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ABSTRACT 

This document addresses the impact of cross-cultural casting on the university 

theatre stage, exploring the multiple challenges it poses while gauging its impact on the 

performer and the spectator. Cross-cultural casting serves to increase opportunities for 

certain groups of actors who are typically under-represented when casting for major stage 

productions. It advocates pedagogical approaches directors can apply when preparing or 

thinking about employing cross-cultural casts at the university theatre level.  The 

document is divided into five chapters that outline the actor process through casting, 

rehearsals, collaborations, gauging actor and audience perception, and advocates 

pedagogical approaches theatre practitioners can apply to advance cross-cultural casting 

practices in academia. It is a process-oriented work used to examine three different 

university-based cross-cultural productions as case studies. It proposes that the 

employment of cross-cultural casts in academia can be a successfully innovative process, 

and can be used to alter the perception of students, theatre practitioners, communities, 

and the future of the professional stage. 
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CHAPTER I 

Historical and Sociological Perspective 

A pioneer of her time, Zelda Fichandler, the founder-director of Washington 

D.C.’s Arena Stage, and later the head of the Graduate Acting Program at NYU’s Tisch 

School of the Arts, imagined:  

Suppose that there were a fine acting company made up of white actors and black 

 actors and Hispanic actors and Asian-American actors; women and men; young 

 actors, older, and old; deaf actors and the hearing; actors with other special 

 characteristics. And suppose that one assigned roles freely, without prediction 

 from history or from one's old habits of thought. What if one took non-traditional 

 casting as far as one could? (1988:20) 

Reading the prophetic statements of Zelda Fichandler, I quickly surmised how 

many of the aforementioned categories fit my present state of being.  I am female, black, 

young but old – according to my college students, deaf in my right ear, and I carry with 

me numerous “other special characteristics,” such as being a foreign national.  However, 

in spite of my non-traditional status, assigned by societal norms, and because of forward-

thinking college professors/directors, my opportunities as an actor of color on the 

university stage have been many and successful. Because of these opportunities, it is my 

goal to promote the dialogue and practice of cross-cultural casting for underrepresented 

actors as a means to inform, entertain, and challenge racial casting disparities on the 

academic university theatre stage. 

This dissertation is an actor-process-oriented work with research based on my 

involvement with three different cross-cultural productions at Texas Tech University 
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(TTU) in Lubbock, Texas. The productions serve as case studies addressing the 

following: (1) utilizing cross-cultural casting in academia can be a successfully 

innovative process. (2) It examines the process of director and actor, which include: 

casting, rehearsals, and gauging actor/audience perception. Integral to this research, (3) it 

encourages more cross-cultural casting practices in academia, through suggested 

pedagogical approaches which can be used to foster an atmosphere of inclusion. 

Produced on the Texas Tech University Maedgen Mainstage and Lab Stage, the three 

productions are: Wendy Kesselman’s My Sister in This House, directed by Jonathan 

Marks (2005), James Baldwin’s The Amen Corner, directed by Cleo House, Jr. (2003), 

and the musical Anything Goes, also directed by Jonathan Marks (2003), music and lyrics 

by Cole Porter, book by Guy Bolton and P.G. Wodehouse, revised book version by 

Howard Lindsey and Russell Crouse. Working as a principal actor in each of the above-

mentioned productions provides a unique perspective into the process, successes and 

expectations of working with a cross-cultural cast. 

Personal Narrative 

My journey as a student in the arts began with my studies as a vocal performance 

major at Florida Memorial University (FMU), a small, private, Baptist-affiliated, 

historically black college (HBCU) in Miami Florida. At FMU, I was inundated with pro-

black American pride. I am grateful for that experience, because I learned a great deal 

about American blacks’ contribution to American history and about myself in relation to 

their histories. My journey for equality and inclusion began there very early in my 

academic career. 
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My master’s degree in theatre brought me to Bowling Green University, in 

Bowling Green, Ohio, a predominantly white institution, where I was literally the only 

black student in the program at the time. The directors in that program employed cross-

cultural practices and cast me, because they believed I was the best for the roles. The 

leading roles I played there were in concept productions like William Shakespeare’s The 

Tempest, where I played the voice, and one of three who operated the puppet Ariel, with 

faces covered with gauze. My race, in this case, was not a factor or possible deterrent. I 

was also cast as the witch in Stephen Sondheim’s Into the Woods, in which I was 

costumed as a huge heap of leaves with a mask for most of the show. While progressing 

through that program, I participated in the summer stock program affiliated with the 

University, in Huron, Ohio, where I again was the only black actor in the company. I was 

cast in smaller roles like friend, neighbor, and secretary in Hello Dolly, The Man Who 

Came to Dinner, and The Pajama Game respectively. I never felt slighted because I was 

only interested in working as an actor. Additionally, it was early in my student acting 

career, so I believed that every actor followed the same rite of passage as mine, meaning 

that all actors played small roles at some point in their careers. Soon, however, I began to 

wish for the possibility of being cast in larger roles, while grappling with the 

understanding that roles intended for white actors would be cast as such. It was an 

accepted reality. 

The Fine Arts Interdisciplinary Doctoral program at Texas Tech University in 

Lubbock, Texas, and the directors there revealed that I did have options, and gave voice 

to a growing appreciation for cross-cultural casting. Each semester I was cast based on 

my acting ability alone. I began to hope for roles that were in the past not available to me. 
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But even I was surprised when director Bill Gelber cast me in his production of The 

Diary of Anne Frank, where I played a German Jewish mother. These experiences and 

the three successful productions I discuss as case studies in this document, inspires me to 

produce, direct, and advocate for the future and growth of cross-cultural casting.  

 Currently, I am teaching at a historically black university (HBCU), in 

Mississippi, and in this intensely pro-black community, I have discovered a reversal in 

regards to cross-cultural casting. There is a strong unspoken belief that casts should 

consist only of black actors. Since the department typically produces plays written by 

black playwrights, there is an understanding that only blacks can understand truly the 

black experience. Furthermore, there is little access to actors of a different race at a 

HBCU. Most recently, a colleague of mine cast an exchange student from Pakistan in a 

role intended for a Hispanic actor. The director was casting for Zooman & the Sign by 

Charles Fuller. Previous casting practices would have dictated the use of a black actor, so 

I applauded my colleague in this casting choice because first, he did not choose the easy 

path. Sometimes casting an actor who may need additional coaching is a deterrent to 

directors and they opt not to, in the interest of an easier rehearsal process. Secondly when 

the director needed help he asked me to assist the actor with diction and interpretation 

concerns. Third, his casting of the Pakistani neighbor instead of the Hispanic neighbor 

really resonated with the play because both Hispanic and Pakistani neighbors might be 

perceived as outsiders in a largely black neighborhood which was the play’s setting. The 

Pakistani actor cast as the neighbor really resonated as an outsider in the neighborhood 

since the events of September 11, 2001. Recognizably, that casting choice was a big step 

toward progress in the almost all-black environment because the actor’s casting 
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strengthened the production. The exchange student has since returned to Pakistan 

teaching theatre workshops, and working with a very successful theatre group focused on 

enriching the minds of his community. There is great pride to be had knowing that our 

influences made that happen, and in knowing that while we learned a great deal about 

him, he in turn, learned that many of the stereotypes that he heard in his country about 

black people were changed, and replaced with respect.  Encounters like these serve as 

encouragement to search for new scripts and rethink old ones, in order to facilitate 

inclusion, understanding, and more opportunities onstage. 

The work of directors at the academic level who continue to utilize cross-cultural 

casts should be applauded because they serve as models for inspiration and practice. 

Chapter two of this dissertation investigates casting practices/influences, and 

actor/audience relationship in Wendy Kesselman’s My Sister in This House. The cast 

consisted of four female actors: a Bahamian black actor (myself), an Indian actor, a 

Hispanic actor of Mexican origin and an Irish-American actor. I played the role of a 

matriarch, and the white American actor played the role of my daughter. My portrayal of 

an affluent black woman living in 1930s Le Mans, France with a white daughter was an 

exhilarating experience. I doubted, however, if audiences would accept a black actor 

playing a historically relevant role. However, the expectation that audiences can and will 

suspend their disbelief is an accepted norm in the theatre, especially at the academic level 

where availability of actors to fit designated roles can be limited. Throughout the 

rehearsal process for this production, I questioned how far those boundaries could be 

stretched when using cross-cultural casts.  It is my contention that presenting an 
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alternative to the norm is one of the many privileges of the academic theatre; it creates an 

open forum for practitioners and audiences to think critically while being entertained.  

Chapter three describes James Baldwin’s The Amen Corner, set in a black church 

in Harlem, the fulfillment of director Cleo House Jr.’s vision of a cross-cultural cast, 

which is the primary focus in the examination of the production process. In his M.F.A. 

thesis, “The Amen Corner - A Directing Project: Revisioning an African American staple 

of Drama,” House states that his goals for the production “was to re-affirm to myself 

while demonstrating to others the effectiveness of cross-cultural casting,” and to “utilize 

Caucasian actors in roles that have been perceived as roles for people of color” (1). The 

cast of The Amen Corner was comprised largely of white American actors, a Hispanic 

actor of Mexican origin, an Indian actor, two American black actors, and a Caribbean 

black actor (me). 

Chapter four examines the musical Anything Goes, investigating the innovative 

casting of Reno Sweeney and the implications of race and gender onstage. It further 

addresses the origin of the African American female on the minstrel stage as a precursor 

to her presence on the American musical stage. Casting me in the role of Reno Sweeney, 

in my opinion, was an innovative decision on the part of the director, because the 

character and I share similarities/given circumstances. The character was a successful 

woman, an Evangelist turned Jazz Singer, who during the period of 1930s America, when 

women had little power or voice, made her own decisions and gained financial 

independence. Living in the advancements of the twenty-first century, I represent a new 

age of successful, independent women; I control my personal wealth and am privileged 

with freedoms born out of the women’s suffrage movement, and the ongoing fight for 
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racial equality. These similarities lay the groundwork for actor process and character 

development. The cast was comprised of nineteen white American actors, one Hispanic 

actor, and one Caribbean black actor (myself). The director cast me in the leading role of 

Reno Sweeney, a role made famous by white actress Ethel Merman. 

Chapter five offers specific pedagogical guidelines that academic theatres can 

utilize to advance cross-cultural practices, thus providing more opportunities for all 

underrepresented actors. In addition, the guidelines provide a framework for inspiring 

practitioners to write new plays, collaborate with communities and artists, and create an 

open forum for dialogue. 

 Critical to this research is determining what terms are most appropriate in 

examining productions that employ casts with diverse ethnicities and nationalities. These 

are the most commonly used terms: multi-ethnic casting, color-blind casting, non-

traditional casting, integrated casting, and cross-cultural casting. Multi-ethnic casting 

uses casts comprised of multiple actors of various ethnicities. The term seemed 

appropriate when discussing The Amen Corner because the play takes place in a small 

Harlem church where it is feasible for all the ethnic/racial groups represented in the cast 

to be living in Harlem, and members of the same church. But it does not encompass all 

the criteria; additionally, the term falls short when addressing the other two productions, 

where there were few, if any, non-white actors. 

“Color-blind casting” is problematic as an over-arching term because by 

definition it is casting a role without considering the actors’ ethnicity. It appears to be a 

better tool to investigate My Sister in This House, given that all the cast members are of a 

different racial group. However, the term can suggests that since the casting process is 



Texas Tech University, Nadia C. Bodie, August 2012 

 

8  

color-blind, then issues of race do not exist. Of course race does exist; it is the actor’s 

responsibility to take on the character’s racial identity. Early in this research, “non-

traditional casting” seemed the most likely term, but was soon rejected, because to say 

that something is traditional means it is an accepted societal norm and the opposite of that 

is against the norm and not accepted, none of which are appropriate for the examination 

of all of the three aforementioned productions. 

“Integrated casting”  means that casts are equally comprised of various races 

acting as equals. It correlates to previous definitions except it includes highly-charged 

words such as: race, color, and tradition. The term most fitting and identifiable for the 

purposes of this research, however, is “cross-cultural casting”. Since I remain the 

common thread, as a cast member in all three productions, this term best addresses my 

race, and also my foreign national status. Equally, as with the other definitions, “cross-

cultural casting” generally means that actors are assigned parts with little to no thought of 

race, and cast based on their acting ability. Cleo House, Jr., director of  The Amen 

Corner, challenges this definition in his thesis and adds, “I now identify cross-cultural 

casting as the process of assigning roles to actors or performers that have been commonly 

accepted as not having been written for the actors’ or performers’ visible background” 

(3). House’s definition is a valid one and provides a broader scope to discuss casting for 

underrepresented groups. For these reasons, the term “cross-cultural casting” will operate 

as a framework for investigation into the three productions discussed in this dissertation. 

Historical practices of cross-cultural casting in its various forms remind me that 

this type of casting has long been employed on the American stage. During the early 

nineteenth century there was a reversal of casting because white Americans played all the 
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parts, white and black. Whites put on black face (minstrel show) in order to entertain 

themselves; this reversal of casting was an accepted reality. Director Shauneille Perry 

reminds us,  

Even in the 1970s when the Phoenix Theatre resurrected Dion Boucicault’s 

famous relic melodrama, The Octoroon, a White actress was chosen for the lead 

while scores of qualified African-American actresses languished in the wings. In 

the early West Side Story productions, one could hardly distinguish the Hispanics 

from the Whites. 

The academic stage reflected the same issues as its counterpart, the professional 

stage. “White faculty auditioned and played roles. No one objected in the segregated 

South, these productions often fed the cultural appetites of the local citizens” (Perry). 

Despite an obvious lack of equality onstage, African-Americans have had small 

breakthroughs in the early twentieth century with Ira Aldridge who was the first to play a 

black Othello in London, and Paul Robeson, the second black actor to play Othello within 

an otherwise all-white cast. Leading the controversy in the 1940s was Greenwich Mews 

Theatre in New York. It was known to cast according to acting ability only. We must not 

forget the reworking of Peter Brook’s The Mahabharata with a cast of actors from 

different countries who spoke English without standardizing their accents. Iconic figures 

like Joe Papp who in the 1970s formed a Hispanic company and black repertory,  “… and 

helped change the face of American theatre,” and “broke down the entrenched racial 

structure in theatre production, and redefined African Americans onstage with the 

sustained use of color-blind and uni-racial casting” (Widener 2).  Papp’s casting of blacks 

and Hispanics in Shakespearean productions resisted the ideology that only whites could 
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and should perform Shakespeare. Most recently, Lawrence Clayton, who in 2011, during 

the twenty-fifth anniversary of Les Miserable’s touring show, was the first African 

American to play the part of  Jean Valjean “… in a major production” (Hirschman). 

Theatre advocate and critic Bill Hirschman comments about the production’s success 

after watching the iconic production in a Broward, Florida audience. He explains that the 

audience’s initial reaction was wary, but soon changed as the play continued. He shares:  

A few patrons were uncomfortable seeing a black man in those opening scenes of 

slavery …. But a warm response overall seems to indicate that mainstream 

audiences have begun accepting color-blind casting. (Hirschman) 

The use of historically diverse forms of casting practices on the professional stage 

continue to grow. However, even with the years of recognizable success regarding how 

theatre practitioners, producers, critics, and audience members think about addressing 

race onstage, it is still a work in progress. The issue of cross-cultural casting remains 

dialogues and performances away from creating more opportunities and equality onstage. 

Dialogue as such, as I argue, is best begun in the classroom or on the academic rehearsal 

stage.  

Graduate programs often award assistantship contracts that make it mandatory for 

all assistantship holders, in addition to other responsibilities, to audition for all 

departmental plays. Often departments choose plays that accommodate the dominant 

group with no characters written for black actors, or afford only stereotypical roles. But 

early in these graduate programs there develops great anxieties, and actors begin to 

question why they should study acting if they will never have the opportunity to play 

more roles that match their ability. I was well-researched, prepared, on time, understood 
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and could implement acting techniques, and had, as I was told great instinct and charm 

onstage. Still it was difficult knowing that I might not be cast because of skin color. The 

directors during my tenure in graduate school believed in casting based on ability. It is 

because of their vision that I was cast in substantial roles each semester. As I began to 

receive and play leading roles that were clearly designated for white actors, I seldom 

spoke to my directors about why they made the casting choices they made in regards to 

cross-cultural casting. Jonathan Marks, director of two of the productions I was cast in, 

shared in a personal interview that, “casting has always been one of the most important 

elements when directing a play” (1).  My experience with Marks and other directors in 

my graduate program was unique, and has transformed my work as a director, as one who 

challenges the status quo. However, because of my experiences, I was curious about other 

academic theatres that utilized or failed to use cross-cultural casts. Director Shauneille 

Perry asserts, 

Perhaps the most damaging effects of this reverse “nontraditional” casting policy 

has been in American academic institutions, … where students of color have been 

relegated to spears, trays, and brooms. How many times, in the nine colleges I 

have taught in, have I heard the refrain “the audience won’t take it” or “we 

couldn’t find any scenes for them,” etc. Time and again, so-called Black Theatre 

workshops and alternative classes were offered just to placate and segregate the 

Black actors. If a student can’t play everything in school, what is the point of 

going? 

Academic practitioners must claim ownership in this process. Providing equal 

opportunities for all students must be at the helm of discussion when choosing plays for 
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the academic season. In doing so, we cultivate a new way of thinking that has the 

potential to inspire future theatre practitioners, and ourselves to look past the boundaries 

that divide us. We must pursue more for our students, our sense of right and wrong, and 

what we will contribute to theatre’s history and legacy. 

Selecting plays for the academic theatre season is not without its challenges with 

regards to cross-cultural casting. There is the possibility of low box office sales, criticism 

from colleagues, and the prospect of failure if the audience doesn’t get it. As a result, a 

myriad of questions arise. Who is available from the pool of actors? Does using a cross-

cultural cast undermine historical accuracy, therefore ruining the play? Can an actor truly 

embody a character not intended for his/her ethnic or gender designation? What about 

audience reception? Will they attend, understand, impress upon their friends to come?  In 

his article, “Casting Without Limits,” Richard Schechner asks 

Can critics educate spectators and producers alike to at least look at and listen to 

casts where the gender, race, age and body type of the performers are, as it were, 

not perceived – that is, to see a white actor as a black Othello (without “blacking 

up”) or an actress, or actor, of 60 or older as Juliet. (26) 

I would argue that it can not be left to the critics to educate the masses. The change 

should begin in the academic classrooms and the rehearsal stages that work as 

laboratories across the country where young theatre practitioners are challenged in a 

learning environment, pioneering new ideas, and initiating their own investigations into 

the complexities and limitations of cross-cultural practices. 

The theatre reflects best the human condition and the universality of common 

practices, needs, and desires. But plays that have been largely written and produced by 
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Anglo-Saxon playwrights and performed ritualistically year after year, with little change 

or vision for change, cannot accurately reflect the multi-cultural make up of the American 

stage. “A more accurate reflection is possible through multi-cultural casting” (Schultz 

35). A longtime supporter of multiculturalism on the academic stage, Roger Schultz, 

professor of theatre at Texas A&M and founder of the Aggie Players, suggests that we 

implement a “simple policy” to change the state of play on the American stage. He insists 

that  

We select (a) plays that are expressly written for multicultural casts; or (b) 

representational plays in which we have the option of casting minority actors 

because a certain ethnicity will enhance the character and convey the playwright’s 

ideas more effectively; or (c) practice presentational plays where, since there is no 

attempt to recreate a “realistic” picture of life, “color-blind” casting can be 

practiced. (7) 

Primarily Schultz demands that we first start by changing the repertory of plays 

chosen in seasons year to year. I add to Schultz’s suggestions, proposing additional 

guidelines to follow when advancing cross-cultural casting as a staple in academic 

theatres. (1) When choosing plays for the academic theatre season, directors should 

remind themselves of the department’s mission to educate. The first goal should be to 

educate our students, exposing them to all forms of casting practices so that they might 

make decisions for themselves. (2) Reform the selection of play process to serve 

underrepresented groups in departments. (3)Take cross-cultural casts/plays out of the 

black boxes and one-act festivals, and put them on the Mainstage. (4) Encourage more 

projects and presentations in class that promote cross-cultural thinking. (5) Directors need 
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a sense of empathy, collaboration, and preparation. (6) Directors should be careful that 

conceptual vision do not infringe on playwright intention and infringement laws. (7) 

Bring directors, actors, collaborators and communities together as a way to continue 

important dialogue. (8) Facilitate new-play development workshops with universal 

themes that can accommodate the acting pool of students. (9) Don’t do it alone. Delegate 

assistance and ask for advice. These guidelines provide a starting point in eliminating 

casting inequalities onstage and promising dialogue for continuity of change.  

Unlike professional theatre, the academic stage possesses greater opportunities to 

lead the practice of cross-cultural casting, largely because many non-profit academic 

theatres have financial support provided by their host universities. Within this 

environment, there are fixed budgets and season subscription renewals each year. The 

certainty of financial support allows academic theatres the freedom to take risks with less 

concern for box office profits. The primary challenge is how to encourage more cross-

cultural casting practices in academia, in order to foster an atmosphere of inclusion that 

will translate to the professional level.  

The professional stage has experienced successful, critically-acclaimed non-

traditional casts. Representative of those successes are productions like the 1965 

interracial cast of Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie at the Karamu Theatre in 

Cleveland, Ohio, and the 1996 staging of Death of a Salesman at the Guthrie Theatre in 

Minneapolis, where black actors portrayed central roles. The all-black cast of Tennessee 

Williams’s Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, starring James Earl Jones, Phylicia Rashad, and 

Terrence Howard, and the New Jersey Two River Theatre Company’s all-Latino cast in 

the 2009 production of Noel Coward’s Private Lives are additional examples of 
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successful cross-cultural and non-traditional casts. Unfortunately, even with those 

landmark productions, these casting practices are still limited at the professional level, 

and often only utilized for fantastical musicals, like Stephen Sondheim’s Into the Woods 

and Andrew Lloyd Webber’s Cats.  

