy had an enormous 
infl uence. She responded very well to 
what the people wore, because we all 
sort of got it. There are certain people 
that I’ve worked with a long time; I did 
Wendy’s fi rst show, a few in between, 
and her last show and I feel a bond with 
Wendy, and a bond with you and many 
others. That has really fed my work.

JLB: You’ve done more than twenty 
shows with Emily Mann as director?

JVM: Well, at the McCarter Theatre, 
where she is artistic director, I’ve done 
twenty shows, but I started working 
with Emily at the Guthrie in the late 
seventies. Because I was also fl ying 
around the country doing regional 
theatre. I met Emily about 1978 and 
I’ve worked with her ever since.

 
JLB: You’ve done fi lms with Rebecca 
Miller. What I’m getting at is: Why 
do you think this happens with you? 
Working with the same people again and 
again? 

JVM: Well, I’m very loyal. But 
it’s again from my Circle Rep experi-
ence. I really feel that a good designer 
is there also to support the director. 
Talking about Rebecca Miller, I’ve done 
two fi lms, The Ballad of Jack and Rose 
and The Private Lives of Pippa Lee, 
soon to be released. We spent well 
over a year before we even started 
offi cially working on Pippa Lee, just 
working on the characters. And even 
now, though Rebecca lives in Ireland, I 
send her research, and we talk about 
the clothes before she’s even fi nished 
writing. Which comes a little bit from 
my Lanford Wilson experience. I 
think that’s the way it should be: you 
should have that relationship. In fact, I 
remember the fi rst feature fi lm that I 
ever did was Mystic Pizza. Julia Roberts 
was in it. Anyway, I had gotten to the 
location, and the producer was there, 
and I said, “So where are the writers?” 
Because my whole experience was 
working with writers. He goes, “Oh, 
no, no. They stay in New York, and 
we Fed-Ex.” In Mystic Pizza, I didn’t 
have a huge budget. It was about not 
very rich people, and I would get their 
clothes at T.J. Maxx. Where would the 
character buy her clothes? I’d go and 
buy them there. So I didn’t need a ton 
of money. It’s funny: I guess you lose 
perspective, but I always feel as if the 
budget is tough. Even though at Circle 
Rep I could produce a whole play for, 
like, $1.95, I feel that there’s never 
enough money.

JLB: Can we go to The Days and Nights of 
Molly Dodd, the NBC/Lifetime TV show?

JVM: Okay, let’s talk about Molly 
Dodd. Well, it ran from 1987 to 1991 
and it was way ahead of itself. It was 
fun to do, because the character, Molly 
Dodd, became a single mother and she 
was kind of funky: a woman living 
in New York, and she had a bunch of 
boyfriends. In fact, when she became 
pregnant, she wasn’t sure if the father 
was her African-American boyfriend or 
her Caucasian boyfriend. And we had 
to wait a few episodes to fi nd out about 
that. 

 The thing that was fun about Molly 
Dodd and Law & Order which is like 
Circle Rep on television is that, from 
a design point of view, both of them 
really refl ect New York in a wonderful 

way. Within both of those shows New 
York City is a character. I felt that I had 
to really understand all the aspects of 
New York City, from the poorest to the 
hippest. 

JLB: What kind of research do you do? 
Do you do research per se, or is it about 
keeping your eyes open?

JVM: I do research. Right now in 
Law & Order we’re doing an episode 
about kids who murder an illegal 
immigrant. Even though we can all 
picture those men who stand on 

the street corner looking for work, 
I look at pictures of them so I can be 
reminded, and pictures of teenagers 
from the places where they’re from. I’m 
constantly looking at pictures. When I 
was working with Rebecca Miller, Pippa 
Lee went from the 1960s to the present 
day. We spent a ton of time creating 
an enormous number of pictures and 
doing research rather than sketches, 
and then I would make a sort of book 
for myself and for her, and we would 
evolve the characters together through 
that research. 

JLB: What about your work ethic? Where 
did that come from? You do work a lot, 
and hard. You and I were doing a show at 
McCarter, and we were driving back from 
a dress rehearsal. You had been doing 
Law & Order during the day, and while we 
were in the car, which must have been 
eleven at night, you got a call from Law & 
Order that they were going to have either 
twelve nuns or twelve terrorists the next 
morning, they hadn’t cast them yet, and 
there had to be costumes on them at 6:30 
a.m. as soon as they’d faxed contracts to 
somebody, but they didn’t know who yet, 
right?

Jennifer von Mayrhauser’s sketch for Knock Knock (1975).
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JVM:  Well, I design for a particular 
actor, ideally. I prefer to do that. That 
doesn’t mean that they come in and 
say this is what I’m going to wear. But 
each person playing that part is differ-
ent, so you have to create a costume 
that works for that person playing 
that part. Sometimes you have time to 
evolve that, and sometimes it’s very 
quick. In Law & Order, I might have to 
do the fi tting very quickly, but I still 
try to have what they’re wearing as 
that character work for that actor. That 
training came very strongly from Circle 
Rep, from working with actors.

JLB: You were telling us earlier today 
about working with Lillian Gish. Miss 
Gish brought what to the meeting with 
you?

JVM: I had done a four-part mini-
series, Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn, in the early eighties, and that 
was interesting because, in the way 
that a lot of fi lms do, they would fl y 
the actors in one or two days ahead of 
time. It was the 1840s, and we created 
a little costume shop, and we made 
the skirt and the bodice and created 
these costumes overnight. Lilian Gish 
played Mrs. Loftis, and, even though 
every other garment in this four-hour 
mini-series was built, I had found this 
actual 1840s dress that I wanted to use 
on her, which she really loved. And I 
had this beautiful fi chu, which she also 
loved . (Interestingly, I had borrowed 
that from Emma Willard.) Lillian Gish 
came, and she loved the dress and the 
fi chu, but she said to me, “I have two 
things, if you wouldn’t mind, that I’d 
like to wear.” She had a bonnet from 
the 1927 fi lm of La Bohème, which 
was the same period. Of course it was 
beautiful, and it went really well with 
the dress. Then she had a brooch that 
had been given her by a fan that she’d 
had since 1915, and it was a beautiful 
cameo, and she wore that on the fi chu. 
That was a different kind of collabora-
tion, but it was she and I creating who 
this person was together. 

JLB: Jennifer, thank you

On March 19, lighting was the focus 
at the Library’s Bruno Walter Audito-
rium, with a panel of three distinguished 
designers: Beverly Emmons, Natasha Katz, 
and Jennifer Tipton. They talked with 
moderator Thomas Schumacher, Tony 
Award-winning producer and president of 
Disney Theatrical Productions. 

Tom Schumacher: As much as I am 
desperate to delve into technology, 
technique, changes, the future, and where 
we’ve been, I have to address the gender 
question fi rst, because it takes place 
amid an exhibition composed entirely of 
women designers. When I think about 
lighting designers, I think about Jean 
Rosenthal. We all have her book, The 
Magic of Light. We all read it in college. 
We all learned from it. We think of Jean 
Rosenthal because of that book and 

because of her impact. And about Tharon 
Musser, because she’s the fi rst lighting 
designer that many in this generation 
really were aware of. Is there something 
feminine about lighting design? Natasha, 
would you describe the technique in any 
way as being a feminine form?

Natasha Katz: It depends on how 
you defi ne what is feminine and what 
is masculine.

TS: I’ve struggled with it my whole life.

NK: That’s why we have to do 
that fi rst. Actually, I’m going to skirt 
the question a bit, and then maybe 
hand it over to Jennifer and Beverly. 
What’s been interesting to me is that, 
when I fi rst started in the business 
about twenty-fi ve years ago, there 

JVM:  Well, they do do things at 
the last minute. But at Circle Rep we 
did everything at the last minute. I love 
doing all kinds of projects. I love to be 
working on a play and working on a 
fi lm, and working on Law & Order. But 
I don’t want people to stress out over it, 
so I just do it.

 
JLB: John Conklin, the wonderful design-
er, and I once had a chat about Jennifer’s 
work. We thought that you may have 
benefi ted by not having gone to, as he did 
and I did, a snotty graduate school that 
teaches design somewhere in New Haven. 
You’re basically, in many ways, not a 
classically trained designer. 

JVM:  No, I’m not.

JLB: And you’ve also become a teacher….

JVM:  I didn’t understand that at 
the beginning, either. The way I teach 
is, I think of myself as a guide. It’s a 
chance for me to share the experience 
of being a costume designer. I did very 
well from learning on my feet. I went 
to Lester Polakov’s and I learned about 
sketching. But I really learned to be 
a costume designer by doing, and for 
some people that works and for some 
people it doesn’t, but it worked for me.

 
JLB: I remember Conklin and I were 
discussing a costume you’d designed, a 
prostitute, and I think you put her in 
red and black. And both Conklin and I, 
having had the subtleties of a Yale educa-
tion, thought that was a really nervy 
choice because it’s such a cliché. But you 
were saying, “I thought it made her look 
like a prostitute.” Someone who went for 
costume training where John and I did 
would have probably put the prostitute in 
aubergine, perhaps with a little mustard 
color, just to shake it up. You, by not 
being trained that way, benefi ted in a way 
that John and I could never go back to. 
Because sometimes that which we think 
is a cliché is actually the truth. 

JVM: Just talking about teaching, 
I never teach that you shouldn’t put a 
prostitute in red. I don’t teach rules. I tell 
my students each one is different, and 

that they will evolve into the designer 
they’re going to be, which is what I did. 
I feel that that’s what my role is. It’s 
not to teach them rules. Maybe that’s 
wrong, I don’t know. But I encourage 
students to become the designers that 
they’re going to grow into.

 
JLB: If you were given your choice of 
what to design, what would it be?

JVM:  It would be a wonderful play. 
It could be period, it could be modern. 
A wonderful project with a wonderful 
director and a wonderful collaboration 
with the actors.  It could be a fi lm, it 
could be TV, it could be a play. One 
thing that I really have tried to do in 
my life is all three areas. It’s logistically 
tricky, because if the Guthrie calls you, 
they want you to commit to two years 
from then. If you do a fi lm, they’re 
going to call you three months ahead of 
time. But I try to be able to do all of it.

JLB: Oh, it’s time for questions. 

JVM:  And we only got halfway 
through my career.

JLB: I know. Your career goes on forever. 

