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African American Women in the Performing Arts

When | write about place, I'm writing about famigbhout us, still trying to
rebuild and redefine our families after the ravagfesnslavement. I'm still
trying to create a place that feels like home wiverare so far from home.

(Pearl Cleage)

Each of us is our own author, director, producet star. In each moment, we
have the power, the unalienable right to alteramiions and reinterpret the
circumstances of our lives. In each moment, we lla@dreedom to speak,
write andinvent our own scripts

(Barbara Ann Teer)

Introduction

Throughout the history of performing arts, self aodhmunity have always been inextricably
linked to African American women’s incessant sedccfind the place they needed, and, as
black women, were not allowed to have in North Aicaar society. Angela Davis’s use of the
term “aesthetic community of resistance” (DaW&men201) can apply to the alternative
and transformative models presented by African Acaerwomen playwrights and
performers within a range of womanist sites builtheir works. After the 1970s, when black
women’s artistic movement grew especially strohg,dcommunity of black women began to
expand into what today can be considered a Pamakfrmovement that includes African
American, African and Caribbean (Hiall and Responsd 804) as-itiseflected in these

women’s creations for the stage.
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When referring to African American women in thefpeming arts, Lorraine
Hansberry and Alice Childress (playwrights) or Kathe Dunham (dancer/choreographer)
would probably be the first names that come to naimdorerunners of contemporary female
playwrights and performance artists. Neverthelalspugh it was in the late 1950s when
African American playwrights began to receive acklemlgement, it was not until the 1970s
that they became fully recognized by scholars aitits; and it has only been after the 1980s
and 1990s that more and more African American woplaywrights and performers from
the first half of the twentieth century have comédight thanks to the extensive research
conducted by scholars such as James V. Hatch, fiiee, 3. eo Hamalian, Kathy A. Perkins
and Elizabeth Brown-Guillory. These scholars haweligshed various anthologies that
include a significant number of the plays writtgnAfrican American women before 1950.

The incessant social and artistic movements agaijustice and discrimination led by
African American men and women did actually inspire birth of both North American and
international women’s movement at the end of niergtfe century and during the 1970s—the
antilynching movements stirred the late nineteeetiitury women’s movemefpn the one
hand; and the Civil Rights Movement and Black Afidvement of the contributed to the
birth of the 1970s Women'’s Liberation Movement tloa other. However, the history of
African Americans, permeated by their constantggfiel against oppression to achieve
freedom and civil rights made it even more difftdok African American women to opt for a
public genre that had been almost exclusively kesefor men: the performing arts whether
directing, performing and/or writing a play. Them¥formance artists, however, have played
an active role in the African American tradition &lyvays being at the front of their struggle
against injustice. The first black abolitionist wamMaria W. Stewart, writer and orator, in a
manifesto written in 1831, proposed physical fdaachieve freedom and encouraged black

women to obtain formal education for their own ipeledence as well as for their people’s
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achievement on further political advancement (KilJl and Respons&26); or abolitionist
and activist Harriet Tubman helped many slavestajge to the North; or Frances Ellen
Watkins Harper took her poetry to the people asgpokthe 1960s would do during the Black
Arts Movement.

African American women, many of which were perfamoe artists, led the
antilynching movement, made speeches and wrotamal and gender rights—i.e., Sojourner
Truth and Frances E. W. Harper. The first poentsrerratives by African American women
pioneered the perspective of double victimizatiothtblack and female in literary genres,
which has continued to be central in all works teritand performed by black women artists.
The roots of black feminism, then, can be founthemawomen’s narratives and
autobiographies written by African American womeihe end of the nineteenth century.
Playwright Anna Julia Cooper, for instance, wrotmbection of speeches and essays in 1892
in a volume entitled\ Voice from the Souih which feminist black thought was articulated
and advanced. A few years later during the Harlemaissance, playwright Eulalie Spence (a
black Caribbean woman) wrote an essay “On BeingngedA Woman—And Colored”

(1925) equally considered to be a landmark fopawerful critique on a society that
“devalued women and blacks” (Brown-GuilloMines 1). On the other hand, together with
Cooper, Mary Church Terrell—also a playwright—aded B. Wells-Barnett founded in 1896
founded the National Association for Colored Womehich demonstrates how the women
of this era set the basis for future African Amanavomen’s activism (HillCall and
Responseb53). Either with their pen, their oratory oritherganization skills, from early
times African American women have always demandstige and fought for their
community’s freedom as they eradicated stereotypigions held against their community

in general and against black womanhood in particutantinuous
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Throughout their history of unremitting enduranges slavery times, African
American women did never accept the subjugatediposnto which they were placed, and
have indefatigably worked to find a womanist spiee allowed them and their community
both to feel free and whole, and the performing ass the ideal alternative site to that
purpose. In this sense, Black feminist Barbaradsfian focuses on the position of the
African American woman as one who needed “to geadrar own definition to survive for
she found that she was forced to deny essentiactspf herself to fit the definitions of
others” Black Feminist161). It is out of a political continuum of blaslomen that a
womanist ideology emerged defined by Alice Walkeher bookn Search Of Our Mothers’
Gardeng(1983) as black feminism, a philosophy that showsyn who love each other
sexually or nonsexually, and focuses on women’siceliand emotions, music and dance
(gted. in Wilkerson, “Introduction,” xi). The Corabee River Collective expands on the
concept offered by Walker and assert that as festsitihey “believe in collective process and
a non-hierarchical distribution of power within¢i own group and in [their] vision of a
revolutionary society” (Combahee, “A Black Femitiigl). Walker and the Combahee
River Collective clearly establish community antf as inseparable in their conception of
black feminism, which is strongly linked to the fe@ming arts.

In the same line, Judith L. Stephens argues thatakf American womeartistshave

developed a cultural legacy of self-sufficiency aotlective, and their networks working
through all historical periods “provide a site &stamining a ‘womanist consciousness’ in
which the concepts of self and community are nehses separate entities (“The Harlem
Renaissance,” 106)African American women, such as playwright Geo@auglas
Johnson, took the lead of the antilynching movendening the 1920s. They wrote and
performed against lynching, and these creationarhea “source of womanist/feminist”

theatre (Stephens, “Lynching Dramas,” 5). Sinaéydaventieth century, African American
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theatre writers and performers have continued tota@a a womanist sitencorporatingheir
family, their community, their bodies and theings. They have never forgotten, though, that
African American women'’s liberation is just one esjp‘of the need to liberate the total
society from dehumanization,” being always awag this the social system that must
change (Ogundipe-Lesli&e-Creating Ourselve214-5).

