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KEEPERS
OF THE
STORY

1985

A New Orleans jazz funeral
marks the end of the

Free Southern Theatre.

The future for American
black theater looks bleak.

1989

Dozens of black theater
companies gather in
Winston-Salem for the
National Black

Theatre Festival,

"a celebration

and reunion of spirit."

Elizabeth Bergstone takes
us behind the scenes, page 3.
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The Vision Behind the National Black Theatre Festival

Winston-Salem, August 14 to 20

Keepers
of the
Story

By Elizabeth Bergstone

An awareness of drama weaves itself into the nature
of Alfrican existence, but black theater as a movement
got its start in America in the 1960s, an artistic out-
growth of the civil rights movement. Larry Leon Ham-
lin, founder and currently artistic director of the North
Carolina Black Repertory Company, was living in New
York at the time. He had l¢fi his native Reidswlle, N.C.
and moved northwards “trying to see what life was
about.” He became an actor,involved in the world of
theater, the camaraderie, the active New York black
theater networks.

He would have stayed: he was busy, working and
cnjoying the creative energy he found in the big city, But
when his father and brother became ill, he returned --
temporarily, he thought -- 1o North Carolina to take
carc of family matters. Things didn't quite work out as
he had planned; he found that his stay would be longer
than cxpected. He looked for some place to act. .. a
company, a show, a group. But there was none. So in
1978 he formed the North Carolina Black Repertory
Company, often using professional actors drawn from
his network of New York associates.

But until he was commissioned in 1984 to write an ar-
ticle onblack theaterin the South he didn't percieve the
plight of black theater companies other than his own.
Repeatedly hewas confronted with expressions of anger
and pain as blacks involved in theater told him of the
barriers they faced: impossibility of funding, their work
was nod considered important, a sense of isolation as
they had no opportunity to communicate with other
black theater companies in different parts of the coun-
try.

“I'was surprised,” he says. “I thought they were solid,
but here were companies who had been in existence 10
to 20 years with a budget of only $5,000 to $10,000!"

Ifblack theaters in the South were struggling

Photo by Sam Greenvwood

Larry Hamlin (top) and Herman Jones of the National Black Theatre Festival.

peculiar existence In a very hostile snclﬁ:,r We are
looking for a catharsis.”

Hamlin is the essential visionary. He conceives, he
inspires, he thinks ahead and maps out the future on a
grand scale. A national festival, he thought, bringing to
gether the best black theater groups in the country for
a week of performances, workshops and networking,

ate studies in theater at UNC- Chapel Hill. As an under-
graduate and graduate student he had already racked
up some outstanding achievements: he had founded his
own theater company, acquired a performance space,
and had recently garnered a $50,000 grant for his
company from the City of Raleigh.

At the conference in the mountains Hamlin discussed
his plans to start a black theater company in Winston-
Salem. Jones, although younger than Hamlin,

like this, what, he wondered, was the broader
picture? How were black theater companies
faring in other parts of the country? Further in-
vestigation revealed that the situation was not
unique to the South: a lack of expertise had
caused many enthusiastically conceived thea-
ter companics to quickly fade. The few die-
hard survivors were suffering in the main the

‘I saw that in ten years, if nothing was done, there
would be no black theater. Our culture and our
history would have been lost, because black thea-
ter is the keeper of the story."

Larry Hamlin

had the experience and know-how on starting
a company. He told Hamlin how to apply for
non-profit status, how to obtain grants and
generally how to pilot his way through the bu-
reaucracy.

They both remember that meeting now. To
Jones, Hamlin appeared as much more “hip-

same problems (lack of recognition, difficultics with
funding, the loncliness of isolation) that beset black
theater companics in the South.

Part of the problem comes from the treatment of
black theater in the media. Television, radio and the
press in this country are overwhelmingly "white,” espe-
cially the critics and arts feature writers. "People only
know what they read,” Hamlin says, "and the people
wriling about black theater weren't getting the total
picture. Most of them viewed black theater from a
European-based cultural viewpoint. They were missing
the point. Black theater is Afro-centric -- it’s a very
spritual experience. We are trying to define our almost

would be an important step forward. The logistical and
funding problems were immense. But Winston-Salem
had some resources that gave the plan a fighting chance,
not the least of which was an abundance of performance
spaces, most of which are barely used during the sum-
mer months. He presented the concept to his board of
directors, and it was approved.