One advantage that the professional stage possesses is that it is serviced by 

several organizations that advocate the need for non-traditional casts. Representative 

organizations include, but are not limited to: the Alliance for Inclusion in the Arts (AIA), 

the Actor’s Equity Association (AEA), and its mandate for equal employment 

opportunity, and the Non-Traditional Casting Project (NTCP), which was established to 

advocate inclusion, and whose objective as stated on the Non-Traditional Casting Project 

website is to: 

… address and seek solutions to the problems of racism and exclusion in theatre, 

film and television. The only organization of its kind in the country, NTCP's 

principal concerns are that artists of color […] female artists; Deaf and hard of 

hearing artists and artists with disabilities are denied equitable professional 

opportunities; and that this exclusion is not only patently discriminatory, but a 

serious loss to the cultural life of the nation. (ntcp.org) 

Recognizably, organizations like the NTCP advocate the practice of non-traditional casts 

in an industry supported and driven by a bottom line of capital. The professional stage 

caters to paying audiences who expect to see the traditional Caucasian, blond Audrey in 

Little Shop of Horrors, and a white male as Big Daddy in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. These 

audiences have come to expect this norm as tradition, and have paid to see that image 

remain intact.  In addition to national organizations like the NTCP, there are local 
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theatres, like the recently founded Symmetry Theatre Company that addresses the 

disparity between male and female actors and the availability of jobs. The company, 

which was founded in 2011 in the San Francisco Bay Area, conducts its own research and 

reveals “estimates that as much as 70 percent of the area’s Equity contracts go to men” 

(Crystal 2011:24). Equally important is the lack of female leading roles in American 

literature that make it very difficult for female actors to work continuously. 

 A large component of the company’s mission is to provide as many Equity 

contracts to women as to men. In an effort to do just that, Artistic Director Chloe Bronzan 

explains, “We want to choose plays with male and female characters that are equally 

developed and relevant” (24).  Growing recognition and support of the Symmetry Theatre 

Company allows it to take a stand for equality in casting practices. The company’s future 

entails reading more plays to find the right fit, and not giving in to the cookie-cutter 

seasons that patrons expect. It means inviting new play readings and hosting playwrights 

who understand the company’s mission. It also means reaching out to the national 

community of writers to inform them of the need to write more plays that have leading 

roles for women. The Symmetry Theatre Company sets an example, one that should be 

modified for the needs of the university stage. 

Nonetheless, some argue that such casting practices may not work for everyone. 

August Wilson, one of America’s most notable playwrights, questions the success of 

employing cross-cultural casting. In his keynote speech, “The Ground on Which I Stand,” 

to the Theatre Communications Group (TCG) in 1996, at their National Conference at 

Princeton University, Wilson argued that color-blind casting effectively deprives black 

Americans of their right to investigate and preserve their own cultural history. 
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Furthermore he states, “To cast us in the role of mimics is to deny us our own 

competence” (30). Director Lloyd Richards disagreed with that statement in particular. 

Richards, a long-time creative partner and director of Wilson’s plays, consistently 

employed cross-cultural casts in his personal directing work, including his casting of 

James Earl Jones as Judge Brack in Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler. Playwright and director 

Douglas Turner Ward insists that choosing to integrate casts works on many levels. He 

asserted that, “many of Sean O’Casey’s plays, with their ethos of alienation, actually 

work better with black actors” (Gates 133). 

Howbeit, Wilson continued to reject the practice of cross-cultural casting and 

stated that it robs American blacks of their cultural identity. Furthermore, he added 

… for a black actor to stand on the stage as part of a social milieu that has denied 

him his gods, his culture, his humanity, his mores, his ideas of himself and the 

world he lives in, is to be in league with a thousand naysayers who wish to 

corrupt the vigor and spirit of his heart. 

Wilson had no objections to black and white actors working in the same theatres, only 

with black actors playing traditionally white roles. He challenged theatres to produce 

more black plays throughout their seasons, rather than limiting them only to Black 

History Month. Nonetheless, Wilson’s frustrations are valid. If white theatres were 

unwilling to produce more black plays in their seasons then blacks would be forced to 

and should create their own theatres in order to cultivate their own identity.  His speech 

did not call for a separate black theatre, but issued a challenge for inclusion. His 

challenge focused on the following key issues: first, integration is vital toward bridging 



Texas Tech University, Nadia C. Bodie, August 2012 

 

18  

the divisive racial gap in America; black Americans have always fought for inclusion in 

the arts. Wilson asserted: 

The foundation of American theatre is the foundation of European theatre that 

begins with the great Greek dramatists. We embrace the values of that theatre but 

reserve the right to amend, explore, to add our African consciousness and our 

African aesthetic to the art we produce …. We are artists who seek to develop our 

talents and give expression to our personalities.  We bring advantage to the 

common ground that is American theatre. (41) 

Secondly, black American theatres need equal financial support and access to resources 

to succeed in developing their own managers, playwrights, directors, designers and 

actors, in an effort toward maintaining their cultural identity. 

In light of Wilson’s landmark speech, whether one agrees or disagrees, one must 

consider how cross-cultural casting at the academic level can impact the future of the 

professional stage, and how it can eventually diminish societal inequalities. I contend that 

the academic stage should be a leader in the advancement of cross-cultural casting, rather 

than a hindrance to it.  
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CHAPTER II 

My Sister in This House: Black Mistress in the Big House 

The choice of relevant plays that address both female and male actors is one of 

the many solutions proposed in this research about how academic theatres can 

successfully produce more cross-cultural productions on the academic stage. Jonathan 

Marks, director of Wendy Kesselman’s My Sister in This House, did just that. According 

to Marks, plays selected for that academic season featured several male-heavy plays. “We 

were looking for a small play with female roles to accommodate more roles for women” 

(Marks). Addressing that need, in the spring of 2005 on the Charles E. Maedgen 

Mainstage at Texas Tech University (TTU), the director cast me along with three other 

racially different women in Kesselman’s My Sister in This House.  

Based on an historical event, My Sister in This House, which is often compared to 

Genet’s The Maids, revolves around the life of four women living under the same roof in 

1930s Le Mans, France. The bourgeois Madame Danzard, who seems largely concerned 

with her social status, and finding a husband for her teenage daughter Isabelle, spends  

time gossiping and playing cards. Danzard’s daughter Isabelle, who seems to have no 

voice of her own, pines for her mother’s acceptance and the chance to live her own life. 

The young servants, Christine and Lea, work ardently in the home. The sisters work 

under the demanding gaze of Madame Danzard, who never seems satisfied, while 

engaging in an incestuous relationship. Madame Danzard and Isabelle’s actions 

sometimes mirror the actions of the servants. The imposing figure of Madame Danzard 

fussing over the slightly dull Isabelle mirrors the actions of older sister Christine who 

coddles Lea, her 15-year-old sister, in their small attic room. The growing weight of 
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class, sexual, and moral constraints repress both the Danzards and the servants, 

eventually erupting in a stunning and violent end – with the slaughter of the Danzards by 

their servants.   

Casting Process 

The director begins the casting process, understanding that he is searching for a 

traditional white cast “to better serve the reality of the play” (Marks). However, at the 

end of the audition process, after discussing it with production collaborators, and a short 

gestation period, he chooses a cross-cultural cast of four ethnically and racially diverse 

women.  A decision not often made in a department whose non-white actors could be 

counted on one hand.  The director admits that it was a surprising turn of events for 

everyone, including himself, and understandably the cast.  We all proudly push forward, 

however, intent on proving that a cross-cultural cast could be successful and was needed. 

It is needed because our success would encourage other directors in the department and 

community to use more cross-cultural casts. It is essential because all who came to 

witness the performance left talking, reaffirming how or if they were changed by the 

performance.  

Wendy Kesselman’s My Sister in This House would be interpreted by a cast of 

ethnically and racially diverse actors. The director’s innovative casting choices presented 

opportunities for discoveries and challenges. That the four women cast in the production 

are from different racial groups is not a deterring factor for the director who decides to 

cast based solely on ability. Typically white female actors would represent the cast of this 

play. The newly minted cast changed that expectation and begged the question as to how 

our cultural differences would enhance or alter the story. Furthermore, would those 
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cultural enhancements and differences be distracting to audience perception and 

enjoyment? While it is important to pursue these pertinent questions, the director made it 

very clear that “usually the best talent produces the best results.” Consequently, the role 

of the bourgeois Madame Danzard is filled by me, a Caribbean black female from the 

Bahamas. Cathryn Thompson, a white American actress of Irish descent plays the role of 

Isabelle, my daughter. Radhica Ganapathy, an Indian actress, portrays the servant 

Christine, and her younger sister Lea, is played by Jordan Bennett, a Hispanic actress.  

It was some time after the production had closed that I interviewed the director 

about his casting choices; in doing so I hoped to engage him to think about his  

… own history … while offering him an opening in talking about race …. As 

teachers, we need not shy away from articulating our personal histories in regard 

to race, and, in fact, this conscious positioning can help students to reflect on their 

own views. (Condee 34, 40)  

The director, white and of Jewish descent, openly shared anecdotes that highlighted some 

of his experiences with regard to race, and his long history of employing cross-cultural 

casts.  A post-production interview with him reveals his proximity to the southern states 

during childhood where he recalled seeing signs that said “whites only,” and was often 

ridiculed when he was simply courteous to people of color.  Early in his junior high 

school years, he co-directed a musical in which he broke social mores by pairing white 

and black students together.  To his relief, he suffered no backlash and felt empowered to 

continue challenging the status quo as it pertains to cross-cultural casting. Since that 

experience, he directs cross-cultural casts in productions that range from the Renaissance 
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play Twelfth Night to the satirical Anything Goes, in which he also cast me, a black 

female Bahamian as Reno Sweeney. 

The director’s personal and professional experiences suggest several conclusions 

about his directorial process. He is empathetic, collaborative, and prepared. His success 

as a director who employs cross-cultural casts is in part because of those vital factors 

paired with his love of directing and willingness to take the creative plunge into the 

unknown. The director’s empathetic nature is evident during rehearsals with his quiet, 

easy demeanor routinely propelling us all onto the next scene and important moments. 

My discomfort, however, manifests itself not because of anxiety concerning the leading 

part. He had indeed cast me based on my ability. I was apprehensive about the audience 

rejection in response to the color of my skin. On the basis of historical accuracy, the 

audience may discount the seriousness of my performance and disregard my skin color as 

a hindrance to the performance. The audience for the purposes of this document refers to 

my peers, my other professors, and the paying patrons. Would they take my performance 

seriously or disregard my efforts because my skin color was not historically accurate to 

the play?  

Much later, armed with the confidence of having collaborated with the director 

several times, I approached him about why he cast the show as he did. In that gentle and 

quiet spirit that I have come to respect, he recalls the exact moment he began thinking 

about assembling a cross-cultural cast for his production.  He reminds me of the day that 

Radhica Ganapathy and I walked by him on campus and jokingly suggested to him that it 

would be fun to play the role of the sisters.  Never did I believe that we could actually be 

cast together as sisters or even in the production. Though he and other colleagues in the 
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department had used cross-cultural casts before for previous productions, I was certain 

that as a graduate student, I would not be cast. Perhaps it was the fact that the play is 

based in historical fact, or I felt my luck had run out for these kinds of opportunities. 

Whatever the case, Radhica and I were merely pre-casting out loud, something we often 

did for entertainment, and if truth were told, a means in which to negate our anxiety 

before cattle-call auditions.   

The director admitted that after we pitched our idea and walked away, he began to 

think seriously about the possibility of using a mixed cast.  The auditions were not far off, 

and we had left him, unbeknownst to us, with much food for thought. We left him 

standing there, his mind already processing risk, vision, and attraction.  Also, during our 

post-production interview, he expressed being surprised at our suggestion because he had 

not thought of us together playing the roles of sisters for the play. More succinctly, he 

was aroused at the possibility that it could work.  

His arousal, as Anne Bogart suggests, in thinking about the casting possibilities 

paralleled the seven steps of attraction and eroticism outlined by Anne Bogart in her 

book, The Director Prepares: Seven Essays on Art and Theatre 

The role of attraction and eroticism in the theatre … are vital ingredients in the 

creative act ….  First, something or someone stops you in your tracks, you feel 

drawn to it, you sense its energy and power, it disorientates you, you make first 

contact; it responds, you experience extended intercourse and finally you are 

changed irrevocably. (61) 

Our chance meeting that day on campus stopped him, drew him in with a curious sense of 

energy, leading him to reflect back to his past cross-cultural casting choices and 
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successes. The thought disorientated him because he had already decided that using a 

traditional white cast was the obvious approach.  However, first contact with us moved 

him to discussing it with collaborators.  He then cast the Caribbean, Indian, Hispanic and 

Irish American actors in the four roles, irrevocably changing him. 

The cast list was posted, and the questions began. At first the questions were 

laden with disappointment for those who wanted the role of Madame Danzard. Then 

questions were aimed at why I got the role as Madame Danzard since I was black. 

Rehearsals had not started, and I did not have any answers myself. I simply deduced that 

the director had cast me and the other actors as a framework that grounded his intent to 

incorporate Bertolt Brecht’s alienation effect, or “A-effect.” For those purposes I 

believed we were the perfect cast in which to accomplish his vision. Utilizing a cross-

cultural cast would be applauded by Brecht because our presence, as a racially diverse 

cast, reinforces a pattern of distance between audience and actors. There would be no “fill 

in the gap, gloss over differences” (276), an attitude that could be largely felt by 

audiences if the cast were all white.  According to Brecht, 

The A-effect consists in turning the object of which one is to be made aware …  

something ordinary, familiar, immediately accessible, into something peculiar,  

and unexpected …. Before familiarity can turn into awareness the familiar must  

stripped of its inconspicuousness; we must give up assuming that the object in 

question needs no explanation. (143-44) 

At the time, it was my belief that the director cast us in order to create that distance. 

Consequently, any distractions the audience had about the racially diverse cast would be 

used to benefit his directorial approach. My interview with the director cast that theory 
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aside. While the director was well aware of Brecht’s theory of alienation, and how it 

should work, he commented that what he had done was simple. During the interview, he 

simply stated, “I cast the best actors for the production” (Marks). The only criterion being 

followed was that he cast all women because the department needed to balance the season 

to accommodate more female opportunities.   

Collaboration 

Beyond casting, the director’s collaborations continued when he asked one of his 

cast members, Radhica Ganapathy, the Indian actor playing the role of Christine, to act as 

assistant director (AD).  He expressed, “Casting your AD in the play was a really bad 

idea that paid off. Her exercises and … focused activity … worked out perfectly” 

(Marks). This was an intelligent strategy on the part of the director, because Ganapathy 

was well-versed with the play. She had written about the play in her qualifying exams the 

previous year, and was confident that she could contribute to the process. The qualifying 

exam question basically asked what play she would direct and why. She wrote in great 

detail about My Sister in This House. It is not surprising that the director, who had read 

her written response, would choose her to partner with him in this production. The 

assistant director’s responsibilities, according to Ganapathy, were varied. Her experience 

was unlike many assistant directors who are told to “Shut up and listen”, and “Have no 

fear, there will be a time when your opinions matter” (Berliner 46). Instead, Ganapathy 

expresses the opposite. In an interview, she expressed that the relationship between her 

and the director  
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… was like a dialogue. It was more like having an inside voice to what the actor    

was thinking. I was asked to run warm-ups,” and “sometimes the director would 

ask my opinion about how a scene went, and what I thought about it. (Ganapathy) 

The director, who had extensive experience with dramaturgy, worked with a 

graduate student dramaturg. Early in the process, the dramaturg gave all the actors in the 

cast a large folder of historical documents that detailed the lives and murder committed 

by the servants living in the Danzard house. The folder was laden with pictures and 

articles that allowed me to develop an in-depth look at the life of my character. We all sat 

onstage, director, cast, dramaturg and stage manager looking at the documents. I was 

searching for answers, for given circumstances that could connect the real-life Danzard to 

the play’s character, and then to me. It really was not until later in the process that the 

dots connected, creating the pictures, allowing me to explore the humanity in the story.  

In Rehearsal 

It was clear to me, as I continued perusing the pictures and articles during my 

rehearsal at home, that though Madame Danzard did not resemble me physically, I could 

identify with the most important aspects of her life. For instance, she was a woman 

surviving during a time when women were largely marginalized, which I felt was similar 

to my feelings of being marginalized as a woman and person of color. She had a teenage 

daughter for whom she was responsible, which was analogous to my situation then, 

because I took care of a teenage nephew who lived with me at the time. Madame Danzard 

had issues with her servants, and I had spent most of my years as a student cleaning 

houses to supplement my living expenses. In one particular case, I was a part-time live-in 
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nanny, so I understood space allocations and the need to work hard, but remain unnoticed 

in someone else’s home. These were qualities expected in occupations such as these. 

I discovered further similarities that helped connect me to Madame Danzard’s 

character in my actor homework. In my childhood, I had been a victim of incest, so I was 

able to use sense memory, an acting technique that accesses past emotions that can be 

filtered into the character’s feelings. As an acting student, emotional recall, a term coined 

by Constantine Stanislavski, is a technique that helps me identify with characters or 

experiences that were primarily different from me. It was especially important to this 

process as well. After years of being a victim of incest, I was finally brave enough to 

confess to my mother what was happening to me. Her first instinct, which took me years 

to forgive, was to doubt me. As an adult, my mother confessed why she was reluctant to 

believe me at that time. Essentially, she questioned how this could have occurred in her 

house without her knowing, and for such an extended period of time. It was an expression 

of surprise that registered on her face all those years ago, which I misconstrued as 

disbelief and rejection. Accessing those memories allowed me to transfer my mother’s 

perspective onto Madame Danzard, and her mortification at the revelation of the sister’s 

incestuous relationship. Though I still had questions about race, and wondering if 

audiences would accept my playing a white character, I understood that my job as an 

actor was to tell her story. I did so by finding the realities of her life in mine, and the 

character development began. 

As the rehearsals progressed, my insecurities about playing a white character with 

a white daughter periodically engrossed my thoughts. It was usually brought on by 

comments heard in passing about the inevitable failure of the show because of its casting. 
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I was still apprehensive about initiating a conversation with the director and began to 

think that I should broach the subject with the AD, who I hoped would share it with the 

director. The more I thought of approaching the AD, the more it made sense. She was 

very much like me, an actor in the play and citizen of another country who had perfected 

similar assimilation techniques in order to garner success in an American institution. 

Assimilation, in my opinion, has less to do with insincerity or subterfuge than it does 

with finding societal norms that helped me fit into the cultural landscape. I continued to 

stall, and did not address it in rehearsals, even when we had table work to address 

discoveries and concerns.  

Further resistance in initiating discourse manifested because I regarded the 

assistant director as a “model minority,” a term expressed by Ronald Takaki that asserts 

the notion that because Asian Americans excel in education and economic pursuits, they 

possess a certain hierarchy above other immigrants (1). Before auditions, when we 

encountered the director, I was truthful when I told him that I would like to play one of 

the sisters in his production. The AD shared the same sentiment. I, however, was certain I 

would not be cast because of skin color. I was not disturbed by this because I understood 

that a play based in reality would normally dictate same-race casts. The AD, on the other 

hand, thought she could be cast in the production if she had a good audition and the 

physical characteristics that the director needed.  During a conversation concerning the 

events of that day Ganapathy asserts, “I have always thought I can be in any production – 

most of the time. If I think otherwise, then there is no production for me in the United 

States.” If the assistant director was indeed a “model minority,” how could she 

understand my viewpoint, since I was black, from a Caribbean country, and quite low in 
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immigrant status? In contrast, Ganapathy, from Indian descent, is light-skinned, has long 

straight hair, “white hair” with a British tilt in her accent. So, it is understandable that she 

believes that she can be cast in any production most of the time. Her color and status 

dictates a hierarchy for opportunity on and off the stage. I also believed I could not 

dialogue with her because I did not have the vocabulary or depth of understanding to do 

so. Much of Ganapathy’s education had a feminist focus incorporating varied projects 

that resulted in dialoging about race and class. At the time of the play, I had just begun to 

learn about and question feminist and racial theories. In my opinion she was more 

educated about racial issues than I, so I was not equipped to debate or frame my 

questions in ways that were productive to a discussion. I did not want my ignorance 

magnified in front of my assistant director or my director. 

I believed that because of the assistant director’s European features, and her 

“model minority” status, that she was privy to access which was denied to me. From a 

realist standpoint, one might argue that she would have done me a service. I was so 

bogged down with the black girl playing white mother with white daughter in an 

historical piece, that my journey to find the life of my character took longer than 

expected. If I had shared these concerns with my assistant director, or better yet, my 

director, the end result would have probably been a short conversation and more 

encouragement to play the character of Madame Danzard as a human being. At the time, 

I did not provide my director or AD the opportunity for this discourse.  

There are several moments that I would like to highlight as examples of the 

director’s approach to rehearsals for this production. One of the director’s greatest 

strengths is his understanding of timing, and allowing his actors to work organically. 
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When addressing blocking, directors who employ an organic approach typically allow the 

actors to position or stage themselves within a scene, watching for natural patterns 

relying on the actor’s instinct. This is not to suggest that an organic director does not pre-

block scenes mentally or on paper. If and when the director believed movement patterns 

were unsuccessful, he helped us modify them and reworked the scene. Organic blocking 

is not always an easy approach for less mature actors or actors who frankly expect to be 

told how to move and where to go. These actors often play the passive-aggressive game, 

complaining to all those who would listen about how the director “won’t tell me 

anything,” or “I feel the director is not listening to me!” I particularly enjoyed working 

with the director’s organic approach, because it freed me to develop first, my decisions 

based on character’s given circumstances and relevant facts about the character’s life and 

environment. 

In addition to organic blocking, the director was very hands-on, often standing 

onstage watching the dialogue, and patiently waiting as we worked through a moment. 