The new sites created by African American womertHerstage are usually female-
centered which, according to Gloria Hull, “congiéd a first line of resistance”
(“Researching,” 193). Those sites presented i theatrical pieces become transgressive as
they help revise, reconstruct and broaden AfricareAcan’s history. They also provide
space where women are able to construct theiritgeanid develop their personal, social and
sexual needs. In addition, those sites offer hgdbn he women characters, for the actors
who rehearse in that woman-centered space antddaetder/audience that is introduced to
and participates of new alternative models. Siheenineteenth century, most of these new
sites designed by African American women in thiegatrical creations have always
incorporated songs, music, dance, children’s gapeetry, and/or prayers and, in more
recent works, different types of technology (slidédeo projections, microphones, ett.).
This combination of artistic elements parallels ¢heative compositions of African American
dancers Katherine Dunham and Pearl Primus whopocated lyrics, poetry and oral
literature into their choreographies, which Dunh@nsidered part of the African aesthetic
(in Emery,Black Dancevii).

Many of the African American women playwrightsdgrerformers have founded their
own theatre/performance companies, directed, paddy and/or produced their own work as
well as helped design and establish new theatidibgs within the black community. This is
the case of Barbara Ann Teer who in 1968 founded\titional Black Theatre, still in

operation. Even during the Harlem Renaissancetiateawhen black women were not
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especially trained for the theatre, they ventuceditect and produce their plays at schools
halls, kitchens, library basements, lodges, yardstches (Perkinglack Female
Playwrights 16). One of the best advocates in communityttbes this time was Eulalie
Spence, who initiated a movement that left thedreinthe “plays to be read” written by the
majority of her contemporary colleagues (Brown-@uyl, Wines 40). Therefore, these
playwrights followed Du Bois’s philosophy about thatheater: it should be written by,
about, for black people and performed near thekidacnmunity.

Plays, usually regarded as a corpus of dramaiaces to be performed by actors on
the stage in front of an audient&he significance of the oral tradition within Afgn
American history is obvious for it has pervadeditdrary genres (i.e., transference of the
rhythms of music and speech, and/or the call amplarese pattern to the written text), and in
many cases, those literary works (narrative ormgdéiave been read aloud to large
audiences. Consequently, it could be deduced thatal(as a text to be performed) or any
other creation for performance should be the gparexcellence in which the elements of
the African American oral tradition would be espdgi highlighted. In this regard, referring
to African American drama and performance, Sandcadrds reminds that when examining
a dramatic written text, the critic must analyze téxt but also the “absent potential,” and
“offer informed accounts of the latent intertexkely to be produced in performance, “which
increase and complicate meaning” (“Writing the Atisel56). As will be examined later,
African American women playwrights and performeasd established a clear and distinctive
tradition that, even when preserving western padtésuch as the linear storyline format),
these are usually disrupted by the inclusion of ponents such as music, songs, dance,
prayers or simply by leaving the end of their plapen. These disruptive elements actually
reverse the western traditional passive role oftldience into an active and participatory

one—be it through the call and response technigiuiey an open ending story that intends to
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raise the audience’s consciousness and make thieky téact and/or bring change to their
lives. Therefore, these women artists have exphtitetraditional theatrical space into a
new one in permanent motion that reveals new ate@s and possibilities; new sites-that
have shattered a traditional racist and sexistespgéntroducing and representing gender
issues which welcome a different interaction wittmgBarbara Smith, gted. in Humithe
Dictionary of Feminist26); and an open site-thaffers an active role to the audience re-

mapping, thus, the geography of the performing arts

Playwrights and Perfor mersbefore 1950

It is significant to mention that before 1930, dnadred male and female African
Americans had written three hundred fifty playsdr‘Discovering,” 244), and only
recently have these plays found inclusion in Afni¢anerican theatre anthologies. African
American women'’s early plays have cast new lighNonth American life and culture by
offering a new perspective and more integral penfrAfrican Americans from the point of
view of their women. Most of these early plays @ne-act, female-centered plays that use the
domestic home (a kitchen or dining room) as thenrsatting (in rural and urban areas) and
usually as a shelter against external racism. Tdle figure is generally absent from the
household, either because he has died, has bedrelyns working outside or has been
abandoned by his wife; and if this male figurerssent he is either crippled—as in Elulalie
Spence’dHer (1927)—or is countered by a wife presented astitwang figure—as in
Spence’d~ool's Errand(1927). Characters are not stereotypes and aedlyislack (except
in the case of May Miller’s white charactersNails and Thorns1933) although the effects
of white racism upon the family are present. Mdghese works are either propaganda or
folk plays, or a combination of both. One of theuiss that most concern these playwrights

and that repeats in many of their plays is lyncheither as the main theme or as backdrop of
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the story. Other issues also selected by the pigierare poverty, education, class, slavery,
historical black heroes/heroines, or the black chuin all cases, though, they show how, in
spite of adversity, black families survive, unitedd nurtured by love in the only safe place
where they can feel at ease: their home. In additih the plays incorporate either sacred
(spirituals or gospel) or secular (folk) music thatmments on the action of the play or leave
the ending open for the audience to interpretanggquently, the style and structure of these
plays are transgressive since these componentgtlibe linear structure of traditional
drama, broadening the possibilities of the thealtewent with the creation of new models.
After the production and success of Angelina We&linké’sRachel(1916), many
other women continued to write protest plays, nebsthich specifically dealt with lynching.
However,Rachelaroused considerable controversy among African igae intellectuals
and writers over whether plays should deal witlppganda or folk issues. W. E. B. Du Bois
defended the propagandistic plays to raise consoagss among the black community against
racism, founding the Krigwa Players. On the othard) Professors Montgomery T. Gregory
and Alain Locke of Howard University supported follays representing the black experience
in order to reach a wider audience, and foundedHtiheard Players as their platform. The
Howard Players actually helped African American veonm their initial training and
playwriting and contributed to the production ogithplays in northern areas of the U.S.
Likewise, Du Bois, editor ofrisis, and Charles S. Johnson, editoOgiportunity launched
literary contests for one-act plays to be publisimetthose magazines (Perkiidack Female
4-6)° Most of these early plays by African American wonaee available to us today

because they were published in one of those prdstaek journals.

THE PIONEERS
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Referring perhaps to the tradition begun by Angelivield Grimké witrRachel(1916),
Christine Gray asserts hat African American worpkaywrights started in 1916 to become
“actively engaged in writing serious plays for tien-musical stage” (Gray, “Discovering,”
244). However, the first African American playwrtghat we have a record of is Pauline
Elizabeth Hopkins (1859-1930)—also a novelist andex—who wrote one of the first black
musical dramas that would actually bring to a clibseracist ideologies and stereotypes
displayed in the minstrel tradition of the eightéecentury. The minstrel show began with
“Jim Crow white performers in black face mimickibtack speech, music, dance and

culture.”