Another of Hamlin’s skills is attracting the right
personnel. In 1978, on his return from New York, he
met a young man at a theater conference in the moun-
tains of North Carolina.

Herman LeVern Jones had just completed his gradu-

looking” than he is now. “T was taken aback,”
he says. “Here was this dude with an Afro, and he was
much bigger than he is now.” (They laugh delightedly as
they recount these memories.) Hamlin continued to
follow Jones' career as he landed a job in New York as
assistant to Woodie King, Jr., undoubtedly today’s most
prolific producer of black theater.

In 1987 Hamlin and Jones met again, this time at a
conference in Kansas City. Separately they were watch-
ing a play which, as Jones tactfully says, was “not very
good." Independently they both got up, walked out and
bumped into each other in the lobby. They lamented the
example of black theater that they had seen, and so |
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Festival, continued

began their dialogue on the plight of
black theater and what to do about it.
The conversation continued on the flight
home. At 30,000 feet, all the way to
Atlanta, Hamlin voiced his plans for the
festival and quizzed Jones for his ideas.
“Itwas like he'd opened agusher in me,”
says Jones. “He’d sit looking at me and
shaking his head, and he'd say “What
about this. .. ?” and “What do you think

Y of this. .. 7™

Hamlin asked Jones to wrile him a

\ letter outlining his ideas and his support

for the festival. Three days after his re-
turn to New York Jones duly dispatched
the letter, and then didn't hear much
more about it.

But Hamlin’s plans were moving for-
ward. As preparations for the festival
gathered momentum the word went out
through the black theater network, Over
40 companics sent letters of support,
almost all of them eager to perform at
the festival. Painstakingly Hamlin nego-
tiated cach contract, aiming for a bal-
anced overall program, and always aim-
ing for the highest quality.

Herman Jones was now affiliated with
the National Black Touring Circuit and
he began negotiating with Hamlin to
bring the company to the festival. Ham-
lin offered him not only a contract for his
company but succeeded in getting Jones
to leave New York six weeks before the
festival to join him in Winston-Salem as
assistant producer

See “Happenings, ™ pages -7 for schedules
and locations for ail performances.

“Don’t Bother Me, [ Can't Cope™ by the
N.C. Black Repertory Company. A grab bag
of experiences taken from, but by no means
limited 1o, black ghetto life.

“Stepping Into Tomommow™ by NU-
CLEUS Theatre. Music, comedy and pathos.
Six former high scheol classmates meet fora
tenth year reunion and find that despate
obstacles in life, we all have the power and
polential to shape our dam destiny. Recam-
riended for young andicnces.

“Ain’t o Use Going Home, Jody's Got
Your Gal and Gone™ by Caklind Ensemble
and Juncbug Productions. Dramatizes the
black expericnce in the Amcrican military
thréugh music, comedy and drama.

"Sisters™ by Jomandi Productions. A look
beyond the apparent at teo women whose
white athletic shocs scem 1o be the oalything
they have in common.

“Cric? Crac!” by Carpeibag Thealre, A
eolicciion of black folk 1ales from Haiti,
Scncgal and the Southerm ULS. Recom-
mended for young audicnces,

“Can I Speak for You Brother” by the
Alrican-Amencan Drama Company. Amer-
ica’s history depicted through nine  great
leaders, including Martin Luther King, Jr.,
Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Wishington
and W.E.B. DuBois.

NBTF On Stage

“Drark Cowgirs and Prairic Queens” by
Carpctbag Theatre. The struggies and per-
sonal victories of black pioneer women in
settling the CHa West.

“A Son, Come Home” by MET. A son
visits his aging mother after a long absence;
their present relatzonship is explained by the
pasl.

“Club Zebra" by Just Us Theatre. Original
performance an with music and narratives of
Pear Cleage and Faron Burpett.