Q: You do have a collection of 
clothes yourself, don’t you?

JVM:  I have a big collection of 
clothes myself, because there are certain 
things that have a kind of feeling, a kind 
of texture, and I just hold onto them. 
For example, I just did Mrs. Warren’s 
Profession, which is 1894, and the 
clothes were built for the production. 
But there was a scene in a car, an 
early steam car, and I had an original 
duster that I had used in a period fi lm 
in the seventies. And I used that on 
stage. And there were bits of lace that 
I used for Mrs. Warren’s clothes. So I 
do keep things. Those things mean a lot 
to me. Rebecca Miller’s mother passed 
away, and she gave me all her mother’s 
clothes. They’re really amazing; she 
wore a lot of beautiful designer clothes 
over the years.  

Q: In what ways does the character or 
the actor have an impact on what you 
design?

were many women lighting design-
ers. What’s happened now is that the 
up-and-coming lighting designers, at 
least on Broadway, and I believe also 
in the dance and opera worlds–well, 
it’s become more of a male-dominated 
profession.

TS: Did you feel that there was an early 
impact because of Jean Rosenthal and 
then Tharon Musser that allowed women 
to come in?

NK: Absolutely. Absolutely.

TS: Beverly Emmons, would you agree 
with that?

BE: I have another bunch of 
theories. I knew Jean briefl y. I never 
actually worked with her, except once 

Natasha Katz’s lighting design for The Little Mermaid (2006).
Photo: Joan Marcus
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at the American Dance Festival, but I 
watched her in action just a bit, and 
everybody said, “Oh, Jeannie, she’s so 
polite, she’s so wonderful, she invented 
the business,” and we all heard about 
that. And indeed she was a very quiet, 
soothing presence in a tech situation. 

Then I had my own contact with 
Martha Graham in 1982, when I was 
invited to do the whole repertory, and 
Graham said to me, “Don’t pay any 
attention to Jean Rosenthal. That was 
then. You are an artist and you are 
now. Make this right for now.” And I 
realized that Graham had given Jean 
permission to go for it in the same way 
that she did for many women, that Jean 
was a stage manager who was fretting 
about the complications in which she 
found herself and basically made a 
move. I just instinctively feel that it 
was Graham who said so.

What I did about that situation was 
decide to do Jean Rosenthal’s work and 
just not tell anybody. I wasn’t going 
to re-conceive those ballets in orange 
and green, no. They are what they 
are, and I would just bring to them 
modern equipment and a more modern 
look that could fi t the whole repertory, 
something still, but very simple. 

TS: Jennifer, do you have a take on the 
femaleness issue? 

JT: Well, I’ve always felt that the 
original three lighting designers in 
America were Abe Feder, Peggy Clark, 
and Jean Rosenthal. And of those three, 
two were women, and for some reason, 
that meant that the crews, the fussy 
old guys whom we had to tell, “Go do 
this, go do that,” accepted women, and 
I have never felt a problem.

TS: Because the environment was 
hospitable, it’s a place you might go. It 
makes me wonder about Natasha’s point 
that there was a moment in time when 
there were so many women designers. I 
did a little bit of math. I don’t mean to 
out anybody here, but since the internet 
exists, you don’t get a lot of secrets. At 
thirty-fi ve years, Natasha was design-
ing Beauty and the Beast for Broadway, 
a huge show, a massive, big Broad-
way musical. Beverly, you were doing 
Elephant Man at thirty-fi ve, I think. And 
Jennifer, you were doing for colored girls 
who have considered suicide/when the 

rainbow is enuf. I mention that because 
they happen to be three shows that I can’t 
forget, shows that, when I saw them here 
in New York, startled me, shocked me. 
They were ground-breaking, and you 
were all doing that at thirty-fi ve years 
old. Do you believe there’s an environ-
ment today for young women which lets 
them even come to Broadway? 

JT: I just don’t think gender is a 
question. I’m sorry. Maybe the two 
other people here do, but I don’t.

NK: I have to agree with Jennifer. I 
never struggled with it actually, and it’s 
true, everybody was always extremely 
open to me, and I never thought, “Oh, 
my God, I can’t make it because I’m a 
woman.” But I do think that something 
has changed. I can’t put my fi nger on 
why, and I’m only talking about the 
Broadway world, because when I look 
at what’s coming, there are no women. 
There are very few female role models 
on Broadway now for younger women. 

BE: My theory is that the man 
departs from a fi eld or stays out of a 
fi eld if he has perceived that there’s 
no money in it, and as soon as money 
starts to be paid, real money, then they 
want it.

NK: They have always said that 
lighting was started by women, and 
that’s why we’re so underpaid. 

BE: But you’re implying that Broad-
way has money these days and can 
pay lighting designers, so the men are 
fl ocking to it.

TS: I’m asking for the obvious reason that 
we’re gathered here because somebody 
thought that women should be separated 
out to study their contributions. There 
was a choice made: to bring them togeth-
er. Hence the gender question. Did any of 
you study lighting design? Did you think 
when you got out of high school, “I’m 
going to go to college and be a lighting 
designer?”

BE: I never heard of a lighting 
designer in high school. Jennifer and I 
met Tom Skelton the same summer, at 
the American Dance Festival. We both 
said, “Wow.”

TS: What did you do before you connected 
with lighting, Beverly?

BE: I was a dancer. 
JT: I went to Cornell to study astro-

physics, to be the fi rst person on the 
moon. But my mother said my applica-
tion sounded like Cornell was a dance 
school.

TS: Natasha, did you dream of being a 
lighting designer?

NK: No, I dreamed of working in the 
theatre. That’s all I wanted.

TS: And how did it happen for lighting?

NK: I went to Oberlin College and 
started learning a little about lighting, 
and they had an internship program 
that brought me to New York City to 
work with Roger Morgan for a semes-
ter, and he was a lighting designer. I 
fell in love with it. It was a wonderful 
academic program that propelled me to 
the beginning of my new life.

My training though, which I’ve 
always appreciated, looking back on 
my life, was that, after the internship 
with Morgan, I started working with a 
lot of other lighting designers. I didn’t 
go to graduate school. It was on-the- 
job training completely for me.

Actually, there’s a story of 
something I did with Beverly. I’m sure 
she’s forgotten, but I screwed up so 
terribly at BAM. I still can’t even look 
at her because of it.

TS: What was it exactly?

NK: I don’t remember what the 
ballet was. Do you remember? True 
confessions right here.

BE: It was The Trisha Brown 
Company season.

NK: In a rep light plot, the lighting 
plot is sitting there, and it sits at all the 
right heights, and all the lights have 
been focused. I had never experienced 
anything like that before, but Beverly 
didn’t know that about me. So I thought 
that my job was actually to go in and 
refocus all the lights. And that’s what 
I did. I retrimmed the electrics, which 
means you bring them in to different 
heights, because I thought they were 
trimmed too high. And I completely 
screwed up her lighting design, and 
Beverly had to come back in. I’m sure 
there was no time; there’s no time in 
the dance world to do any of that. 
Beverly, I don’t know how you fi xed it.

BE: Well, there was a production 
manager who should have been paying 

attention. That’s why I say it’s not 
completely your fault. We were in a 
situation where there was no time at 
all, and my time in the theatre was very 
limited. I had added a few things that 
I needed. I said, “Leave it like that, it 
will be fi ne, and I’ll walk through the 
door, and we’ll be able to set cues when 
I walk through the door.” I came in and, 
because the trims were all changed, the 
focus couldn’t go back, it wasn’t any 
good.

TS: Beverly, what did you actually do to 
rectify Natasha’s screw-up?

BE: I don’t remember. We ran a 

ladder around and perked it up a little 
bit.

NK: But my life changed after that. I 
understood something that I had never 
understood before, all sorts of things 
that you learn from making such a 
terrible mistake. 

TS: Beverly, when you were a dancer, 
what drew you to lighting?

BE: I was a student at Sarah 
Lawrence College, having gone there 
to dance, studying with Bessie Schoen-
berg, who had a reputation in the dance 
world. And so the only art classes I ever 
took were Bessie’s dance composition 
classes, which I took for three years. 
They did not have lighting there, but 

I got the school to give me credit for 
the Lester Polakov class that Tom was 
teaching, and Tharon and Jean. 

But that summer, I wanted to take 
dance. You don’t get to be a dancer 
unless you dance all the time, and I had 
to fi ll in the summer. What was I going 
to do? I had initially asked Bessie if 
she could get me a job at the American 
Dance Festival, and she said, “You’re 
not good enough.” So I thought, “Okay, 
I’m a freshman, what do I know?” 
And then later on, we actually did the 
dance concert. Because it was a girls’ 
school, everybody else was afraid to 
climb the ladders. So suddenly I looked 

like a star, and I said, “Do you think 
there’d be anything I could get?” She 
picked up the phone and got me a job 
on the crew that minute. That summer, 
and then every summer at college, I 
was at the American Dance Festival, 
and there I met this phenomenon called 
Tom Skelton. I could see the stage from 
where I was sitting. My job was to keep 
track of manual board operation. I could 
see this plot, for which I had hung 125 
lights that we had focused; I could see 
him make a different universe for every 
ballet. It was so beautiful. Just change 
a couple of colors and do those cues, 
and it was different, even though I had 
a sideways view of what was going on. 

TS: From just that immediate connection 

from dancer to excellent ladder skills to 
the power of observation.

BE: Power of observation and a very 
deep, shall we say ferocious respect for 
what dancers go through, what the 
creation of a dance means: the number 
of hours, the intensity, focus, and 
concentration that dancers need to do 
that very diffi cult stuff. And the better 
the company, the more the dancers are 
right out there physically at the edge of 
possibility. I had seen amateur produc-
tions taking the dances from this quiet 
studio to this hullabaloo of lights and 
things not being fi nished, to a place 
that’s cold and dirty, they haven’t 

planned things right, and there isn’t 
enough time. And I just felt that this 
company should be able to maintain its 
focus and concentration in order to do 
what dancers have to do. So I actually 
got into it more from stage manage-
ment, production management it’s 
called nowadays and said, “Let’s plan 
this right, so that when the dancers 
arrive, we’re ready. How about that as 
an idea?” The art part didn’t occur to 
me. I got into lighting really from the 
“let’s plan this production well” side. 
The idea that I might have an opinion 
about a dance being blue or something, 
that evolved more slowly.