He watched intently for what was working or not propelling the scene forward, then 

suggested changes or additions. The director’s attention to detail was most evident in the 

many silent scenes of the play. Though action was indicated in the stage directions by the 

playwright, the director added to the script. He helped me identify and refine the 

subtleties in each silent scene. For instance, my character, Madame Danzard sings a 

French song when she thinks no one is at home. The script describes her entering the 

room, turning on the radio, and humming along to a song. In an effort to heighten the 

action and highlight Madame Danzard’s redeemable qualities, the director had me enter 

majestically down the stairs dancing and singing. The blocking choice was well-
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calculated since Madame Danzard appeared so unlikable in every other respect. The 

singing itself was not a difficult task since I had sung French arias during my time as a 

vocal performance music major, but the director, a fan of  French singer Edith Piaf, 

worked with me on syntax and pronunciation. The song lyrics, C’est la Saison D’Amour, 

though different from the one suggested in the play, translate to mean: 

 This is the season of love.  

 This is the joyful return.  

 Sun, muguet, lilac, come enjoy it all! 

 Come celebrate summer, for the sunny days are short 

 Remember that fun love does not always last. (Willemetz 2002) 

Aware of my love of singing, the director incorporated my talent into Madame Danzard’s 

daily life. Confirming that we (character and me) enjoyed singing it served as another 

example of how our shared similarities enhanced the overall performance.  

  The director’s attention to detail was essential when I discovered that I would 

have to play a card game for an entire scene. The script required playing an elaborate 

card game called réussite, which is essentially the French version of double solitaire. 

Usually played with two people, each player holds fifty-two cards.  Stage directions read: 

“each player secretly asks a question about the future before the game starts. Whether the 

question is answered affirmatively or not depends on the outcome of the game” 

(Kesselman 39). I had to confess to the director that I had never played cards. During my 

childhood, my mother had limited my exposure to any games she associated with 

gambling. My only experience with cards was limited to the Old Maid card game.  
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The first time we walked through the card game scene was to learn to play the 

game. The directions and the layout of cards were located at the back of the script, so the 

director, stage manager, the actor playing my daughter, and I sat down and tried to play. 

Needless to say, since I did not even know what an ace card looked like, it was a slow 

process.  I had learned my lines for the scene, and positioned the cards like its diagram, 

but I was still clueless about the game, hence disconnected from the scene. The solution 

of course, was to practice, make mistakes and practice some more. The director 

incorporated the playing of the game as part of our warm-up routine. However most of 

my warm-ups began at home, after I dispelled my childhood guilt and purchased my own 

deck of cards. Perfecting that game was a personal triumph, as was witnessed by theatre 

critic Williams Kerns, “… during a deliciously directed game of cards, Bodie's delirium 

while approaching victory sounds like sexual satisfaction”(1). During the play, the card 

game represented one of the few times where Madame Danzard is seen having fun. 

A great sense of fun permeated the atmosphere at rehearsals, which was fitting 

since we were piecing together a rather grim story filled with repression, oppression and 

unrealized hopes. So having fun was important to the process. People outside the theatre 

can easily assume that theatre practitioners are in a perpetual state of good times. That 

misconception is far from the truth. I have been cast in plays that have been more 

nightmare than dream. The director, in this case, made a point to create a light 

atmosphere for rehearsals. For instance, he phoned the playwright, Wendy Kesselman 

one evening before rehearsals, and bragged about us to her while we stood there 

glistening with pride. It was during this conservation, that I overheard her say “her laugh 

sounds exactly like Madame Danzard’s should sound.” She gave the director her 
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blessings and expressed pleasure in having her script interpreted by a cross-cultural cast. 

Her support of the director’s innovative casting was comforting, diminishing my need for 

approval, bringing me closer to resolving self-imposed issues, and aiding my process 

immensely. The atmosphere of support and joviality continued throughout the rehearsal 

process. The director on several occasions brought food from his home for us to enjoy, 

several times he stood on his ear, an action we asked him to perform more than once, 

because it was incredibly entertaining. He brought joy when he laughed when we least 

expected it. Hearing a director laugh at something you do as an actor is one of life’s 

greatest pleasures. It is because he did not come in as audiences do with an expectation of 

being entertained, the laughter is not something you expected or instigated. It just 

happened as part of the process. It is a pinch of validation, and affirmation. 

 One of the responsibilities assigned to the assistant director was conducting war-

ups. Later in the process as the stairs were put in place on set, and we could visualize the 

real separation of space between the sisters and the Danzards, our warm-ups changed 

focus. The assistant director incorporated the use of Viewpoints technique developed by 

artistic director of SITI Company, Anne Bogart, and director Tina Landau. In her essay 

Source-work, the Viewpoints and Composition: What are They? Landau stated 

“Viewpoints are a philosophy of movement translated into technique” (Landau 20). The 

technique provides a structure from which actors can find physical freedom in order to 

create an organic play world. My interpretation of this technique is that it helps actors 

create specificity, breaking down generalities into smaller workable units. For example, 

the viewpoint of gesture, a subcategory of the viewpoint of space, possesses an objective. 

It needs and pursues an idea, person, or thing. Landau prompts practitioners to consider 
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where they might have seen a specific gesture: at a restaurant, a basketball game or a 

lecture hall. Gestures inform “about the character’s period, physical health, circumstance, 

weather, clothes, etc” (Landau 22). Taking her cues from the technique, the assistant 

director concentrated on two viewpoints during warm-ups: space and architecture. The 

architectural viewpoint addresses the actor’s physical space and how that space affects 

the actor’s movement. For example, in warm-ups we worked through exercises where we 

were asked to sit in the chair our character would sit in during the play, or stand in a spot 

onstage important to our character. Then we would speak our lines or get up, then sit 

down again in character. Landau further explains, 

How many times have we seen productions where there is a lavish, intricate set 

covering the stage and yet the actors remain down center, hardly exploring or 

using the surrounding architecture? (22) 

Architectural viewpoints encourage actors to conceive the life of the character from the 

actual environment. During our warm-ups, we usually moved on to reacting to how the 

room was lit, finding shadows or windows from which to look out, further defining the 

space. After exploring the architectural viewpoint, we moved onto viewpoints of space, 

sometimes remaining stationary or moving through the space which became a daily ritual 

of owning the environment. The assistant director shares, 

That’s why I was so focused on architectural and spatial warm- ups. The room 

upstairs was everything to us (the sisters). We had a space to make our own rules, 

and break the rules. Why did Kesselman put the servant’s room upstairs and not 

in the basement? (Ganapathy) 
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The assistant director made inquiries and statements to us as we moved around the set, 

exploring nuances in the location of a door, or creating stage pictures. I flourished in this 

way, and as a result, as we progressed closer to opening night, the set felt more like a 

home. 

Gauging Actor & Audience Perception 

As previously mentioned, one of the major concerns I struggled with in preparing 

the character of Madame Danzard was not whether or not I was skilled enough to portray 

the part, but instead how the audience would perceive me, a black actor playing a white 

woman in a play based on a historical situation.  Initially, this apprehension hindered my 

process, surprising me because I was accustomed to playing roles that were traditionally 

intended for white actors.  My years on the academic stage had provided me the privilege 

to play numerous roles intended for white actors, including Reno Sweeney in Anything 

Goes, Mrs. Van Daan in Diary of Anne Frank, and the Witch in Into the Woods. 

However, the role of Madame Danzard, in My Sister in This House, gave me the most 

pause, because I was afraid the audience would misunderstand my presence and that they 

would see color first and reject the skill needed in embodying the character.  

I am reminded of an August Wilson interview in which he was questioned 

whether his audiences, who were predominantly white, could appreciate and identify with 

the black experience. He responded,  

I don’t think about it. Go back to Picasso […] you create the work to add to the 

artistic storehouse of the world to exalt and celebrate a common humanity. I don’t 

think Picasso thought too much about whether the viewers of his paintings were 

French or American or Asian or German. I think the primary concern is to do the 
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work to the best of your ability and to fulfill its aesthetic requirements. […] The 

question I can answer is whether – as a black audience member – theater based on 

white experience is something of a stretch for me. Can I appreciate the work of 

Ibsen, Chekhov, Miller, Mamet? The answer, of course, is yes, because the plays 

ultimately are about things I am familiar with – love, honor, duty, betrayal. 

(Lyons, Plimpton 22) 

During the process of rehearsing this production, my dialogue with the director never 

broached the issue of audience perception of my portrayal of Madame Danzard. My 

regret is simply not asking my director to sit and chat with me and the cast about these 

questions. It is unfortunate, but at the time I believed that if I broached this topic with 

him that I would disappoint my Ivy League-educated, well-respected director: that he 

would surmise that I was just another black person trapped by the questions of race who 

could not move past it. It was a ridiculous assessment of him, and having worked with 

him, I knew he would welcome this discourse.  

 As previously mentioned, I understand now what a disservice I paid to the 

production by not mentioning my concerns to the director. It was as much part of the 

process as learning the French words that my character sang or the seemingly 

complicated card game that we ran over and over until we got it. In short, my hesitation 

to communicate with the director was three-fold. First, would he understand that in 

inquiring about these concerns, I was not second-guessing his choices, but instead 

looking for answers to solidify mine? Second, could he understand why I had those 

questions since he and I are from different racial backgrounds? Third, if I initiated 
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discourse about my concerns, would he feel inconvenienced or uncomfortable enough to 

discontinue cross-cultural practices in the future?  

Since that experience, I have realized that the only way to know what someone is 

thinking is simply to ask. Any group of people who differ in experiences are likely to be 

insecure about what the other group is thinking. Because of that, we shield ourselves, our 

emotions, and our hearts. Especially in the event that the people we respect might reveal 

themselves as bigots. The director had never demonstrated any attitude or feelings that 

made me uncomfortable, but I was not sure, even as our relationship grew, whether or not 

he could relate to me; someone who had begun thinking very deeply about racial issues. 

In short, I could not broach the subject with the director because I was afraid that trying 

to understand what was going on with me could be misconstrued as I might be thinking 

negatively about him.  

The truth of the matter was that I knew the director would be empathetic. 

Whatever the concern, he would have addressed them, as he did in a personal interview I 

conducted with him sometime after the closing of the production. He was not a tyrant, 

and would not penalize future black actors that he came in contact with because I asked 

questions. It was a ridiculous notion, and I have often chastised myself for not addressing 

these issues with him sooner. Having worked with him before in the classroom and 

onstage, I knew him to be open-minded and more importantly; his personal histories all 

indicated I could have a candid conversation about race, and my insecurities. He had used 

cross-cultural casts before, and it was unlikely that previous actors had not asked him the 

same questions. Possessing this knowledge, however, did not provide the courage to open 

a dialogue, so I did not. Each attempt would leave me in mourning for the end result I 
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was certain would be disappointment in my having to ask in the first place. The 

disappointment would manifest in the twitch of a mouthstache, or a cough that finally 

would break the silence. But I was mourning something else. I had been in student 

productions that did not employ cross-cultural cast, and had received roles that I felt did 

not reflect my ability. Though the university and director where this production was 

mounted was an exception, I still mourned the future; thinking that there were only so 

many times the director would probably employ cross-cultural casts during my 

matriculation. I mourned the future of any acting work once I moved on to the 

professional arena, where roles for people of color are even fewer. I mourned the strong 

female characters, not very many in the canon of plays repeated each season, for which I 

would not get to play.  

Further examination into my resistance in communicating with my director 

suggests that I was afraid of the possibility that the director would not understand my 

concerns because I was black and he was white. Twenty-first-century scholarship has 

welcomed a resurgence of understanding the study of “whiteness” and “white privilege” 

as important research. W.E.B. Dubois, a leader in the discourse about race, explored the 

issues of “white privilege” in his research and fight for societal equality for black 

Americans. Current research like that of Canadian educators R.P. Solomona et al. focused 

on helping white teachers adapt to the ever-changing cultural landscape in their 

classrooms. Solomona et al., in the article, “The Discourse of Denial: How White 

Teacher Candidates Construct Race, Racism and “White Privilege,” state that “the study 

of whiteness examines the ways in which whiteness, and ‘white privilege’ have become 

institutionalized and identifies the systemic factors that underscore its continued 
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dominance” (Leonardo 2002). Solomona and his co-authors detail ways in which 

educators can counteract any present or residual acts of “white privilege” in interacting 

with their students. At the core of the article is the idea that there is a disconnect between 

white teachers and their increasingly diverse student population; indicating that teachers 

should educate themselves in order to pass on that knowledge of understanding to their 

students. Retrospectively, was this a possible reason I could not communicate with my 

director? The director had indicated that the play was about class, and socioeconomic 

struggles, but I still needed to talk about the racial implications. 

 Why did I need to talk about the implications of race? Would studying the 

scholarship regarding “white privilege” present the means to better comprehend my 

queries? Feminist educator Peggy McIntosh’s “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible 

Knapsack” helped me discern the validity of my concerns. McIntosh was researching 

male privilege when she wrote what is now known as a manifesto for educators teaching 

about race and “white privilege.” She asserted in the preface of the article that while skin 

color protected her from “many kinds of hostility, distress, and violence,” those very 

indecencies were “being subtly trained to visit in turn upon people of color” (McIntosh). 

Her article, part of a larger work, lists twenty-six examples of how marginalized groups 

are victims of “white privilege.” I identified with one in particular. Listed as number 

fourteen on her list was: “I can do well in a challenging situation without being called a 

credit to my race.” This statement spoke to the heart of the issue. The answer I was 

searching for was not why the director cast me in this role, or what he thought about me. I 

understood his feelings about me. The real answer from which I needed a positive 

response had everything to do with individual acceptance from my peers, professors, and 
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audience; that is to say, when I perform well, will it be recognized as a good performance 

or marginalized as McIntosh refers to it, as “a credit to my race.” 

 Early in the process I began my own “source work,” contemplating how 

Madame’s character would change if the director chose to focus on race as a central 

theme. How would issues of racial disparity alter the environment and character 

intentions in the Danzard house if the focus of the play was race? The combined stories 

of the women could work on many levels. For instance, if race was the central issue, 

Madame Danzard and her daughter would be ostracized by society. In the script, Madame 

Danzard does not mention her husband, but one can deduce that she was not happy in her 

marriage when he was alive; suppose that in a racially driven production, Madame does 

not mention her husband because while she loved him, his death left her alone to fend off 

the racial slurs and to endure isolation from society because of the color of her skin. 

Perhaps because her husband was an affluent man, she was not denied social interaction 

and respect. Madame Danzard attempts to arrange a marriage for her daughter Isabelle in 

the script, but prospects are slim. It is possible that if Madame Danzard’s husband were 

still alive, prospects to marry off their mixed-race teenage daughter would be possible, 

with a large dowry. The husband’s death makes marriage implausible because no one in 

their immediate circle desired a bride with a diminishing dowry and questionable lineage.  

The servants would also present a problem for Madame Danzard if the play is 

racially motivated. One can assume that if Madame had not married an important man, 

she would and could be a live-in servant herself, sharing the same predicament as Lea 

and Christine. It might also be safe to conjecture that the servants themselves had little 

respect for Madame Danzard because her marriage was the only thing standing between 
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her and them from a socio-economic standpoint. Would they have dared attempt to kill 

their white employers? Madame Danzard notices the quality of work diminishing in the 

house and how well-dressed the servants are in their street clothes, and that they spend 

money frivolously on portraits and gifts. Madame Danzard appears livid when she asks 

Isabelle, “Did you see them? Coming back from church? Spotless - with their white 

gloves. They don’t even look like maids anymore” (Kesselman 58). Madame Danzard, 

who has to make most of the clothing that she and Isabelle wear, is clearly upset. How 

dare they dress as if they are better than she is, servants with lighter skin tones and long 

straight hair? Burdened with the reality that her future is in jeopardy if she does not marry 

her daughter off to someone with money and servants who flaunt their saved fortunes, it 

is no wonder Madame Danzard does not kill the servants herself. 

While my hypothetical, racially-driven concept about the play was not in line with 

the director’s vision, it was useful to my personal character development. Madame 

Danzard does have issues with people in her immediate circle. She is trying to arrange a 

marriage for her daughter, and her actions suggest that she must be frugal with money. 

Therefore, she is appalled that her servants would be so extravagant in their spending.  

 The director did not address issues of race during the rehearsal process, because 

he wanted to focus on the socio-economic factors that drive the play’s intent. Reflecting 

on the process, his personal histories and his quiet approach to indelicacies in society, I 

realized that he had been discussing the issues. I could not see it because I was looking 

for obvious, literal responses to my questions. It had been happening non-verbally from 

the very beginning of the process. First, the director was prepared, and willingly to 

collaborate. He worked closely with his dramaturg, and because of his own research was 
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quite obsessed with the play, before we started rehearsal. Anne Bogart and Tina Landau 

call this kind of preparation “composition.” The term evolves according to director, actor 

and production, but she purports it to mean 

… a method for generating, defining and developing the theater vocabulary that 

will be used for any given piece…. A method for revealing to ourselves our 

hidden thoughts and feelings about the material…. Engage the collaborators in the 

process of generating their own work around a source…. A method for being in 

dialogue with other art forms, as it borrows from and reflects the other arts…. 

Composition is to the creator…a method for practicing art. (13) 

Before even choosing the play for the department’s production season, the director had 

written the qualifying exam question that our future assistant director answered about My 

Sister in This House. After realizing how well-versed she was about the play, and then 

choosing to direct the play a year later, he cast her as an actor and requested her 

collaboration as assistant director. He understood that she not only demonstrated curiosity 

about the script, but also she was knowledgeable about race, and socio-economic 

disadvantages. During callbacks he elicited the assistant director’s advice and depended 

on her as a sounding board. He asked her to take over warm-ups, not just for bonding 

exercises, but because he was cognizant of her interest in using viewpoints to focus on 

the details. He knew this because he had read her examination question more than a year 

prior to the casting of the production.  

Analogous to composition, Landau further explains the director process as 

“source work,” occurring when a director prepares himself “intellectually,” and 

“emotionally” long before he begins the rehearsal process (17). Source work includes: 
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“The time taken before you begin rehearsing … to enter your entire being into the world, 

the issues, and the heart of your material” (17). This source work could manifest itself in 

many ways: listening of music that inform the piece, interviews with parties connected to 

the script – which might include designers, playwrights, original cast members, or 

something simple like photography, a writing pad filled with ideas, pictures, or language. 

 Third, the director, while not verbally discussing race, made his best efforts to 

protect the cast from the naysayers. Just as we (the cast members) had heard rumors 

about how the show would flop because of casting, he had fielded questions from his 

colleagues, and other students about how the casting for this production would work. 

These questions were asked: Is this a show we should move to the small stage? Why use 

a cross-cultural cast in a realistic play? Are we going to lose money on this production? 

Not once did the director mention any of these concerns because it was important to his 

process that we focused on the dynamics of the play.  

In the post-production interview with the director, we discussed gauging audience 

perception with regard to his cross-cultural casting for the play. He encouraged me to 

take comfort in the suspension of disbelief, sharing with me a Latin quote, he stated, 

“Populus vult decipi – “People want to be deceived, and part of what theatre does is make 

people willing accomplices in their deception.”  He goes on to share that,  

the most common reaction from audiences during the production of My Sister in 

This House was that they were distracted by the cast’s racial and ethnic    

differences at the beginning of the play, but were surprised at curtain call, while 

applauding four women of various shades and ethnicity, that they had forgotten 

our obvious differences. (Marks) 
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The director believed the audience forgot about color and suspended their disbelief to the 

differences in nationalities. It was rewarding because we did not change who we were to 

present the work. We did not transform into something other than ourselves. It was the 

perception of the audience that was transformed. Philosopher and literary critic Tzachi 

Zamir comments on audience connectedness:  

In a good performance, a bond is gradually formed…in which the audience is 

socially validating… not merely present in the theatre as a passive recipient of a 

creative offering…but is completing the act of acting by recognizing and 

responding to the actor as character. (230) 

Zamir’s idea concerning the give-and-take aspects of performance between actor and 

audience is an important observation. This symbiotic relationship between the actor and 

audience is one of hope. From an economical standpoint, an actor hopes audiences will 

come and pay for the privilege to witness their skill. An actor hopes audiences will 

believe and accept how they demonstrate the given circumstances of the play. An actor 

hopes that his or her work or the play’s message will make a lasting impact. Actors hope 

and audiences, for the most part, fulfill that promise of that expectation, achieving a 

harmony. That harmony, for the actor, denotes a successful production.  

A cross-cultural cast has the same hopes of audience acceptance and give-and-

take relationship with audiences. The stakes are raised because they are projecting a 

different image on the canon of plays for which audiences expect to have white actors. 

Though as Marks suggests earlier in the chapter that audiences will suspend disbelief, 

cross-cultural productions have to be marketed aggressively to bring audiences into the 

theatre. Patrons are more likely to buy tickets to a production they know they will enjoy 



Texas Tech University, Nadia C. Bodie, August 2012 

 

45  

than one that seems experimental. Cross-cultural productions can also fail in front of 

audiences if not thoroughly prepared with a framing concept, and talent.  This was almost 

the case with the Texas A&M University Aggie Players, who are committed to cross-

cultural casting practices. The artistic director, Robert Shultz, shares that in the early 

seasons of the organization; they chose to produce The Skin of Our Teeth by Thornton 

Wilder. He comments: 

I saw a totally integrated cast – an African American Antrobus, an Asian Mrs. 

Antrobus, an American Indian or Hispanic Gladys and an Anglo Henry. Alas, the 

actors we had were not strong enough to carry the roles. The wonderful idea was 

put on the shelf …. (8) 

This production, though intended to represent the cultural landscape of America, had to 

be shelved until the company had better actors to play those parts as envisioned by the 

director. Using cross-cultural casting as a goal in director process is important for 

creating more opportunities for underrepresented actors, but should enhance the 

production, not negate its success. 