“I Have A Dream™ by National Black
Touring Circwil. A musical and narrative
journcy through the life of Martin Luther
King, Jr.

“I Think It's Gonna Work Out Fine™ by
Coltural Odyssey. A salule 10 the many
Rhythm and Blues antists who ps and
sustained Rock and Roll at a time when il was
oailawed.

“Under Pressure” by Philadelphia Free-
dom Theatre. A musical about today’s youth
with vignelles covering teen life, including
school,  parcnts, neighborhoods, leen sox,
gang violence, murder, profanity and incest.
Recommended for young people and their par-
ETHN,

“Waza Alben” by Cross Roads Theatre.
Two man show creates a fantasy based on the
idea that the second coming of Christ should
take place in present-day South Africa.

theater in America was in very serious
trouble. 1 saw that in ten years, if nothing
was done, there would be no black thea-
ter. Qur culture and our history would

"There’s a Kind of spirituality -- you can sense it! ..we're
taking control of our destiny, it's truly in our hands."

Larry Hamlin
Jones ic the volable one. Hamlin is  have been lost, because black theater is
quicter, giving the impression of worlds  the keeper of the story.

of insight and experience stored behind
his ¢yes. Both have a sense of humor and
fun which bubbles to the surface and
erupts as they share their energy and en-
thusiasm, despite hours of
planning and carnest meet-
ings that go on late into each
night.

THAN JUST

THE FINEST
COPIES IN TOWN"

Pt [ oemgenn Py Fyp Sarvme

“This whole festival 15
Larry’s plan,” Jones empha-
sizes: “But I'm like a glori-
fied salcsman. I scll theater
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like people sell shoes . . .
‘Hey, this is good . . . you got
to try it on!"™ Hamlin is dchi-
nitely quieter, but possessed
of the ability to inspir¢ and
gencrate enthusiasm. Re-
cently a meeting was held for
prospective  festival volun-
teers. To a packed house
Hamlin communicated the

HOURS:

Monday - Thursday: 8:00 AM - 9:00 PM
Friday: 200 AM - 7:30 PM

Saturday: 9:00 AM - 6:00 PM

i story behind the project:
“What we are embarking

on has never, ever been done

before. When I first started

working on this project, black

"What we are doing is important ... s0
important that we have been able to ally
celebritics like Maya Angelou and Oprah
Winfrey to our project. Together we wall
cnsure the longevity of black theater.
The eyes of the country are on Winston-
Salem. We have been getting calls from
around the world: England and South
Alrica, People will be watching us, won-
dering what's going to happen. Will it be
successiul? Can we all do u? We have a
rare opportunity to make a profound
impacl on our communily, On OUr na-
ton, Because it 15 our arhists who have
helped to improve the conditions that we
now enjoy.”

The applause as he finished expressed
understanding and agreement.

Later, in his office, he talked about the
fecling of exhilaration that permeates
the preparations for the festival. “There’s
a kind of spirituality -- you can senseit! It
makes people do things they would not
normally do -- together. This projeet is
integrated and multi-cultural. I've never
seen people working so hard on a project
and loving it. People see a chance now .
.. we're taking control of our destiny, it's

truly in our own hands. This has never
been done before, We know now that we
can tap into the resources around us. We
have a system, a structure (o Organize
ourselves and become expert. The pain
and anger I heard before was due to lack
of expertise. We've always had good ac-
tors, singers, dancers, but lack of admin-
istrative expertise was holding us back.
The administrative and artistic skills have
to blend. You have to show people -
“This is how it can be done.” And when
it's dong, look at the impact! This fecling
of achicvement, from working together,
can overflow into other segments of
sociely. We can improve the way we live
here in America.”

Elizabeth Bergstone owns a public re-
lations marketing firm in Winston-Salem,,
Renaissance Marketing, specializing in the
performing arts.
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The Legend Continues

NOT JUST CAMERAS
BUT BINOCULARS TOO!

Available at
Carolina Camera Center
&

High Point Photo Supply
$00-333-4410
Greensboro High Point
Winston-Salem