TS: Jennifer, when astrophysics failed 
you, when you thought, “Well, maybe 
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watched her in action just a bit, and 

 A

watched her in action just a bit, and 
everybody said, “Oh, Jeannie, she’s so 

 A

everybody said, “Oh, Jeannie, she’s so 
polite, she’s so wonderful, she invented 

 A

polite, she’s so wonderful, she invented 
the business,” and we all heard about 

 A

the business,” and we all heard about 
that. And indeed she was a very quiet, 

 A

that. And indeed she was a very quiet, 

rainbow is enuf. 

 A

rainbow is enuf. I mention that because 

 A

I mention that because 
they happen to be three shows that I can’t 

 A

they happen to be three shows that I can’t 
forget, shows that, when I saw them here 

 A

forget, shows that, when I saw them here 
in New York, startled me, shocked me. 

 A

in New York, startled me, shocked me. 
They were ground-breaking, and you 

 A

They were ground-breaking, and you 
were all doing that at thirty-fi ve years 

 A

were all doing that at thirty-fi ve years 

physics, to be the fi rst person on the 

 A

physics, to be the fi rst person on the 
moon. But my mother said my applica-

 A

moon. But my mother said my applica-
tion sounded like Cornell was a dance 

 A

tion sounded like Cornell was a dance 
school.

 A

school.

TS: Natasha, did you dream of being a 

 A

TS: Natasha, did you dream of being a 



that’s not my opportunity,” how did it 
happen then?

JT: Well, I did decide I wanted to be 
a dancer while I was still in college, but 
I am the daughter of two academics, so 
I didn’t dream of leaving college. When 
I graduated, I came to New York to be 
a dancer, and several years after that, I 
had become a dancer with a company 
called The Merry-Go-Rounders; we 
danced for children. Subsequently, I 
became a rehearsal mistress for that 
company, and it meant that I had to 
watch performances and critique the 
dancers afterwards. I’ve always said, 
“I looked at the bigger picture, and the 
bigger picture was light,” and I fell in 
love with it, and I’ve been in love with 
it ever since. 

The summer after I fell 
in love, I went to Connecti-
cut College. I went to the 
American Dance Festival for 
the second time. I had been 
there as a junior in high 
school, when I was fi fteen, 
but went for a second time, 
and among the other things 
I did like dance with Lucas 
Hoving was take lighting 
with Tom Skelton. He was 
a fantastic lighting designer 
and a brilliant teacher.

I worked with Tom 
quite a bit over the next 
few years. The Merry-Go-
Rounders needed a stage manager, and 
I called him up and said, “Do you have 
somebody to recommend?” And he said, 
“Yes, but you have to come clean up my 
fi les to fi nd that person.” So I went and 
cleaned up his fi les, and then I went 
off with the José Limon Company in 
Asia for three or four months back in 
1963. Tom made me draft the focus of 
every light in the plot, and that’s how I 
learned. I do work sheets today, to fi nd 
out where the light is going to be before 
I get on the stage.

TS: The next question I wanted to ask 
you is about your private time as a 
designer and your intensely public time 
as a designer. Other designers get to 
work in very private spaces; if you’re 
in costumes, through fi ttings. There’s a 
moment of reveal, but they get to work 
and shape privately. Much the same with 
scene designers. With lighting design, 

everyone’s waiting and the plot is hung, 
but now you begin to discover it. Do you 
want to start with that, the private time 
vs. the public exposure?

JT: Certainly. I did develop the work 
sheets so that I could begin to get some 
idea of what it’s going to look like, or 
what it’s going to be. But mainly I call 
doing a light plot “making a language of 
light” for the production. It’s only when 
you go into the theatre that you begin 
to use those words in the language to 
make sentences, to make phrases, to 
make paragraphs. So really, you, the 
lighting designer, are seeing it for the 
fi rst time as well. And what you have 
to do is just be open. Everybody has an 
opinion, and on Broadway there are 
more everybodys than anywhere else. 

I did Singin’ in the Rain and, I must be 
crazy: I had a great, big, dark-blue back 
light come on the diagonal from one 
side. The producer hated it, says, “Got 
to have one from the other side too.” So 
I put both of them up and slowly took 
the other one down. But lo and behold, 
he caught it. So I had to take it out. But 
anyway, you do have to stay open. You 
read a play, but your ideas cannot be 
too committed. You have to stay open, 
because there’s a scene designer, there’s 
a costume designer, a director, a sound 
designer. I call lighting a dirty art. It 
really has to be done in a hot minute 
in the theatre. On Broadway; musicals 
have a lot of time; straight plays on 
Broadway don’t. You just have to get 
it up, and the crew’s gone, and you 

 A A A
BE: I don’t know that I’d call it a 

technique, but you have to be very 
confi dent, and you have to be open to 
everybody’s ideas. You don’t have to do 
them, but you can listen to them and 
sound interested. Meanwhile, you’re 
fi nding your way. Everybody else has 
had weeks to think about this. You’re 
just raw at that moment, and so you 
have to spread calm and confi dence at 
the tech table. 

JT: Can I interject something? I 
always tell my students that if the direc-
tor comes and says, “Well, we should 
do it this way,” and the hair starts 
rising on the back of your neck, you 
do exactly what the director says. Lo 
and behold, the director is wrong. But 
lo and behold, you may get somewhere, 
just by doing it, that you didn’t think 
you knew about.

BE: I’ve worked with some directors 
who want to do it all themselves. What 
I do is give them a magic sheet. I say, 
“Sure, you want to do it? Here, whatever 
you want. Here, that’s number one. Oh, 
you want to see all the front lights? See, 
they’re here.” And I explain my magic 
sheet; they can ask for whatever they 
want. They get tired of it real quick.

TS: Everyone at this table, I’m sure, 
has had a chance to re-design a show, 
because you’ve done multiple produc-
tions. Beverly, has your work gotten 
better by redoing the same plot? It’s the 
same piece, but you’re doing a second 
production of it.

BE: There are some projects that, 
yes, now you know how it really works, 

now you can hang it right to do what 
you need to do. You certainly take every 
opportunity to make it better. The head 
of a regional theatre once said to me, 
“When are you going to be done?” And 
I said, “I’m never done. You open the 
damn thing, and I have to go home.”

JT: But as Beverly indicated earlier, 
there is no plot that is a specifi c plot. 
All plots are repertory plots in a sense, 
because you don’t know what’s going 
to happen. The director can easily just 
change that scene from down left to 
up right, and so you have to be able 
to light it more or less the same way 
in either place. Sometimes, when shows 
are going on the road, that is not the 
case. It’s frozen. Then you really can 
refi ne the plot, and it’s great to be able 
to do that.

TS: How much has new technology 
changed the way you design? Jennifer, 
you’re going to be in La Scala this 
summer? Will your designing be substan-
tially different because of the change in 
instruments?

JT: Defi nitely. I can remember going 
to Europe in the early days, when there 
was a different voltage in each country, 
and I remember being in Paris, where 
the voltage was 100, and the light was 
so clear and beautiful. I never could get 
it that way in the U.S. But technology is 
a little bit different than that. I always 
say that technology is only as good as 
the person using it. If there is a use for 
technology, then great. If not, light is 
wonderful.

TS: For many of us, the most famous 
lighting design is the ground-breaking 
work Tharon Musser did by being the fi rst 
to use a computer board on Broadway, 
for A Chorus Line. Natasha, you had the 
chance to recreate her lighting design 
for the Broadway revival. How did your 
credit read, and what did you actually 
do? What of your design for the show 
was Tharon’s?

NK: It’s 99 percent Tharon Musser; 
99.9 percent. Actually I’d love to talk 
about moving lights a little bit more.

TS: There’s also an issue about her follow 
spot use.

BE: If you’re talking about genera-
tional use, she’s probably had far more 
experience with moving lights than 
either of us.

NK: The difference in the technol-
ogy of A Chorus Line two years ago 
from what Tharon originally did is that 
we had Source Fours, which means that 
it was a different bulb with a different 
color temperature.

BE: Meaning, the lights were a 
different color to start with.

NK: Slightly bluer. Also we have 
scrollers on the show, so that you 
change the colors on all the lights. 
Tharon had three colors of side light; 
I had the ability for many more colors 
of side light. I spoke with Marilyn, her 
partner, at length, so this wasn’t done 
in a vacuum. Tharon unfortunately 
has Alzheimer’s, so there was no way 
to talk to her. But the light plot, when 
I went to San Francisco, was exactly 
what Tharon had.

can hardly refocus if you’ve made a 
mistake. So you learn to work openly 
and quickly.

TS: Beverly, how much is your private 
time before you get it; do you see the 
design in your head, on the plot?

BE: When I’m working, I’m seeing 
something, but it’s pretty nonverbal. 
For almost everything we do, except 
perhaps a dance company, the plot 
has to be fi nished before they go into 
rehearsal. So I can’t have a vision that 
somebody saying the most dramatic 
part of the play is standing over here 
and yelling at the person there, because 
it doesn’t exist yet. We light bodies in 
space, and the bodies aren’t in the space 
yet. We have the space, in the sense that 

the scene designer and 
the director have given 
us the universe of the 
play. So there’s the issue 
of real estate acreage and 
where can I put lights? 
And the director will 
say, “Sunlight through 
the window,” so you 
think, “Well, where’s the 
window, and how can I 
get some light through 
that?” But truly, you 
don’t know if it’s going 
to work until you’re 
there for the fi rst time.

I like the word that 
you used: language. I use the word 
palette. To me, it’s like that thing which 
painters mix colors on: I’ve got some 
of this, some of that, and I can mix 
them together. I feel like I’m a painter 
to every single moment that’s there, 
and these are the ingredients that I 
arrive with. But I won’t know which of 
them work, which don’t, until we’re all 
onstage. What do they look like mixed 
together with that dress, which they 
just bought at Saks? They couldn’t send 
me a swatch. You can’t run around Saks 
with scissors. So yes, you discover the 
raw material of what you’ve done in 
public. 

TS: Have you developed a technique for 
how to handle that?
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TS: Same number of instruments?