When black minstrel troupes appeared, they hédiitate their imitators and kept
the same stereotypes” that whites had created dhewt (Hatch & HamilianRoots 30).
However, by the year 1880, minstrelsy was disappgarhat same year Hopkindeculiar
Sam, or the Underground Railroad, A Musical Dramd-our Actswas first performed
Peculiar Sanwas produced by the author’s family company—thekitzs Colored
Troubadours—starring Hopkins’s stepfather, her mio#nd Pauline Hopkins herself, and the
then well-known Hyers Sisters and a chorus of sidly people. The show toured for over a
year, playing from coast to coast, introducing klatale and female performers who were not
wearing burnt cork on their facBghe play was highly innovative at the time asrésented
a group of slaves led by Sam through the Undergt®ailroad from a U. S. southern
plantation to Canada. In addition, the play inchhdé# type of spiritual and folk songs and
dance incorporating a new element to it: the aadl @sponse pattern, which changed the role
of the minstrel show’s passive audience into aivaane (Patterson, “Remaking the
Minstrel,” 48-9). Moreover, Martha Patterson underss thaPeculiar Saneft aside the
stock characters of minstrelsy to acknowledge ‘scthjity and social mobility” (13).

Patterson also observes that the male protag&ast, rebels against slavery and counters the

Jim Crow stereotypical jumping figure of the mietwith that of the African American folk
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trickster figure who would use the image whitesextpd from him to meet his needs. Sam’s
peculiarity, then, comes from his refusal to renaslave (13). Caricatured black vernacular
is used at the beginning, but by the end of thg, @am and his sister Juno (who becomes a
teacher) speak standard English, illustrating #itéepns of the minstrel (caricatured black
vernacular) and their revision (the introductiorstendard English to show that blacks were
perfectly capable of using it). This important lingtic component disrupted the stereotype
associated by whites to the black community whahasacters, where always portrayed
speaking a caricatured black dialect. The plag al®ws the character’s black pride and
reverses the tragic mulatto figure (Virginia) irtibirming her black identity by marrying
black Sam. By the end of the play, all the characiee dignified and respectable citizens.

If Hopkins takes the audience/reader to a journwyfreedomAunt Betsy’s
Thanksgivingc. 1914) by Katherine D. Chapman Tillman (187@32Rintroduces us to a
poor but warm and safe black home composed of gnatiter, Aunt Betsy and her twelve
year old granddaughter, Ca’linkunt Betsyshows Tillman’s command in using both black
dialect for black characters and standard Engbsliife only white character, a lawyer, who
actually helps the family. Through Aunt Betsy, \l@arn that Caroline’s mother, Nellie,
abandoned her alcoholic and abusive husband, lgavather and daughter behind so that she
could find a job. By the end of the play, Nelli¢ums with a new husband (who never
appears on stage), purchases the house her met®ein, and moves to live with her,
Caroline and her new husband, thus reuniting harlyaVarious significant issues are
emphasized in this play. On the one hand, an intbpe woman-thatepudiates her husband
for not respecting nor treating her appropriat€lg.the other, a strong and caring old woman
who keeps struggling against povérand whose vulnerability is symbolized by her broke
leg. This vulnerable image of Aunt Betsy countées stereotypical image of the black

mammy as a powerful, strong and seemingly happyamdth
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But without question, the most significant plaigit of the early twentieth century
was Angelina Weld Grimkeé (1880-1958). Her plRachel(1916), is considered to be the
first black non-musical play, written, produced goublicly performed by African Americans.
Rachelis a four-act play that, as stated in its progrbetame “the first attempt to use the
stage for race propaganda in order to enlighte\therican people relative to the lamentable
condition of ten millions of Colored citizens ingHree republic [the U.S.]” from a woman’s
perspective (Shockleyfro-American Writers375). Grimké attempted to reach the
conscience and heart of white mothers by depi@iggung girl, Rachel, who in the face of
the brutal lynching her father suffered at the tsaoida white mob and the continuous racism
and discrimination suffered by black children oa gart of white children and teachers,
decides not to ever marry nor to ever have children

Rachelwas transgressive in a series of revisions anefiretions that it presents.
Rachel and her middle-class family as well as therdblack characters all speak standard
English rather that dialect; and the black famsélglepicted as self-sufficient and refined.
Further, Rachel rejects traditional gender rolesmséhe decides not to marry nor to become a
biological mother. This departure from social norigrants [Rachel] the insight to lead a
rebellion by way of symbolic power” (Allefteculiar Passage$5). However, before
making the decision of never becoming a biologicather, she adopts a little child (Jimmy)
when he is left alone after his parents’ deathndyie adoption by Rachel brings to front the
African philosophy of an extended family where waonbecomethermotherg* thus
transcending the western concept of a nuclear yan@bnsequently, Grimké constructs a
family unity whose home becomes a shelter and bnigesite that counters and resists the
external cruelties of racism and tightens the bardeng members of the black community.
FurthermoreRachelnot only shaped racial discourse and stated this bar future African

American plays on this issue, but was also an gitéonbuild a bridge between blacks and
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whites (Allen,Peculiar Passage$2-3)—something that more recent playwrights sagh
Lorraine Hansberry, Robbie McCauley or Anna D. &riive continued to do. Itis
significant thalRachelwas produced again in 1990 at Spelman College lanfst, Georgia,
with good audience reception (Hatch & ShiB&ck Theater U.S.A135), suggesting that
seventy years after it was written, the play stitlkles current social issues that concern the

dynamics of North American society.

FROM THEHARLEM RENAISSANCE 701950

The Harlem Renaissance was a time of vast theaidugtions, especially thanks to the
efforts of African American intellectuals such as Bois, Gregory and Locke, who
encouraged and supported many of the plays witityethe African American women of the
time. Among the most prolific women playwrights we&seorgia Douglas Johnson, May
Miller, Eulalie Spence, Zora Neale Hurston and MAuyrill. However, there were many
other women whose plays were also significant efibretheir revolutionary styles—i.e.,
Marita Bonner and Regina M. Anderson—or for theinttoversial issues exposed with
special mastery—i.e., Alice Dunbar Nelson and My8mith Livingston. Following the years
of the Harlem Renaissance, the most outstandingefio theatre was Shirley Graham
together with two female dancers/choreographerswdwld open the door to other African
Americans in concert dance: Katherine Dunham aradll Peimus.