Reflection 

Since the production in 2005, I have had time to reflect on why I was so 

concerned about what the audience would think of my performance, and the 

performances of my castmates.  One of the issues that I faced at the time was that I   

reacted to what I believed everyone would say or think of me. bell hooks in her book, Art 

on My Mind explains this syndrome as the “colonizing gaze.”  It refers to the 

displacement of blacks, how whites perceive them, and how blacks impose this same 

derogatory gaze upon themselves (81).  
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Initially I rejected the idea of the “colonizing gaze” because it described feelings 

that I had tried to suppress and overcome, and frankly refused to admit that I had been 

imposing the “gaze” upon myself. Denial was my preferred method of coping. I read anti-

racist articles, books, interviews that urged me to be proud of my skin, while demanding 

that I remember how I am perceived as a person of color in American society.  “How 

does one come to accept and affirm a body so despised by one’s fellow citizens?”      

(West 123). I had no idea. At the time, I was a freshman to the dialogue of racial 

disparity, and unclear about my position in regards to race. hooks’s comments relating to 

how I was affected by others’ (whites’) perception of me reflected how little I knew 

about myself, and I found it troubling. This “colonizing gaze” could not be affecting me 

because I grew up in an independent country, rich with black leaders in the highest office 

and a national sense of ownership of land and people. My Caribbean black ancestry, I 

believed, made me different from African American blacks, who were brought to this 

country, freed in this country, but were still struggling, in my opinion, to obtain equal 

access and inclusion, and in many cases still are.  

My country of origin, the islands of the Bahamas, an independent, economically 

stable country, once colonized by Spain, France, and Britain, had a history of subjugation 

and slavery equivalent to that of African Americans.   But it was not until I began my 

education at a university in the United States that I started cultivating a deeper 

understanding of the African American plight. While matriculating through 

predominantly Caucasian universities, and assimilating to U.S. culture, I experienced a 

weight of racial and ethnic tension that I had not encountered outside of the United 

States.  It was, in the simplest terms, a weight of blackness.  Upon reading hooks’s 
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description of the term “colonizing gaze,” the revelation of this weight dawned on me for 

the first time.  I had succumbed to this “gaze.” But did this “gaze” affect everything I did 

in my life?  Had I allowed a white perception of me dictate what I did and how I did it? 

Mentally I began reliving a collage of images and instances when I had imposed 

this “colonizing gaze” upon myself.  I recalled instances when I took great care in 

grooming myself before walking inside a bank, believing that if I dressed too casually, 

someone would judge me as a stereotypical poor black person, probably begging for a 

loan; the moments when I folded my hands behind my back while perusing through a 

store with small expensive products, in case the proprietor thought that I might be 

stealing.  I realized that I often sat in the make-up room before a show, looking at the 

beautiful white faces surrounding me, thinking, “If only I looked like them, it would be 

easier.”  I then, of course, reprimanded myself for thinking such a thing, while deep down 

still thinking, “but it would be so much easier.”  I had succumbed to the colonizing gaze. 

It was evident to me that I had been lost in the throes of the “gaze” throughout the entire 

rehearsal process for My Sister in This House. I had allowed it to invade my life and my 

work as an actor. I now believe that the recognition of such a thing indicates that change 

can occur if one wishes it to be so. 

There is a popular misconception that productions using cross-cultural casts are 

ill-conceived productions when the necessary work is neglected.  From my perspective, 

directors can avoid the pitfalls of an ill-conceived production. (1) Directors should be 

sensitive to the needs of the cast. (2) Dialogue about actor concerns: as both a learning 

tool, and aid to the actor process, taking only what is necessary for character building. (3) 

A director should empathize while empowering actors to move past their anxieties. (4) A 
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director should facilitate an open, safe environment. The aforementioned methods are not 

always easy tasks when each production provides additional unique challenges; so 

preparation is surely the key. 

 It is my opinion that Kesselman’s My Sister in This House was a successful 

production, and I was fortunate to be a member of the diverse ensemble.  I truly can say 

that I had fun with an ensemble and director who were grateful to do the work. This 

experience motivates decisions that I will inevitably make as a director regarding cross-

cultural casting. Equally important is that the production inspired people to whisper, talk 

and embrace the endless possibilities of cross-cultural practices. The experience enables 

me to ask the questions that made me silent during the process. The production’s ultimate 

reward is the ongoing challenge it presents to other theatre practitioners on the academic, 

community, and professional stages.  
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Figure 2.1 (l-r) Jordan Bennett (Lea), Radhica Ganapathy (Christine), Kathryn 

Thompson (Isabelle) and Nadia Bodie (Madame Danzard). My Sister in This 

House Cast Picture (Courtesy of Department of Theatre and Dance at Texas Tech 

University) 

 

   
Figure 2.2 My Sister in This House Program (Courtesy of Department of Theatre and 

Dance at Texas Tech University) 
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CHAPTER III 

 

The Amen Corner: Fulfilling Directorial Vision 

 

 The staging of James Baldwin’s The Amen Corner on the Texas Tech University 

(TTU) Lab Stage in 2003 was the director’s opportunity to first:  

Reaffirm …while demonstrating to others the effectiveness of cross-cultural 

casting, [secondly], examine the more cultural notion of cross-cultural casting 

which consists of utilizing Caucasian actors in roles that have been perceived as 

roles for people of color … can lead to a successful production in which race is 

not the focus [and, finally], to entertain the audience. (House 1)  

The play weaves a story around a black evangelical church, introducing us to a devout 

Christian congregation in Harlem. As Pastor of the church, Margaret Alexander and son 

David deal with the arrival of their estranged husband and father, Luke. Upon Luke’s 

arrival, Margaret discovers that he is ill. Young David, Sister Moore and several other 

elders of the church learn that Margaret lied about why Luke left years ago. They learn 

that it was Margaret who left Luke in order to pursue a closer relationship with God. 

Luke, David and the church members accuse Margaret of being hypocritical. They 

challenge her authority and subsequently denounce her as head of the church. After 

finding out that his father is dying, David tells his mother he is leaving to pursue his 

dreams as a jazz musician. After the loss of her husband, church, and the son she hoped 

would become a pastor himself, Pastor Margaret realizes that she used her religion as an 

excuse to hide from the pain, love, and joy of the world. The play speaks volumes about 

the role of the church in the African American family and cultural tradition. 
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Casting Process 

From the onset of the process, The Amen Corner director, Cleo House Jr., knew 

he would be casting white actors along with, as he prefers to say, “Ebony American” 

actors (House 3). He did so primarily because he advocated that cross-cultural casting 

could be successful, but in part because there was a larger pool of white actors than any 

other racial group in the department. His casting choices not only produced an 

opportunity to use a cross-cultural cast but also to alter the dynamic of casting by 

reversing the idea of traditional cross-cultural casting. That is to say, the director 

employed white, Indian, and Hispanic actors in roles designated for blacks, while also 

casting black actors in black roles. Heavily influenced by Anne Bogart and Tadashi 

Suzuki, the director set out to revise the play. 

 Auditions ran in the usual fashion, with prospects required to bring a monologue 

and a prepared song. It was a play set in the church, so there was singing, and those who 

did not prepare a song were not called back. I was excited about auditioning for a black 

play because I had previously been auditioning for so many roles intended for white 

actors. Since I had also grown up in an extremely conservative religious family, I knew I 

could identify with the characters, and hoped that the director would cast me given the 

small number of African American actors in the department. 

 At callbacks, actors filled out the necessary forms which asked questions 

concerning our physical limitations, our willingness to attend local black churches as part 

of the research/rehearsal process, and whether we had any objections to “questioning of 

religious value systems” (House 19). The question about religion was surprising; because 
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my experience at predominantly white universities dictated that no one spoke or asked 

questions about religion, unless it was in a specific class or integral to a specific field of 

study.  

Not addressing religion on a daily basis in an educational setting was a secular 

practice in my experience. I was accustomed to taking religious studies classes in 

elementary school and throughout high school, then in a Baptist-affiliated undergraduate 

program in the United States. Teachers and students alike made daily references to 

scriptures, and specific acknowledgment of God as a higher being. Hearing phrases like 

“I will see you tomorrow, God willing,” was a normal occurrence. Granted, I am from a 

conservative Christian country, and as in many countries settled by displaced Africans, 

religion served as the only solace from centuries of marginalization and exploitation. 

Every year from elementary to high school, along with my other classes, I took a 

“religious studies” class. I understood first-hand the ins-and-outs, so to speak, of the 

Bible and its lessons. My undergraduate program, as I have previously mentioned, was a 

private, Baptist influenced (members of the Baptist church mortgaged their homes to 

fund the opening of the university) Historically Black University.  Moving on to graduate 

school at larger, predominantly white institutions, it was made clear to me that there were 

so many different religions that to acknowledge one would be to exclude the others, and 

open the institution to legal issues. Because of this understanding, I was surprised that the 

director posed a question about religion, while understanding that the demands of the 

play warranted a response. I was happy to see theatre and religion merge in the creative 

process, and hoped that my religious experience would be a valuable asset for me as a 

cast member. 
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After the necessary forms were completed, the director split us into two groups: 

male and female. The men were asked to leave the room while the women improvised the 

first exercise. The women were asked to imagine that someone they loved was facing 

them, but separated from them by a huge canyon. We were asked to imagine that that 

person is about to be burned by a fast-moving brush fire. We were told that we had to 

warn our loved ones, but could only communicate in gibberish. I still do not recall the 

physical choices I made, but I understood this exercise was an evaluation, and would 

define whether I would be cast or not. The director commented that callbacks were an 

opportunity “to evaluate emotional range and physical commitment” (House 20).  The 

men were then called back, and given an exercise that showcased the actors' ability “to 

access their more vulnerable sides and …not restricted by the appearance of masculinity” 

(House 20). 

Casting choices after callbacks became an increasingly complex task for the 

director as there were many considerations to make. The director wanted to use a cross-

cultural cast, but did not want the play to be one about race, but to retain its themes of 

religion, and family that not only amplified African American living, but universal 

conditions of American life. The director first explored the limitations and implications 

of casting. To begin that exploration, he first had to cast the role of Sister Margaret, the 

Pastor of the church. The actor chosen, who was black, had seen evangelical pastors of 

deliver sermons, and was willing and able to do it in the play. She was sassy, young and 

beautiful, all qualities which were needed for the role. For the director, she was the best 

choice. Once that decision was made, other equally important questions were addressed 

and answered.  
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My character, Sister Moore, represented the play’s antagonist. The director did 

not want to cast this character with a white actor because he believed it would “reinforce 

the ‘white devil’ stereotype” if he were to pit black and white women against one another 

(22). Additionally, Sister Moore, at the end of the play, gains control of the church, and 

the director was reluctant to stage the idea of a white woman coming in to save the 

church because the black woman could not achieve it for herself. He believed that these 

casting choices would prevent the audience from connecting to race as a central theme 

since race was not an intended focus of this production.  

Casting Sister Odessa with an Indian actor was justified by the director because 

he had grown up hearing people in his community calling people who were not family 

members, but close to the family “play cousin, play momma, play brother” (23). 

Furthermore, in church culture, church members typically address each other by “sister” 

or “brother,” so it was plausible that Pastor Margaret and Sister Odessa were not actual 

blood siblings, but sisters in their Judeo-Christian beliefs.  

Sister Boxer and Brother Boxer, elders in the church and frequent guests in the 

home of Pastor Margaret, were cast with white actors. In addition, Pastor Margaret’s son 

David and prodigal husband Luke were also cast with white actors. The remaining cast, 

Pastor Margaret’s congregation, members from a visiting church, and the people who 

walked the streets outside of the church were cast with white actors, and a Hispanic actor.  

At the end of the process, the cast totaled a surprisingly large twenty-two actors. 

The cast was expanded because the director wanted additional actors to play the 

parts of pimp, prostitute, and bum, whom he called “alley people,” but these characters 

were not in the original script. He used them in silent scenes before each act, showing 
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them interacting outside the walls of the church. It alluded to and built upon the notion of 

the streets outside of the church, a juxtaposition between good and evil suggested by the 

playwright. The director interpreted it as a metaphor for describing the corruption outside 

of the church, and inevitable redemption to be claimed on the inside. He also added to the 

cast a friend for David’s character (son of Pastor) and additional church members. It is 

important to note that though James Baldwin’s original cast contained only fourteen 

members it also called for additional congregation members as part of the cast list. 

Undoubtedly, this large cast of twenty-two actors for a graduate student 

production was unexpected by faculty and student collaborators. The director’s decision 

to add the additional actors for the street scene was not readily welcomed by the faculty 

monitoring this production for three specific reasons. The first and most obvious 

objection was the challenge of managing such a large cast. Seasoned directors often 

debate about directing shows if the casts are too large. It is an incredibly intense 4-6 week 

rehearsal period when one has to accommodate the needs of a large cast, designers, and 

staging the play. With the large music component that the show had, (including music 

rehearsals) the demands of a cross-cultural cast, and additional outside research (casts 

were required to attend several Pentecostal churches), the undertaking seemed 

overwhelming.  

The second objection to the large cast was that since the production was just a 

student production, it was allocated a smaller budget with a smaller group of designers 

and collaborators, and costuming the additional actors challenged the budget and quality 

of service provided. Fortunately, and after some discussion, the department’s costume 
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shop was able to accommodate the director’s changes since most of the additional 

costumes could be pulled from inventory and did not have to be created from scratch.  

The third objection to the expanded cast was a questioning of artistic choice vs. 

legal infringement. Though Baldwin, in his play, allotted for additional congregation 

members, the director’s choice to add the characters on the street can be misconstrued as 

illegal due to copyright laws. Infractions against these laws could have opened the 

department to prosecution or fines. Most events of this nature are usually handled very 

discreetly for all parties involved in an effort to protect the reputations of the 

organizations. University productions are often presented with less of a penalty than 

regional or high-profile theatres. There was a specific case of a college doing a 

production of West Side Story where, because they believed the music to be too 

repetitive, they cut it from the production. “MTI required the department to send an 

apology letter to the rights holders and add a yearly seminar on copyright to their 

program” (Hillman 2). But was the director’s choice to add the streets and additional 

actors on the streets (without speaking lines) a copyright infringement? I do not believe 

that this decision in anyway violated those rules. First, in the play itself, Baldwin 

suggests and highlights the streets outside the church as a living, imposing environment. 

The director chose to amplify that suggestion by adding actors to that suggested space. 

Second, the actors (pimp, bum, prostitute, and friend of David) that walked the streets did 

so in silence, and did not add any new lines to the script. Third, though the director’s 

choices can make for a great discussion concerning copyright infringements, all his 

changes were already approved by the licensing agency. 

Collaboration 
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 The conflict between the director and the student designers assigned to the 

production was that they wanted to understand the director’s concept but did not entertain 

his ideas as part of their process. House asserts, “The designers wanted to be given 

direction, but they did not want to be told what to do” (34). House was an M.F.A student 

at the time. In these situations, it was common to be assigned design students who needed 

credit and experience. They are offended if a director spells out every detail, robbing 

them of artistic integrity. However, student designers are also prone to interpreting 

overly-generic advice as poor communication from the director. There is no real solution 

to this problem, except to decipher very early in the process how to communicate 

effectively with each individual designer and to figure out who needs visual aids, or who 

prefers to be told exactly what to do. It essentially comes down to understanding what 

designers need from their directors. House admits that doing so was not an easy task 

since he himself was a student director focused on a myriad of details in regards to his 

production.  

 The director changed the time period of the play from 1955 to 1965. He embraced 

the idea that the sixties was a time when those who fought against racial inequality would 

have sought out environments like a church, where they could congregate. The sixties era 

best matched his vision, and all the designers executed their work based on the new time 

period.  

 

 

In Rehearsal 
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Ensemble-building, which is “an attempt to foster an environment where every 

actor can trust the others, knows his worth, and gives fully of his talent,” was the goal at 

the beginning of our rehearsal process (26). Admittedly, the director was not completely 

successful in this regard. He confessed that the actors with the leading roles were the only 

ones who seemed to bond. Ensemble-building, or lack thereof, was influenced by the 

large supporting cast, that was not required to attend as many rehearsals as the leads; thus 

they missed the opportunities for ensemble-building work. 

To help create an ensemble, the director employed several methods during the 

warm-up process. Some were successful, and others were not. Open Forum was an 

activity designed for actors to discuss any topic for two minutes, whether it was related to 

the production or not. I used the opportunity to ask questions from the previous night’s 

rehearsal or discuss character discoveries. It aided my process in two distinctive ways. 

Because I knew I could expect an open forum every evening at rehearsal, I would save 

questions for the director that I did not have a chance to ask during rehearsals. If I did not 

have questions, and it was a slow Open Forum day, I complimented my castmates, which 

one cannot do during the immediacy of a scene, and which ultimately strengthened my 

connection to them. Soon, however, the comments became unproductive; actors 

announced their upcoming personal events and chastised other actors. The director 

discontinued the practice, proposing that “it would have worked better if I had allowed 

the stage manager to run that part of rehearsal, and I could have focused on my rehearsal 

preparation” (House 27). 

In additional to ensemble-building exercises, the director led us through warm-up 

exercises that included: yoga, relaxation breathing, Suzuki exercises that allowed actors 
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to explore the spatial relationship and physical resistance work like sit-ups and aerobics. I 

experienced some trepidation walking into rehearsals each evening, knowing the 

exercises would surely escalate in difficulty, but it became a matter of pride for me to 

execute each exercise well. The director believed the physical exercises to be a great 

ensemble-builder. He asserts, “The cast that sweats together, stays together, or they kick 

the butt of the director together. Either way, they were coming together” (House 30). One 

exercise in particular, based on Anne Bogart’s Viewpoints technique, called Seeing 

Through Their Eyes, represented the best ensemble-building exercise. The objective of 

this exercise was to help actors see each other from a new perspective in order to create 

stronger connections onstage. The director describes the exercise, 

It consists of two actors sitting in chairs, facing each other, while a leader (the 

director) calls out instructions as the actors maintain eye contact with their 

partners. The director says, in the following order (1)…you see the person being 

born, (2)…their first step, (3) … their first day of school, (4) … their first crush, 

(5) … their graduation day, etc., until finally, seeing their death …. Some actors 

cry, some laugh at the images they see, some laugh because they are 

uncomfortable. (House 29) 

Imagining a lifetime of experiences for the actor one is working with is a powerful tool, 

so powerful in fact, that I did not want to envision the actor at their death because I had in 

mere minutes connected to the fullness of their imagined life. The efficient and affective 

nature of this exercise has quickly become a favorite among my acting students, who are 

often stunned by its effectiveness. It has been my experience that directors insist on 

warm-ups before rehearsals and table work for actors to dialogue about motivation and 
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given circumstances. These are all factors that I have come to expect while preparing for 

a role in any cast. However, I have observed some directors who bypass these important 

steps of development. These directors, in educational settings, neglect to conduct warm-

ups, or encourage dialogue about character development, and find themselves reduced to 

a series of line-reading critiques and stage directions. Personally, my actor process has 

flourished when paired with a process-oriented director who believes in ensemble-

building and designates time to do the necessary work.  

The script for The Amen Corner required a great deal of singing for individual 

characters and, to a lesser degree, for the entire cast. The call-and-response singing 

required of the congregation members was the biggest hurdle for the non-black actors. It 

was a slow process because the other cast members had not been privy to that kind of a 

worship service. The call-and-response is demonstrated when a Pastor asks, “Let the 

church say amen,” and then the congregation says, “Amen.” Responding to the Pastor’s 

call is derivative of African American culture. That is not to suggest that all African 

Americans attend Pentecostal-type churches that typically engage in a hand-clapping, 

shouting-thanks-to-God, call-and-response kind of service.  

Conversely, I would feel a little out of sorts sitting in a quiet, somber Catholic 

service, with incense wafting through the air, mostly because the experience is different 

from what I am accustomed to normally. As a matter of fact, during early childhood, my 

mother attended a very conservative, sing-and-pray-only from a hymnal Baptist church. 

When our family migrated to a Non-Denominational Pentecostal church, it was quite 

shocking. There was clapping, and drums, and secular gospel music. Having had those 

two very different communal experiences, including attendance at a few Catholic 
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services, I knew I could adjust in any religious setting. For the purposes of the play, 

which required a lively church service, the director required the cast to attend several 

local Pentecostal churches as part of the research/rehearsal process. The Indian actor, 

Radhica Ganapathy, playing the role of Sister Odessa sister comments, 

The director would say ‘Praise the Lord,’ and he would encourage us to respond. I 

had no idea of how people react in church. What made it real was going to that 

church. We were fascinated. The director instructed us to look for people that you 

think you can identify with. I remember looking around for characters who mostly 

resembled my character. I think I related to the majority of the characters I played 

on the TTU stage, without thinking too much about how different we were 

(character vs. myself, issues of nationality, social class, etc.) because I was open 

to looking at them from my own point of view. (Ganapathy) 

The nuances of the singing were managed by a pianist from a local church who 

helped us achieve what the director called “authentic” singing of praise and worship (36). 

We worked daily on the music, as though preparing for a musical. The call-and-response 

needed throughout the congregation scenes required a great deal of repetition and church 

attendance to familiarize ourselves with that kind of worship. The director drilled us with 

improvisational exercises so that everyone in the cast would become more comfortable 

with ad-libbing during the worship scenes of the play. Personally, since I am a person of 

both conservative and evangelical types of worship, I was not always comfortable with 

the degree of shouting and praising. However, I found that when I was more open and 

confident during rehearsals it usually lent courage to my castmates. While observing the 

discomfort of my castmates during a visit to church, I witnessed a reversal of Peggy 
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McIntosh’s assessments of white privilege; “I can if I wish arrange to be in the company 

of people of my race most of the time.” This time I was not the odd one out, but I found 

no solace in that revelation.  

 Language was another important aspect of the play. The director experienced 

some difficulty helping the Indian actor, playing the role of Sister Odessa, identify the 

play’s inherent rhythm. The problem for the actor was she was not certain of what the 

director wanted from her. She asks, “…did I have to sound black and what did that 

mean?” Ultimately, the director perceived her hesitation as lack of ability to emulate the 

rhythm of speech when, in actuality, her hesitation was due to her need to understand 

why he wanted her to speak in a certain manner, and the ramifications of her “speaking 

black.” Rhonda Blair comments on actor process when negotiating the language of a 

play: 

Actors … can rely on a play’s language and talking about the meaning of the 

language (does it sound authentic?) too much; as a result, the language remains 

insufficiently embodied, disconnected from what might be called effective action. 