 NK: No, many more, but her light 
plot was embedded within additional 
equipment so that I could start exactly 
from what she had, meaning, all the cues 
actually came up in the board essentially 
based on what Tharon had done. Then, 
additionally, there were a lot of color 
scrollers, so that if I wanted to change 
her blue to red, I could do that, to give 
myself a little more variation. 

We also had some moving lights on 
the show. Bob Avian, who staged the 
revival, said that Michael Bennett, the 
original director, had dreams of what he 
wanted. So all of this is based on what 
everybody thinks somebody else would 
have wanted. My dream would have 
been to have Tharon light the show in 
2007, rather than have somebody adapt 
it in 2007. 

But what happened is that, when we 
turned the lights on, it looked beautiful 
and bright and vibrant, and it looked 
like it was from a television show. It 
all needed to be brought back down to 
what I viewed was of that time. But 
then we had to query, “Well, what are 
we doing? Are we doing 1977 or are 
we doing 2007?” So, in certain cases, 
we brought the lights back up, so that 
there was more of a bite to the lighting, 
and more of a contemporary feeling. 
It all brought up more questions than 
answers in a funny way. 

JT: Well, may I say, I’m a minimalist, 
and, therefore, as far as I’m concerned, 
there is only one place that is good for 
light to do that. If you want it in two 
colors, that’s already a compromise. So 
the idea of moving lights, a light that 
can move to here to here to here from 
the same place I don’t respond to that.

TS: What does that mean? I don’t under-
stand that.

JT: There’s a light here; for me, the 
light here is only good for that one 
purpose. I don’t need it to move around. 
I want it to do that one thing. The fact 
that it changes color is nice. That means 
that I don’t have to compromise the 
position by adding other lights in other 
colors.

TS: Is that handy, the scroller?

JT: Yes, it’s very handy. But I don’t 
need the other things. Now, a lot of fun 
comes from lights that move. You can 

choreograph that movement. But that’s 
a whole other ball game.

TS: Let’s take some questions.

Q: Joan D. Firestone [Project Director of 
the exhibition CURTAIN CALL, speaking 
from the audience.] Actually, I want to 
say something. I can say it to you, Tom, 
because you have a great record of hiring 
women designers. It’s related to the fi rst 
question you asked: Why all the focus 
on work by women? Unfortunately, the 
world has not acknowledged the quality 
of women’s work in the same way it 
has acknowledged the quality of men’s 
work. And so the exhibition really was a 
statement of “Look what we can do. Hire 
us.” Because in fact, the percentages of 
women working in these fi elds are much 
too low. So without saying we’re better 
than you, we’re certainly as good.

TS: Well, I’ll give you better. You’re 
gracious. Yes, we’ve had a lot of good 
fortune by having women direct our 
shows, design our shows, designs people 
hadn’t even thought should be on Broad-
way. That’s probably just a producer’s 
point of view about the best people for 
the job. I had to ask the gender question 
at the top because obviously there’s a 
dynamic that was established.

Q: If you have video in your production, 
how does that change the process or the 
approach that you take? 

NK: I think it’s just one more 
collaborator in the room that we have 
to interact with. The interaction is very 
hand-in-glove, because we have to feed 
off each other. Sometimes interact, but 
sometimes stay out of each other’s way.

BE: A way I deal with video is that 
my job is to keep my lights off of it. He 
can do whatever they like. My job is to 
keep the lights off of the surfaces that 
the video designer needs.

JT: The Wooster Group uses video 
up the kazoo, and obviously you treat 
it the way you treat any other element 
and collaborator. But the video can 
change just this much, and it changes 
the lighting. Time and time again, in 
our tech rehearsals during the last few 
days, the video will go off, and I’ll say, 
“Oh, look how great they look in the 
light.” And then the video comes back 
on, and I don’t want to say they don’t 
look great, but they sure look different.

Q: Can someone explain why, when 
Chorus Line left the Public and came to 
the Shubert, Tharon Musser needed a 
computer board? Why at that moment in 
time?

BE: Because it was too complicated 
for a single man to run, and that’s why 
money comes into it. 

TS: Because there were more board 
operators at the Public setting presets?

BE: No, no, no. At the Public it 
was a computer. It was coming on the 
computer. Broadway theatres all used to 
be DC current. Anybody know a history 
of electricity? They were the last things 
in the city to be DC current, because 
there was no incentive for the theatre 
owners to change the source of electric-
ity in those gray boxes on the wall. I 
think my last show on a manual board 
was in 1979, which was long after 
Chorus Line, and those things had been 
designed for World War I submarines. 
That was how old they were. A musical 
was limited to 300 lamps overhead; a 
huge musical was 300 lamps. It took 
three guys to drive the boards, and 
producers didn’t want to pay any more 
than three salaries. 

So the moment they were coming 
into the Shubert with what was a 
guaranteed hit, and the show was 
complicated to run, the most effi cient 
thing to do was change the electricity. 
They could afford it, because they saw 
a hit coming in. The social implications 
were more complicated. Death threats 
were conveyed to the electrician who 
was part of that process. 

TS: We never hear that part of the story.

BE: It was part of the story. I heard 
it from the electrician, because two 
guys were losing work, in their eyes 
because of the new technology. But it 
was because the show was too compli-
cated to run.

TS: Well, it’s nice to end a panel discus-
sion on a good death threat story. You 
see, this business is rough and ready, 
it’s rough and tumble, involves climb-
ing ladders, death threats, and seducing 
follow-spot operators. 

JT: It is an art. It’s about composi-
tion, and it’s about telling the story. It’s 
about all those other wonderful things.
TS: Thank you very, very much.
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CURTAIN CALL: Celebrating a Century of Women 
Designing for Live Performance, the vast and enlighten-
ing retrospective of scene, costume, and lighting designs 
for theatre, opera, and dance, graced the Donald and Mary 
Oenslager Gallery at The New York Public Library for the 
Performing Arts from November 16, 2008, to May 2, 2009. 

Alas, as with all exhibitions, it had to move on. 
The challenge for its sponsors, the League of Profes-

sional Theatre Women and its collaborator, The New York 
Public Library for the Performing Arts, was to capture the 
exhibition on video for a visual record, so that we might 
share it with universities and schools of design, as well 
as theatre, opera, and dance companies across the country 
that might not have had an opportunity to view the show 
in person. 

Capturing such an inclusive exhibition in its entirety, 
and emulating the gallery experience, would have been 
Herculean tasks. The gallery’s lighting restrictions, which 
protect the works, hide some of the color and luster of 
many sketches. The denseness of the installations, part of 
their appeal, nonetheless inhibits complete camera access. 

Much of this was discovered during the fi rst video 
session, but thanks to the generosity of the videographer, 
Mark Robeson, of Character Generators, Inc., a second 
session was arranged to tailor expectations to the reality of 
what was feasible. 

Along with the brilliant catalogue, there will be an 
enduring record of the exhibition that we hope will also 
be of interest to the media. As we approached the second 
taping, we hoped also to preserve some of the unique 
voiceover of our beloved Zoe Caldwell, who generously 
devoted many hours to add a distinctive tone to the video.

As the gallery sign-in book attests, CURTAIN CALL 
received rave reviews. Indeed, the Library reported excel-
lent attendance, not only among individuals but from 
school groups of all levels, including graduate and teacher-
training programs.

REPORT ON THE FUTURE OF CURTAIN CALL
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The exhibition also sparked interest from other 
museums and galleries. Board members and trustees of 
various institutions contacted the League, and we entered 
into conversation with a few. Following the interest of 
many supporters of the National Museum of Women in 
the Arts, in Washington, D.C., I visited the museum last 
spring. The chief curator was very welcoming and very 
complimentary about the catalogue, which I presented as 
an introduction to the exhibition. Although the museum is 
booked for the next two years, the curator recommended 
that I contact International Arts & Artists, an established 
and successful exhibition traveling service that functions 
within the U.S. and abroad. 

International Arts & Artists also responded very 
positively to the catalogue, and the League was invited to 
submit a proposal. The advantage of an exhibition service 
is that it would enable us to identify interested institutions 
and would follow through with all the requisite negotia-
tions and planning. 

 We have identifi ed the McKay Museum in Texas, with 
which Carrie Robbins has been in touch, and the Ft. Lauder-
dale Museum in Florida, with which I have been in contact, 
as possible future sites for CURTAIN CALL. Margery Klain 
has broached the idea of moving the show to Philadelphia, 
where she said there is great interest, although she hasn’t 
identifi ed a particular institution. Similarly, Sheilah Rae 
wants to pursue possible venues in Chicago and, hopefully 
at some future date, the spectacular National Museum of 
Women in the Arts in our nation’s capital.

 We will keep everyone apprised of our progress. 



ETI! EAST 
AFRICA SPEAKS!
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What I try to do is to contemporize the work from the 
past and bring it into the present, keeping very securely 
in the traditions as much as I can fi nd them or as much 
as I can feel that [they] stem from our past. I want to tell 
stories that are Kenyan. Because of the interactions that 
we’ve had over the last ten years through grants from 
the Ford Foundation, I was able to meet the Parapanda 
Theatre Lab from Tanzania. They work in Dar es Salaam 
[the capital] in a form of theatre that is not created for 
the proscenium. Because this appealed to me as an artist, I 
began to write my own work and to focus on work that had 
a Parapanda-like feel, which means that it has dance and 
music and narrative all in 
one piece, as opposed to a 
dance show or a play or 
music. My work tends to 
have elements of all three. 

I also write my work 
in three languages. I 
use Swahili (Kiswa-
hili), English, and Kikuyu 
(Gikuyu), my mother 
tongue. But also in Kenya 
we speak a dialect called 
Sheng, which is a mixture 
of Swahili and English. It’s 
like a street language, and 
it’s not spoken so much 
in Tanzania. Tanzanians’ 
Swahili is purer and a 
lot more lyrical, whereas 
the street language that’s 
spoken in Kenya is great 
for working with youth. 
So while I’m training, 
that’s the language that 
the pieces tend to be 
in. For people who are 
watching the work, it’s 
kind of a shock, both for 
us as performers and for 
them as audience to be 
suddenly confronted with 
something that is so much 
about themselves. One young man, who when we recently 
did our production for a group of people from the U.S., they 
accused me...they said, “But that’s not acting! You guys 
aren’t acting! That’s us! How can you be telling our story 
and be on stage?” And I said that makes me so happy, 
because that’s exactly what I’m trying to achieve. I’m 
trying to create a place where people feel that the life that 
they’re living and the form of theatre that we’re developing 
is part of who they are.