Among the issues most repeated in the plays aridrpence creations by the African
American women of these years were lynching, misgagon and the segregated military.
That lynching was one of the main themes of thémgsps understandable since 3,589 blacks
(including eighty-three women, several of which everhite) were lynched between 1882 and
1927 (Perkins, “The Impact of Lynching,” 18)In many cases the issue of lynching is

combined with the black soldier's dilemma as is¢hse oMine Eyes Have Se€h918) by
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Alice Dunbar-Nelson (1875-1935) aAdtermath(1919) by Mary P. Burril (1884-1946).
Dunbar-Nelson delivered antiwar speeches all trougthe country as well as addressed
issues on women rights. Mine Eyes Have Seeahe depicts a family composed of two
brothers (the eldest is crippled) and a sister. Wthe youngest brother, Chris, learns that he
has been drafted to fight in World War | and remerslihat their father was shot by whites
for defending his home, he initiates a debate oetldr his duty is to remain and take care of
his family or to go to war on behalf of a natioattlhobs him of his dignity. Two neighbors, an
Irish woman and a Jewish, join in the debate. Byethd, the eldest brother and his sister beg
Chris to consider love of humanity above time, racsect, encouraging him to fight for
those French mothers who must be also suffering.efid of the play shows Chris reflecting
on that position and probably resigned to go to. war

Burrill's Aftermath however, promotes an armed black revolution a®tily solution
to bring oppression and racism to a close. The giayvs an old mother (Mam Sue) and her
granddaughter Millie dressed in black for Millidather’s recent death by lynching while
John (Millie’s brother) was fighting in the war. \& John returns home and learns about his
father's lynching, he decides to take his pistold find the murderers Aftermathis a very
powerful piece where contrasts play an important easustain the author’s position. Thus,
the play starts with Mam Sue sewing a many colatsipwork quilt (a symbol of black
culture which could stand for a solid bond amoreggrtmembers and for their joy of life) in
contrast with Mam Sue’s and Millie’s mourning, dsed in black (symbolizing the pain
caused by white racism). In addition, another subdintrast is posed when John, dressed in
his military uniform, arrives from war and leavas two pistols on the same spot where the
Bible was seen at the beginning of the play. Thawenforeshadows John'’s final action,
symbolizing that praying is not enough and actiarstibe taken by blacks to defend

themselves from injustice and racist practices sisclynching.
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Georgia Douglas Jonhson (1880-1966), a specialistusic—violin, piano, voice and
harmony—and songwriter, also protested againshiyigcin many of her plays. Like Burrill
in Aftermath in A Sunday Morning in the South925), Johnson juxtaposes the church bells
and hymns that can be heard from a Sunday moreingce with the lynching of a young
black man—proven to be innocent of the charges lae¢used—by a white mob, thus
condemning white Christian hypocrisy. In otheryglasuch a8lue-Eyed Black Bofc.
1930), Johnson combines lynching and miscegendtichis play, a mulatto young man is
about to be lynched and her mother sends somedhewing she gives him to see the
governor and ask him to save her son (clearlyrgrait the governor as his the father of
young man), which he actually does. Miscegenatsan issue that Johnson carefully
examines iBlue Blood(1926), showing the origins of it and possiblé&sisun by mulattoes
who fall in love, since both might be children bétsame white father without being aware of
it—as depicted in this play. Likewise, but in anmblatant position, Myrtle Smith
Livingston (1902-1973), in her pldyor Unborn Children(1926), clearly opts against the
mixing of races. The male protagonist, Leroy, imwatto who is about to marry a white
woman in the South. When his grandmother and dieséen about this marriage, they show
their strong opposition by making him think aboutavmight happen to hisborn children
in a racist society. The play ends with Leroy widfiy going to meet the lynching mob who is
searching him as a sacrifice for thagdorn children

Even after the Harlem Renaissance, the themenohigg was still chosen by African
American women in music and dance. In 1939, BHl@liday made popular the poem
“Strange Fruit” by white poet Lewis Allan, and i8413, African American choreographer and
dancer Pearl Primus premiered a dance compositibiew York against lynching by using
the same poem. Most of Primus’s dance compositi@re considered protest dances, with

which she intended “not to entertain but to helpgle better understand each other” (gted. in
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Emery,Black Dance266). A similar attempt to build a bridge of digle and understanding
between different cultural groups could be foundmother playwright of the Harlem
Renaissance, May Miller (1899-1995) as presentéeirplayNails and Thorng1933),

where she depicts a white family and the tragiea$# of racism and lynching upon them—
Miller was one of the few playwrights to includdearracial casts in her plays. As educator,
Miller was concerned about black history as wetl amote several plays on historical figures
such as Haitian revolutionary Henri Christophe Afritcan American abolitionist Harriet
Tubman’*

Like protest plays, folk plays—focusing on the @&xperience—were also very
popular. Some of the most significant w@€alor Struck(1925)—incorporating a cake-walk
contest—by Zora Neale Hurston (1891-196B)ding the Goa{1929)—with class conflicts
and conflicts between self and community’s tradisi@and class—by May MilleEool’s
Errand (1927)—a humorous side of the black Church busiidss—by Eulalie Spence
(1894-1981)"* andClimbing Jacob’s Ladder: A Tragedy of Negro L{{®30)—an
extraordinary and powerful piece that shows theraérole of the black church in social
organization—by Regina M. Anderson (1901-1993).

Apart from the completely new perspective offebgdhese women’s plays on the
African American community, some of them introdutedy innovative staging techniques
for their time. Marita Bonner'$he Purple Flowe(1926 is a surrealist depiction of the
condition of blacks (Us) living at the bottom ogthill, and the exploitation and oppression
that whites (White Devils) living at the top exert blacks without allowing them to go up the
hill. Eulalie Spence’sler: A Mystery Play(1927), depicts the story of an apartment haunted
by the spirit of a Philippine woman who committedcgde because her husband would never
allow her to have her own space. This hauntingbdsautiful metaphor for a woman’s need to

have her own space where she can grow and dewelafree human being as well as a
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metaphor for a woman’s strong spirit that continlingeg even after death. Zora Neale
Hurston’sColor Struckand Regina A. AndersonGlimbing Jacob’s Ladder: A Tragedy of
Negro Life'® two plays that use what could be calfedtaperformancsince the audience can
see another audience on stage watching and pattigjpwithin the performance they have
gone to see. Hurston’s play shows several shonescef blacks rehearsing various dances
and enjoying themselves on a train heading to a-eakk dance contest where they will
participate. Besides, the audience will see theesbrthat would actually encourage their
participation. Likewise, in Anderson’s play, thedence can see a whole
congregation/audience of black people in a blackd (young, old, poor, middle class,
groups of friends and so on) and both congregatimhtheatre audience will be able to
participate following the call-response patternthvtheir songs, applause, humming, or other
sounds. Hurston and Anderson expand the stage sgadhe audience, establishing a new
site that situates actors and audience togeth#éreosame acting space.

Following the years of the Harlem Renaissance]&hGraham (1896-1977), who
married W. E. B. Du Bois in 1951, was the mostifimAfrican American woman
playwright. She was a feminist, theatre directat biographer, played piano and organ, sang
spirituals, composed and conducted musical scéyet from her well-known play on
mothers in slaveryif’'s Morning (1940), she also wrofEom-Tom: An Epic of Music and the
Negro(1932), which traces African music through thetgdiStates. An epic on the history
of black’s survival throughout two centuries of oggsion in the New World, it was the first
all-black opera to be produced on a large scatdyding a professional cast of approximately
five hundred actors. Graham’s musical backgrouradways present in her plays; thusjtia
Morning, there are spirituals and dancing or singing atrklythm produced by slaves cutting
wood with an ax. The play emphasizes the importahceusic for the black community

during slavery to help alleviate their burdens. phatagonist, Cissie, when learning that her
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adolescent daughter has been sold to be takerotbearplantation with another master,
decides to take her daughter’s life rather tharheeeuffering and being abused for being a
slave. If Graham revises the cruelty of slavery imeéffects upon the black mother in 1940,
Grimké inRachelshows that after slavery racism still had desivaeatffects upon young
women who eschewed motherhood rather than havildyeh who will suffer from
segregation and injustice. Most of the plays of thme place the mother and/or grandmother
as central figures who would do whatever necedsapyotect their children and family/home

from external racism and injustice against them.