The actor can stay stuck in the text’s semantic realm and fail to move fully into 

the experiential. (14) 

The director’s solution, in this case, was to supply the actor with repetitive notes on 

phrasing which, for him, proved successful. Reluctant to mention it then, I had 

experienced a period of adjustment with the language as well. Though black, I am not 

American black, so it took some adjusting to finding the rhythm of the script’s language 

that was comfortable for me. I listened to the other black actor, who played the Pastor, 

and was able to accomplish a continuity of sounds that worked. But truly, the language 
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was still uncomfortable, especially in the beginning of the rehearsal process. One 

evening, after noticing some similarities between the script’s language and the patois 

original to my islands, I asked the director if I could use my Bahamian patios. He said to 

try it out, and it worked. It was so successful, we decided to keep it. With the language 

barrier broken, I discovered that using the patois for the character I played, the elder 

Sister Moore, aged her significantly. The costuming, my character development (how she 

moved and talked), and makeup were significant to ageing the character, but it was the 

language that ultimately helped me produce a believable performance. 

I had never before been cast in a play where I just played a black person, and was 

frankly enthusiastic about exploring the possibilities of my character, Sister Moore.  

Early in the process, those explorations led to how Sister Moore should speak. I do not 

know if I could truly state that I was inspired by all the different cultures in the cast, or 

that I simply thought this was a wonderful opportunity to share more of myself onstage. It 

might be both of those conclusions. Consequently, two weeks into rehearsals, I asked the 

director if I could use my Bahamian patois. Patois, as defined by me, is a combination of 

my country’s linguistic influences from the French, Spanish, and British; tied in with the 

displaced African ancestry, and the language native to the Carib Indians found on the 

Islands of the Bahamas when Christopher Columbus first discovered what he called the 

“New World.” I had hidden my patois since I began my studies in the U.S., and it felt as 

if I were debuting it and myself for the first time. It was such an emotional purging and 

expression of a major part of my cultural heritage, one that I could share each night 

without inhibition or consequence. 
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For the first time in my work on the academic stage, I felt I could be more of 

myself than I had been; I felt free to share an unabashed moving picture of myself and all 

the life stories that had brought me to that play. I recall a feeling of enormous pride, and I 

recognize now that it was an opportunity to dialogue about why this was important to me.  

As a foreign national, the expectation of assimilation is great. In the beginning, I felt 

removed from my cultural roots. The director, who mentioned my request to use my 

patois and accent in his thesis, did not recognize the importance of this from my 

perspective. But once again, I did not share it with the director. It was my private gift to 

myself, which I believe greatly enhanced Sister Moore’s character.  

Gauging Actor &Audience Perception 

 

 When asked during a personal interview to comment on audience perception and 

feedback, the director insists: 

Cross-cultural casting isn’t a concept, but a method of inclusion. That doesn’t 

mean that you don’t recognize race. An actor of Indian descent playing the black 

pastor’s sister in the church is feasible. But someone who doesn’t understand the 

church wouldn’t understand …. There will always be an ignorant person in the 

house. As artists we can’t explain everything to the audience. There is a level of 

sophistication that is expected from the audience to suspend disbelief and going 

with it …. My judgment here, and I may be incorrect, their relationship to race 

was not as intimate as mine. (House) 

It is to be expected in a predominantly white environment, where the number of students 

from different racial backgrounds is limited, for any director to concede that “ultimately, 

the willingness to make the work, even at the expense of initial conceptions, knowledge, 
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or traditions, seems to be one of the most important features of intercultural exchange” 

(Hutchinson 70). Compliance with these beliefs should not imply an attitude of “just be 

happy they let you do it, and come to support it,” state of thinking. What it does imply is 

that the opportunity presented for dialogue through casting and rehearsal is important. Do 

not lose the opportunity. 

 Why are theatre practitioners always so concerned about audience perception? 

The answer is box-office profits, professional and personal validation, and the common 

understanding that if the audience enjoys the play, then it amounts to a successful 

production. However, one cannot disregard theatre’s age-old connection to the audience. 

Can we even have theatre without an audience? For those who use cross-cultural casts, 

audience perception/reception is a real issue. Hutchinson continues, “Reception is another 

controversial aspect of intercultural performance practice. Often a production receives 

varied and often highly emotive responses, because the form is inaccessible or 

misunderstood in the new context” (72). 

African American church members, from the churches we had visited during our 

preparation, attended the production, and truly enjoyed themselves. They were not 

distracted by the cast with the Indian sister, or the interracial marriage. They simply 

enjoyed seeing reflections of themselves and the evolution of their stories onstage. 

“Blacks see the content of their lives being elevated into art. They don’t always know that 

is possible, and it’s important for them to know that” (Wilson 11). The director was 

pleased, as we all were, by their praises, since he had set out to prove that cross-cultural 

plays can be successful without an emphasis on race. Equally flattering were the 

comments from the respondent, who had come to the show anticipating that she would 
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not enjoy it. During the talk-back session with her, she pledged to use similar casting 

choices at her theatre. The respondent's pledge raised a question: what are the 

responsibilities to the audience when using cross-cultural casting? Should the audience be 

prepared in the same way about race as they are alerted to strobe lighting, profane 

language, nudity, or sexuality? Would that not continue to perpetuate the traditional 

approach to directing and producing a play? Are we pandering or dumbing it down for 

audiences if we attempt to do so? In Ju Yon Kim’s article “Trying on The Yellow Jacket: 

Performing Chinese Exclusion and Assimilation,” a staff writer from the 1916 issue of 

Outlook magazine responds to the state of American Theatre and perception. He 

critiques:  

We are so used to having our plays presented to us like a ready-cooked breakfast 

food, prepared for digestion and with no opportunity or need of masticating the 

ideas presented, that it is a delightful relief to see a play to which the audience is 

obviously expected to bring something more intangible than tall hats and opera-

glasses. (82) 

There are many who question why African American plays still have not managed 

to be worthy enough to be identified as simply American plays. African Americans seek 

exclusivity yes, desiring recognition for individual accomplishments, but also the 

ultimate validation of just being identified as American writers. At the 2010 Black 

Playwright’s Conference, August Schulenburg reexamined the double-consciousness for 

African American playwrights who question their state of being a playwright and black. 

As he wrestled with the country’s changing racial landscape, he wondered how events 

like the election of President Obama would affect playwrights. He quoted playwright 
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Pearl Cleage, “if I don’t have to write as an angry black nationalist, or an angry radical 

feminist – if I can write just as a writer, a woman who writes, what’s that going to do for 

my love stories”(50)? We ought to think closely about the candid remarks of Pearl 

Cleage. As our nation grows and changes, how do we as practitioners stay current or 

change to accommodate current trends? 

One wonders what playwright James Baldwin would have thought about the 

casting choices that director Cleo House, Jr. made with a largely white cast in his play 

The Amen Corner. While he had thought deeply about being called an American writer, 

James Baldwin was content to just be called a writer, when he penned The Amen Corner 

in 1968. In examination of this production as it relates to playwright intent, three 

questions arise: (1) would Baldwin have agreed with the director's choice to mount this 

production with religion as a central theme? (2) Would Baldwin have approved of a 

cross-cultural cast interpreting his play? Finally, (3) was the production successful? 

Baldwin had written The Amen Corner shortly after completing his novel Go Tell 

it on the Mountain. Both works shared similar themes of religious oppression and 

misconception. Featured in both were the singing of spirituals and a son who fought with 

the decision to follow in his mother’s footsteps as pastor of the church. To Baldwin, the 

religious aspects of the novel and subsequent play were of great importance. To focus on 

a theme other than religion would surely have offended him. Baldwin’s response in the 

preface of his play, The Amen Corner, supported these sentiments. He expressed his 

irritation concerning his editor’s comments about the heavy religious themes present in 

his novel:  

The editor ... asked me, when I entered his office for the first time and  
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after the book had been accepted, "What about all that come-to-Jesus  

stuff? Don't you think you ought to take it out?" Go Tell It on the  

Mountain is the study of a Negro evangelist and his family. They do,  

indeed, talk in a "come-to-Jesus" idiom, but to "take it out" could only  

mean that my editor was suggesting that I burn the book. I gagged, literally,  

and began to sweat, ran to the water cooler, tried to pull myself  

together, and returned to the office to explain the intention of my novel.  

I learned a great deal that afternoon; learned, to put it far too briefly,  

what I was up against; took the check and went back to Paris. 

(The Amen Corner xiv) 

“If Baldwin's intent was, in fact, to indict the church he had left in anger and disgust at 

age 17”, as writer Barbara Olson suggests, then “his editor's otherwise absurd reaction to 

the 'come-to-Jesus stuff' in Go Tell It on the Mountain may have been strangely 

warranted.”  

 Examination of Baldwin’s plays suggests that while he understood from personal 

experiences that the church was flawed, he championed its basic ideals. Olson observes 

that Baldwin’s plays invoke a sense of “deepening insistence that the church be left 

behind, each ending in itself is vexed with ambiguity.” This ambiguity, I contend, is 

symptomatic of one who questions the hardships suffered because of religion, while 

understanding that those same beliefs helped shape the realities of his successes. 

Baldwin, who recognized the role religion has played in his life, seems reluctant to make 

definitive decisions about his characters' futures. For example, Pastor Margaret’s son 

David leaves to become a jazz musician at the end of the play. There is no evidence to 
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support that he will either take his religion with him or discard his beliefs completely. 

That choice is left to the viewing audience, posed as a question “what would you do, if 

you were in David’s situation?” 

Addressing the second question as to how Baldwin would feel about the cross-

cultural cast of The Amen Corner at TTU is more involved. History tells us that Baldwin 

desired the abolition of inequalities for blacks during his lifetime. Raised during the era 

of the Dubois “for us by us” ideal, it would be safe to assume that he might disapprove of 

the cross-cultural cast employed in this production. But had he been exposed to twenty-

first-century progress in race relations, one can assume that he might be elated to witness 

his play with a cross-cultural cast. It would also mean that his work would be accessed to 

a wider audience. Given that Baldwin longed to be identified as an American writer, this 

type of casting helps bring that dream into fruition.  

Finally, was the production successful? If one measures success by box office 

profits, then yes - the production filled the small theatre each night. If one measures 

success by audience perception, as is common, then a large number of audience 

members, which included professors, colleagues and peers, did not understand it or 

appreciate it, while others got it and applauded it. If success is marked by creating an 

opportunity to showcase our similarities and open dialogue, then this production was very 

successful.  

The possibility of inconsistency or failure loomed over this production from the 

very beginning; but it was a student project and, to some degree, any perception of failure 

was a part of the package, since it was intended as a learning experience. Though the 

director focused on religion as the primary focus of the play, he admits that he had many 
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moments to discuss his casting choices in regards to race; that he was in fact asked by 

cast members to share his thoughts about his casting practices. He often responded with 

“just trust,” reluctant to engage in any racial discussion (35). For the director, not 

addressing those concerns during the process was an admitted failure on his part, and 

might have contributed to why the sense of ensemble was still lacking. Recognizing those 

limitations, however, indicates another success born from this production. The director 

had to do an assessment of himself and his process. In doing so, he was able to truthfully 

reflect on what he learned, and make decisions about future productions. That should be 

considered a fundamental achievement in academic theatre.  

Reflection 

 

Having spent my formative years in a Non-Denominational Pentecostal church 

with a female pastor at its helm, and with a mother who demonstrated similar over-

zealous tendencies in her pursuit of being a better Christian, it is recognizable that 

women as spiritual leaders have influenced my personal narrative. The role of the black 

female in the church stems from a resistance to the patriarchal hierarchies of sexuality 

and race. Telia Anderson declares: 

Black women … want for means by which to relate the totality of our experiences 

as black women. Because of our intersectionality, black women are outside many 

of the mainstream realms of political resistance, including those of and by other 

black people. (124) 

The church as an institution, has been and continues to be a vital factor in the African-

American experience. African American women have embraced religion’s reformative 
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powers in order to create a place for themselves. It carries with it enormous pressure as 

we clearly witness in Pastor Margaret’s actions.  

I am not certain how, or if, questions or concerns presented in this chapter 

perpetrate hierarchies, or contribute to racial disparities. I only know that serving in this 

production has reinforced my belief in the need to have conversations about race. 

Misinterpretations will inevitably occur in conversations that involve race. But we must 

engage one another to come to a place where everyone understands or attempts to modify 

their behavioral and cultural tendencies.  Shauneille Perry shares a challenge from the 

late Ugandian playwright, Robert Seramaga, “nothing is pure – we were colonized also, 

and I fight daily to reclaim our heritage. You American Blacks are original – you have 

your own culture. Preserve it.” The challenge issued by Seramaga is essential to directors 

who opt out of the traditional methods of casting, and a challenge to all theatre 

practitioners to go the extra mile toward equality on the academic stage. 
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Figure 3.1 The Amen Corner Cast Picture (Courtesy of Department of Theatre and Dance 

at Texas Tech University) 
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Figure 3.2 The Amen Corner Program (Courtesy of Department of Theatre and 

Dance at Texas Tech University) 
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CHAPTER IV 

Anything Goes: Ethel Merman: Me/Not Me 

It's that rare musical prescription guaranteed to perk up theatergoers like a jolt of 

caffeine. Energy levels mushroom to the point where the show actually threatens to 

outgrow the boundaries of the stage at the Charles E. Maedgen Jr. Theater on the Texas 

Tech campus. The result is a colossal achievement with production numbers fueled by 

high levels of enthusiasm. Simple songs and small dances grow in complexity until; 

finally, everyone in the show is tap dancing …. The show is sassy … as one initially 

expects …. But director Marks, especially, deserves credit for not simply playing traffic 

cop. Rather, he grasps how each individual talent can be best utilized to improve the 

musical comedy as a whole. The end result is just so easy to love.  

(William Kerns, Lubbock Avalanche Journal np) 

The sentiments of theatre critic, William Kerns marked the success of a beloved 

American musical of the 1930s as performed on the Maedgen Mainstage in the 

department of Theatre and Dance at Texas Tech University (TTU). Described by 

Raymond Knapp as “one of the happiest of accidents, (88)” Anything Goes is essentially 

a witty musical farce where boy gets girl, boy loses girl, and boy gets girl again. It 

revolves around a series of relationships with the action taking place aboard a cruise liner 

traveling from New York to England. As passengers embark on their journey, we see 

details of their lives unfold. We learn that the down-and-out Billy Crocker has found out 

that his love, Hope Harcourt, largely because of financial problems, plans to marry Lord 

Evelyn Oakleigh upon arrival to London. To prevent this from happening, he sneaks onto 

the ship, teams up with his new friend and criminal on the run, Moonface, and his old 



Texas Tech University, Nadia C. Bodie, August 2012 

 

75  

friend Reno Sweeney (old flame and ex-evangelist turned night club singer), to contrive a 

plan to thwart the impending wedding. After numerous songs, disguises, and the 

revelation that the Harcourt family will survive without Lord Evelyn Oakleigh’s money, 

allowing Billy and Hope to marry, Lord Evelyn is tricked into marrying Reno Sweeney, 

and Moonface is cleared from all wrongdoing.  

Casting Process 

In 2003, director Jonathan Marks signed up for the tremendous challenge of 

mounting Anything Goes for the department and the west Texas Lubbock audience. 

Preparing for the musical’s impending audition was an especially exciting process. To the 

outside observer, the efficiency of the audition process and all auditions that I had been 

privy to at TTU was remarkable. The auditions held for this musical was a cattle-call 

audition, which meant that every major and minor and graduate student in the department 

would sign up to audition during a one-day period at specific assigned times. There were 

two audition blocks: the first after mid-day and the second after 6pm. Graduate students 

usually helped to keep the auditions going by signing in all the actors, bringing them into 

the stage space when needed, and reminding auditionees of the rules and regulations of 

the audition (how to do an introduction of oneself - known as slate - how much time was 

allotted for song and monologue, and generally what to do when they arrive onstage). 

There were more than sixty actors and dancers present at the auditions. 

 My song choice for the audition song was “Everything’s Coming Up Roses” from 

the musical Gypsy. While rehearsing at home, I had been listening to Ethel Merman’s 

rendition of the song. Ethel Merman, a white actor, had made the role of Reno Sweeney 

popular when the musical debuted in the 1930s. In preparing for the audition, I never 
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believed I would be cast in the role of Reno Sweeney even if I had a good audition so I 

did not do any research on that specific character. Considering my character type and that 

I wanted to play a character that had a singing part, I was resolved to pursue the role of 

Moonface’s side-kick Erma. I was excited about auditioning for that part because Erma 

would actually sing a solo number, “Buddie Beware” during the show. I had no doubt 

that I was capable of singing the song and interpreting its sexual innuendos, because I had 

extensive vocal experience. The character of Erma, based on my research, had been 

previously cast as a sexy temptress. I knew that was not how I would be perceived by the 

director, mostly due to the fact that I was not the typical size, but I had hoped to show 

him through my song audition (where I had choreographed small effective dance 

movements) that I was capable of being sexy. Furthermore, I would not have been 

offended if the director wanted to make my performance a comical one. That is to say, 

the song was written to be suggestively comical, but since I was not the typical weight 

and size, I hoped, if I was cast in the part, the director could play upon the irony of my 

casting. I focused on the character of Erma because I believed at that time, that none of 

the other characters seemed to accommodate for an actor of color. Do I find it ironic that 

the character I gravitated toward was considered whorish and comical, a stereotype of the 

African American female in minstrel shows, a precursor to the American musical? Sadly, 

I did not make the connection at the time. But even more importantly, I would have 

gladly accepted the role for the opportunity to work. 

 At my auditions, beyond the expected nervousness, I performed as rehearsed. It 

was then that the director pointed out how much I sounded like Ethel Merman when I 

sang, a fact of which he did not seem to approve. After auditions I looked at the copy of 
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the CD I had rehearsed with and discovered that Ethel Merman had recorded the song I 

sang at auditions. I realized that while preparing for the audition and listening to her 

version of the song, I had adopted all of her vocal idiosyncrasies, right down to the nasal, 

brash accents she is prone to in performance.  

 The first portions of callbacks were very involved. Actors were paired with other 

actors to read from the script, allowing the director to observe chemistry between actors, 

and the ease in which they work together and receive feedback. At the end of the evening, 

I was disappointed because I still had no idea which way the director might lean with 

regards to casting. The second portion of callbacks was designated for singing and 

dancing. First actors were invited to sing for certain parts, then the musical director asked 

if the actors wanted to sing for any other parts. I panicked and picked up the sheet music 

for every female part with an individual song (Hope, Reno, Erma) checking out of the 

corner of my eye for any evidence that the director or musical director liked a particular 

rendition. Moving into the dance portion of the callbacks, I had not gleaned any evidence 

of final casting decisions in regards to me. Exasperated and discouraged, I felt I had to do 

something more. At dance callbacks we were taught a tap dance routine. Equipped with 

my tap shoes and the semester of tap dance I had taken at a different institution, I gave it 

one hundred percent. I stood on the third line, which for me was an effort to stand out just 

enough to be seen but not seen if I made a mistake. But I quickly changed my mind 

because I wanted to be remembered and considered, not just for a speaking part but for a 

singing part. So I moved to the front center and at the right hand of the choreographer. 

The choreographer wanted us to make happy, fun yelping sounds, sounds that one might 

make when out dancing with friends. We were all a little intimidated by that, but I knew 



Texas Tech University, Nadia C. Bodie, August 2012 

 

78  

the director, choreographer and musical director were searching for the actors who could 

take feedback and produce. With that in mind, I danced, hollered, and smiled. The cast 

list was posted the next day, and at the top of the list was my name next to Reno 

Sweeney. 

In Rehearsal 

Musicals require a great deal of work, and a large group of collaborators working 

to create a successful production. Though the director had many collaborators working 

intensively toward building the production, initial rehearsals specifically for the actors 

were physically and vocally intensive. Daily, for the first couple weeks, I practiced 

individual songs with the musical director early in the day; then again at evening 

rehearsal where I learned the large-cast numbers along with the rest of the cast. I attended 

separate dance rehearsals where I practiced specific choreography for a small dance solo. 

That usually occurred on the weekend or an hour before evening warm-ups began at 6pm. 

After we rehearsed the large dance routines, the cast usually worked on songs. Rehearsals 

usually ended with the director, who worked with us on staging each scene. Every other 

day there was a fitting for multiple costume changes or an additional dance rehearsal. It 

was incredibly intense but a fulfilling period as I managed the demands of graduate 

school and the preparation for the musical.  

This was the first time I had worked with the director outside of class and I had no 

sense of what the working relationship would be. But early in the rehearsal process, I 

began to feel insecure about my race and if my casting would hurt the production. I asked 

the director, one evening before rehearsal started if he thought the audience would be 

accepting of my playing Reno Sweeney. He reassured me that he cast me based on talent 
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which will be very obvious to audiences, and that I was not to worry, essentially meaning 

that if audiences had objections or were surprised by the casting choice of Reno 

Sweeney, those feelings would be squelched once they saw the whole performance. 

Those feelings of insecurity did not recede, but I was left with an understanding that my 

director was empathetic and chose to reassure me when he could have dismissed my 

concerns. With that revelation, I started the rehearsal process. Contemplating that 

interaction with the director, I have often wondered if I needed validation from the 

director or was just insecure about my abilities. The truth of the matter is that I did need 

validation from my director. The fact that he had cast me was not enough validation. Off 

stage everywhere I looked in my daily life it was evident to me the disparities between 

the dominant culture and marginalized groups of people. So though my director said 

“you’re good enough” by virtue of casting me, I would leave the affirming environment 

of rehearsal only to see how the rest of my community perceived me. I needed to hear 

from my director that I was capable and qualified. 