 I try and take the performances to restaurants, to social 
halls, to children’s homes, to parks, trying to keep it outside 
so that people can see us, so that they can begin to recreate 
a culture of wanting to perform and to be performed for. 

EVA DAVID NYAMBE (SPEAKING IN KISWAHILI, 
TRANSLATED BY MUMBI KAIGWA)

I am from an eastern part of Tanzania where the people 
are called Gogo or Wagogo. My grandfather was a musician 
and he made instruments. And every evening he would 
invite all of his grandchildren to come and sing and play 
instruments and learn about the traditional craft of the 
people of that area. I was really good at it, but didn’t take 

it very seriously, because it was only when people began to 
say this is something that you’re really good at that I began 
to think, “Oh, maybe this is something I can do.”

When I started primary school, my parents said, “You 
better leave that traditional singing stuff alone. You better 
make sure that you get a good education.” So I stopped 
doing that, and the only time that I ever sang was during 
church services.

But when I fi nished secondary school, I met two profes-
sors at the Dar es-Salaam University in the Department of 
the Arts. They are the two founding members of Parapanda 
Theatre Lab, which is the group of which I am now the 

artistic director. Whenever there was a festival, we would 
go and perform, particularly for youth festivals, and we 
would be paid the equivalent of fi ve dollars. Because we 
were kids, we thought that’s a lot of money. 

As we got more and more popular, we began to think we 
better make this into a proper organization. So we created 
structures so that we could send proposals and get money 
from NGOs and people like the Ford Foundation. We began 
to practice four days a week and be paid for practicing. 

This is one of the differences between Kenya and 
Tanzania. Tanzania has lecturers who will teach a tradi-
tional art, and with pride, without behaving as if, “Oh, 
we’d really much rather be doing something else.” There’s 
an institution called Bagamoyo College for the Arts, and 
Parapanda would hire lecturers from there to come and 
teach. So young people in Parapanda would have lessons 
four days a week [to] learn about our culture. This was now 
real instruction on the traditional customs and the ways in 
which the instruments are played and the songs that are 
sung and the reasons why the songs are sung. 

I’ve been with Parapanda Theatre Lab for fi fteen years, 

In ROUNDUP VII, 2006-07, League member Roberta Levitow 
described her Senior Fulbright experience in East Africa, 
specifi cally in Rwanda and at Makerere University in Kampala, 
Uganda. Following up on her interest in and commitment to 
East Africa, she joined with some of the same people and 
organizations in the project Eti!East Africa Speaks!

In July 2008, eleven theatre artists from East Africa 
(Uganda, Tanzania, Kenya, and Rwanda) convened at 
Dartmouth College in New Hampshire and in New York 
City for a three-and-a-half week residency. Eti! East Africa 
Speaks! was developed through the interweaving efforts 
of Professor Laura Edmondson at Dartmouth; Roberta 
Levitow, a director, dramaturg, and teacher belonging to 
Theatre Without Borders; Ugandan playwright and Brown 
University Ph.D. candidate Charles Mulekwa; presenters 
Georgiana Pickett and Anna Glass of 651 ARTS/Africa 
Exchange; and Dr. Frank Hentschker of the Martin E. Segal 
Theatre at the Graduate Center of the City University of 
New York (CUNY). 

The fi rst two weeks of the residency took place at 
Dartmouth as a part of its AFRICA’S 2008 summer arts 
festival. During this time the artists developed and refi ned 
works-in-progress that culminated in showcase perfor-
mances for the Dartmouth and regional communities. They 
participated in exchanges and dialogue with Dartmouth 
students, through dance and theatre workshops, play 
readings, and improvisations. 

After Dartmouth, the artists traveled to New York City 
with the support of 651 ARTS/Africa Exchange. The ten 
days in New York offered opportunities to network with 
potential artistic collaborators, producers, and presenters, 
as well as to attend shows; the residency culminated in a 
series of work-in-progress presentations followed by panel 
discussions on July 21 and 22 at CUNY’s Martin E. Segal 
Theatre. 

‘’Eti!’’ is a colloquial Swahili term that roughly trans-
lates to ‘’Listen!’’ or “Listen up!’’ The title and the project 
called to and challenged the American participants and 
audiences to listen to the voices of East Africa speak about 
life in East Africa described by East Africans, through the 
uniquely expressive voices of East African arts. 

 The aims of the residency were several: to build 
connections between East Africa and the U.S. by expos-
ing East African work to U.S. audiences, and by providing 
the East African artists with an opportunity to meet and 
work with U.S. theatre practitioners; to provide the African 
artists with the time and space to interact and create 
across East African national boundaries, thus fostering a 
regional artistic identity; and to redress a pervasive lack 
of knowledge in the U.S. about the cultures of East Africa. 
Toward that goal, the residency provided a forum in which 

the African artists could speak about the challenges and 
capacities of modern African identity through the medium 
of the performing arts. 

  On July 20, the League of Professional Theatre 
Women’s International Committee (Chair, Ludovica Villar-
Hauser) hosted a Sunday afternoon tea at Joanne Pottlitzer’s 
apartment for the women members of the Eti! East Africa 
Speaks! Project (the East African women are also associ-
ate members of LPTW International): Mumbi Kaigwa from 
Kenya; Hope Azeda from Rwanda; Eva David Nyambe from 
Tanzania. (Deborah Asiimwe from Uganda was unable to 
attend.) The session was taped and transcribed. Comments 
from the three artists follow:

MUMBI KAIGWA
My name is Mumbi Kaigwa, and I’m an actor, dancer, 

and performer from Kenya. I’ve been practicing my art 
full-time for the last ten years. I also write and have been 
a producer in the past, having produced Eve Ensler’s The 
Vagina Monologues in Nairobi.

 I’ve been an actor since I was a child. I started out in 
the early seventies as a child actor with a vibrant group 
that worked out of the University of Nairobi, now called 
the Nairobi University Free Traveling Theatre. There were 
many people from southern Africa and from East Africa 
who had run away from trouble in their own countries. 
So I worked with Ugandans who had left as a result of the 
regimes of Milton Obote and Idi Amin and worked with 
South Africans who, because of apartheid, were not able to 
live there. All these people were signifi cantly older than I, 
so I watched them work and honed my craft, not through 
any specifi c teaching, but from watching them and being 
instructed by them. 

It was a signifi cant point in our history as Kenyans, 
because there had been from independence in 1963 until 
this time in mid-1970s, a kind of euphoria and a feeling 
that everything was just wonderful, up until President 
Kenyatta passed away in 1978. And the change of regime 
from Kenyatta to President Daniel Arap Moi meant a lot 
more inquisition and a lot more....you couldn’t say what 
you wanted to say. You suddenly found that nobody was 
producing anything original. A lot of the lecturers at the 
University had to leave. They went into exile. A lot of the 
people who were practicing as performance artists felt that 
they couldn’t perform their craft. There was very little 
literature being produced in Kenya, and that’s pretty much 
continued to this day. 

So when you look at the landscape in Kenya with regard 
to culture and theatre, it seems that the politicians are stuck 
in the past. So if it’s a dance, it’ll be a dance that was done 
at a particular time in pre-colonial history as opposed to 
anything more contemporary. 

BY ROBERTA LEVITOW
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That’s when I founded my group, called Mashirika. It 
means bringing people together. And we put up our produc-
tion in the theatre! When the press came to interview me, 
lots of them were very disappointed: they expected me to 
be a very old, big man. They hear Hope and they think it’s 
a big man, and it’s like, do you have to be old and big and 
a man to do a theatre show?

In 2004, I was approached by the Ministry of Culture, 
an organization that maintains memorial sites for genocide, 
to do a piece for the national commemoration of the 7th 
of April (the start of the 
1994 genocide). This is 
the offi cial commemora-
tion of the genocide, and 
normally in this period 
you don’t drum. There 
are no celebrations. 
Everybody is mourning, 
and people are dressed 
in black and purple. The 
mood is really tense. 
It’s not a very friendly 
mood to jump out and 
start being very crazy 
with the creativity.

So it was really very 
tough. They told me 
the theme has got to be 
memory and hope. They 
give me what they want 
and where they want it, 
and what it has to be. 
I could not sleep that 
night. 

 I met a woman who 
had survived. She hid 
under corpses and she 
was pregnant at that 
time. The child that she 
delivered was just next 
to her, and she’s relating this story to us and to the small 
boy, who at that time was ten years. So when I was looking 
into this boy’s eyes, the questions started coming up in 
my brain like popcorn. What is this boy thinking about? 
Because they’re talking about something he was not part 
of, and he’s still young and he needs to live. So from that 
moment, as the woman was telling us this story, I looked at 
this performance through eyes of a ten-year-old. So that’s 
how I went back and wrote a piece with testimonies of 
people who were thirteen or ten years old at that time, 
but with this boy being the key character. Because at this 
point we cannot celebrate, so that means he cannot even 
celebrate his birthday on the 7th of April. So I had him as 
the key thing, saying I love everything about this country 
apart from the day I was born. And we wrote testimonies 
and mourning music. Through the process of developing 
this piece for 20,000 people, I ended up with a cast of 
one-thousand people. Because the space was so huge, and I 
didn’t want empty space. So I had to get 600 ten-year-olds. 
It looked like a Greek drama. When they came into the fi eld 
and took these signs saying “Never Again” or “Rwanda, 
Ten Years.” But when they saw those signs, they cried, and 
I almost fl ipped out. You’re not supposed to cry. So I had 
600 of them and I had ten-year-olds narrate in different 
languages, because now we have French, English, Swahili, 

Berber, all those languages in Rwanda. The key character is 
a boy of ten years narrating this story.

We had a choir of 200 people, we had a military band 
playing sorrowful music that fl owed to the choreography 
of 200 dancers. The choir would start crying, because the 
gestures are deep. It was just from natural expression of 
how they feel. 

I called my father and said, “This is really becoming 
very challenging. How do we do something that is making 
people cry?” You say, this is your shadow; it will always 

walk with you. You cannot run away from it. And that has 
been like my main line in my pieces. The shadow walks 
with me, sleeps with me, it’s my history.