Playwrights and Perfor mersfrom 1950 to Present®’
The process of independence initiated by varioug#h countries during the 1950s greatly
influenced the period of struggle for civil rightsthe United States. Likewise, the courage of
an African American woman who in 1955 refused t@gip her seat to a white passenger on
a bus in Montgomery, Alabama, sparked a bus botkattgalvanized the Civil Rights
Movement led by Dr. Martin Luther King and othdv&oreover, this movement contributed
to the birth of the Black Arts and Black Theaterwdments of the 1960s, proclaiming a black
aesthetic based on the African American traditobéd separate from that established by
western parameters. Encouraged by both the CigihtRiand the Black Arts Movement, the
1970s would witness the rise of the Gay and Womkisration Movements, which would
be broadened and enlightened by black feministghbformulated by African American,
Caribbean and African women writers and intellelstua

The 1950s witnessed the birth of two great Afriéanerican playwrights considered
by many critics the forerunners of the Black Amsld heatre Movements of the 1960s: Alice
Childress and Lorraine Hansberry. In the 1960s,Afviwan American women who followed

the philosophy of the Black Arts/Theatre Movememése Sonia Sanchez and Barbara Ann
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Teer; and another playwright, Adrienne Kennedypitiiced a new revolutionary theatrical
style which, although not truly understood at iheet would become a precedent for African
American women artists in the following decadeszdke Shange continued in the 1970s
Kennedy's experimental style, incorporating blaakmwen’s condemnation of sexism suffered
within the black community and a declaration ofitineeds. Other innovative playwrights
and performers of the 1970s are Alexis De Veaughah Rahman, Sybil Kein, Adrian Piper
(performs in the streets and other public pladed)yina Lee Tyler (percussionist) and
Bernice Johnson Reagon (founder of all-black fereakemble Sweet Honey in the Rock
which use African American traditional sacred aaduar music and are accompanied by
different musical instruments, performance and wprd

The African American playwrights and performersosé works have appeared after
the 1980s are the products of the previous andutepary decades. These women artists
have continued the tradition of their ancestor&iwiw perspectives, writing styles and
performing techniques such as solo performancesedieatre, the use of technology or
experimental theatre. Among the most significarexperimental theatre are Thulani Davis,
Suzan-Lori Parks, Robbie McCauley, Judith Alex&kdan, Anna Deavere Smith, Urban
Bush Women, Kia Corthron or poet/performer Sappiirether significant playwright of
this time who considers herself a nationalist autiagal feminist is Pearl Cleage. In the line of
Thulani Davis and Glenda Dickerson, Cleage’s playsse and reconstruct African American
women’s history in a combination of classical re@liand Brechtian distancing technique—
the audience is taken to the past and that distarta@e with their present might involve
them in active and transformative thinking. A greamber of these African American artists
blend different skills, since many—such as ShaMgauley or Smith—are not only writers
(poets and playwrights) but also performers, da)@ators or musicians, and at times

directors and performers in their own productioAs it happened with the African
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American women playwrights and performers of the@kand 1930s, many of these
contemporary artists have collaborated with ondleran different projects, maintaining

thus a historical tradition of African American wenis collective work.

FROM 195010 1980:CivIiL RIGHTS, BLACK ARTS ANDWOMEN'S MOVEMENTS

Alice Childress and Lorraine Hansberry have propalelen the best well-known and
recognized African American playwrights during after the 1950s. Together with the
works of African American dancers/choreographerti@ne Dunham and Pearl Prims,
Childress and Hansberry provided fertile groundtii@r forthcoming and always transgressive
and alternative artistic creations of successiweécAh American women writers and
performers. As in the 1940s, Primus had used teeng&trange Fruit” to create a piece on
lynching, in 1953 Dunham created the baleuthlandalso inspired by the poem “Strange
Fruit.” In this ballet, the lynching of a man wastually dramatized on stage as it was
performed in Santiago (Chile), intending to show itijustices suffered by African

Americans in the U.S. and, thus, preventing “furthestruction and humiliation.” The State
Department solicited that she removed the lynckoene, but Dunham refused by saying she
would only remove it “when lynching ceased in thaitedd States” (in Perkins, “The Impact

of Lynching,” 17-8). Consequently, Dunham’s baliets never staged in the U.S.

Dunham’s artistry and courage in denouncing tigstices endured by African
Americans were paralleled during the 1950s by @éddl's and Hansberry’s theatrical pieces.
Alice Childress (1916-1994) mastered various skélated to the performing as an actor,
playwright and theatre director, using her penaldemn the stereotypical roles black actors
were forced to play in films as well as on the stagie., Trouble in Mind(1956, Obie
Award) andFlorence(1950). Among her many plays, there are two egfigavell known

The Wedding Ban@L966), which analyzes the implications and conseges of interracial
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love in the South, and/ine in the Wilderneg4969), in which Childress depicts what it
means to be black, poor and female in the U.Sg&Rrg how sexism, racism and classism
are inextricably connected while offering a revisedion of black womanhood (Brown-
Guilllory, Wines 108). Most of Childress’s plays focus on workaolgss characters, and
although written in what might be considered ais¢alassic style, she disrupts it by
including African American traditional music, ligy of black church, folk and fantasy
elements as well as African mythology. It is adggnificant that Childress has been the only
African American woman playwright whose plays haeen written, published and produced
for four consecutive decades.

A Raisin in the Su(lL959) made-okorraine Hansberry (1930-1965) the first African
American woman to reach Broadway and the firstaaini American playwright to win the
New York Critics Circle Award. Hansberry wrote hptay mindful of the historical and
revolutionary times of the Civil Rights, since Letize mother and head of the black family
in the play, decides to move out of a ghetto ireotd find a better place/home that meets the
needs of her family that only seems available withe range of white neighborhoods. In her
play, Hansberry continues Childress’s line in erating black stereotypical characters by
presenting a family who symbolizes the black comitytemd the many different points of
view and personalities that can be found in itadidition, Hansberry’s plays show her
concern about race relations, as she demonstraiidtei Sign in Sidney Brustein’s Window
(1965), believing that dialogue between blackswhies was necessary. However, by the
end of her life she was convinced that words wesefficient, and action was also needed to
achieve African Americans’ rights, as presentedanunfinished pieckes Blancgproduced
in 1970). Although_es Blancgakes place in Africa, Hansberry clearly distantesstory to
make her audience think about what should be dotteeir own country. Like previous

black women playwrights in the U. S., she revised @econstructed different black historical
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periods and heroes in her writing, such as slagemg Drinking Gourd1061), or historical
black leaders such as Haitian revolutionary ToumgdaOverture Toussaint: a Work in
Progress 1961).