 Once staging of scenes began, the director made it clear that all I (and the cast) 

had to do was be prompt, pleasant, and prepared, and he and his collaborators would do 

the rest. Frankly, with a schedule as hectic as ours (directors, actors, collaborators) in 

preparing for this musical, there was little time for anything else but professionalism. 

When we merged the choreographed dances and songs into the scene-work rehearsals, 

the director, as was his practice, would stand onstage with the actors giving feedback and 

advice. I began appreciating the full generosity and hands-on approach of the director. 

One evening while singing “You’re the Top” which was a song where my character and 

her old flame Billy regaled each other with compliments, I sang to Billy, describing him 
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to be as wonderful as “camembert”. It may have been how I sang or how I did not sing it, 

but the director knew instantly that I had no idea what camembert was.  I was reluctant to 

admit it to him when he inquired, because it was on my list of actor homework that I had 

not gotten to as yet. At the time, I was pretty sure that it had a positive connotation, 

because of the song’s title.  The director nodded his head, thankfully not embarrassing 

me, explained that it was a kind of cheese, and we finished the song. The next day the 

director brought into rehearsal a package that contained a large piece of camembert 

cheese. He had purchased it for me and insisted I taste it. I did, and it was truly awful, 

mostly because I was not accustomed to the smell and texture. The gesture, however, 

spoke to the director’s hands-on approach, which was beneficial to my process. 

The actor playing the protagonist Billy and I had many scenes together and two 

songs: one duet and one I sang to him. Our work together was not without frustration 

because he had difficulty remembering his lines. Because of that, I do not think we were 

able to establish a continuity of rhythm and ease for two people who are supposed to be 

friends. I know now that it would have been acceptable to just ask him to run lines before 

rehearsals without shaming him or accusing him. If that did not work, I could have said 

something to my director. I had hoped that someone would notice, and perhaps they did, 

and spoke to him separately. In any case, in my scenes with him, I was forced to be ready 

for anything, not knowing what he was going to do next. After the production opened I 

heard a comment concerning our work together onstage. The person was discussing the 

song “You’re the Top,” that Billy and I sing together. It amounted to “the actor playing 

Billy seemed to have to pull Reno Sweeney along.” It was upsetting because I had 

worked extremely hard to get this part, maintain the privilege of the part by coming to 
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rehearsals prepared and open, and had been pulling the actor playing Billy along in that 

song because he frequently forgot the lyrics to that song in particular.  

He made certain glottal stop sounds in his throat that always indicated to me that he had 

forgotten that particular line. One of his strengths, which I admired, was improvisation, 

so audiences watching him were easily convinced that all was well in the scene. I thought 

I was protecting him by not pointing out that his unpredictable pauses were affecting my 

rhythm and contribution to the scene. I know that I should have just spoken to the 

director, but I never wanted to appear difficult or needy, especially as a leading actor.  

In the final scene of the production my character, Reno Sweeney, Billy, and his 

friend Moonface Martin had to disguise ourselves as Chinese men and women. I was 

dressed as the long-lost love of Lord Evelyn. The idea was that we would trick Lord 

Evelyn into marrying me and not Hope, whom Billy intended to marry.  The scene was 

intended to be funny but because of the identity issues I was dealing with, and generally 

desiring to protect all marginalized groups of people, I could not find the humor in the 

act, and was uncomfortable performing it in rehearsal and each night of the production. 

Did that portion of the scene have to happen onstage? Could that plot line be achieved in 

a different manner? Were there other decisions that the authors could have made to 

negate the crude imitations of a different ethnic group? Knapp confirms 

Anything Goes shows a much too accepting attitude about a number of issues 

other shows of its era were taking up seriously. Particularly troubling are the 

scenes in which Billy, Reno, and Moon Face disguise themselves as Chinese, 

quite as if this did not “count” as racist in the same way as blackface. It was, 

indeed, common enough in the 1930s to see this kind of complacency – even 
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unapologetic blackface – alongside substantial efforts to deal directly with 

America’s entrenched racism …. (97) 

Certainly I am not suggesting that the director should have omitted that portion of the 

scene, including him and the department in illegal infringements. It does, however, 

warrant a question: what can directors do in situations like the one described, to eliminate 

the perpetuation of stereotypical racist attitudes without infringing on copyright laws? 

Two suggestions that come to mind are that the department should have not chosen the 

play, or that they should have contacted the licensing agency and requested an omission 

of that portion of the musical. What are other options for directors faced with these 

dilemmas? What rights do directors actually have while pursuing their script changes? 

Licensing agencies agree that they will be open to suggestions if asked before the 

production process begins. However, most directors are convinced that the agencies will 

likely not approve their request. Regarding permission requests, a clause reads:  

If you need to make any alterations, please put your request in writing detailing 

the changes or cuts you would like to make and we will be happy to see if we can 

obtain the author’s permission you require. (www.rnh.com/theatre/tlnews) 

Gauging Actor & Audience Perception 

 Theatre critic William Kerns, who watched one of the performances, made 

several troubling comments about my performance. Though his subsequent glowing 

review set the stage for a successful run, Kerns had this to say about my performance:  

The show is sassy, classy and, if not as brassy as one initially expects when 

showgirl Reno Sweeney enters the spotlight, it is still undeniably fun to watch …. 

Nadia Bodie has charisma to spare as Reno; she delivers a good performance, but 

http://www.rnh.com/theatre/tlnews


Texas Tech University, Nadia C. Bodie, August 2012 

 

83  

one can't help but wish she possessed the vocal power hinted at in advance by the 

script. (Lubbock Avalanche Journal np) 

The old adage, “take it with a grain of salt” immediately sprung to mind when I initially 

read Kerns’s comments about the lack of vitality in vocal prowess. It is advice that I give 

to my student actors who receive outside criticisms regarding their performances. But the 

comment made me question two things. First, did Kerns feel he was missing the Ethel 

Merman type of performance as documented in musical theatre history, or did he 

perceive a lack of gospel authenticity in my voice, considering the play describes the 

character of Reno Sweeney as Ex-evangelist, gospel singer? Feedback from the Anything 

Goes audition, as stated earlier in the chapter, I discovered that I had been imitating the 

voice of Ethel Merman, indistinguishable from my own distinct vocal strengths. Based on 

that criticism, in rehearsals and performance I set a goal to concentrate on the 

interpretation of the songs instead of imitating a specific singer’s style. Was Kerns 

evaluating my performance based on a reproduced imitation of Ethel Merman’s 

performance, since she historically made popular the image and voice of the character 

Reno Sweeney? I cannot know for certain his thought process, but I can confirm the 

possibility that in efforts to sound more like my authentic self, I may have rejected the 

style of singing indicative of the 1930s musical. 

 I further pondered if Kerns, seeing a black actor cast in the role, expected a strong 

stereotypical gospel performance common from the African American experience. If that 

was indeed his expectation, I understand his reaction to my rendition of songs, 

particularly “Blow Gabriel Blow,” which contains gospel overtones. It has a strong call-

and-response structure, where the lead singer sings, then a supporting chorus joins in 
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repeating the lyrics, creating a sense of “… religious revival, especially as practiced by 

African Americans” (Knapp 97), thus merging church style with Broadway” (Knapp 97). 

My vocal ability, at an early age, was nurtured from the European traditional experiences. 

Singing from hymnals with no clapping or call-and-response singing was largely part of 

my understanding of music. Though I learned to appreciate other forms of musical genres 

into adulthood, the Pentecostal gospel influences in “Blow Gabriel Blow,” was an 

adjustment. Not particularly adept at performing vocal trills and runs that are common 

practices for gospel singers, could also be a weighing factor concerning what Kerns 

described as” lack of vocal power.” Again, I am reminded that the importance of critics 

in the theatre or in any field is valuable, but one must take their comments in stride, 

applying what is necessary and discarding the rest. 

From the early stages of the casting process through the run of the production my 

preparation process was influenced by the knowledge that “… musicals, particularly 

canonized works, are often produced virtually identically. (Hillman 1)” It is 

understandable that musical theatre patrons expect to see the version of Annie, and in this 

case Anything Goes, that they saw last year and years before, because the simple fact 

remains that  

reproducibility adds to the profit margin of musical theatre …. Even if these 

productions are not carbon copies, such as with the Disney spectacles … 

productions should hold closely enough to the original product to keep audiences 

happy…. Audience expectations are valued because they hold the key to profits. 

(Hillman 6) 
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While audiences are becoming more progressive in their approach to experimental or 

cross-cultural casting practices, they still require a large percentage of sameness when it 

comes to casting.  Audiences seemed to enjoy TTU’s production of Anything Goes based 

on the good reviews and positive responses from patrons. There was no negative 

feedback that I heard of, about my skin color or about the character’s believability in 

regards to my race. Audiences accepted it because it made sense to them. So why was I 

so worried about the outcome? Securing validation from audiences after the production 

was a gratifying experience, but why did I question how audiences would react to my 

performance?  

After the production closed, I realized that I had no sense of who I was during that 

process, and allowed myself to be distracted by how audiences would perceive me. My 

focus would have been better served discovering how I perceive myself with cultural 

explorations as grounding to my process. Many acting exercises are designed to help 

actors explore their histories and physical and emotional self in order to build characters 

that are different or similar to the actor. My issues were born from the notion that I was 

reproducing to a large degree a character made famous by a white actress – Ethel 

Merman. I was educated about her contribution to musical theatre history, but questioned 

how African American women added to that contribution. 

With that question in mind, I set out to ascertain how the African American 

female contributed to the American musical, and its precursor, the minstrel show. The 

African American female performers and the American mainstream musicals of today 

derived their influences from adaptations of European models of onstage entertainments, 

largely influenced by operas and traditional forms of dance. Those traditions persisted 
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throughout the century as stable forms of entertainment until more variety of staged 

entertainments “involving some combination of costumed  singing, dancing, instrumental 

music, humor, and drama,” began to flourish at the end of the nineteenth century (Knapp 

47). These entertainments (vaudeville, extravaganza, pantomime, burlesque, minstrelsy) 

eventually evolved into what is known as the American musical. Minstrelsy, as early as 

1815, grew in popularity as a favorite pastime for Americans. Each minstrel show was 

based on an imitation of slave life on a plantation. Central to the success of the minstrel 

show was comic timing while delivering racially derivative stereotypical humor. Thomas 

D. Rice’s “The Jim Crow Jump” became the most popular version of minstrel shows in 

the 1830s, where blacks were imitated by whites for the pleasure of white audiences. The 

Jim Crow Jump itself was known as a dragging or shuffling of feet, “with a reversal leap 

done in blackface,” as an imitation of black behavior (Knapp 50). This mimesis of 

performance helped develop many stereotypes of black males as uneducated, lazy, 

cowardly, and ungainly, yet innately musical and capable of a certain knowingness and a 

slyly undermining humor” (Knapp 50). Mostly after the Civil War, blacks began to 

perform as minstrels themselves. The most widely known black minstrel actor was 

William Lane, known as Master Juba, who was born as a free black. He frequently toured 

the minstrel circuit, and when fully dressed in blackened cork, was not distinguishable as 

black or white. 

“In addition to performing color, beginning in the 1840s, white male minstrels 

used gender as a transgressive space …” and performed as African American women 

depicting their dissatisfaction or contentment within the confines of an African American 

relationship (Bean 173). The status of relationships woes was usually the basis for the 
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blackface minstrelsy songs, commonly known as wench songs. Thus, white male 

minstrels performing as African American women were known as wenches. The lyrics of 

songs usually described the type of woman being betrayed.   

The title character of the song is always warned by her lover to behave as a good  

wife, or she will be sold or abandoned. She responds to his words by grinning, her 

teeth as white as snow, speechless …. The female impersonator, therefore, was 

established as a thoroughly contained and constrained African American woman. 

(Bean 174)     

Tragically, the white impersonators’ imitation of the African American woman often 

debased her as comical or a prostitute, an image that was perpetrated by mainstream 

America well past the nineteenth century. The type of dancing and singing performed 

during these minstrel shows was considered to be effeminate by white societal norms, but 

was allowed in the context of the minstrel show. Dressing in women’s clothing was 

equally unacceptable to Anglo Saxon practice unless performed in the context of the 

minstrel show. The impersonation and subjugation of African American women by white 

men was an accepted practice because it was perceived as merely an imitation. This 

freedom of blackness allowed white men to step away from themselves and perform 

without being ostracized as effeminate or homosexual.  

White women soon joined the minstrel show playing in whiteface usually as a 

young girl, while white male impersonators continued the comic or “whorish” portrayal 

of the African American female (Bean 180). At the height of its popularity, the minstrel 

stage showcased African American females. They however, inverted the canon of 
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practice by choosing to dress as men and women interchangeably. In doing so, this small 

group of minstrels 

showed that their bodies were suited to playing both genders and to subverting the 

dominance of minstrelsy’s containment of the black female body as fixed, 

unmoving and confined to the two categories of mulatta or mama …. They 

reclaimed black dandy characterization (overly dressed, urban black male) by 

reinscribing him into a sophisticated “race man” worthy of the upcoming Jazz 

Age. Strutting in top hats, twirling canes, and dancing in elegantly choreographed 

numbers, black female minstrels playing black men and women performed a 

counter narrative to white minstrelsy’s violent portrayals of African American 

relationships. (Bean 181) 

The innovative and skilled performances of the African American female minstrel 

challenged the dominance of male and gender hierarchies/disparities, and foreshadowed 

their future contribution to the American musical. 

The African American female, emboldened by her minstrel history, honed her 

skills in a variety of stage entertainments, forging the path for her eventual appearance on 

the American musical stage in performances from A Trip to Coontown (1898) and 

Carmen Jones (1943) to the first African American female (Toni Braxton) to play the 

character of Belle in Beauty and the Beast (1998) on Broadway. Harry Elam, Jr. 

discussed the inherent power of the black performer as one that “can purposefully 

acknowledge and utilize her ambiguous status – as a real person, as theatrical 

representation, as socio-cultural construction – to explore, expose, and even explode 

definitions of blackness” (289). The explorations and explosions of blackness for the 
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African American female, and her subsequent successful performances slowly began to 

change American perception of the African American performer, empowering blacks to 

continue redefining the negative images of themselves. The evolution of the black female 

form from its low status in minstrelsy to its current position on the American stage 

supports and validates my presence in the university production of Anything Goes. My 

portrayal of Reno Sweeney was a part of a legacy created by African American females 

whose work onstage is as reputable and skilled as her white counterparts. It is a proud 

history, born from more than a century of skilled, passionate performers, whose sacrifice 

has undoubtedly strengthened the legacy of the American musical. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Nadia C. Bodie, August 2012 

 

90  

 

Figure 4.1 Anything Goes Cast Picture (Courtesy of Dept. of Theatre and Dance at Texas 

Tech University) 

 

   

Figure 4.2 Anything Goes Program 
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CHAPTER V 

 

Pedagogical Approaches for Advancing Cross-Cultural Practices 

In a 2011 interview for American Theatre Magazine, Chicago-born playwright 

Bruce Norris rejects the argument that theatre can be a catalyst for change. He shares,  

there is no political value in having sensitive feeling about the world. I don’t think 

it generates political action. You go, you watch, you say, ‘That’s sad,’ and then 

you go for a steak. The best you can hope for is to make people slightly 

uncomfortable. At least if you take the piss out of the audience, they feel they are 

being addressed. (28)  

His assessment of the power of theatre is based on his experiences which have 

value because they are unique to him. His assessment, however, does not line up with my 

experiences on the stage as a director/actor and off the stage as a spectator. Serving in 

several capacities as a theatre practitioner, I am well aware of how collaborations in the 

theatre have altered and matured my progress as a human being and person of color. 

While I believe in the power theatre has to bring about change, it is my contention that in 

order to do so practitioners must dialogue, and discover new ways or revamp old ideas to 

promote an environment for that change to occur. In an effort to continue that dialogue 

this chapter will provide guidelines as support for promoting and practicing cross-cultural 

casting at the academic level. It is with the understanding that employing cross-cultural 

cast positively affects more than just the production’s collaborators but the audiences, 

their families, their co-workers and in turn, whole communities. These guidelines are 

meant to serve as reminders and in some cases as inspiration for directors, based on 
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research in diverse casting practice, and personal experiences as a member of numerous 

cross-cultural casts during my academic career. 

Upon arrival at Texas A&M University in the mid-1980’s, Professor Robert 

Schultz set an example for all academic theatre practitioners when he made it part of the 

Aggie Players’ mission statement to “incorporate minorities” (8). He suggested that 

institutions implement a “simple policy” to change the state of play on the American 

stage. He further suggested that theatre practitioners “… select (a) plays that are 

expressly written for multicultural casts” (7). While at TTU, I was cast in a one-act new 

script, !Ay No! by Hispanic playwright Liz Castillo, a comic play about three Hispanic 

grandmothers (only one of the characters was the actual grandmother) who are pivotal in 

the raising of a young girl who becomes a woman. Though I am black, beyond a few 

cultural references within the script, I had no problem identifying with the grandmother 

character I played because we truly had so much in common. This play easily facilitated a 

multicultural cast because the themes were universal. Audiences had the opportunity of 

witnessing a grandmother who doted on her grandchild while passing on wisdom. It was 

a play that allowed audiences to see their own grandmothers, in that cultural setting, and 

laugh at the similarities of experience.  

Shultz goes on to suggest that academic theatres present  

… representational plays in which we have the option of casting minority actors 

because a certain ethnicity will enhance the character and convey the playwright’s 

ideas more effectively; or  practice presentational plays where, since there is no 

attempt to recreate a “realistic” picture of life, “color-blind” casting can be 

practiced (7). 
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Shultz discusses using Samuel Beckett’s absurdist drama Waiting for Godot, 

which he describes as a play where of the four men cast, “the play confronts us with two 

pairs – a pair who waits and a pair who seeks” (11). He cast two African Americans in 

the roles of Didi and Gogo “the pair who waits” who genuinely love and care for each 

other. For the other two cast members, Pozzo and Lucky, “the pair who seeks,” who are 

connected in a “master/slave relationship” (11), he cast a Hispanic as the “exploited” of 

the two, and a white Pozzo whom he cast as the oppressive. Shultz confirms,  

as always the case when multicultural casting is used, the dialogue and the themes 

are given added resonance. Pozzo’s denigration of Didi and Gogo in Act I takes 

on a new meaning with an Anglo Pozzo and the African American Didi and 

Gogo. The implied racism is complemented by the relationship between Pozzo 

and Lucky. The visual image of the Hispanic Lucky with the rope around his neck 

being driven by the whip-wielding Anglo Pozzo coupled with the constant verbal 

assaults of “Pig!” and “Hog!” further underscore the abuse, exploitation, and 

inhuman treatment.(11) 

 When choosing plays for the academic theatre season, in consideration of cross-

cultural casting, directors should remind themselves of the department’s mission 

statement, which for most universities across the country has “educate” as an operative 

word. The first goal should be to educate our students, exposing them to all forms of 

casting practices so that they might make decisions for themselves. Committed to 

bridging the gap for racial equality in academia, William F. Condee, Professor of 

Humanities at Ohio University, engaged in a solution to promote a national discussion of 

race. He employs a teaching method “that used the cluster of texts, performances, and 
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images surrounding Uncle Tom’s Cabin to examine race during the nineteenth century” 

(33). Privy to numerous private discussions with colleagues who are eager to understand 

racial intricacies in their classrooms, Condee explains that “talking about race continues 

to be perilous in twenty-first century America, and most people tend to slip past these 

discussions, both in and out of the classroom” (33). Condee recognizes the power of the 

classroom as a pragmatic tool to continue these conversations in public. His position as a 

white professor he believes provides him a unique opportunity to discuss race in the 

classroom, while dispelling hierarchies of white privilege. In a recent study, educators 

who were responding to Peggy McIntosh’s “White Privilege: The Invisible Knapsack” 

article states, 

… that education for democracy should be equitable, socially just, and prepare 

society’s citizens to become active participants in the human community. 

Therefore, teachers in their role as educators play an integral part in preparing 

students for their role as citizens. As such, teachers’ conceptions of democracy as 

it relates to notions of citizenship (which are intricately linked to discourses of 

race, racialization and belongingness) need to be examined. (Solomona, Portelli, 

Daniel 2005) 

The classroom, or the stage for the purposes of this research, is therefore the first step that 

educators can use to ground discussions concerning racial disparities. It has the greatest 

potential to reach students who are already curious about race issues, creating potential 

for dialogue, awareness, and possibly acceptance and more opportunities. 

Another important guideline to consider is reforming the play selection process to 

serve underrepresented groups in your department. This was certainly the case at TTU 
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when the faculty selected The Amen Corner, which required, for the most part, an African 

American cast, as part of the academic season. The department at the time had a small 

handful of Hispanic and black actors who received supporting roles but few opportunities 

for leading roles. Placing this production in the season was important to serving the needs 

of all student actors. 

University theatres usually have two performance spaces for their season 

productions: a Mainstage that seats 400 or more and a black box or Lab stage that seats 

up to 100. Since productions that utilize cross-cultural casts are often considered 

experimental, they are usually delegated to the smaller black box instead of the 

Mainstage space with considerably more seats. This means they have limited potential in 

reaching larger audiences and are stereotyped into the “not a Mainstage type of show” 

category. In some cases, cross-cultural casts are seen once a year, if that often, at a one-

act festival conducted by the university theatre. My challenge to these universities is to 

take the plays with cross-cultural casts out of the one-act play festival and put them on 

the Mainstage for maximum exposure.  

 To continue promoting cross-cultural practices, professors in the theatre 

classroom should initiate projects that promote cross-cultural thinking. These projects can 

be adjudicated by outside theatre practitioners from a different racial/ethnic group than 

the dominant culture of students. In this way, students can collaborate and discuss their 

ideas outside the expertise and perspective of their own cultures. For instance, a 

playwriting class can develop a play with universal themes that can accommodate any 

racial/ethnic group. William F. Condee, Humanities professor at Ohio University, 

reminds us that teachers must provide a “pedagogy of talking,” which he describes as a 
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“performance practice”(33). In order to accomplish this practice he encourages teachers 

to work on that principle in the classroom, or for the purposes of this document, on the 

rehearsal stage: 

For actively engaging race in the classroom, including articulating one’s own 

position, employing a team-taught interdisciplinary approach, historicizing the 

subject, engaging in experiential leaning, working with contemporary artist, and 

interrogating issues of race.(33)   

While Condee’s pedagogical examples are primarily designed to address race across 

disciplines and in the classroom, his suggestions easily translate to actor/director process, 

and their personal research in preparing to play a character onstage. 