 Afterward this piece was invited to the G-8 Summit 
and to Scotland, but not with one-thousand people, with 
ten or twelve. Since that time we’ve been touring in 
Europe. This year we go back in two-and-a-half months in 
the U.K. It’s gaining more and more popularity, because we 
do workshops alongside it. And these workshops, I share 
with them the process of doing a piece that is true to an 
audience, a piece that connects with an audience, a piece 
that shows the challenges of carrying someone’s burden on 
your shoulders. 

 I always ask my actors a question: as an actress, how 
do you make somebody’s story, if you’re acting somebody’s 
story, and that somebody is in the audience, fall in love 
with you and not hate you? These kinds of challenges, 
that’s the process that we work through. But as I said, my 
history, my experiences, have totally changed my approach 
to theatre. I’m still marching to bring real life onstage, to 
tell true stories and make that the performance.

 

and now I am the artistic director. So as well as being a 
singer and musician within the group, I’m the one who 
makes the selection of who we choose to do programs, 
because now we do programs on radio, we do outreach 
programs, all sort of different programs. I’m the one who 
selects who gets to do which. 

When I fi rst started, my parents were really against 
me being an artist. I used to have to hide in order to go 
to rehearsals and to do any of the work I was doing. They 
wanted me to fi nd a proper job and something that would 
give me a good life. I argued that my grandfather was a 
musician, my mother was an artist, and so I didn’t under-
stand why it was there was so much pressure not to do the 
same, especially since I’m so good at it. After a while, when 
my family began to see what rewards there are in being 
an artist, and the respect that people give the group, they 
began to get a little less worried about me not being able to 
make a good life for myself.

There are not very many companies that are like 
Parapanda. We have an offi ce, we actually have an offi ce 
that we rent. We have a manager, we have an accountant, 
we have a marketing person, we have a secretary. We write 
proposals with money intended for artists. Whether we 
have a gig or not, artists get paid regularly. This is not 
common, and it’s not common in Kenya either.  

HOPE AZEDA
What I do today has been shaped by my history. I was 

born in exile in Uganda. I’m very lucky to be speaking good 
English taught by the British. Otherwise I’d be speaking 
French. You’d be having another translator if I was born 
in Rwanda! 

In 1959 my parents fl ed Rwanda and made their home 
in Uganda. I majored in drama at Makerere University’s 
Department of Music, Dance, and Drama. And it was not 
an easy journey because my parents wanted me to do 
something more serious. 

But as I fi nished my dissertation and was doing my 
fi nal exams, I wrote a piece about Rwanda, because I was 
always seeing my father sitting on the veranda listening to 

the radio every evening, 
complaining about things 
I didn’t understand. I was 
always sitting next to 
him listening to him, and 
he was trying to protect 
me from this history. 

I was writing the piece 
to fi nish my university 
degree, and it was about 
reconciliation, because I 
didn’t make sense of the 
war in Rwanda. Silence 
was abnormal because 
we really got used to 
bullets. They sounded 
like popcorn. You’re in 
your house and it’s like 
pop-pop-pop-pop. When 
it was silent it was so 
scary because we’re not 
used to the silence. 

My father helped me 
to do this piece. And as I was performing at the National 
Theatre in Uganda, someone from Rwanda – this is after 
the genocide saw me performing on stage. He came and 
talked to me after the performance and said, “You must 
bring theater to Rwanda.” And I’m like, where do I start 
from? I don’t speak French, I don’t speak proper Rwandan 
language. He said, “When you come, look for me,” because 
he was the director of the National Radio. 

 So when I fi nished my university degree, I went to 
look at my script about reconciliation in Rwanda. To this 
man I said, “I’m done. I graduated.” And he said okay. So 
he gave me a job with Rwandan Radio, because radio was 
very popular in Rwanda, but not theatre. I worked with two 
men who do not speak French or English; they speak their 
local language. This was an intensive language training. 
They had to work on my piece, and I told them, “You know 
what? I have written a piece and I want to perform it in 
Rwanda.” And they said, “You’re joking.” 

 When I told these men to get me actors, I told them, 
just get anybody who’s interested in doing this piece. So I 
met a group of actors, and I told them, I just have a script 
but I don’t have money. They said, are you crazy? Because 
some of the actors are from the radio station and they’re 
used to being paid. I told them, when we do this piece well, 
we can market it, and then we can get an audience, and 
then we’ll get some money to pay later. 

So that’s how it all started. I wrote a proposal and in 
two weeks we got a response from a brewing company 
saying as long as you mention our beer, we will give you 
money. Okay, we need the money because we need to buy 
costumes. But the beer had a very nice name. It has a name 
in Kiswahili that means a beer that brings families together.

The piece was called Amashyiga ya Sehutsitwa (Fire 
Stones). There are three ethnic groups in Rwanda: Hutu, 
Tutsi, and Twa. When they came to the shows, each of the 
groups saw themselves in the performance. I was painting 
a clear vision that we all need each other to move on. And 
this was the taking-off point for me in this country.

Hope Azeda, of Rwanda
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Barranger commented, “to bring more fl uidity to his physi-
cal movements and to his extraordinary baritone voice.” 
When Robeson stepped onto the stage, he instantly brought 
a sense of reality to the part, and Webster kept him center 
stage, moving the other actors around him.

Webster and Robeson fi nanced the out-of-town tryouts: 
a mere two weeks of rehearsal before a one-week run at 
Harvard University and two weeks at McCarter Theatre in 
Princeton, New Jersey. At the end of the fi rst performance, 
Webster said, “There was a moment of absolute silence, then 
absolute pandemonium.” Both runs played to packed houses. 

Apparently reassured by the response, The Theatre 
Guild went forward with plans for Broadway. However, 
just before the New York opening, the Guild tried to replace 
Hagen and Ferrer, who were now insisting on star billing 
and salary increases (in addition, Ferrer’s draft status 
was uncertain). But Robeson declared that he would not 
continue unless Hagen and Ferrer remained. The company 
stayed together.

During the six-week rehearsal period before the New 
York opening, Robeson’s lack of Shakespearean training 
had caused him at times to revert to the rhetorical rhythms 
of declarative speech. But his performance remained 
magical in the company of the other players. The opening 
was electrifying, and the fi rst-night audience gave an 
ovation that lasted twenty-two minutes. 

On March 28, 2008, the League honored SWAN Day 
Support Women Artists Now Day with the panel Perfor-
mance Collaborations: How Women Theater Artists Make 
It Happen. 

Established in 2008 by Martha Richards, the founder 
of The Fund for Women Artists, SWAN Day is dedicated 
to highlighting the artistry of women the world over. 
With Richards, a League member, in attendance, the 
panel played to a full house in Lincoln Center’s Bruno 
Walter Auditorium. From 11:30 a.m. to almost 1:30 p.m. 
the audience listened to moderator Robyn Goodman, 
co-founder of Second Stage Theater and a theatre and 
television producer; Lisa Kron, playwright, performance 
artist, and co-founder of The Five Lesbian Brothers; 
the director Leigh Silverman; Barbara Cohen-Stratyner, 
Judith R. and Alfred A. Rosenberg Curator for Exhibitions, 
The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, and 
co-curator of CURTAIN CALL: Celebrating a Century of 
Women Designing for Live Performance; Holly Hynes, 
costume designer for ballet, theatre, and opera; and 
Carrie Robbins, costume designer for Broadway, regional 
theatre and opera, and co-curator of CURTAIN CALL.

After the panel, many in the audience adjourned to the 
exhibition and ultimately to a tasty, informal lunch 
organized by Cara Reichel at O’Neal’s, across Broadway 
from Lincoln Center.

Performance Collaborations: How Women Theater Artists 
Make It Happen was the title of the discussion. 

But it felt to me like something else entirely.
You know how sometimes you are with a group of 

friends, and suddenly, for no reason you can name, it turns 
magical? Each person begins to sparkle, everyone seems 
funny and talented, the conversation tingles, and the 
gathering leaves you thinking that this is why you came to 
New York, went into theatre, still believe in fairies, and can 
now go on doing whatever work it is you intended to do?

Well, the panel was like that for me. There was conver-
sation, history, hilarity, humanity, and enough creative 
energy to light up New York. 

Collaboration was the theme, and Robyn Goodman 
started by asking how the design exhibition, a partnership 
between The New York Public Library for the Perform-
ing Arts and the League, and between an archivist and a 
working costume designer, had evolved.   

Barbara Cohen-Stratyner said that the Library and the 
League had worked “in a parallel way”: she, the profession-
al curator, searched through NYPL’s collections for sketches 
and artifacts by long-ago designers; Carrie Robbins, the 
professional designer, entreated fellow artists to scour their 
closets for costumes and set models from still-vital careers.

The exhibition became collaborative for all the design-
ers involved. Holly Hynes was represented by three ballet 
costumes, all of which, to her delight, she had been free 

THE LEAGUE CELEBRATES 
SWAN DAY

On October 23, 2008, League members gathered in the 
Bruno Walter Auditorium of The New York Public Library 
for the Performing Arts at Lincoln Center. The occasion: 
Milly S. Barranger’s talk on Margaret Webster’s ground-
breaking 1943-44 production of Othello with Paul Robeson 
and Uta Hagen. Titled “Perilous Stuff,” the lecture was part 
of a series celebrating the bequest of the Uta Hagen and 
Herbert Berghof Papers to The Billy Rose Theatre Division. 

Dr. Barranger, a League board member, is the author of 
the biography Margaret Webster: a Life in the Theater. She 
is Alumni Distinguished Professor Emerita of the Univer-
sity of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, where she served 
as chair of the Department 
of Dramatic Art and produc-
ing director of Playmakers 
Repertory Company.

Her lecture was elegantly 
interspersed with production 
photographs and excerpts 
from the sonorous studio 
recording of the produc-
tion, which played 296 
performances. It featured an 
African-American Othello 
in a largely white cast that 
included Hagen as Desde-
mona and Webster playing 
Emilia. José Ferrer, who was 
married to Hagen at the time, 
was cast as Iago. 

The last of fi ve genera-
tions of a British theatrical 
family, Webster was born in New York City, the daughter 
of the renowned actors Dame May Whitty and Benjamin 
Webster. But she began her career acting in London’s 
West End, where in 1930 she saw Robeson play the Moor 
opposite Peggy Ashcroft. 