Childress’s and Hansberry's stories are usuallggmeed in a linear form, and their
themes are socially oriented, maintaining theirceon for the African American community
as the backdrop of their theatrical creations. li@ncontrary, the pieces written by Adrienne
Kennedy (1931- ) are built upon a more experimestidé and focus on the psychological
states of mind of her characters. Kennedy opemehvadoor for African American theatre by
building a completely new theatrical site on whatte valiantly dared to expose the terrible
pain of her black characters split between thekotand white worlds. Abandoning any
possible closeness to traditional realism, shedofmea symbolic style more appropriate to
expose her characters’ states of mind. This is#ise of Sarah’s internal struggle in her play
Funnyhouse of a Negid 964, Obie Award) Funnyhouselepicts Sarah’s confusion and pain
for being unable to find her right place, so sheates her own rooms filled with icons from
the western culture and vivid images inspired leyAffrican masks Kennedy saw during a
trip to Congo while writing this play. Mulatto $dr stands as a symbol for the battleground
on which blacks and whites are unable to reconaid,incapable of bearing the pain, Sarah
decides to commit suicide. Kennedy uses her owandsgactually nightmares) to show the
destructive effects caused by a racist societysareealistic/expressionistic style and in a
very powerful and poetic languageunnyhousevas produced at the time of the Black Arts
Movement that promoted black pride, but the plag w@nsidered outside the parameters
defended by black intellectuals—the play show tipeng&c struggle of a mulatto woman who,
split and unable to survive between the white dadkoworlds, is driven to suicide .
However, no other African American writer of theihé was as daring as Kennedy to depict

and voice the individual internal pain sufferedrbgny blacks. Kennedy’s exorcism of pain
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would actually facilitate other African American men playwrights and performers to
follow her example. These playwrights, such as &&ainchez and Ntozake Shange, would
start not only expressing their pain but also thege and their needs as women.

Sonia Sanchez (1934- ), one of the few women censitlpart of the Black Arts and
Theater Movement, was mainly a poet who used t lhea poetry during the 1960s. Like
Kennedy, she turned away from classical realismused her poetry to create theatre, giving
birth to poemplayswvritten in a very visual language. But in contri@sKennedy’ plays;-these
ef-Sanchez’s plays were written in consonance withasthetic pursued by the artists of the
Black Arts Movement as reflected in her one-womamabtogueSister Son/j{1969).
Presented in a surrealistic style, the play sho®s woman’s struggle that stands as a
metaphor for that of African Americans throughoistdry in the U.S. and, according to
Elizabeth Brown-Guillory, is “one of the most sifjoant portrayals of the Black Power
Movement of the 1960s'Wines 154). Moreover, Sanchez also uses the stagiditess
black men and ask them to respect black womenezepted imMhe Bronx Is NextL968).

Likewise, following the philosophy of the Black Arand Theatre Movements, in 1968
Barbara Ann Teer abandoned commercial theatre pexeal an alternative and
transformative space for black theatre within tHec&n American community by founding
the National Black Theater of Harlem. Teer proposeitual form for her theatrical creations
since ritual can be considered collective and gigdtory. Teer chose Harlem for she saw
“the transformative potential of Harlem as welleaiseed for new patterns and innovative
rituals” (Lewis, “Ritual Reformulations,” 72). Anabt satisfied with that, years later she
erected a circular theatre playhouse to becompligigical evidence of her philosophy in
favor of ritual, a collaborative theatrical formatropened space for the audience as part of
their productions (an endeavor already begun bgrdilack women playwrights during the

Harlem Renaissance). Most of Teer’s theatricatgaenave originated out of collective
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work—this is the case of their work on Gwendolym&k’'s poem “We Real Cool’—and
almost always combine dance, music and drama.&g®ains that spirituals are among the
musical pieces she usually includes in her perfocea because “they feed the spirit” of
people (Malpede, “Barbara Ann Teer,” 229) as praveaughout African American history.
By dissecting the mind of her characters, Kenneatyhegun a process of individual
healing that was continued and extended by SaratéZ eer to the black community.
Ntozake Shange (1948- ), on the other hand, focsgedifically on black women whose
healing required breaking the silence of past gammers and giving voice to their rage and
their womanly needs. Her internationally acclainpé&d/, for colored girls who have
considered suicide/when the rainbow is efl976), transforms the stage into a healing site
for seven women who tell the audience the painfpkeiences that actually took them to the
point of considering suicide. If, in Kennedy¥sinnyhousgSarah’s loneliness leads her to
suicide, in Shange’s play, women find the couragexbrcise their pain thanks to their strong
bond—this piece was also created collectivelys thiat emotional bond that helps these seven
women break their silence, abandon their lack ifesteem and reach the point in which
celebrate divinity within themselves (“i found gomdmyself & i loved her/i loved her
fiercely” (Shanefor colored girs 67). That emotional bond is paralleled by an éomat
language composed of poetry, music and dance pegsen a bare stage filled with the
rainbow colors of these women'’s outfit. Apart frixdving pioneered “black feminist
thought-in-action to theatre” (Mahone, “Introductjoxxv), Shange introduced a new
theatrical technique: thehoreopoemShe incorporated her writing and performing skids
poet, novelist and dancer) into the stage, follguime trend already established by Kennedy
and broadening the possibilities of finding newnsf@rmative sites for black women and

theatre.
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If dance and music are integral components of Séiahoreopoemanusic is an
essential element in the plays by Aishah Rahmaragf what the playwright caljazz
aesthetic Rahman’gazz aesthetishows the various levels of characters’ realtg: inborn,
the living and the dead while it intends to expliesgrama “multiple ideas and experiences
through language, movement, visual art and splifiyusimultaneously” (in Mahondyloon
Marked 284). Simultaneity is essential in her plagfinished Women Cry in No Man'’s Land
While a Bird Dies in a Gilded Cadg&977), in which she juxtaposes a woman'’s screams
while giving birth with a note blown by Charlie Rar (Bird), the birth of a new child while
Bird dies in a gilded cageélnfinished womersymbolizing the live music on stage, is staged
on split spack to depict on one side pregnant teenagers on cqfaéing whether to give
their children for adoption, and, on the otherdg&irast days of life. Presenting a
combination of styles, including avant-garde, abissurrealism, farce, satire and ritual,
Rahman has also written a musical tragedyly Day(1972) on Billie Holiday, andhe Mojo
and the Says@989)—based on the tragic shooting by the palice ten-year old child. As

her ancestors sought to do, Rahman widened the @npssibilities for the stage space.