Directors, regardless of race, can often feel uncomfortable talking about race, 

either deeming it unnecessary or feeling that they are unqualified to initiate a discussion. 

But when employing a cross-cultural cast, it is important to ask and be ready to be asked 

difficult questions. In order to accomplish this open environment of discussion, directors 

need a sense of empathy, collaboration, and preparation. When part of a cross-cultural 

cast, actors will have questions. Some of them will require constant validation; some 

might be content to just do the work. In the direction of The Amen Corner, one of the 

productions discussed in this paper, director Cleo House, Jr. admits that though his cross-

cultural cast was not focused on race, he should have discussed the casting choices with 

his actors. In House’s thesis about The Amen Corner he shares: 

One of the hurdles I had to overcome as director was getting some of the actors to 

understand that we were not making a mockery of James Baldwin’s play by 

having Caucasian actors in some of the parts. I probably did not deal with it as 
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well as I could have, because often I would handle their curiosity with “Just trust 

me.” I took this shortcut for the reason that I did not want to go into a discussion 

on the ramifications of cross-cultural casting … I just wanted to rehearse, and it 

was probably a place that I should have allowed myself more time to explain to 

the actors who perhaps did not have a good grasp on the subject. I missed an 

opportunity to educate, and I am disappointed about that. (35) 

Avoiding the proverbial elephant in the room is not the solution when working 

with a cross-cultural cast. Include them in the process and use the opportunity for them to 

share their thoughts, which can be very helpful for the director process. To that end, 

directors are encouraged to use the opportunity at the beginning of the process to address 

casting choices, whether the play focuses on race or not, so that everyone involved 

(actors, collaborators) understands the director’s vision.  

In an effort to facilitate the success of cross-cultural productions, directors often 

envision unique concepts to frame their productions. But directors have to be careful that 

these framing concepts do not infringe on playwright intention and infringement laws. 

Often directors request small script changes from the licensing agency but neglect to 

mention their framing concept for the production, thus violating copyright laws. That is 

the reason why long-range planning is advised, because directors need time to decide on 

the concept of the production in order to request changes, and share the framing 

conceptual vision with the licensing agent. Some directors neglect to do this and are 

consequently fined. This was the case in 2003, when Amanda Dehnert, director and then 

artistic associate of Trinity Repertory Company, failed to inform the licensing agency 



Texas Tech University, Nadia C. Bodie, August 2012 

 

98  

about her framing concept for the production of Annie. In an interview with Jessica 

Hillman, Dehnert describes the concept: 

The concept began with a prologue where Annie appears in an abandoned theatre, 

having run away from her orphanage. The beginning of the musical was presented 

as a memory through Annie’s eyes, which then transitioned into her dream of 

being saved by Grace Farrell and adopted by Daddy Warbucks. However, Annie’s 

dream did not last. At the climax of the dream, she woke up again in the theatre, 

but strengthened by her dream sang a reprise of “Tomorrow.” Annie then found 

Sandy outside the theatre, and they left to have new adventures together. (5) 

Dehnert felt she needed this framing device because she felt the story of Annie suggested 

that money is the solution to all of life’s problems. If one can find money, as Annie did 

with Daddy Warbucks, then life will be great. Dehnert did not want to perpetrate that 

myth, and came up with the aforementioned framing concept to change the perception.  

Another important guideline to follow is integral to faculty and students as well as 

audiences. Directors should create more opportunities to bring actors, all collaborators, 

and communities together as a way to continue important dialogue. Often university 

theatres will invite an outside theatre professional (respondent) to view a production and 

then respond to the impact or successes of the production. All involved in the production 

will sit in the auditorium and listen, perhaps asking the respondent a few questions, but 

basically just listening to their feedback. This is a common and helpful practice at TTU. 

University theatres also employ talkbacks, where the audiences can address directors, 

actors, and designers directly about the process. Typically if a production has homosexual 

overtones, nudity, or high levels of violence or profanity, university theatres have been 
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known to hold meetings within the community to discuss and prepare expectations about 

the upcoming play. These meetings are not always predictable because patrons who 

intended to attend the production might choose not to. While at TTU, the department 

produced Tony Kushner’s Angels in America, which focused on the AIDS epidemic and 

homosexuality and contained nudity. Advocacy for that project started quickly to offset 

the possibility of community debate or their refusal to attend. Lisa Westkaemper, a 

doctoral candidate in the program at the time, worked on this project with Department 

faculty to schedule town hall meetings and other strategies, in order to inform the 

community of the play’s importance. The production went up as scheduled, and Lisa 

Westkaemper wrote her dissertation on the process and its subsequent success.  Another 

strategy university theatres employ is hosting dinners in order to bring the artists and 

community together, often as gratitude for funding and support, but not in terms of 

bringing artists and community together for dialogue. In a 2011 interview for American 

Theatre Magazine, director Peter Sellars admits that his work is focused on bringing 

artists and communities together.  

For example, what we were able to do with The Children of Herakles at American 

Repertory Theater (of Cambridge, Mass.) in 2003 was to create a conversation. 

Every night we had conversations between refugees and border guards, 

immigration judges, people running detention centers and undocumented people – 

conversations that would never happen in real life but could only happen in a 

demilitarized zone created by art. So for me, it’s all about the space that’s being 

created for people to actually have a conversation that’s not otherwise possible…. 
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I’m much more interested in the quality of interaction, and in creating a space 

where the conversation that needs to happen could happen. (Weiner-Kendt) 

Sellars challenges us to initiate conversations that not only challenge the cultural thinking 

in our communities, but forge relationships between artists and audiences as an 

investment toward free sharing and understanding of each other. 

  Finally, when preparing to work with a cross-cultural cast, directors are 

encouraged to delegate assistance and ask for advice. Often directors refuse help or to 

elicit advice because they do not want to appear unprepared or ignorant. It is 

understandable because directors work weeks, sometimes months in advance before 

casting a production. It can be difficult to surrender certain duties when interpreting text 

into performance, and to share that responsibility with another collaborator. This was not 

the case in My Sister in this House, one of the productions discussed in this document. 

The director chose an assistant director who was also a cast member to work alongside 

him. He could and did defer to her for the delegation of work and elicited input. In 

addition, by delegating and collaborating with the assistant director, an environment of 

“team-teaching” occurs because it “provides the opportunity for each … to speak to his 

on her own specialization, and removes the pressure to be an expert in all areas” (34). 

The “team-teaching” or in the case of this production, assistant directing was important to 

the rehearsal process. An interview with the director of My Sister in this House, Jonathan 

Marks affirms: 

What ultimately worked about that play was how we all worked together and how 

tuned in you were to each other.  Radhica as an AD …. her exercises and the fact 
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that she and the cast could do so much focused activity without me in the building 

was very helpful. I thought it was important that I be apart of it and removable.   

Feminist director Ellen Donkin in her article “Black Text, White Director” refers 

to white directors approaching the rehearsal process with an African American text “in a 

position of inquiry” (82). Her advice is equally useful for directors who work with cross-

cultural casts. She continues,  

I want to suggest to white directors that being white is not a transparency, not a 

neutral and benevolent stewardship, but that is it a very specific position that has 

to be clarified relative to gender, sexual preference, and class. (82) 

This clarifying process prepares the director to do two things: “it shifts authority for the 

life of the play onto the playwright and the actors living inside the text” (82). Once that 

happens, directors find it an easy transition to ask for help or relinquish control of certain 

aspects of the play that may be difficult to stage or understand because of the type of 

casting. For the production of My Sister in This House, “the director’s collaboration was 

part of the process of disinvesting the director of authority over the text, of decentralizing 

that ‘interpretive” process” (84). As previously mentioned, the director affirmed the 

success of collaborating with his assistant director, sharing that her assistance impacted 

the process of the production immensely.  

The academic stage is more diverse and growing; our academic community must 

find diverse ways in which to accommodate and mature the face of that diversity on the 

stage. The process of teaching students to be open to cross-cultural thinking is not, in my 

opinion, “a grand plan for revolution” but rather a “much more subtle and longer-lasting 

liberating quality” (Sellars 139). Black director and literary critic Rhett Jones writes: 
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The world is no longer only Black and White, and the aims and goals of the Black 

Arts Movement were right for the time, but that time has marched on. Like it or 

not, we are bi- and tri-racial, West Indian and Native American and a growing 

new group – American Africans. (Jones) 

Changing a cultural aesthetic or a community’s norm on thinking and perceiving art 

happens slowly as with all things one deems important in life. My mandate as an artist 

and teacher is to think about how my decisions or indecisions affect my community. My 

contribution, in regards to cross-cultural casting, motivates me to challenge the culture of 

thinking within the ranks of university theatres, utilizing cross-cultural practices as a 

vehicle for advancing equality of opportunities and continued dialogue. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Director/Cast Interviews 

 

My Sister in This House Interview with Director Jonathan Marks 

 

Sept 17, 2009 

 

N. Bodie:  What inspired you to direct Kesselman’s play? 

J. Marks: I always liked Wendy. I had worked with her before and we were friends. 

We were looking for a small play with female roles.  It was not necessarily 

intended for me to direct but I suggested it for the season. 

Bodie: Have you used non-traditional casts before and why? 

Marks: I did it first in Twelfth Night. It was my perception that there were far 

more talented women than men in the department at the time, and that they 

were under-served. I also thought that Twelfth Night would be a good 

script to use with an all-female cast, because it fit with the play's theme of 

gender confusion.  At that point, I learned the lesson of the enchanting 

powers of our desires to enter into a fiction.  This is what theatre does and 

you believe it.  In the early renaissance they had a motto they use in Latin: 

“populus vult decipi” – people want to be deceived. Part of what theatre 

does is to make people willing accomplices in their deception. I 

discovered that the most common reaction was “I was put off by it at the 

start but by the end of it I had forgotten.” or “It was surprising at the 

curtain call to discover they were all girls.” 

Bodie: When you first thought about casting the show, did you plan to be open to 

cross-cultural casting?  
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Marks: No, because in my mind it was basically a realistic play and in my mind 

realistic plays demanded traditional casting, meaning people should look 

like who they are. 

Bodie:  What changed your thinking? 

Marks: I was walking on campus and you and Radhica shared with  me the roles 

you wanted to play.  Then I walked away and thought “why would I not 

cast the best actresses in the department?”  Maybe in this environment, it 

is about good acting.  

Bodie: Why did you cast a group of actors from different ethnic & racial 

backgrounds? 

Marks: I looked at all the people that auditioned and that was just the cast that fell 

into place.  I wasn’t following any sort of theory of non-traditional casting 

but simply a reality that if I’m willing to make certain leaps about how 

they look, then who would be the best cast to do the play?  I didn’t go out 

looking for a specific type. 

Bodie: Once the decision was made, did the production become a conceptual 

production? 

Marks: I thought it was conceptual enough.  I didn’t think that anything else 

needed further reaction.  I guess there were certain kinds of extra accents 

that could have been used like sound cues, given the play’s location, but 

most of the rest of it should have been done straight. The play was spilt 

into two different types of aesthetic - the first part and the last thirty 
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seconds.  The scene of violence is totally unexpected.  The rest of the play 

is so placid on the surface that even though the play is building up, the 

violence at the end makes you say “Oh my god what’s happening?” 

Bodie:  Did you encounter any resistance because of your casting choices? 

Marks: I proposed it to my collaborators and said “this is what I am thinking” and 

elicited their input.  I think everyone actually thought it was an acceptable 

idea.  I didn’t sense resistance anywhere. Basically I thought that the only 

thing that would sell this play was good acting. 

Bodie: In all the plays I’ve ever auditioned for, this was one of two that I was sure 

I would not be cast in.  Do you think that you undermined historical 

accuracy or the importance of the play by using a non-traditional cast?  

Marks: No, you were those characters, and the fact that you all were different 

races didn’t stand in the way.  The same phenomenon is that people will 

put off in a few seconds then forgot so there is no space between the actors 

and the characters.  This is a play where an actor walks across the stage 

and up the stairs and she’s limping and it takes forever, and conventional 

wisdom says that you’ve got to get this over with, but it was totally 

uninteresting unless she walked slowly.  It’s a play where focusing on the 

minuscule adds value if it’s properly acted and lived. 

Bodie: Do you think there are certain plays that shouldn’t have non-traditional 

casts and why? For instance, musicals vs. straight plays vs. plays based on 

history. 
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Marks: Yes, realistic plays. I cannot quite reconcile this experience with that 

belief.  It may be that belief was forged in a context where Williams and 

Inge and others set their plays in a strictly American contest where 

ethnicity really mattered or where ethnicity is one of the most important 

realities.   

Bodie:  When is it appropriate to use non-traditional casts? 

Marks: Whenever you think it’s appropriate. When there is a point you’re trying 

to make. My experience has suggested that the best production can be 

reached with non-traditional cast. Usually the best talent produces the best 

results.   

Bodie: You are pretty hands-on with your actors. I always wanted to know why 

you stand onstage while watching your cast in rehearsal 

Marks: I wonder too. It’s probably because it’s most comfortable for me and 

because I’m nearsighted.  I also feel more of what’s going on from there 

than from the house. What ultimately worked about that play was how we 

all worked together and how tuned in you were to each other.  Radhica as 

an AD, seemed like a bad idea, but in this case it worked out perfectly.  

Her exercises and the fact that she and the cast could do so much focused 

activity without me in the building was very helpful. I thought it was 

important that I be a part of it and removable.    

Bodie:  If the story of the play is universal is it then okay to cross-cultural cast?  

Marks: Yes. Why not make up the rules? People were absolutely sure that we 

couldn’t do any of the things we do today.  It was universally accepted 
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that black people could play Othello and Arun the Moor (Titus Androcius) 

and that was it, but that’s all been turned upside down. I remember a 

movie, The Year of Living Dangerously starring Linda Hunt, where she 

plays a male dwarf named Billy Quan. There was no reason to cast a 

female player, no reason. I thought a dwarf actor couldn’t be successful, 

but she’s got an academy award to prove me wrong and she’s a wonderful 

actor. 

Bodie: What parallels can be drawn between the black experience in America and 

the Jewish Holocaust during World War II? 

Marks: The brand of Judaism I observe is the ethical side and my sense of the 

ethics of the world quickly told me that there was something wrong with 

segregation. I grew up on the border of the south in a time of segregation. 

I grew up seeing the real thing and signs that said “Whites Only.” When I 

co-directed my junior class musical, which would have been about 1962, 

there was a rule when you had a men’s and women’s chorus and they did 

steps with each other, they would pair off. You couldn’t pair white with 

black and vice-versa and I said, let’s do it - so what if it’s not even?   They 

did a do-si-do and the world didn’t collapse. There were no negative 

consequences. Once in Chattanooga, I was on a bus and I got up out of my 

seat to let an elderly black lady sit down and everyone on the bus thought 

it was just hilarious. “Where are you from and what is the matter with 

you?” Even the black people laughed at me.  Even though that was 

embarrassing and she was reluctant, she did sit down and I knew I had 
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done the right thing. I could see things that were seemingly impossible 

were actually possible if people thought about it. 

Bodie: What responses / feedback did you receive after the production? 

Marks: Just that people forgot about it.  At the Yale Rep when Lloyd Richards 

was the director, there was a production of Hedda Gabler in which the 

part of Judge Brack was played by James Earl Jones. One of the criticism  

professors made fun of the notion of James Earl Jones playing Judge 

Brack and put on a Negro accent playing the judge as black and it was 

horrifying.  It was a qualifying exam and the student was Cuban. I think 

that the professor had no notion of what he was saying. 

Bodie:  Did you consider the possible audience reaction during casting? 

Marks: You look at who looks best for the role. A small negative might be that the 

audience spends some time saying “Why?”  For instance, if Denzel 

Washington is the best for the part then it’s a no-brainer. In a commercial 

production, the main concern is making money.  I have a good eye for 

casting and sometimes there is a revelation, something that comes through 

in audition. 

Bodie: Were there ways to persuade the entire production team to support your 

diverse cast as far as marketing, audience perception, talk-backs in the 

classroom?  

Marks: I told people as it was developing - faculty and staff knew about it.  I don’t 

think a point needed to be made. I might have had more resistance if I said 

anything before. When I first came here, I had to direct Brighton Beach 
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Memoirs and it’s usually an all-Jewish cast. I wondered how that could be 

done at Texas Tech, and what emerged was a predominantly Hispanic 

cast.   
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My Sister in This House Interview with Assistant Director Radhica Ganapathy 

March 13, 2012 

N. Bodie: As assistant director what were your challenges/success during rehearsal? 

R. Ganapathy: Let me first define what my job was in being an assistant director. 

Sometimes the director would ask my opinion about a scene and what I 

thought about it.  Working with him was more like a dialogue than 

anything formal. We didn’t plan beforehand that I would run certain 

rehearsals or work with specific actors. 

It was more like having an inside voice to what the actor was feeling. 

Before we started rehearsals, he did ask my opinion a lot about casting and 

running the callbacks. But I knew that he was also considering me as an 

actor so he tried to make some sort of separation. My hands-on work was 

later in the process for warm-ups. As an actor, I wanted to focus on the 

script. There was so much silent work. So I didn’t approach warm-ups 

with the idea of cast bonding or the coming together of four people, but 

more about realizing that these four women were isolated. The mother 

doesn’t quite trust anyone. The daughter doesn’t feel she can trust anyone. 

Christine was like the mother trying to control Lea and Lea didn’t want to 

be controlled. I designed my warm-ups to focus on those ideas. 

I don’t think that there were any real challenges. Dr. Marks definitely had 

a vision and I believed in that. That made the work easy. 

 



Texas Tech University, Nadia C. Bodie, August 2012 

 

116  

Bodie: Do you remember when we approached the director and joked about 

playing sisters? 

Ganapathy: Yes, we both we knew more than likely it would be one of the last things 

we would do together. We really didn’t expect him to cast us. I just 

thought it would be fun. 

Bodie:  Did you have reservations about the casting? 

Ganapathy: No, I did not. I was aware that you were black and playing a white 

character but I felt that you were a strong actor. After the cast list went up, 

people were asking “Why did Dr. Marks cast the mother with a black 

actor?” But why didn’t they ask why the daughter was white? We assume 

that the servants would brown skinned or black. That was a natural 

assumption that made sense.  But when they assumed that the mother 

would be white, they were making a class assumption, which implied a 

racial assumption as well. 

Bodie:  Do you feel more privileged than other racial groups or nationalities in this 

  country? 

Ganapathy: Ah, I read an article about certain minorities being called a “Model 

Minority.” I feel that what makes me more privileged is my education. I 

see a lot of Indians who, by their clothing I can make judgments about 

their economic status. It depends on the social group you put me in.  Even 

though I came from a middle-class upbringing in India, I was raised with 

an upper-class thinking and approach to living. I feel that I am more 

privileged than a black man picking up the trash. I know I’m more 
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privileged than him. I remember you telling me many times when we were 

in graduate school that you didn’t have anything to wear when I asked you 

to go out with me to a bar. You would say that you didn’t feel pretty, and I 

told you that you concentrated too much on what people said about you. 

But I felt we had an umbrella of being poor students, so if you don’t have 

the latest fashions, it was because we were poor college students. It is an 

understood condition. But I did understand how you felt about being 

perceived. I think your response has to do with America’s history of race 

relations in regards to African Americans and Hispanics and how they are 

perceived. 

Bodie: Later in our warm-ups as the set was built, you had us doing a lot of 

architectural warm-ups, like sitting in the chair/bed our character would sit 

on, then saying lines. Did that technique come from viewpoints? 

Ganapathy: Yes it did. Viewpoints are basically a movement philosophy. Viewpoints 

help you concentrate on a specific concept that might have been used in a 

general way. With Viewpoints, you can focus on one thing very 

specifically. For example, tempo, what do you mean when you say tempo? 

Using Viewpoints helps you to break it down in smaller components. 

Architectural blocking was something else we focused on in warm-ups 

because the space was so divided. Who belonged where and why? I wrote 

in my qualifying exams about My Sister in This House. It was a directing 

question, and I was asked what play I wanted to direct and why I wanted 

to direct it. Turns out the next year we did that same play. I remembered 
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from back then that the servant’s rooms were upstairs. Why did 

Kesselman put them upstairs and not in the basement? I thought about that 

a lot. It finally dawned on me after watching Gosford Park, a movie about 

money and class. The wealthy people upstairs have their drama and the 

maids/servants downstairs have their drama. 

It was because of a line Kesselman wrote in her play, where Madame 

Danzard says to her daughter, “they don’t even look like maids.” It was 

because the servants saved their money for a portrait, and generally spent 

money as if they were of a certain class. Their living quarters being placed 

upstairs above the Danzard’s suggested a shift in power, and that is what 

made Madame Danzard upset all the time. That is why I was so focused 

on architectural warm-ups. That room upstairs was everything to us (the 

sisters). We had a space to make our own rules and break the rules. 

Madame herself, singing downstairs when she thought no one was around, 

was looking for that sort of freedom too. But she was just as restricted by 

gender and class. 

Bodie: Do you think that you undermined historical accuracy or importance of the 

play by using a cross-cultural cast? 

Ganapathy: No, and yes - one can say this was about class and race and make it a 

racial piece. But I think it was driven by gender and class. Not that these 

things aren’t related. But it had to do with power, and why do we find it 

hard to believe that there could be a rich black woman. If we are going to 

challenge historical accuracy, then we have to put everything on the table 
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and talk about it. But for academic theatre, it is important for us to have 

that talk. The job of theatre is to incite something and if that means we 

disagree, fine, the audience doesn’t have to like everything but we have 

started a dialogue. 