By the time Webster and Robeson produced the tryouts 
of their Othello, she had directed several Shakespeare plays 
to critical acclaim, including an uncut Hamlet. The Ameri-
can drama critic George Jean Nathan called her “The best 
director of the plays of Shakespeare that we have.” Her 
career challenged stage tradition as well as mainstream 
attitudes toward professional women. 

Hagen had played Ophelia to Eva Le Gallienne’s Hamlet 
and had acted Nina opposite the Lunts in The Seagull. “All 
the theatre forces agreed,” Barranger said, “that she was 
the ideal actress to play Desdemona.” Hagen was only 
twenty-four when she walked onto the stage of the Shubert 
Theatre on October 19, 1943.

Her performance, Barranger noted, was, “simple, 
direct, and personal.” One critic said she seemed the “true, 
unworldly wife, feminine, submissive, puzzled and fi nally 
more resigned to her violent end than terrifi ed of it.” But 
Webster said: “No dewy-eyed lamb to the slaughter for Uta.”

Paul Robeson was an actor and concert singer who had 
gained prominence in the Provincetown Players’ revival of 
The Emperor Jones; as Crown in the opera Porgy and Bess; 
and as Joe in the fi rst London production of Show Boat. 
That musical’s painful but triumphant “Ol’ Man River” 
became, Barranger said, Robeson’s “signature protest 

song against modern political 
oppression.” 

Critics who had seen 
Robeson’s London portrayal 
of Othello in 1930 were 
concerned about what they 
described as the actor’s 
“monotonous delivery.” 

“Robeson,” Barranger 
explained, “had grown up in 
the oratorical tradition of the 
African-American church and 
turned to declamation on stage 
when in doubt.” At such times 
– and the London production 
had been one of them - he 
“sounded loud and preachy.” 
However, by 1942 he had 
restudied the role and felt he 
was ready to play it again. He 
also believed that Broadway 
audiences were ready for a 

black actor in the part. 
Robeson was sadly naïve. “In the early 1940s,” 

Barranger observed, “producers did not trust the American 
public to tolerate a story that allowed a black man to love, 
marry, and murder a white woman, even though the play 
was four hundred years old.” The Theatre Guild would not 
come forward to bring the production into New York until 
there had been two successful out-of-town tryouts. 

“Everybody was scared,” Webster remembered. “They 
were just plain scared of the issues the production would 
raise in 1942.” Hagen, who received hate mail, was moved 
by the prejudice Robeson faced for daring to take on the 
role. She was not alone. The entire cast, said Barranger, 
“was absolutely dedicated to the production.” 

Webster knew that Robeson was not a master of 
Shakespearean language. But she nonetheless felt he 
was the ideal actor to play the forceful, passionate, and 
strangely vulnerable general. He worked hard in rehearsals, 

PERILOUS 
STUFF

BY ANNE HAMILTON 

MILLY S. BARRANGER ON THE PAUL ROBESON 
AND UTA HAGEN OTHELLO 

Uta Hagen and Paul Robeson in Othello
Photo: Billy Rose Theatre Division, The New York Public Library for 
the Performing Arts                    
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A thirty-six-week national tour followed, carefully 
arranged to bypass cities where discrimination against 
Robeson was likely to erupt. Again, billing disagreements 
threatened the production: the Ferrers demanded billing 
above the title. Again, Robeson threatened to cancel the 
production if their demands were not met. The producers 
conceded, but Webster, afraid of losing artistic control of 
the tour, left the show. 

The tour generated revenues for The Theatre Guild 
and broke down social and cultural barriers. This became 
the fi rst Equity touring company that refused to play in 
segregated theatres. The production became a landmark of 
multiracial casting and integrated touring.

Barranger ended her talk by asking the audience to 
refl ect on Hagen’s personal and artistic bravery, not only 
for standing by Robeson but also, later, fi ghting against 
allegations of “un-American activities” during the McCar-
thy era. Citing Hagen’s deep faith in the “guiding forces 
of the Declaration of Independence and the Bill of Rights,” 
Barranger concluded that “theatre made it possible for 
Hagen to be true to herself and to fi ght the good fi ght.” 
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Martha Richards is the founder and executive director of 
The Fund for Women Artists.

Women call The Fund for Women Artists every day, 
seeking help for raising money or marketing their work. 
They may have good ideas and strong commitments, but 
too often their efforts go unrewarded. After thousands 
of calls for help over the past fi fteen years, we have 
concluded that the heart of the problem is the arts support 
system in this country, which for the most part is simply 
not geared to dealing with individual artists. How well 
proposals are written counts for little if the monies avail-
able are inadequate and if the preponderance of founda-
tion, corporate, government, and other grant-making 
programs exclude individual artists. In the stiff competi-
tion for media coverage, women artists who are working 
independently and writing their own press releases cannot 
compete effectively with the full-time marketing staffs of 
larger arts institutions.

This is a systemic problem requiring a paradigm 
shift. How can we take the fi rst steps toward building a 
movement that will be powerful enough to transform the 
way people think about supporting the work of individual 
artists especially women artists in the U.S. and elsewhere? 

Two years ago The Fund for Women Artists launched 
a project designed to address some of these issues. We 
declared a new international holiday called Support Women 
Artists Now Day, or SWAN Day, and called for creating 
events celebrating women artists to be held on the last 
Saturday of March, or at any time during March or early 
April. Women caught on quickly: The Second International 
SWAN Day held in March 2009 was a huge success, with 
over 170 events in fourteen countries. 

These celebrations were exciting in their own right as 
arts events. But it is more important that, as we work with 
artists around the world to create SWAN Day events, we see 
the framework for the movement we need begin to emerge. 
We have identifi ed three essential “building blocks” for 
this movement: morale building, skill building, and alliance 
building. 

Morale-Building 
When we fi rst announced SWAN Day last year, a 

principal goal was to embody our faith in women’s creativ-
ity. When we invited people to organize events celebrating 
women artists, we did not tell them what to do nor did we 
did publish guidelines. We told them only that an event 

to select. “It is unusual to be asked what I want to show,” 
she said. 

Hynes is so intriguing, for she bridges the worlds of 
the archivist and the active designer. Director of Costumes 
for New York City Ballet for more than twenty years, she 
was entrusted with recreating costumes for ballets that had 
been in the repertory for decades. About the challenge of 
recreating a design for a Balanchine ballet preserving its 
familiarity yet making it fresh: “I guess my collaboration 
was with a lot of ghosts,” she said.

But there is nothing like the risk of imagining a design 
for the new dance, the dance forming in the here-and-now. 
“The music comes fi rst,” said Hynes, and then dancers’ 
movements and garments illuminate the sounds and 
rhythms. Practical restrictions, of course, often intervene. 
“If he’s dragging her across the fl oor — well, there’ll be no 
silk chiffon,” Hynes quipped. 

And then there is the request that a designer never, 
in her wildest imaginings, expects. To shrieks of laughter 
from the audience, Hynes recounted how a choreographer 
once asked her to go back to her original design and turn 
the male dancers’ trousers into shorts at the last moment.

“It’s ten o’clock at night,” Hynes told the desperate 
man. “We have a preview tomorrow afternoon. We open 
tomorrow night.”

Still, cut and hem she did, and the New York Times 
called the design “brilliant.” “But we collaborated,” said 
Hynes, smiling.

The most fruitful collaborations are always a bit myste-
rious perhaps. Lisa Kron entranced everyone with the 
tale of developing her play Well, which Leigh Silverman 

directed off and on Broadway. “I didn’t know what the play 
was going to be,” Kron recalled. “It was messy.” 

Kron enlisted Silverman to untangle the disorder (the 
director had once staged a production for The Five Lesbian 
Brothers). “Leigh was young,” Kron explained, “and I felt 
that I wouldn’t be embarrassed to try things, and fail, in 
front of her.” 

But Kron had a habit of starting a project with one 
director and fi nishing it with another. “I burn through 
directors,” she warned Silverman. 

Silverman was not deterred. In fact, she stayed the 
course. “Leigh creates an infi nite area in which people can 
fi gure out what they’re doing,” said Kron. “Leigh is very 
nurturing.”

“She means ‘bossy,’” Silverman piped up. 
Perhaps collaboration means being able to read each 

others’ minds, tease without doing harm, and exercise 
patience.

For one person in the audience, the world of perfor-
mance felt like a place that she, a black woman, had been 
prohibited from entering. Which drew an empathetic and 
feisty response from Kron: “I, a gay woman, tumbled into a 
world in which no one was paying attention to gay women. 
But remember: culture is made in the margins. So if you 
are in the margins…that is a great place to be.”

Each of these panelists would have been impressive 
standing alone. Collectively they felt like one voice, speak-
ing to each of us — a voice of encouragement, hope, deter-
mination, and excellence.

SWAN Day Kenya: Diana Waituika, Olivia Imali, Sophie Dowllar, 
Anne Wanjiku, Pauline, Lydiah Dola — members of the Five Centuries 
of Human Rights Theatre Group. Photo: Courtesy Martha Richards

SWAN Day, LPTW: Martha Richards, Carrie Robbins, Lisa Kron, Robyn Goodman, 
Holly Hynes, Barbara Cohen-Stratyner, Leigh Silverman. Photo: Harriet Slaughter

BY MARTHA RICHARDS

could be a performance, concert, exhibition, party anything, 
so long as it featured the work of women artists. The event 
could raise money or not. The most important thing was to 
affi rm the validity and importance of the artists’ creativity.  

When women artists apply for grants, they discover 
that most funders want to demonstrate that they have 
“maximized the impact” of their gifts by quantifying the 
results. Larger arts organizations can respond with reports 
about increased ticket sales or economic impact, but 
independent women artists cannot play that game. Though 
art and life are rife with emotional expression, most grant 
report forms emphasize numbers.

SWAN Day challenges these attitudes. We encour-
age participants to imagine a world where women artists 
are respected and then to create from that perspective. A 
part of the challenge is to conceptualize a world where 
women’s gifts of emotional intelligence and wisdom are 
valued equally with more material concerns. We all need to 
imagine that reality and keep talking about it in order to 
move toward it.