FROM 1980TO PRESENT AN EXTENDED FAMILY OF WOMEN

Since the 1980s, not only have African American warnontinued the path of re-mapping
the geography of the stage, but they have alson$magv spots that are an extension of that
space. They have shown that the stage is a spaicaltfays remains in motion. A great
number of works by contemporary African Americaayplrights can be included within the
category of experimental theatre/performance, sssdRobbie McCauley’s creations.
McCauley is especially well-known for her pl8gally’s Rapg1989, Obie Award) that
connects the past of slavery with present histad, &ies to create a bridge between races

through the two—black and white—actors on stagelewhcluding the audience as the third
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actor of the show. Judith Alexa Jackson has createther experimental piece entitled the
“high-tech of Anita Hill” (MahoneMoon Marked 146),WOMBmanWar$1992). Both
McCauley and Jackson are writers and performesitay use different technological
devices, such as video cameras, slides and micnegHor actors and for the audience. Lisa
Jones also uses technology in her plays, &mbination Skirf1986), a deconstructive
exploration of the tragic mulatto theme to the hmytof a television contest show in order to
find a placefor mulatto women. On the other hand, ThulaniiBéas excelled in musical
opera withThe Life of Malcolm X1985), written to be sung using the rhythms ofddin

X’s speeches that, according to the author, soimies to jazz. Saphire (Ramona Lofton),
dancer, writer and poet, performs her autobiogEpoetry that shows the cruel legacy of
child abuse as well as demands new places for waerseruality and the transgender
movement. Kia Corthron, on the other hand, is dritbefew playwrights to have written on
black mothers in jail, i.e. her pla&age Rhythn(1993). And, finally, the dance theatre group
founded by Jawole Willa Jo Zollar in 1984, UrbarsBWWomen, who have especially
focused on the body of the black woman as a sitestbration and a source of strength. They
have especially concentrated on healing the rapdg.iMoreover, through dance—as in their
pieceBatty Moveg1995)—they have tried to recuperate and to empéddack women'’s hip
movement so characteristic of black Caribbean rhgths an expression of sensuality and
spirituality (WAC).

Out the tapestry of African American playwrightseeathe 1980s, three of them have
received special acclaim: Suzan-Lori Parks, Annaveee Smith and Pearl Cleage. Parks and
Smith could be included within the category of expental theatre whereas Cleage’s plays
present a more linear storyline. Although cleantyuenced by Adrienne Kennedy'’s style and
imagery and Ntozake Shange’s deconstruction oEtigish language, Suzan-Lori Parks

takes this experimental trend to a higher extrerhe.title of her plays already give a hint of
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her use of languag@&he Death of the Last Black Man in the Whole Entiarld (1990, or
Imperceptible Mutabilities in the Third Kingdofh990, Obie Award). In Parks’s plays,
language becomes subject and theme (Berney, “Sumakarks,” 190), “a physical act.
Something that happens in your entire body . . rd&are things that move our bodies.”
Parks’s creations intend to challenge both theracémd the audience’s imagination (in
Mahone Moon Marked 242). Her plays also show how people are fixea specific place by
a language that has been imposed on them andséele themselves from the “weight of
words” (Berney, “Suzan-Lori Parks,” 188). In additj Parks examines history for she is
concerned about tHeoles the absences of black people in history. AccaydinLiz
Diamond, who has directed most of Parks’s playdaese connection with Parks, Parks’s
plays contain two stories, reminiscent of jazz,gasging that her plays be read as musical
scores (Drukman, “Doo-a-Diddly-Dit-Dit,” 284, 29298). Futhermore, Parks explains the
“rep” and “rev” strategy used in her work, the réj@n and revision of history that can be
seen inThe American Play1993), where characters and historical eventpdmfirst as
tragedy, second as farce, and then as theatre aburd. This “rep” and “rev” strategy,
Parks states, “keeps the spectator/reader evdanigiooking for something missed in the
last repetition while scrutinizing the upcomingistéen.” Her plays depict the world as a
complex and multidimensional place (in Drukman, &2&-Diddly-Dit-Dit,” 285, 294).
Anna Deavere Smith’s experimental pieces are gettormances in which many
different characters are impersonated by her. Thgteny of her acting is essential in the
production of her show?. Different characters are interviewed by Smitteaspecific and
controversial issue. When the audience listensith eharacter’s point of view, multiple
versions of truth, they realize the unresolvableti@aictions found within them (Martin,
“The Word Becomes You,” 267). Two of her most aitokd pieces won an Obie Award,

Fires in the Mirror: Crown Heights Brooklyn and Qthldentities(1992) andrwilight: Los
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Angeles 19921993). Sydné Mahone emphasizes that Smith’s pedioces foreground the
“power of oral tradition” and the “power of the sdrtist to become the voice of the people”
(“Introduction,” xxxi). Smith explains the title ¢fires in the Mirror. “The fire images in the
title of the show represent many small, dormasisfiof social unrest, which can flare up as a
result of high-speed friction. The mirror is thag, reflecting the fires back to us” (Hatch
and ShineBlack TheatreVol. I, 492). Regardingwilight, Smith states it is “a call to the
community . . . | wanted to be part of their exaation of the problems. | believe that
solutions of these problems will call for the paation of large and eclectic groups of
people.” She also believes that in the UnitedeStpeople have reached a stage where silence
must be broken about race, and many people sheutth¢ouraged to participate in the
dialogue (Perkins and UnGontemporary Plays280). Smith, then, places herself on the
same side as Robbie McCauley, who also believdsineed of the audience’s participation
in a dialogue on racial issues.

If Smith’s works pose a special emphasis on perémce, those of Pearl Cleage
underline the power of the written word and stamg fto be told. Cleage considers herself a
black nationalist and radical feminist who is detered to continue in the struggle “against
racism, sexism, classism and homophobia” (Perkidstino,Contemporary Plays46). Her
determination is especially manifest in her payin’ West(1992)** a new perspective of the
history of the U.S. west from a black woman’s pahview, that shows a group of late
nineteenth-century black women controlling theimawes. This play was inspired by a note
Ida B. Wells published in a Memphis newspaper dutire 1890s, after a lynching and a riot.
Wells encouraged African Americans to leave themhs in the South and move to the west
in search of freedom and new land. The protagooidtsis piece are three sisters and Ms.
Leah, an old woman who was born into slavery. Gle#lten, creates a womanist space where

there is no room for intruders who might want tasdthem and break the women’s achieved
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harmony. The older sister Sophie always carriesifiey and when she is ready to kill her
younger sister Minnie’s abusive husband, Ms. Lealnsels her about a better method slave
women used kill abusive masters and that wouldgareler from going to jail. It is Ms Leah,
then, who will help to finish with the abusive imder’s life by preparing a pie with her
specialsecret recipe. Interesting enough, soon aftedéa¢h of Minnie’s husband, Minnie
gives birth to a little baby girl who will continugtrengthening and broadening that womanist
tradition already established in her home. Cleagkel® a special female-centered site in
Flyin’ Westthrough which she redefines the concept of faalg kinship. Cleage offers the
image of an extended family of women that actualate a home where they can feel free
and safe, and where they can grow and love eaehn without hierarchies. Cleage asserts that
with her plays she offers analysis, establishesngext and clarifies a point of view intended
to incite her audience or readers to action (Psramd UnoContemporary Plays46).
Continuing the circle of womanist spaces createdfoigan American women performance
artists,Flyin’ Westis a vital link in the performative circle wherendtemporary African
American performance artists look to the pastrigpiration as they construct new womanist

sites for the present and for the future.