Bodie: Do you think the impact is lessened when the audience sits there thinking 

about black mother, white daughter in My Sister in This House? 

Ganapathy: When an audience comes to the theatre, they come for many varied 

reasons. When they come it is not our job to make everything nice for 

them but to challenge them. For instance, if you say traditional theatre is 

classical Greek theatre, and we put fifty men on stage in masks singing, do 

you know how distracted the audience will be by that? Brecht would say 

“I don’t care about what they audience feels.”  I was surprised to hear one 

of the Hispanic students enrolled in the program at the time asking why 

you were cast as Madame Danzard when your daughter was white. I think 

the better question could have been why she is playing the daughter. We 

had black mother, brown servants; she was the odd one out. There are 

many conversations to be had still.  
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The Amen Corner Interview with Cleo House, Jr. 

Sept 17, 2009 

N. Bodie: What inspired you to direct this Amen Corner? 

C. House: It wasn’t my first choice. Death and the Maiden was my first choice, but it 

didn’t get picked. I saw a version of it as an undergrad done by an all 

black school.  The cathartic experience I had never left me because of my 

background as a preacher’s kid. Not just any preacher, but a man. 

Bodie: Why did you choose a play like this when you had a limited pool of 

actors? 

House: At the time, I was constantly fighting for representation of people of color 

in the department and wanted to practice what I was advocating. I wanted 

to prove that a show like this has currency both ways. 

Bodie: Was there any opposition? 

House: Not really, but it has been quite a few years now, and time does temper. 

There was plenty of “I don’t see how this is gonna work” responses from 

the faculty.  I still am the kind of person who picks a show with the 

possibility that it can’t happen.  I’m more excited about that kind of 

theatre. 

Bodie: Before this show, had you used non-traditional casts before and why? 

House: Yes, I did Medea at UIL. It was set in China and none of the cast members 

were of Asian descent. I support the idea that plays are about the human 

connection.  I am not as naive as I was when I directed this; I acknowledge 

the differences now, and I don’t believe in color-blind casting.  To color-
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blind cast, is to say that race doesn’t exist and I don’t believe that at all. 

The given circumstances of the play are exceptions. 

Bodie: Which term do you prefer, color blind casting, integrated casting or non-

traditional casting? 

House: Typically, I prefer cross-cultural casting.  The idea that someone can have 

an Italian or Nigerian accent and still be a member in the church works.  

Cross-cultural casting encompasses more.  I don’t believe in using the 

term “non-traditional” casting, because it implies that only traditional 

casting is correct. It’s like “to be straight is to be right.”  My mother once 

said to me “If it ain’t straight, it’s crooked.”  Which is why I don’t like the 

term because if it’s not “straight” it’s considered less than. In Amen 

Corner, it was cross-cultural because it was feasible for all these people to 

be there in church together.  More people could be attracted to that type of 

service.  In Diary of Anne Frank, it was non-traditional because you’re 

messing with historical accuracy as opposed to 110 In the Shade, where 

the directly threw a couple of non-white actors in the chorus but it doesn’t 

affect the story line in any way and doesn’t influence the playwright’s 

intent or given circumstance. If you do an episode of Dallas and have J.R 

dating a black woman, you have integrated the cast. But to have Bobby be 

black, it’s non-traditional casting.  But to have J.R and Bobby be Italian 

and white, it would be cross-cultural. It has to be thought out in the 

academy and investigated, mainly because it’s good to be able to vocalize 

choices and be able to articulate what type of choice we’re making and to 
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differentiate the choices no matter how similar they are. If we fail to do 

that, people will take it for granted. 

Bodie: When you thought about casting the show, did you plan to use a cross-

cultural cast? 

House: Yes. The department wasn’t sure it was going to work, but they were 

curious as to how it could be done. 

Bodie: Once the decision was made, did the production become a conceptual 

production? 

House: No, I think it would be seen as conceptual to someone to whom race is 

foreign - to someone who doesn’t embrace the concept of cross-cultural 

casting.  But to me, cross-cultural casting isn’t a concept, but a method of 

inclusion.  That doesn’t mean that you don’t recognize race.  You 

acknowledge race and you try to use it effectively.  For example, Radhica 

as sister in the church is feasible. But someone who doesn’t understand the 

church wouldn’t understand.  As an artist, I know there will always be an 

ignorant person in the house.  I didn’t want to put a description of all this 

in the program because it’s not a concept to me. As artists, we can’t 

explain everything to the audience. There is a level of sophistication and 

suspension of disbelief expected from the audience. In hindsight, some 

people in the department didn’t get it because they were trapped by their 

own issues about race. My judgment here, and I may be incorrect, is that 

their relationship to race was not as intimate as mine, the working of a 

small church in a back city or country.  But I think they got hung up on the 
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fact that the actors playing Brother and Sister Boxer were white and 

Leticia had a white-looking son.  My question is: if George C. Wolfe had 

done this, would they have investigated this and asked why? I think so. 

Because I was a young director, I think that they didn’t give me the benefit 

of the doubt. That’s why I used George C. Wolf and not Steven Spielberg.  

My choices were rooted in common sense and reality. 

Bodie: What is your definition of a concept production? 

House: Let’s take Titus Andronicus and set it in Nazi Germany. I’ll take the idea 

of the sun and set it in the middle of the stage. Isn’t more a 

deconstruction? I think it’s stripping it down and Suzuki is a good 

description of deconstruction. 

Bodie: Tell me about the framing concept of the outside world (alley people)? 

House:  The vignettes between scenes, showing the nightlife, were the real 

conceptual part of the show.  It wasn’t as clear or as good on stage as it 

was in my mind. But when the respondent came she didn’t have a problem 

with it because she is from that experience and she got it.  

Bodie: Do you think it distracted the audience?  Do you  think the impact is 

lessened when the audience sits there thinking about the black mother and 

white husband in the case of Amen Corner, or black mother and white 

daughter in My Sister In This House? 

House: For some people, white and black is difficult. There is a little bit of 

masking going on when you cast outside of people’s expectations.  Its like 
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when you have a puff of smoke on stage and the audience says “Where did 

that come from?”  

Bodie: Can you talk more about different types of casting? 

House: I think that there should be a better criteria for these four types of casting. 

Not every play works with all of these things.  There are characteristics or 

definitions that are almost true to form to them.  So why not have a way to 

identify a casting choice?  When I look at auditions, it says actors of all 

color are welcome.  What does that mean?  Why are you doing All My 

Sons and asking for actors of all colors to audition when a black actor 

doesn’t have a chance? 

Bodie: What do you think was the message/theme of the play that made it a good 

candidate for a cross-cultural cast? 

House: Its location - a city where people come together from different walks of 

life.  I think people misunderstood, thinking that I would do this with any 

play. 

Bodie: In your opinion, when is it not appropriate to cross-cultural cast? 

House: When it is well known, like if we’re doing a play about slaves from the 

south, you’ve got to get it right. 

Bodie: In what ways, beyond casting, do you think you subverted the canon 

during this process? 
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House: By putting a woman in the leadership role, the playwright does it. Anytime 

you perform a play by James Baldwin, you’re subverted it by default.  

Whether you want to be subversive or not, you are. 

Bodie: How do you feel about separate theaters for people of color, sexuality, 

disability, and ethnicity? 

House: I think it’s needed because we don’t want to wait around for someone to 

tell our story and decide our story is marketable that particular season. 

White theaters now have a token black. Why can’t we all have the same 

thing? I tell my story, you tell your story. I propose this as an opportunity, 

not exclusion. Quit giving people fish and teach them how to fish instead. 

Bodie: What connection, if any, as a black American, do you feel toward me as a 

black Caribbean native? 

House: You are a good actor and I thought how can I use you and everyone else 

around you.  Prioritize who you need to have and it goes from there. 

Bodie: What are the reasons for discomfort and rebellion in a non-traditional cast 

and how can they be overcome? 

House: Well, I think that whenever you do something different, and you can’t get 

someone to buy into it, they just don’t trust the message.  I always asked 

“what can I do?” 

Bodie: What responses / feedback did you receive after the production? 
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House: I remember that the respondent got it and appreciated that I didn’t use 

funky songs but used old school songs.  So I thought that if she 

understood, the problem with everyone else is that they just weren’t ready. 

Bodie: Were you afraid of failing? 

House: Yes, but that happens every time you set out to do anything creative. 
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The Amen Corner Interview with cast member Radhica Ganapathy 

March 11, 2012 

N. Bodie: What was your reaction to attending Pentecostal churches in preparation 

for the role? 

R. Ganapathy: The director would say ‘Praise the Lord,’ and he would encourage us to 

respond. I had no idea of how people react in church. What made it real 

was going to that church. We were fascinated. The director instructed us to 

look for people that you think you can identify with. I remember looking 

around for characters who mostly resembled my character. I think I related 

to the majority of the characters I played on the TTU stage, without 

thinking too much about how different we were (character vs. myself, 

issues of nationality, class, etc.) because I was open to looking at them 

from my own point of view. 

Look for people that you think you can identify with. I remember looking 

around for characters who most resembles my character. It’s funny but a 

lot of the characters I played on a TTU stage. I feel like I can relate to 

them without thinking too much about where they were because I was 

willing to look at them from my point of view. But the Sister Odessa 

character was not like me at all. And did I have to sound black? And if so, 

what did that mean? 

The director never said this was a black voice, so I found her for myself. I 

felt comfortable after I found my own rhythm. 
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Bodie: Were you concerned about how the African American audience would 

respond to whites and other racial groups performing Baldwin's play? 

Ganapathy: The black people from the church said how it really spoke to them. I 

remember the respondent saying that initially she came prepared to not 

like the show. She thought “how can you do a James Baldwin show with 

an integrated cast?”  
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APPENDIX B 

 

My Sister in This House Show Review 

 

My Sister in This House – Show Review 

By William Kerns 

Lubbock Avalanche Journal 

 

“Motivation missing in Mark’s ‘My Sister.’” 
 

Playwright Wendy Kesselman reportedly visited and stayed for hours inside the 

house in Le Mans, France, where a middle class woman and her daughter were murdered 

savagely by their two maids, sisters who left behind clues hinting at incestuous 

lesbianism. The ghosts evidently weren't talking much that day, and Kesselman deserves 

a tip of the hat for sharing her fascination with the mystery without trying to explain 

motivation or extent of the brutality. To merely say that it is a grim, adult production 

would be selling it short. 

What Jonathan Marks, director of "My Sister in This House" at Texas Tech, and 

his cast have delivered is a study of contrasts and growing paranoia born of a lack of 

communication. There is at least a hint of class struggle revealed, with the homeowners 

keeping servants' salaries low and aghast that employees would dare to dress with any 

personality. 

A little sense of rebellion initially could be an attempt to protect a loved one 

against perceived violence or an implied separation. Then comes what is likely a 

psychotic break. Marks' treatment of violence is handled simply and effectively, 

primarily with lighting effects, without really showing much of anything. That pretty 

much describes characterizations constructed by the four co-stars: simply communicated 

but revealing no obvious confrontational traits. 
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If there's a reason for the volcanic eruption of violence, it is well disguised. Rather, the 

90-minute play, performed without intermission, is an interesting, if not always 

intriguing, view of the surface of these four characters. Simply put, the characters are not 

very likeable, and, if one were to predict that repression would explode outwardly, the 

daughter, Isabelle Danzard, is the one who would seem to bear watching. 

She is as hen-pecked as any daughter can be by a mother, and her only manner of 

fighting back seems to be sneaking chocolates when no one is looking. Portrayed by 

Cathryn Thompson, Isabelle is bored, acting like a child when skipping down stairs, 

afraid to speak out against a domineering mother, played by Nadia Bodie. If Isabelle 

Danzard prefers to go out, Madame Danzard announces they will stay in. Madame will 

choose only her own favorite meals, and, during a deliciously directed game of cards, 

Bodie's delirium while approaching victory sounds like sexual satisfaction. Thompson 

effectively creates a victim for whom marriage would provide an escape. 

While there are moments when Isabelle seems inclined to be friendlier toward the 

servants, or at least toward the younger and more naive Lea, it is not surprising that she 

would instead curry favor with her mother by airing accusations. Jordan Bennett's Lea 

does not seem cognizant of her sister's need for companionship or her jealousy, even as 

older sister Christine, the perfectionist, worries that Lea may choose to return to their 

mother or stay with Isabelle. Vicki Ayers' design of the Danzard home is one of comfort 

without warmth. Broken hopes and unrealized dreams could be shared by every character 

in "My Sister in This House," although not one character endears herself to the audience 

in the process. It is hard to dredge up pity with an ending as impossible to fully 

understand in the theater today as it was more than 70 years ago in Le Mans. 
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APPENDIX C 

My Sister in This House Play Synopsis and Character List 

Playwright: Wendy Kesselman 

Director: Jonathan Marks, D.F.A 

Character List:  

Madame Danzard: mother of Isabelle 

Isabelle: unmarried daughter of Madame Danzard 

Christine: Danzard’s house servant and older sister of Lea 

Lea: Danzard’s house servant and younger sister 

Voices: Photographer/Medical Examiner/Judge 

Synopsis: 

Based on a historical incident, My Sister in this House involves the life of four 

women living under the same roof in early 1930s Le Mans, France. The bourgeois 

Madame Danzard, who seems largely concerned with her image and finding a 

suitor for her teenage daughter Isabelle, spends her time gossiping and playing 

cards. Danzard’s daughter Isabelle who seems to have no voice of her own, pines 

for her mother’s love, and the chance to live her own life. The young servants, 

Christine and Lea, work ardently in the home. The two groups of women 

sometimes mirror each other with the imposing Madame Danzard fussing over the 

slightly dull Isabelle, while 20ish Christine coddles her 15-year-old sister in their 

small attic room. The sisters work under the demanding gaze of Madame 

Danzard, while engaging in an incestuous relationship. The growing weight of 
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class, sexual, political, and religious constraints repress both the Danzards and the 

servants, eventually erupting in a stunning and violent end.   
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APPENDIX D 

The Amen Corner Play Synopsis and Character List 

Playwright: James Baldwin 

Director: Cleo House, Jr. M.F.A. 

Character List:  

Margaret Alexander: Pastor of the church 

Odessa: Margaret’s older sister 

Ida Jackson: A young woman 

Sister Moore, Sister Boxer, Brother Boxer: Elders of the church 

David: Margaret’s 18-year-old son 

Luke: Her husband 

Sisters Sally, Douglass, Rice: Members of the congregation 

Brothers Davis, Washington: Members of the congregation 

Woman: Member of the congregation 

Other Members of the congregation 

Synopsis:  

As Pastor of a church in Harlem, Margaret Alexander and son David deal with the 

arrival of their estranged husband and father, Luke. Upon Luke’s arrival, 

Margaret discovers that he is ill. Young David, Sister Moore, and several other 

elders of the church learn that Margaret has lied about why Luke left. They learn 

that it was Margaret who left Luke in order to pursue a closer relationship with 

God. Luke, David, and the members accuse Margaret of being hypocritical. They 

challenge her authority and subsequently denounce her as head of the church. 
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After finding out that his father is dying, David tells his mother he is leaving 

home to work as a jazz musician. After the loss of her son, husband, and church, 

Pastor Margaret realizes that she used her religion as an excuse to hide from the 

pain, love, and joy of the world. The play speaks to the role of the church in the 

African American family and community. 
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APPENDIX E 

Anything Goes Show Review 

Anything Goes – Show Review 

By William Kerns 

Lubbock Avalanche Journal 

 

“Motivation missing in Mark’s ‘My Sister’ 

 

With so many of Cole Porter's best songs unveiled throughout the 1930s musical 

"Anything Goes," many theatergoers expect to settle back in their comfortable chairs and 

tap their toes. But director Jonathan Marks places even early emphasis on smiles and fun, 

delivering countless laughs and tunes that make audiences first want to move and sway 

and finally stand up, applaud and cheer. It's that rare musical prescription guaranteed to 

perk up theatergoers like a jolt of caffeine. Energy levels mushroom to the point where 

the show actually threatens to outgrow the boundaries of the stage at the Charles E. 

Maedgen Jr. Theater on the Texas Tech campus. 

The result is a colossal achievement with production numbers fueled by high 

levels of enthusiasm. Simple songs and small dances grow in complexity until; finally, 

everyone in the show is tap dancing to brilliantly played melodies. The show is sassy, 

classy and, if not as brassy as one initially expects when showgirl Reno Sweeney enters 

the spotlight, it is still undeniably fun to watch. 

The action takes place almost entirely on board a cruise ship. There are a lot of 

characters, but they are easy to keep track of. The tale is fairly simple, with comedy 

delivered by way of mistaken identities and mismatched lovers. Laughs give way to love 

and romance and, by the time the show ends, one needs almost all available fingers just to 

keep up with the passengers diving into holy matrimony. One of Marks' best decisions 
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was to hire quality musicians. In truth, singing levels vary; that's probably to be expected 

when casting out of the theater department rather than the School of Music. But when it 

comes to performances, all are capable. And many actors shine. 

As the play opens, Billy Crocker is in love with Hope Harcourt. Hope also loves 

Billy, but she is engaged to marry British Lord Evelyn (that's Eee-velyn) Oakleigh. That's 

because the family fortune has run dry, and her mother, Evangeline Harcourt, has 

pressured her to marry a man with money. Billy's boss, Elisha Whitney, is sailing by 

himself, lonesome but hopeful he can win the heart of Evangeline. Meanwhile, gangster 

Moonface Martin is hiding out on board, aided by the somewhat ditzy Erma, who knows 

how to even make a sailor — make that sailors — propose. 

Billy's main ally is Reno, the ship's singing sensation. And a flash of political 

incorrectness also introduces a pair of Chinese men whose presence becomes more vital 

than anyone expects when a daring escape from the ship's brig takes place. 

The show's many Porter songs include "I Get a Kick Out of You," "You're the Top," 

"Easy to Love," "It's De-Lovely," "Anything Goes" and the wonderful "Blow, Gabriel, 

Boy.” Those are the most recognizable, but Marks and choreographer Amy Cox help cast 

members breathe life into every number in the show. The comedy highlight is the tune 

"Gypsy in Me," performed by Oakleigh. 

Jon Osbaldeston is a treat to watch as the Englishman, stumbling over American 

slang terms and inserting comical heat into his gypsy dance. Talented Kelly Parker is 

steady throughout as Billy, often earning smiles via reactions to those around him. Tawny 

Mertes is just right as Erma; she nails her own song and dance number, offering the 

musical warning "Buddie, Beware" to sailors on board. 
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Cathy Huey is effective without being exciting as Hope. Nadia Bodie has charisma to 

spare as Reno; she delivers a good performance, but one can't help but wish she 

possessed the vocal power hinted at in advance by the script. Which brings us to three 

cast members who just grow funnier and funnier as the play wears on: Joe Ginnane, Mary 

Katherine Housewirth and David L. Wygant. 

Ginnane is Whitney, the Yale man hoping to strike it rich via a stock sale. The 

actor is not averse to using props, ranging from a toy dog to binoculars; he's comfortable 

and funny. Housewirth continually is asked to play Evangeline over the top, easily 

frightened and somewhat devious; she is a fine comedienne. Wygant is destined to be the 

crowd favorite at each performance. He is criminal longing to be more feared. As 

Moonface, he is hilarious — especially when asking whether he can use his own weapon 

(a Tommy gun) for the ship's skeet-shooting contest, and interacting with the orchestra in 

the pit in cocky fashion while reducing the audience to hysterics with the tune "Be Like 

the Blue Bird," Bronx accent and all. 

But director Marks, especially, deserves credit for not simply playing traffic cop. 

Rather, he grasps how each individual talent can be best utilized to improve the musical 

comedy as a whole. The end result is just so easy to love. 
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APPENDIX F 

Anything Goes Play Synopsis and Character List 

Music & Lyrics: Cole Porter 

Playwright: Guy Bolton and P.G. Wodehouse 

         Revised by Howard Lindsay and Russell Crouse 

Director: Jonathan Marks, D.F.A 

Character List:  

Reno Sweeney: Evangelist turned night club singer and old friend of Billy 

Billy Crocker: Assistant to Elisha, love-struck would-be suitor to Hope 

Hope Harcourt: American debutante and the object of Billy’s affection 

Mrs. Evangeline Harcourt: Hope’s haughty and overbearing mother 

Sir Evelyn Oakleigh: Hope’s wealthy and handsome English fiancé 

 Moonface Martin: A second-rate gangster 

 Bonnie/Erma: Sidekick to Moonface 

 Elisha J. Whitney: Ivy League Wall Street banker, Billy’s boss 

 Reno’s Angels: Purity, Charity, Chastity, and Virtue 

 Ritz Quartette 

 Ching and Ling: Two Chinese ‘converts’ and reformed gamblers who  

 accompany Bishop Henry T. Dobson. 

 Captain, Steward, Purser on the ship 

 Bishop Henry T. Dobson 

 Ships crew, Passengers, Reporters, Photographers and F.B.I. Agents 
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Synopsis:  

Anything Goes is essentially a witty musical farce where boy gets girl, boy loses girl, and 

boy gets girl again. It revolves around a series of relationships. The action takes place 

aboard a cruise liner traveling from New York to England. As passengers embark on their 

journey, we see details of their lives unfold. We learn that the down-and-out Billy 

Crocker has found out that his love, Hope Harcourt, largely because of financial 

problems, plans to marry Lord Evelyn Oakleigh upon arrival to London. To prevent this 

from happening, he sneaks onto the ship, teams up with his new friend and criminal on 

the run Moonface, and his old friend Reno Sweeney (ex-evangelist turned night club 

singer), to contrive a plan to thwart the impending wedding. After numerous songs, 

disguises, and the revelation that the Harcourt family will survive without Lord Evelyn 

Oakleigh’s money allowing Billy and Hope to marry, Lord Evelyn is tricked into 

marrying Reno Sweeney, and Moonface is cleared from all wrongdoing. 