The Fund wants women to see that they have the power 
to inspire and strengthen each other. We have done video 
interviews with television star Sandra Oh, novelist Isabel 
Allende, and fi lm star Famke Janssen and asked them to 
talk about the women artists who have inspired them. 
Sandra Oh said that the musician Bjork inspired with her 
courage; Isabel Allende revealed that the early women’s 
movement writers showed her a new way to think about 
her life; and Famke Janssen said she was fascinated by the 
way that Louise Bourgeois’ sculptures were able to capture 
so many layers of meaning all at once. Each of these artists 
said that her work was deepened by experiences with the 
work of other women artists. 

Allende went even further. When we asked her if she 
had advice for women artists, she said that the key to 
survival is to “Be connected. Even if you are living in terri-
ble circumstances, if you can connect with other women, 
you can feel the energy, you feel the force. You are not 
alone.” 

The power of “feeling the force” has been echoed by 
SWAN Day organizers all over the world, and we believe 
it is the key to organizing a movement of women artists. 
Pat Johnson from Women Artists of the Silicon Valley in 
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San Jose, California, wrote that SWAN Day was “Truly an 
epiphany. I cannot say enough about how wonderful it was 
to work with the women in the local arts community who 
planned and contributed to the day.”  

Maureen Obara from SWAN Day Nairobi wrote, “I have 
NEVER enjoyed an event like this before. Long Live Women 
Artists!” 

Alice Tuan wrote from Shanghai: “SWAN Day was a 
blast!!” And a Kentucky playwright who attended SWAN 
Day at the Humana Festival in Louisville wrote, “I came 
away feeling invigorated, inspired, and encouraged.”

We are gradually getting a clearer picture of artists’ 
fi nancial challenges. An interesting development this year: 
several groups organized benefi ts for women who were 
suffering from health problems or fi nancial crises. Natalie 
Agee, a young trapeze artist in Brooklyn, held a variety-
show fundraiser to help pay the dental bills for spoken-
word artist Sini Anderson. 

We were moved by the generous spirit of this event 
and struck that Natalie was using a SWAN Day occasion to 
focus on one of the biggest gaps in the arts funding world: 
the lack of health insurance for individual artists. 

Agee was able to raise $1,800 for her friend, using 
our online advice and tools, her own ingenuity, and “the 
Force.” She wrote, “It was such a great swirling of good 
hearts and amazing energy.” 

Skill-Building  
To help artists organize their SWAN Day events, the 

Fund provides a variety of free tools on its Web site, www.
SwanDay.org: fundraising and publicity advice; download-
able logos and posters; and sample fundraising letters, 
press releases, mayors’ proclamations, letters to the editor, 
and press releases. We have heard that our on-line tools are 
extremely helpful. Many artists who organized SWAN Day 
events in 2008 returned to celebrate the day again in 2009 
and, in most cases, the second SWAN Day celebration was 
bigger than the fi rst. In Miami, the Spoken Soul Showcase 
expanded its SWAN Day offering from one day to three. In 
Nairobi, one hundred people attended last year’s event; this 
year seven hundred were on hand. SWAN Day Connecticut 
reported bigger crowds and more performers. 

Our on-line instructions to receive mayors’ proclama-
tions for SWAN Day seemed particularly useful and were 
followed in New York, San Francisco, and Boston, among 
other cities. Janice Perry, a long-time performance artist 
based in Vermont, obtained a SWAN Day proclamation 
from the Mayor of Burlington that commended her many 
years of cultural contributions. She wrote that, after all 
these years, it was very moving to have that kind of public 
statement of support from an elected offi cial.

No matter how talented artists may be when it comes 
to creating their work, they can have diffi culty raising 
money or getting the word out. Rather than expect them 
to become professional fundraisers or publicists, we should 
recognize the advantages of the divisions of labor that exist 
in most sectors of the economy, seek out those who possess 
management skills, and ask them to work with artists. 

New managers are starting to emerge through SWAN 
Day events, and for next year the Fund plans to ask more 
experienced SWAN Day organizers to start mentoring the 
new ones. We believe that this skill-sharing will be an 
effi cient way to train a new generation of arts managers and 
that it can have a wonderful long-term impact on the fi eld.

Alliance-Building 
The Fund believes that its movement of women artists 

will be much more powerful if we can join together across 
disciplines and national borders. With the new administra-
tion in Washington, D.C., there is an opportunity to organize 
advocacy campaigns to obtain more federal funding for the 
arts in general and women artists in particular. To do that 
advocacy work effectively, we need to build alliances with 
other women’s organizations.

One of the goals for SWAN Day 2009 was to begin 
identifying the larger organizations that collaborate with 
women artists in various disciplines and work with them on 
SWAN events. We began in January by co-hosting a SWAN 
party at the Sundance Film Festival with the Alliance of 
Women Directors, from Los Angeles. We had an excellent 
turn-out and made many contacts with up-and-coming 
women fi lmmakers and with other organizations serving 
women in fi lm. 

The success of the Sundance event helped us persuade 
New York Women in Film & Television (one of the oldest 
and largest women -in-fi lm organizations in the country) 
to do a SWAN Day screening of short fi lms and a reception.

In Massachusetts, I joined forces with Susan Fisher 
Sterling, the director of the National Museum of Women in 
the Arts, at a SWAN conference on The Power of Women 
in the Arts at Bard College at Simon’s Rock. The museum 
featured SWAN Day in its monthly magazine and hosted 
two other events the 120th anniversary of the National 
Association of Women Artists and the opening of an 
exhibition dedicated to the work of the American fashion 
designer Mary McFadden.

In Boston, the International Centre for Women 
Playwrights hosted a reading of new plays as its second 
SWAN Day fundraiser for The Fund for Women Artists. In 
New York City, the League of Professional Theatre Women 
celebrated SWAN Day with a panel about women’s collabo-
ration. 

The Fund for Women Artists is building relation-
ships with all of these organizations through their SWAN 
Day activities, and we plan to identify more partners for 
SWAN Day 2010. By establishing these relationships we 
are laying the groundwork for future collaborations and 
advocacy efforts across disciplines. We are also working 
to build alliances with organizations of women artists in 
other countries and with signifi cant women’s organizations 
outside of the arts, notably the National Organization for 
Women (NOW) and the Women’s Funding Network.

If readers would like to participate in SWAN Day 2010, 
please visit the Fund’s Web site at www.SwanDay.org 
for more information. The Third International SWAN 
Day will be on Saturday, March 27, 2010, and during 
the surrounding weeks. Anyone wishing to organize 
an event should e-mail the Fund at info@WomenArts.
org. Readers should feel free to contact the Fund with 
any questions or comments about SWAN Day. The Fund 
is especially interested in hearing suggestions about 
organizations that might be interested in hosting SWAN 
Day events or partnering in any other way. 
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TTT“Collaboration,” according to the lyricist Oscar Hammerstein II, “is the biggest word in the 

theatre, the most important element in success. If any man could write and produce and 
direct and act and play the music, shift the scenery, design the costumes and, in short, do 
everything that could be done on one stage and come up with what was literally a one- man 
show, he would still need one more thing, an audience. You cannot get away from COLLABO-
RATION.”

Reviewing the events of the past year, we saw that CURTAIN CALL: Celebrating a Century 
of Women Designing for Live Performance, the ground-breaking exhibition that ran from 
November 16, 2008, to May 2, 2009, was the glorious result of collaboration between the 
League and The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts. It was a coming-together of 
artists, archivists, collectors, and, with a nod to Hammerstein, spectators who streamed to 
the gallery to relish this once-in-a-lifetime retrospective. 

The beauty of the exhibition was an antidote to the depressed economy and the budget cuts 
that threatened funding for the arts.   

February 3, 2009, was ARTS Advocacy Day in Albany, and State Senator José M. Serrano and 
Assemblyman Steve Engelbright had called a Joint Meeting of the Senate Cultural Affairs, 
Tourism, Parks and Recreation Committee and the Assembly Tourism, Arts and Sports Devel-
opment Committee, to explore the funding problem and seek solutions.

Clutching LPTW brochures, I took my seat on the North Manhattan Arts Bus, which departed 
from 125th Street and Adam Clayton Powell Boulevard at 6:45 a.m. Snow was falling, traffi c 
was heavy. We were late arriving at the gigantic State Legislative Building. The meeting was 
in session when we reached the auditorium. 

 Organizations wishing to make their cases for fi nancial support for the arts had been given 
places on the agenda. Among them: the Screen Actors Guild, represented by former SAG 
president Richard Masur, and the New York State Council on the Arts, represented by NYSCA 
executive director Heather Hitchens. Most impressive to me was the presentation by EcoFocus: 
a silent fi lm (words were unnecessary) showed us that while sets, costumes, books, paintings, 
and all the relics of art’s history might be stored in closets or warehouses until things “got 
better,” resources such as parks, gardens, zoos, and historic landmarks which together attract 
more visitors than all sports events will simply cease to exist without funding. 

We were invited to a talk session hosted by Judith K. Weiner, executive director of the Alliance 
of New York State Arts Organizations, who advised about how to be in constant touch with 
our elected representatives. Invite them to our work, be kind, be respectful, but let them know 
that we are paying attention and that we hold their future in our voting hands. Another 
lesson in the art of collaboration.    

Teresa Eyring, executive director of Theatre Communications Group and the League’s guest 
at February’s Leadership Luncheon, reinforced the diffi culties facing non-profi t theatres 
in these tough economic times. But then, on March 28, the League welcomed SWAN Day  
Support Women Artists Now Day with a panel on the topic Performance Collaborations: How 
Women Artists Make it Happen. Created by Martha Richards only a year ago, SWAN Day was 
celebrated this year by events around the world. I think we might have labeled that the Power 
of Collaboration.

The League honored Peruvian-born director Gisela Cardenas with the Josephine Abady Award, 
and Mia Katigbak, artistic director of the National Asian American Theatre Company, with 
the Lee Reynolds Award. We capped our awards in June with the Ruth Morley Design Award, 
presented to scene designer Anna Louizos. All in all, a year to celebrate.

Finally, to LPTW’s own superb collaborators: Allison Harper and Rachel Reiner, invaluable, 
meticulous secretaries; Anna Nugent, computer magician and diplomat extraordinaire; my 
conscientious board members and committee chairs; and all of the League members working 
quietly to move us forward: my thanks.

LYNNE ROGERS
2008-2009    

IN 
MEMORIAM

Doris Cole Abrahams
Mae Richard
Dolores Sutton  A
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