! James V. Hatch and Ted Shine (ed®lack Theatre U.S.A. Plays by African Americans
(1974); James V. Hatch and Ted Shine (e@$ack Theatre U.S.A. Plays by African
Amercans Volume I, “The Early Period, 1847-938” (1998)mes Hatch and Leo Hamalian
(eds.),The Roots of African American Drama: An Antholofizarly Plasy(1991) and_ost
Plays of the Harlem Renaissance 1920-104D6); Kathy Perkins (ed Black Female
Playwrights: An Anthology of Plays before 198@89) andstrange Fruit: Plays on Lynching
by American Womef1998); Elizabeth Brown-Guilloryines in the Wilderness: Plays by

African American Women from the Harlem Renaissamtiee Presen1990).
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2 Frederick Douglass actually participated as ong@brators in the 1848 Women'’s Rights
Convention at Seneca Falls, New York, in defensgarhen rights. African American writer
and philosopher W. E. B. DuBois equally continuedlte same line fighting for women’s
suffrage throughout the twentieth century.

® There has always been collaboration, friendshipperagement and support among African
American women throughout their history whethethia creation/production of their works,
in organizing to protest and help runaways or ajdymching (Stephens, “The Harlem
Renaissance,” 100). Among the women of the 1926sr@a D. Johnson encouraged Marita
Bonner (also a friend of Zora Neale Hurston) topigywriting. May Miller was also a friend
of Johnson, a close friend of Hurston and a studehtary Burrill. Shirley Graham met

Miller. Likewise, examples of collaborative workegiound after the 1970s and 1980s. Robbie
McCauley and Laurie Carlos have performed two efrtiles of Ntozake Shangdty

colored girls who have considered suigi@arlos and percussionist Edwina Lee Tyler have
collaborated with the theatre dance company UrhashBVomen; and Carlos and McCauley
have also worked together in various projects.

* Representative examples of contemporary AfricareAcan performers using technological
devices on stage are Robbie McCauley and JuditkeAlackson, who introduces slides, film,
video or microphones.

® Even though most African American playwrights loé Harlem Renaissance, aware of the
obstacles they would find to have their plays posdlj would write under the title of their
play “a play to be read”, the activity of readinglioud also implied telling that story to other
people, as did storytellers, activity that equathplied a performance for an audience.

® In 1925 there were 628 manuscripts submitte@rtsis and 738 tdpportunity most of

them written by women as were mostly women who Wnmse contests. These women

playwrights obtained two out of the thr€eisis distinctions for 1925: Myrtle Smith
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Libingston’sFor Unborn Childrenand Ruth Gaines-Sheltonffie Church Fight In 1926,
Eulalie Spence obtained one of the two awardsdoplayThe Purple Flower Similarly, in
Opportunityin 1925 playwrights Zora Neale Hurst f©olorstruck andSpearsand May

Miller for Blue Blood were among the winners . In 1927 Eulalie Speitained recognition
for two of her playsThe StarteandThe Hunchand Georgia Johnson fBlumes(Perkins,
Black Female6).

" Jim Crow is a stereotyped black dancing charaeterse name would be adopted to signify
racist and segregationist laws against African Acaers.

® This step was quite revolutionary at the time siimcthe past using burnt cork on their faces
had been instituted by whites who mimicked black&heir performance and black actors had
continued the same custom in minstrelsy.

® Another play that focuses more blatantly on blaaks poverty is Mary Burrill’S'he That

Sit in Darknes£1925). This play condemns the laws that forbadgite information on birth
control methods to the African American community.

19 For further information on the representation ldfwomen countering the mammy
stereotype, see Trudier Harris, “Before the Strientle Pain,” in Marh-LocketBlack

Women Playwrights1999.

1 For further information onthermotheringsee Stanlie James, “Mothering,” in James and
Busia, eds.Theorizing Black Feminism&994.

12Perkins wonders why no woman playwright of the temer dealt with the lynching of other
women, while she mentions different women artistaifptors and painters, among others)
who actually chose the lynching of black womenhesdentral issue of their works.

13 Like Burrill, Marita Bonner (1898-1971) too suppex an armed revolution ifhe Purple
Flower (1926), a one-act surrealistic composition oncredition of blacks (Us) under white

(the White Devils) subjugation.
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14 Miller was the most widely published African Amean playwright during the Harlem
Renaissance as well as one of the best exponeblaalfwomen who struggled to write,
direct, perform and produce quality shows. Milleyoataught speech, dance and drama.

15 Eulalie Spence, who considered theatre as a fdaemtertainment and not for propaganda
or other serious issues, was one of the very fenic&f American women playwrights who
ventured the genre of comedy. Other two more rggyivrights and/or performers on the
same genre of comedy are Sybil Kein and Danitrac€an

18 Anderson’sClimbing Jacob’svas one of the earliest lynching plays by an Africa
American woman to be produced by the Harlem Expemiad Theatre in 1931.

" For an annotated bibliography on contemporary Afriémerican Playwrights, see Dana A.
Williams, Contemporary African American Female Playwrig{@eenwood Press, 1998).

18 Other African American women who have excelletiaiin dance or opera ballet after the
1950s are Katherine Flowers, Debra Austin (the fooffer her audience in a concert
program material available on African American dgn€armen de Lavallade, Mary
Hinkson, and Janet Collins (ballet opera).

9 The stage was also divided in two parts (but foartally), in Marita Bonner'§he Purple
Flower (1926). Likewise, Sybil Kein's comedyet Togethe(1970) divides the stage into
two to see a black family and a white family simnkously, so that both blacks and whites
can see and laugh at the stereotypes they havie@r@aout each other.

? Richard Schechner has underscored Smith’s aatigtques: “Her way of working is less
like that of a conventional Euro-American actor amare like that of African, Native
American, and Asian ritual. Smith works by meandeép mimesis, a process opposite of

that of ‘pretend’” (in Perkins and Un@ontemporary Plays265)
L Other plays by Cleage akate Bus to Meccé1993),Blues for an Alabama SK$995) and

Bourbon at the Bordef1997).
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