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ducer, sometimes in conjunction with a
“member of his staff and a director. In the 50's

Michael Bloom is a direcior who writes

“ frequently on the arts. He'is currently re-

“hearsing "“The Good Coach,” a play by Ben

" Slegler, at the WPA Theaier.

specialists. The result is that c}esplte the
decline in overal! preductions, the number of
casting directors has grown dramatically.
Many support their work in the theater hy
casting for television and tfilms, which is
more ucrative, The casting fee for a modest
straight play on Broadway might be $7,000

" agents and screening actors, the casting. dr -

NS MeCorkIE cast o L Mot ‘Rappaport” and. ...

Ms Peiers has bewrrﬁ‘mwm
this year § Roundabout Theater season o WK §

rector advises the director in aunditions. But
before auditions begin, the casting director
will probably have performed a most impor-. . - =500 SRR
tant function: selling the idea of theater'to " Irr such a comipetitive environment, pers
actors, many of whom have agents advising .- verance is crucial; Donna: 1saacson: ¢alls it
.them to take or wait for a film or television: " fhe “noodge!’ factor and attributes one of the

By NITALELYVELD

PORT GIBSON, Miss.
TIL RECENTLY, THE PEOPLE
of this small town in the southwest
corner of - Mississippi didn’t see
much in common between them-
selves and Shakespeare. They
- read his plays in school and left it at that, But

.-when the Cornerstone Theater Company
* showed up and started building a stage in
; their local movie house, Shakespeare be-

» came the falk of the town,

. The ll-member traveling troupe arrived
. in Port Gibson last November, moved into an
“ old, abandoned boardinghouse on the main
“street and immediately began auditioning
- people for an adaptation of ““Romeo and

Juliet,” to open in February. They made
"“announcements in the local churches and
schools and handed out leaflets to everyone
they saw. One company actor, Ashby Semple,

© * even stood in the street outside the theater,

- stopping traffic with the words, “Want to be
in a play?”

When the cast list went up several weeks
later, Edret Brinston, an 18-year-old black
high-schoot senjor, had been chosen as Ro-
meo, with Amy Brenneman, a white Corner-
stone actress, as his Juliet. More than 50
other local residents had been selected to
serve as the play’s cast, crew and musicians.,

The ‘‘Romeo and Juliet” Cornerstone had
in mind was not the traditional love story set
in a time and place very foreign to smali-
town Southerners. Instead, they chose to an-
chor the play in Verona, Miss.,, a fictional

Nita Lelyveld is a staff writer for The
Tuscaloosa (Ala.) News.

:EE@@ travellng troupe =

casts local residents

and adapts classic

- plays to mirror the

conumunities in whs@h

it ﬂ@@ﬁ‘?@ﬁ‘m&

locahty meant to bear a smkmg resem—'.

blance {o’ modem—day Port Gibson;
- There is' moie; than’ ofie Port Gib
'company ‘mémbiers were soon {0 realiz
There is the fairy-tale Port Gibson of Church

Street, with its extraordinary collection of::
balconied antebellum houses; painted white..
and pristinely preserved, which, the towns-
people say, Gen. Ulysses S. Grant spared
during the Civil War because they were “‘too
beautifu! to burn.” The majority of the town, -

however, whose population of 2,200 is largely
black and poor, lives in the other Port Gibson,
which starts just behind this showease street,
many in dilapidated cabins along unpaved
roads.

While Claiborne County, in which Port Gib-
son is situated, is 80 percent black and is
governed largely by black officials, the town
of Port Gibson has a white mayor and a
virtually all-white private academy. The pub-

lic schools, on the other hand, are predomi- .

nantly black. There is litile overt racial ten-
sion in the community, but there is equally
little opportunity for social or institutional
interaction between races.

Cornerstone first heard of Port Gibson
through Mississippi: Cultural Crossroads, a
comnunity organization dedicated to bring-
3 4
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Aiﬁy'éréﬁné}héﬁ'as: ]uﬁéf and Edre ‘Brin

ing the arts to Claaborne County T he orgam _
zatlon, which is supported by ocal;: couinty:
and state grants; as well ag through its own
fund-raising; found’ Cornérstone !wmg and:
rehearsal space and helped. w1th money for

« production expenses, P
While the company was not: sure at first . af
how far it would take the parallels: to. the:
social siructure in Port Gibson, it ended up =
casting the play aloiost entirely along racial .-
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graduated in 1984 and 1982, respec-:

tively, from Harvard, the company -

aims to make theater an integral and
relevant part of ordinary American

life. Most of the communities they:
choose to visit have had little expo-:

sure to live theater,

Since that first sumrder, when 1t': '

staged Thornton  Wilder's “Our

Town” in Newport News, Vi,

~'bers teach and perform in the loca
- schiools.

“The Port Gibson pr OJect was  Core”
(e _'nerstone 5-10th residency. The com

jany is curretitly. conductmg its annhu
I i’und xefsmg tour ‘and "wali_ hold :

. the Sov:et;-U

~ They: also”plani‘fo:c afe’a: tourmg
-~ aluinni show - with:¢ St member
cofroe all their’ previous s
7 the summer of 1991,

._'-:'dergraduates at. Harvard, had offe

discisssed forming a traveling theater ot
.grotp.” “We " thought: we'd: bring .
“show. to' 4 commiunity and’ ask them: -
-what they thought of it through’ fo-:." 2]
rums. and discussions’But that’s not. "
the way you establish a real didlogue
with someone,” Ms; Carey explained.
“we decided that; if we were sincere .
- in’our désire to lears from. people
. what makes good theater and wheth-
et theater is important, then we had

't0 be in the trenches togethier.”! 0

PR

The real turning point for Corner-’
stone came with its second produc-.

tion, when it arrived in Marmath,
N.D., a town of 193 people, planning to

stage ‘Hamlet.”” The town had ex-

pected: . something more along the

tines of a dinner theater- and ex-. -

pressed litile interest in the project,

“It ait began to change when we got
to North Dakota and saw the locals
dealing with Shakespeare,” Mr.

Rauch said. “There were 50 many .
~words that were so irrelevant to their:

se!ves what 1f we used some: word

- that had mioke of the: mlpact oh the:
"~ audience: that’ Shakespea (-] mtend'
'them to have? That way you sacr:flc

the .:
: -compéany has. traveled: all over the.
- United States, living mostly in smali
©comitiunities for: two to four: months.
- and recrbiting résidents; to; serve as:
. cast and crew in their projects, The

towns contribute housing and perfor-: o

“manée space.’ In addition - to their - Il
< main productioh, the conipany mem-;_ s

: town grocer,. Gus Watson, ‘said: ¢
- instead of: “How now; Lord Hamlet,
* when fie forgot his Imes d

‘thé performances -

Reservatton in: Shurz, Ne
: tatlon of Mohere 5 “Tartu

Mr. Ravchiand, Ms Carey,' as un--:-_.

3cnls

“also: donates p :
- earnmgs to the towns to encourage :
“thein to’ contmue w1th theater on their
oW

© 47, was Corfierstone’s largest shoy

- from;the town in the pla)
Carey, ‘‘the more _the lila

‘Cornerstone composer Dav Relffel i

some of the’ poetry, but you-gam i Io
in"terms of ftie drama:’!
That flrst adaptanon,

O_t_her projects have m'

= recelvmg

“Romeo and .Tuhet " with @ ¢as

date. 'The: more. people there.

ref iect the town'

et for examp] rehearsed o an
“altiost: daﬂy basis: from Novembe'
until February ‘Thie set for (e pr
-'ductlon too was elaborate especxall'

isa part of edch producuo
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